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NAWAKA, AFRICA

“Move!”

The harsh command reverberated through Belle Winkworth-Jones, causing her already pounding heart to skitter with renewed fear. She tightened her hand around the arm of the old man beside her, anxious to communicate reassurance.

“Not long now, Father,” she urged the priest, silently willing him to walk faster while keeping herself between him and the soldier behind them.

Anxiously, she glanced over her shoulder and past their grim-eyed guard at the other two captives—Edda and Hendrik Morgensen—and breathed a little easier to see them keeping up.

The guerrillas marched them relentlessly through the night, not stopping until dawn tinged the inky blackness of the dense African jungle. As if aware of the danger that lurked nearby, the critters and creatures of the night fell into silence at their approach. Only the distant hoot of an owl echoed eerily above the canopied treetops.

By the time they stopped to make camp, Belle could barely place one foot in front of the other.

After five days of the same, she now knew the routine by heart. Their captors handed out small pieces of the stale, near-mouldy bread made from coarse corn flour. After they ate, she and the three other hostages would be tied up around the trunk of a large baobab tree or a large rock, where they would stay shaded from the harsh September sun until close to dusk. Then the punishing journey would recommence.

She’d stopped asking what their captors intended to do with them; her demands had so far fallen on deaf ears. For the most part, the guerrillas were silent, preferring to let the deadly threat of their weapons do the talking for them. Nothing urged a person to walk faster or shut up better than having the business end of a machine gun aimed at them, she’d discovered.

But she had a fair idea where they were headed. Even though she’d only heard whispers of where his camp was located, the rebel leader who controlled this part of Nawaka was well known. Some spoke of him with fear, others with reverence.

Right at that moment, the emotion that burned in Belle’s stomach stemmed from neither. The rebels’ treatment of them, especially old Father Tom, only caused anger to swell in her chest.

Recognizing the futility of her fury, she squashed it down, finished her bread, and slumped against a large boulder in the small clearing they’d been brought to. The throbbing pain in her bleeding feet and wrists echoed through her body, but she ignored it. She also ignored the cramping in her abdomen. She would worry about that particular problem later.

She glanced at Father Tom. The aging missionary had hurled himself so bravely in front of her when the rebels had invaded their mission camp and had taken her and the Dutch couple—her fellow volunteers at the mission-run relief camp—hostage. Guilt and worry replaced her anger. Because of her, he’d also been thrown into the back of the armoured truck along with them.

She went to him and held out the water bottle the rebels had surprisingly let her keep. “Drink,” she said softly, knowing they only had a short amount of time before they would be tied up. Dehydration was a reality they’d learned to live with since their capture. Temperatures soared well into the hundreds during the day, the humid atmosphere made all the more unbearable by the density of the forest. Water was also a scarce commodity, so the constant fear that they’d succumb to the life-threatening condition was ever-present.

He took a drink and handed it back. She took a small gulp, careful to ration the water she’d replenished at a shallow waterhole they’d passed the night before. Wiping the back of her near-calloused hand across her mouth, she put the bottle away, her eyes on the old man.

“Are you all right?” She indicated the side of his head, which still bled, albeit lightly, from when he’d fallen earlier.

“Och, I’m fine, lass. ’Tis just a scratch. Anyway, I’ll soon be back at the mission.” His Scottish brogue hadn’t diminished, even after thirty-five years in Africa.

She suppressed the hysterical laughter that bubbled up in her throat. Father Tom Campbell had repeated this assurance for the past five days. Just how he hoped to evade the fifteen rebel soldiers who guarded them remained a mystery to her.

So far, he hadn’t tried anything stupid. She’d prayed his belief they would soon be back at their missionary outpost was spiritual rather than wishful thinking. But today she caught a disturbing glint in his eyes, one that made her uneasy.

She looked over her shoulder and counted seven of the soldiers disappearing back into the jungle. Scanning the immediate vicinity to make sure the remaining rebels wouldn’t overhear them, she crouched down and leaned toward the old man.

“Father, I hope you’re not planning anything crazy, because you know these men won’t tolerate it. Besides, I need you to look after me, so please promise me you’ll do as they say,” she pleaded with him, unashamed to play the helpless damsel just this once if it meant keeping him safe.

He waved her concerns away. “Ah, lass. No harm will come to you, not while I’m around. I’m not going anywhere without you.

But soon we’ll be going home.”

“I’m sorry, Father, but I think you’re wrong. We’ve been heading east since yesterday,” she whispered. “I…I think we’re near the border, approaching the leader’s camp. There are bound to be more of his men around, so please, don’t do anything rash.”

Father Tom shook his head. “I know it in my heart, and I can feel it in these old bones, we’re going home within the week. Rest easy. You’ll be back with those you love soon. I’m sure there’s someone special waiting for a bonny girl like you.”

She shook her head to dispel the image of grey eyes and chiselled features that rose in her mind. “No, Father. There’s no one special.”

Not since one man had cut her hopes away. Not since the future she’d foolishly dreamed of and mapped out for herself had turned out to be a mirage.

She felt compassion for the children of Nawaka whose lives had been torn apart by war and famine. She certainly felt fear, for herself and the other three captives whose plight was very grave indeed. She pitied the soldiers, who thought the only way to resolve their conflict was by wielding guns and tormenting innocents.

But feelings of excitement, longing, and, above all, love? No, those had been trampled beneath feet encased in Italian handmade shoes with all the carelessness of someone stubbing out a cigarette.

Forcing the unwanted thoughts from her mind, she focused on the old man. “So, can I count on you to behave?” she asked.

He held up three gnarled fingers. “Old scout’s honour.”

Somewhat reassured, if not all together convinced, by the old man’s words, she straightened and swatted the ever-present flies from her face.

By the time the second group of rebels returned, they’d finished their meagre meal. Ignoring the pain in her feet, Belle helped the old man up and fell into her designated place in line, the second of the hostages walking between two groups of gun-toting captors.

Their journey ended abruptly an hour later.

The scorching sun still rode in the cloudless sky when they passed a large circle of moabi trees and entered a clearing dotted with thatched huts.

The largest of the huts, slap in the middle of the semi-circular group of similar dwellings, was the most carefully constructed. Although made to look like its dilapidated neighbours with its thatched roof, oven-strengthened mud exterior, and wooden slatted windows, the structure held a few differences to the practiced eye. The walls were slightly thicker, the door made of mahogany rather than the weaker plywood of the other huts.

Belle gaped at the unexpected sight this far inside the jungle, the pleasing hint of civilization momentarily overriding the reason for her presence here. To one side of the clearing, a large well rose from the ground, complete with a powerful-looking hand pump and a simple water hose had been connected from the well to a showerhead hooked to a tree branch.

The simple, but oh-so-very-missed, comfort gripped her attention.

She was so focused on thoughts of taking a shower that it took a few precious seconds to sense his presence.

“Welcome to my humble abode,” the voice said. It was deep and lyrical, a mixture of accents that curiously intrigued her. Just as it had the first time she’d heard it three weeks ago.

Turning sharply to her left, she came face to face with the man on whose orders they had been taken—her ultimate, ruthless captor.

Charles Mwana.

Belle reluctantly admitted, just as she had the first time she’d seen him, that the propaganda pictures strewn around the Nawakan capital and on signposts in every village did not do him justice.

He towered over his men, a commanding figure whose camouflage uniform was the only thing he had in common with his subordinates.

Shoulder-length brown hair bleached light by the harsh African sun, blue-eyed and swarthy, the rebel leader wouldn’t have been out of place on the cover of People Magazine, except for the ugly, jagged scar that disfigured the right side of his face.

But even with the scar, she had to admit there was a riveting presence about him, a charismatic pull that could lull one into believing he was marginally less dangerous than he truly was. Especially when he chose that moment to bare white, even teeth in a seemingly harmless smile.

She tensed as he came closer, the sheer breadth of his shoulders blocking out the sun as he paused two feet from her.

“I trust my men treated you well?” he asked.

She barely stopped a snort from escaping. Father Tom started to answer, but she stopped him with a slight shake of her head.

“Yes, but I…we would like to know why we’ve been cap— taken.”

“All in good time. First things first. Let’s get you out of this interminable heat.” His English was perfect, a fact which, since Nawaka was mostly a French-speaking country, made her wonder about his origins. He signalled to one of his men, who came forward and snapped to attention in front of him.

“Please…just tell us why we’re here.” She forced firmness she was far from feeling into her voice.

His blue eyes lost a touch of warmth, but his smile remained in place as he stepped closer.

She swallowed, her heart lurching before hammering against her ribcage.

“You’ve subsisted on bread and water for the past five days. Surely you wish to partake of more substantial sustenance to regain your strength?”

Father Tom lurched unsteadily on his feet. “Keep your food. Just tell us why we’re here!”

Captain Mwana turned toward him, and like a flash of lightning, cordiality had disappeared, replaced by a fearsome, icy regard. Belle smashed down her fear and planted herself between the two men, facing their captor. From the corner of her eye, she saw the other soldiers move toward them.

“We appreciate your offer of food and water. And afterward, perhaps we can have an explanation of why we’re all here?” she said with a lift of her chin, while with one hand behind her back, she waved frantically for Father Tom to stay put.

For several tense moments, Captain Mwana ignored her, his deadly focus trained on the old man. Finally, Father Tom retreated to the large, flat rock.

Seemingly satisfied that he wouldn’t be any more trouble, the rebel leader turned his attention back to her. “All in good time, my dear.” His tone had once again returned to that of charming host.

In her peripheral vision, she saw Edda and Henrik sag with relief as the tension eased tangibly. But the stone-heavy dread in Belle’s stomach didn’t dissipate.

With a jerk of his head, the rebel leader indicated one of the smaller huts. The soldier nearest the Dutch couple barked an order. Edda jumped and clung closer to her husband as they were led away.

Beside her, Father Tom tried to stare down their captor, but Mwana’s eyes were once again riveted on her face, his sharp, speculative regard boring almost invasively under her skin.

“Come with me,” he instructed, stepping back to indicate the large hut.

“Where are you taking her?” Father Tom demanded.

“It’s okay, Father.” She pressed a reassuring hand on his arm and nudged him toward Edda and Henrik.

He seemed set to protest, but her murmured no, meant for his ears alone, convinced him to refrain. In any case, Mwana had decided not to bother with an answer.

He stood at the door to his hut and beckoned her with a gracious gesture that seemed at odds with her circumstances.

On unsteady feet, she approached, fighting the wave of apprehension that threatened to sweep her away with its unrelenting tide.

Stepping into the hut, she was engulfed by coolness that brought immediate relief from the scorching sun. Extensive bookshelves took up one solid wall. There were books on philosophy, politics, economics, and classic literature. Although their first meeting had been brief—Charles Mwana had stopped their missionary truck on the way to the city and exchanged words with the driver before welcoming Belle to the mission—she’d allowed herself to believe that the man who held a stranglehold on Nawaka to the point where the current government all but bowed to his every wish was nothing but a ruthless thug who chose to hide in the jungle, despite the charisma he seemed to exude.

Looking around, her fear escalated. Whatever else Charles Mwana was, he was not a simpleton. Clearly, her capture was no spur-of-the-moment opportunistic grab.

She took a few more steps into the living area of the hut, and her heart sank.

Pictures of her covered the surface of a coffee table made entirely out of the clean slice of a mahogany tree trunk: images of her playing in the dirt outside the mission with the young children, of her unloading supplies from the mission truck, and even ones of her sitting alone under a large moabi tree, reading in the dusk.

Icy numbness encased her chest. “You’ve had me under surveillance since I arrived at the mission.”

“Surveillance is such an unpleasant word. More like keeping a friendly eye on you,” he murmured in that deep, disconcertingly mesmerizing voice.

She turned to face him. “Friendly? Is that what you call being dragged through the jungle for five days straight with nothing but bread crusts to eat?”

He spread large, golden-brown hands upward in a cajoling gesture. “I regret that. If there had been an easier way, I would’ve employed it.”

“An easier way to do what? What exactly is the end game here? It can’t be because you craved the pleasure of my…our company.”

His steady blue gaze raked lazily over her, pausing in uncomfortable places before rising to recapture hers. “Don’t underestimate the power of your charms, Belle, or the time and effort it’s taken to bring you here.”

The sound of her name on his lips made her skin crawl, but it was nothing compared to the sheer terror his words created inside her. Before she could summon the courage to ask what he meant, there was a knock on his door.

He answered in fluent Nawakan. A soldier entered, bearing a tray loaded with food. The heady smell of cassava and the spinach and fish sauce she’d grown to love since arriving in Nawaka hit her nostrils. Her stomach growled with the pain of denied nourishment, and she swayed where she stood.

The urge to resist the food provided by her captor crossed her mind for a single second before she dismissed its folly. To stand any chance of surviving this…whatever this was, she’d need all her strength. She’d never been one to cut her nose off to spite her face. No, her many flaws lay elsewhere, far, far from this nightmare. “Sit.”

She sat in one of the two armchairs that graced the room. The soldier placed the tray directly on top of the pictures on the coffee table. Mwana made no move to remove them, forcing her to glance at the unnerving images of herself that stared back at her.

“Eat,” he commanded, pushing one plate toward her.

She started to reach for the heavily scratched utensils and paused. A gleam of amusement lit his eyes as he stared back at her. “You think I would go to all this trouble to bring you here only to poison you?”

She berated herself, since the thought hadn’t even occurred to her. “No. I was only going to ask if the others are being fed, too. But since you’ve brought it up…?”

He laughed, the sound deep, husky, and…manly. The latter thought unnerved her further, and it was all she could do not to clutch her head in despair at the sensation that threatened to seize her.

She knew about Stockholm Syndrome, and she felt more than one-hundred percent sure it wasn’t what was happening here. And yet, she couldn’t deny that Charles Mwana held a fascination for her, like meeting a celebrity—albeit an unhinged one.

“The answer is yes and no, in that order. Here, I’ll prove it.” He picked up his own fork and took a mouthful of food from her plate.

She waited until he swallowed before she picked up her own fork. After a few, hearty mouthfuls, she put her fork down.

“The food is unsatisfactory?” he asked with a raised brow.

“No, it’s not that. I’ve eaten nothing but a few bites of bread for almost a week. If I eat too much too soon, it’ll do more harm than good to my digestive system.”

His head tilted to one side as he regarded her. “A delicate statement for such a strong woman.”

Her fists tightened in her lap. “You know nothing about me and cannot accurately judge whether I’m strong or not.”

“On the contrary, you’ve proven yourself a natural leader in the few weeks you’ve been here. Within a short time, you made certain key changes at the mission. And my men tell me you stopped the others, especially your priest, from misbehaving on the journey here.”

She glanced down at the pictures, desperately fighting back the feelings of vulnerability. “So you didn’t just watch my movements, you’ve been actively spying on me.”

He reached out, almost as if to touch a strand of hair that fell over her arm. At the last moment, he pulled back.

“I prefer the term ‘due diligence.’ Do you know what I discovered about you?” he asked.

Unable to speak, she just shook her head.

“You have an inner core of strength that’s admirable. The other three listen to you, look to you for guidance. They should thank you—it’s probably what has kept them alive.” The note of steel in his voice was back, and his jaw was set in a rigid line that struck fear inside her.

“What are you going to do with us?” she asked.

He fell silent for so long, she thought he wouldn’t answer her. Letting his fork clatter onto his plate, he rose. “Your priest is of no worth to me. He was only taken because your fondness of him meant you would be…cooperative on your journey. Provided he doesn’t cause any trouble, his stay with us will be brief.”

“And…the other two?” she ventured, wanting to believe him but knowing she couldn’t trust anyone with Mwana’s deadly reputation.

He shrugged. “There will be a simple monetary transaction which, should they cooperate, will see them free in a few days.”

She refused to feel any relief, because she knew anything could happen in hostage situations. “What…what about me? Will you set me free, too?”

The gleam in his eyes intensified, until a light burned so bright there, she held her breath. “I’m hoping we can come to an arrangement.”

Ice snaked down her spine. “An arrangement?” she all but whispered.

He nodded, and a swath of hair fell into his eyes. With a casual hand, he brushed it back and walked through the door. “We will discuss it in due course. In the meantime, if you wish, there’s water, a towel, and a change of clothes through there. Feel free to use them.”

And just like that, she was alone. Or alone as she could be, considering she was surrounded by dozens of men armed with assault rifles.

She took a proper look around, and for the first time, she noticed that although there was a living area and an alcove where a large basin filled with water stood, there wasn’t a sleeping area.

Unless, of course, Charles Mwana chose to sleep on the bare, mud-caked floor. She frowned. Somehow, the man who kept a well-stocked library and boasted an above-average intellect didn’t strike her as the kind to do so.

Which meant either this place wasn’t his permanent hideout… or her instincts about what was happening here were severely skewed.

That wouldn’t surprise her, of course. She’d been completely off base about her knowledge of men before.

Bitterness twisted through her as she went into the alcove and picked up the threadbare towel near the basin to wash. Her movements were mechanical as memories encroached, reminding of her other times when she’d let herself be totally and utterly misled.

No.

Those thoughts—that time—had no place here. What she needed to do was focus on keeping herself and the others safe. And on finding a way out of this situation.

Feeling clean and refreshed—albeit in her old, grubby clothes because she couldn’t stand the thought of wearing the clothes Mwana had laid out for her—she left the hut and went in search of Father Tom and the other two.

She found them in the last hut, with soldiers posted outside their door. The relief on the couple’s faces echoed her own, although their trepidation returned soon after.

“Do you know where they are taking us?” Hendrik asked.

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

Father Tom, looking a lot less pale than he had a few hours ago, answered. “We heard the soldiers talking—luckily, they spoke French so I got the gist of it. They’re moving us to another location at sundown. As soon as the boss returns from wherever he’s gone. He disappeared into the jungle an hour ago.”

So she’d been right. This wasn’t Mwana’s permanent bolthole. The new information struck a fresh chord of fear in her heart.

She was still praying she was wrong, that they wouldn’t be moved, when Charles Mwana returned and summoned them. He clutched a satellite phone and used it several times before they left the small camp. During his last call, his eyes strayed to her enough times to make alarm skate over her.

That he possessed such advanced technology didn’t surprise her. But had the leader discovered who she really was? The rebels had her passport, along with everyone else’s, but although she’d never gotten round to changing her name, it would only take a couple of calls to learn her true identity.

If he found out who she was, her ransom value would increase a thousand-fold. Provided he intended to keep her for her ransom.

Mwana led the group through dense underbrush for over an hour. Sharp leaves and thorny branches whipped at her face and tore at her clothes, while terrifying questions ricocheted through her mind.

She jerked to a stop as the thick foliage ended abruptly, and a steep cliff rose before them. Terror froze her blood, until his sharp bark jolted her into movement.

Try as she might not to imagine why he’d brought her here, she couldn’t prevent horrific scenarios from invading her thoughts.

She jumped again when he rapped the butt of his gun against the cliff face. But the sound was hollow, and on closer examination, she realized a large block of wood, coloured to blend in with the rock, had been wedged into a hole, with the natural camouflage of foliage cleverly maneuverer to hide the opening.

There was an exchange of words as Captain Mwana spoke to whomever was behind the wall. Then the heavy wood was lifted away.

She could see nothing but a dark cavern as the soldier stood back to let them enter. Renewed dread paralyzed her legs.

“Enter, please,” Mwana said from beside her. The sound propelled her forward, the fear of being struck momentarily swamping the fear of whatever lay ahead of her.

Muttering a silent prayer, she took one step. And another. Until she was just inside the cave door.

As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she looked around. The cavern was a camp of sorts. Thin blankets were strewn about on the ground, and on a small camp stove, a pot of what smelled like the locally grown tea was brewing. Here and there, rust-coated kerosene lanterns burned but provided little illumination. She saw the rebels she’d noticed leaving earlier moving around within.

Relief eased down her spine. So she wasn’t about to be shot and left in the cave to rot. A hand at the small of her back shoved her toward the far end of cave. Here blankets had been laid side-by-side but set apart from the area where the rebels were camped.

Her heart plummeted.

Far from being rescued or set free, as Father Tom had wistfully foreseen, it seemed they were bedding down for the long haul. Because surely if the rebels had gone to the trouble of providing shelter for them, then they didn’t plan on setting them free anytime soon.

She stared at the bedding…counted the places…

And rounded on Mwana. “Why are there only three beds?” It wasn’t a simple matter of insufficient bedding, because a stack of blankets stood next to the opposite cave wall.

“Because you, Miss Jones, will sleep elsewhere. Somewhere more comfortable.”

A dark premonition iced up her veins. “Where?”

For a moment he didn’t answer, and in the dim light of the cave, his eyes travelled from the top of her head and past her shoulders to her breasts, where he paused for a moment before moving down to her grimy, ripped, almost blackened linen trousers, to her severely tattered sandals and back up again.

With his lazy scrutiny, she knew exactly why there were only three beds on this side of the cave. His next words confirmed it.

“You sleep over there.” With his gun, he indicated a smaller cavern lit by a dim lamp and concealed by a soiled, torn, makeshift curtain, which she hadn’t noticed before. “With me.”


CHAPTER 2
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Five days! She’d been missing for a total of five days!

Nick Andreakos recalled every second of the conversation with his head of security and the interminable phone calls that had followed, even now, forty-eight hours later. The longest forty-eight hours of his life, during which every subsequent report received from Jameson, his head of security, had brought worse news.

He raked a hand through his hair, his shoulders tense as he braced himself against the reinforced steel door of the cargo plane he’d hitched a ride on to keep from being thrown by the turbulence.

He looked around at the other occupants of the plane—seven men in all. Highly trained, highly expensive mercenaries. Men he wouldn’t normally interact with in his role as CEO of Andreakos Shipping, a conglomerate that spanned the globe and held a market position that made financial analysts drool.

These men wouldn’t hesitate to cut a man in half. They were the best of the best and exactly what he wanted. He would gladly pay ten, hell, twenty, times their going rate, if they guaranteed him success on this mission.

He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes to fight off the tension headache pounding his temples.

“I know you think you’re superhuman, but going without sleep before a mission like this is just asking for trouble.”

Nick didn’t open his eyes. He knew Alexandros, the cousin who was more like a brother to him, would be glaring at him with the same pained expression he’d used on Nick since they were kids.

“Yes, and I’m guessing all the sleep you got is the reason why you’re looking fresh-faced and perky right now?” he snarked.

Fact was, neither of them had slept in two days, not since Nick had made his phone call and Alex had cancelled his plans and hopped on his jet from Athens to London.

Nick glanced over at Alex. Like him, Alex had Greek American parentage, and they’d both served in the U.S. Marine Corps. For as long as he could remember, Alex had been there for him. Not that he wasn’t a pain in the ass when he chose to be.

Like now…

“You forget I’m not vested in this gig. I’m merely coming along for the exercise. Sitting behind a desk day in and day out plays havoc with my six-pack,” Alex said.

Despite his lazy ribbing, Alex’s foot tapped impatiently on the bare metal floor. In fact, the only time either of them had sat down for longer than five minutes on this mission had been on the flight from London to Morocco, where they’d rendezvoused with the hired men. Sitting down made Nick feel like he was wasting precious time.

So he stood.

And he paced.

And he cursed Belle Winkworth-Jones Andreakos.

What on earth had possessed her to fling herself into the middle of a war zone thousands of miles from home? Granted, the unrest in Nawaka had only been minor when she’d first arrived there six weeks ago. But she could easily have returned home once the conflict escalated. Why the hell hadn’t she?

“Oh and stop with all that pacing before you wear a hole in the plane. You’ll get your chance to interrogate her about all the things she’s done wrong when we bring her home,” Alex offered.

“I’m beginning to regret calling you. All you’ve done since you got to London is attempt to piss me off. Guess what? You’re succeeding.” The fact that Alex had guessed the reason for his angst rubbed him the wrong way.

Alex stood, too, his restless energy echoing Nick’s. “What did Wallace say when you called him?”

During the telephone conversation two days ago, his former commanding officer had brought him up to speed on clashes in the country neighbouring where Belle had gone missing.

“Apparently, the skirmishes spilled into Nawaka only in the past three weeks.” Not surprisingly, Nawaka’s rich mineral deposits had finally proved too much temptation for the greedy few who wanted to exploit the country’s resources, and with the continued war and raging famine in that region, the porous borders had been very easy for the rebels to breach. “But the guy we’re dealing with, Mwana, has been in control of the area for the last five years. In the past year, he’s made inroads toward securing more and more of the country. Word is he also has a solid following.”

Alex cursed. “Theos, I hate that word—following. It’s a short step down from the word cult. And it almost always means you’re bound to do a crazy dance with one or two followers who’re bordering on fanaticism. Wallace say anything else?”

Nick shook his head. “His area of expertise is now Southeast Asia. He told me if Belle had gotten herself captured in Manila, he’d have been our man.”

Alex smirked and shook his head.

Still friends with General Timothy Wallace ten years after retiring his U.S. Marine uniform, Nick had thought of no one better to turn to, and the older man had come through for him. Within six hours, he’d assembled the men now aboard the plane and found a spare seat on a military jet to transport Nick to the American airbase in Morocco.

Frustration had gnawed at him when he’d been forced to hang around while the mercenaries strategized, counter-strategized, and waited for intelligence to come in from Nawaka. Knowing they were right had not made the wait any easier. And knowing he had to rely on others because his own military skills were hopelessly rusty after ten years’ disuse angered him even more.

He scanned the plane again, thinking how different this was from the way he normally travelled. The Andreakos private jets he and Alex owned, with their state-of-the-art systems and luxurious interiors, were a far cry from this shelled-out cargo plane with jump seats and guardrails lined up on the sides. But since they needed to call as little attention to themselves as possible, he had to settle for this mode of transport.

Wrenching himself from his thoughts, he glanced at his watch for the umpteenth time and willed the lazy hand sweeping its face to move faster. With a start, he noted the date—Friday the thirteenth.

No, he didn’t believe in stupid clichés and silly superstitions.

Still, he could do nothing to stop the chill creeping down his spine. He tore his gaze away and focused on John Allen, the leader of the group, as he approached.

“We’ll be landing in thirty minutes, sir. Transportation is already in place.” Allen was built like a Sherman tank, with bulging muscles testifying to an addiction to weightlifting.

“Fine. Have you gone over the details again with your men?” “No need, Mr. Andreakos. They know what they’re doing.”

“Good.” Nick raised an eyebrow as the ex-special forces soldier hesitated. “Is there anything else?” Allen had expressed reservations about Nick’s presence on the plane, and he still sensed the other man’s diffidence.

When Allen shook his head, Nick turned away from him and shrugged on the Kevlar jacket he’d left on his seat. Strapping on the belt containing his handgun, he checked the GPS device in his breast pocket.

“For chrissakes, man, sit down. Before I make you,” Alex bit out. “We’ll find her. We’ll bring her home. And you can take delight in tearing strips off her. Or doing whatever it is that you two do when you’re pissed off with each other.”

Gritting his teeth, Nick sat down. After he secured his seat belt, he tilted his head back and rested it against the hard metal. Closing his eyes, he felt the fear he’d been holding back engulf him, his imagination throwing up scenarios that chilled him to the bone. What if he was too late? What if she was⁠—

No. With steel will inherited from his Greek forebears, he cast the images aside and replaced them with positive thoughts.

What would his wife say when she saw him again for the first time in six months?
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“No. I will not sleep with you.” Belle shook her head for emphasis. “You’ll put me in here with the rest.” She hoped her assertive tone would convey her determination not to succumb to Mwana’s despicable demand.

She watched his vivid scar dance in the dim light of the cave as a smile lifted his mouth.

“I’m not sure you understand. I don’t wish you harm. I only wish to keep you safe, Mrs. Andreakos.”

Cold dread invaded Belle’s bones. He’d found out who she really was.

“Yes, I know your real identity,” he confirmed, his voice markedly chillier than it had been this afternoon. “Which makes you all the more…interesting.”

“I assure you, it doesn’t.”

“I beg to differ. I’m sure the world—and certainly I—would love to know what the wife of a billionaire is doing in a place like this.”

“Nick Andreakos and I, we…we’re no longer married.” She squashed her guilt at the white lie and curbed the shaft of pain at the words. Calm…she needed to remain calm. “So if you’re thinking of trading me in for ransom, you’re wasting your time.”

Interest sparked across his face, altering his expression from dangerously formidable to merely terrifying. “You’re no longer married?”

She didn’t want to tell an outright lie, so she shrugged. “N-not all marriages work out.”

“Even if you’re no longer married, I’m sure you will fetch a handsome fee. And you’re still useful to me in different ways.”

“How? I’m just a teacher.”

“No, you’re far more than that.” His eyes narrowed on her face. “But I’m yet to determine whether the benefit of having you around outweighs the risks.”

She breathed through her fear and eased her face into a relaxed smile. “Is that why you’ve relocated us to the caves instead of the camp? Surely you don’t believe that I or any of the missionaries have done anything wrong? We’re only trying to help your people.”

He drew closer, bringing his large, imposing body into her personal space. She forced herself to remain still.

“That’s just it. Nobody asked for your help. You Westerners think you can go anywhere you want and take over people’s lives. Force your will on others regardless of their feelings,” he said in a tone which was soft yet intensely unnerving.

“I didn’t— I don’t. I thought I had something to offer the children,” she said.

“And what prompted your magnanimity? What made you come here in the first place? Was it out of pity or, more likely, a sense of superiority?”

“I just wanted to make a difference, go somewhere I was needed.”

One brow spiked. “Ah, the common ailment of the Western world. You woke up one day, looked around and decided Africa was the right place to come and find yourself, yes?”

“I didn’t make the decision on a whim, if that’s what you’re implying. And I don’t know why you’re condemning Westerners. Aren’t you one yourself?”

He folded strong arms across his chest. “Don’t let the colour of my fair skin deceive you, my dear. Nawaka is my home—its blood-red soil flows through my veins, and I will defend her with my last breath. Can you say the same about your intentions for my country?”

The vehemence in his voice made her hesitate. In that moment, Belle knew her very safety could be balanced on the knife-edge of her response. “I know I can’t claim the birthright or devotion you feel for this place, but that doesn’t mean I take my position here lightly. All any of us were trying to do was help⁠—”

“No one’s asked for your help.” Again he interrupted, his harsh tone echoing eerily in the cave. “You take time out of your schedules when you feel like an exotic holiday, interfere in other people’s lives, and then when things get too uncomfortable, you jump on your planes and disappear. Perhaps it’s time to send a clear message once and for all.” His words unnerved her, as did every step he took closer.

Fear and bile rose in equal measures, but she held her ground. “I swear to you, that wasn’t what I intended when I came here. I just wanted to help any way I could. And if you mean what you say about Nawaka being your home, then you should know that kidnapping us will only send the wrong message.”

His smile changed to one of speculation. “So you care about what happens to my people?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then accept my hospitality. Prove it by staying here,” he said, his gaze holding the implacable challenge.

No! The silent scream threatened to burst from her chest, and she barely managed to hold it in. “What good will I do from here?” Her voice emerged shaky.

“We live in an era of astounding technology, Belle. Don’t let your surroundings fool you.”

Sheer terror threatened to immobilize her. She’d already seen his satellite phone and the powerful weapons his soldiers wielded. God only knew what other pieces of software and hardware he had at his disposal.

If Charles Mwana decided to keep her—all of them—here indefinitely, chances were they would never be found.

Belle couldn’t let that happen. Father Tom, for one, despite having lived in and served in harsh environments like these, would never make it.

“Or perhaps everything you say about wanting to help my people is a lie. In which case, you’re of no use to me.” With a careless shrug, he turned away again.

“Stop!” She swallowed hard, her insides churning with terror. She’d seen the way he watched her. And she wasn’t naïve enough to think the offer to take his bed was a completely altruistic one born out of the need to keep her safe. “I’ll stay for a while and help you with whatever you need help with. But I’ll do it on one condition.” She balled her fists to stop their shaking. “You let the others go.”

He gave a soft laugh. “Just like a Westerner. Even in a hopeless predicament, you think you can throw about ultimatums. But I’m tempted by your offer.” His gaze dropped to her lips, his gaze darkening when it rose to capture hers. “Very tempted.”

His face relaxed, and his lips curled into a smug smile of satisfaction. Reaching out, he traced a rough knuckle down her cheek. A bubble of terror grew deep inside her at the anticipatory gleam in his eyes.

“You caught and held my attention from the first moment I saw you. In another time, another place, this would’ve gone down differently, but destiny has placed us here, so this is how it has to be, you understand?” he murmured softly.

She didn’t, not really, but she nodded anyway, as she slid down the slippery slope toward hopeless despair. A sudden thought teased her brain, and she grasped it with both hands. Would her condition buy her time? What if it backfired? It would be a calculated risk, but it might just pay off. She took a deep breath.

“Th…there’s something you should know.”

His smile disappeared, replaced once again by a deadly stare.

“What is it?”

“It— It’s my time of the m-month.” Incomprehension clouded his face.

She felt her face redden. “My period. I started my period last night,” she stated baldly.

When she’d felt the familiar cramping just after they started their nightly trek yesterday, she’d inwardly raged at Mother Nature for compounding her predicament with yet another situation she was unprepared for. The handkerchief-sized scarf she’d worn to protect her head from the fierce sun saved her from total humiliation. Now she gladly welcomed the cramps and discomfort. It might just save her from the rebel leader’s repulsive attentions.

Ancient Nawakan tradition prohibited men from touching women during their monthly cycle. From their conversation this afternoon, it seemed Mwana had assimilated every aspect of being a Nawakan. Dared she hope he had adopted all of its traditions as well? She mentally crossed desperate fingers, almost afraid to blink as his expression darkened.

He captured her chin in his hands, proving that he didn’t believe in the no-touching rule at the very least. “I hope you’re not trying to play me for a fool, Belle.”

She stopped breathing. “I-I’m not. I promise.” She deliberately softened her voice and relaxed her body.

For an eternity he stared at her. Finally, he said, “I could ask you to prove what you’ve just told me, yet I am choosing to believe you. But understand this. Break my trust, and things will not end well for you.”

Relief swept through her. “I understand.”

His gaze dropped to her lips once more. Belle tugged her chin away and spoke before he could put the clear intention in his eyes to action. “What about releasing my colleagues?”

“The ransom demand has already been set in motion with the Dutch couple’s family. I will make my decision about the priest in the morning. As for you, if you’re being truthful about your reasons for coming to Nawaka, about your respect for my country and my people, then you will be given a chance to prove it.”

A scream rose in her throat. She quashed it. She would not break down, would not give him the satisfaction. She almost laughed at the twisted irony of her thought.

Heart hammering, she folded her arms to hide their trembling. “I meant every word.”

For several heartbeats he regarded her, then took another step back.

“Good. You’ve bought yourself a few days’ respite with your colleagues.” His gaze drifted to the bed. “I’ll ask you to make good on your promises before long, so rest while you can.” With that, he turned on his heel and left the cave.

Shaking with relief and a letdown of adrenaline, she sank to the rough ground, her breath coming in ragged heaves as silent, grateful tears filled her eyes.

She was in the same position an hour later, staring unseeingly into the gloom, when he returned, followed by two soldiers who marched Edda, Hendrik, and Father Tom into the cave.

One look at her face, and Edda burst into hopeless tears.
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Twenty-Four Hours Later

Belle stared at the chessboard in front of her, fighting to keep terror from taking over.

“Your move,” Mwana said, his tone as cordial as it had been since his return to the cave with the other captives yesterday.

Since then, Mwana had treated them more like roughly housed guests than captives, but a knife-sharp instinct warned her it was all a carefully balanced act that rested solely on her cooperation. Cooperation that had included being separated from the others and accommodated in yet another hollowed-out space in the dark cave.

And chess games like this one, interspersed with long, endless conversation.

At his raised eyebrow, she moved her bishop.

His brow rose higher. “A curious move. If you hadn’t won two out of our last six games, I’d think you were in a hurry to sacrifice this game.”

Her fist clenched. “Sometimes sacrifices have to be made for the greater good. I believe that’s one of your tenets.”

His very genuine smile lightened his usually flat eyes. “I’m flattered you’ve been paying attention to my ramblings, Belle.”

“Of course I paid attention. I told you, Nawaka is a special place to me. And your plans for it— I find them…interesting.” Horrific was a more accurate term. In the last day he’d offhandedly named several prominent, unworthy government members he planned to get rid of in order to secure his rise to power. That he’d chosen to share such information with her made fear pound through her heart with every breath.

In one smooth move, he took her bishop and brought the game one step closer to completion. She hid her relief.

“So you agree with me that Nawakans need to control their destiny and choose their path wisely, even if it means a quantitative sacrifice of a few?”

“I agree with Nawakans choosing their destiny, but perhaps the sacrifice you speak of isn’t necessary.”

He shook his head. “Our oppressors must be dealt with in such a way that neither they nor their descendants will ever be in a position to sully Nawaka’s sacred heritage.”

Belle swallowed carefully around the need to scream.

Her skin tingled unpleasantly with the knowledge that this monster was waiting for her agreement, for her approval.

“I can’t really speak to that. I think the Nawaka I’ve come to know is special the way it is.”

He leaned forward and ran one finger down her cheek. She locked her muscles in an effort not to recoil.

“If you really think that, then I look forward to showing you

Nawaka’s true potential once I am in power.”

“When— When do you intend all this to happen?”

He sat back with a satisfied smile. “Soon. I have a few more manoeuvres to perform first.” His focus shifted from the board to her face. “Although some of them will be achieved sooner than I thought. You love Nawaka as much as I do, don’t you?”

The warmth and caring of the people she’d come to know before she was captured rose to her mind. Some of them were people Mwana planned to slaughter. “Yes, I do.” Her voice shook.

“Good, Belle, very good. We can achieve incredible things together, you and me. I was worried that your marriage would prove a hindrance, but since that is no longer an issue…” He laughed and shook his head. “I’m getting ahead of myself. Unexpectedly, we have more time now. That is enough for me.”

Ice numbed her from head to toe as he continued. “The last pieces of the game are almost in place for the final battle.” He smiled with chilling relish. “And we will be victorious, Belle. I count on it. Another game?” He indicated the chessboard. “I might even consider letting you win again.”

She shook her head. “No. Would you mind if I went to bed?”

His disappointment gave way to a smile a moment later, his expression turning hungry as hooded eyes raked over her. “Of course not.” He held out his hand. Unable to refuse without incurring offense, she let him help her up.

Silently she walked beside him to the cavern adjoining his and stopped several feet from the makeshift bed. A quick glance at his face showed a deepened hunger that made her heart slam against her ribs in sick apprehension.

“I look forward to the day when I will join you on that bed, Belle.”

The sound she made in her throat was unintelligible. But he smiled as if he understood, bid her goodnight, and left.

She sank onto the bed, her breath coming out in gulping pants. With every strange sound her nerves frayed more. With every second that passed, she slid closer to black despair because she could no longer hide from the knowledge that Charles Mwana very much wanted to keep her as his personal prize…indefinitely.
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1:34 A.M. THE SAME NIGHT

Nick’s teeth jarred as the second-hand jeep struck yet another ditch in the severely potholed dirt road that led into the rebels’ territory.

A whole day had passed since they’d landed in this godforsaken place.

A day wasted while several appropriate hands had been greased in an attempt to ascertain the most up-to-date information on the whereabouts of Belle and the other three hostages.

So far all they’d managed to find out was that the rebel leader and his men were holed up in the jungle near the Congo-Nawakan border, waiting for Theos knew what.

Nick suppressed the dread rising inside him and forced himself to focus. Beside him, Alex braced his hand against the dashboard as the jeep bounced again.

Like him, his cousin had done three tours in Afghanistan and Iraq. Having Alex by his side eased his gut’s churning. Not by a whole lot, but…it helped.

His com crackled through his earpiece. Gritting his teeth, he listened as Allen spoke to his men over the radio.

“We’re approaching the coordinates, gentlemen. Time to ditch these babies and head in on foot. We don’t want any surprises. And remember—radio silence in T-minus five. Allen out.”

They located a wide, shallow ditch and hid the jeeps, covering them with tarpaulins and large branches from a mahogany tree.

At Allen’s low, terse command, they melted into the jungle. Nick stayed abreast with Alex, his senses sharpening and heightening as covert skills he’d presumed dormant swiftly rose to the fore. Adrenaline flooded his veins and coated his mouth. His gaze swept and tracked their immediate surroundings for any potential threat. Relief followed swiftly, and his grip tightened on his assault rifle.

His training hadn’t completely deserted him.

The smell of damp earth and rotting vegetation attacked his nostrils. Hanging leaves from low branches whipped at his face, but he ignored their sting, his focus locked dead ahead as they moved at a crouched trot deeper into the jungle.

After almost an hour, they stopped and spread out. Nick indicated for Alex to stay with him as the other men headed off in a semi-circle, donning their night-vision goggles and melting into the trees.

After adjusting his, he moved forward, stopping several moments later. A dozen yards ahead, two figures stood to one side of what looked like a small clearing. Outlined in shadowy green silhouette, one of them lifted a hand every few seconds to his lips. At the intermittent glow flaring from the soldier’s hand, Nick realized one of the rebels was having a cigarette break. Good. Their guard was down.

Crouching low, he trained his gun on the soldier and sighted him in his scope. A quick sideways glance and Alex nodded at his signal. They fired almost simultaneously, their silencers barely causing a sound in the night air as the two rebel soldiers crumpled to their deaths.

Two of Allen’s men materialized from the gloom and tugged the bodies out of view several feet into the bushes.

Sweat broke out on Nick’s brow. Two down. The problem was the rest of the rebels were inside the cave. And at this time of the night, even if half of them were asleep, Nick’s band of mercenaries would in all likelihood be outnumbered.

Taking steady breaths, he crept closer to the clearing, Alex beside him, their guns poised and steady at shoulder level. In near-complete silence, one man extracted a minute video camera mounted on the end of a flexible fibre-optic cable. He fed it through a small fissure, while another man observed the feedback on a small screen.

After a few minutes, the men moved back and communicated their findings through hand signals.

Nick held his breath as Allen spoke. “We have a total of sixteen bodies inside, five up and moving around. Most of them are grouped at the front. I’m guessing those are the soldiers. Three are isolated in the far corner, and I think those are the hostages. There are lights in there, so we won’t need these,” he said, indicating the night vision goggles.

They split into two groups, advancing cautiously toward the entrance of the cave. Nick clenched his jaw to stem the fear and adrenaline. Not fear for himself, but for her. His wayward wife.

“Easy now. We’re almost there,” Alex whispered and clasped his shoulder in brief reassurance.

Nick nodded, exhaled in a slow breath, and rapped lightly on the wooden barrier with his gun.

There was a gruff response from within. Beside him, Allen answered with the guttural broken French Nick had heard the locals use.

They flattened themselves against the rock face as the soldier removed the barrier and stuck his head out of the cave. Nick yanked him out, slammed his elbow into the rebel’s neck, and silenced him before he could utter a word.

With a hissed warning, Allen pulled the pin from the small device in his hand and lobbed it inside the cave.
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Belle jerked from the troubled sleep she’d fallen into as a loud, piercing sound shattered the silence of the cave. The harsh strobe flashes of light that lit up the dark cavern a second later completely blinded her, even after she shut her eyes against the painful intrusion. After several seconds of intermittent bursts, they stopped. Heart thundering, ears ringing, she lurched from her bed and wondered if she was dreaming.

Edda’s terror-struck face from a several feet away told her she was still enmeshed in the nightmare.

Dizzy and momentarily blinded by the flashes, she stumbled forward. What was happening? Had she given herself away somehow? Had Mwana decided they weren’t worth keeping after all and blasted the cave, burying them alive? Curiously though, the walls of the cave remained intact. She blinked a few times to dispel the blindness. Nothing happened.

Something brushed against her, and she bit back a scream.

Were they being rescued? Her spirits soared, then plummeted.

Who would rescue them? Only Liz knew her whereabouts, and her best friend wouldn’t give it up that easily. Besides, Belle wasn’t due to make her weekly phone call to Liz until Monday, so she wouldn’t guess Belle might be in trouble until after she failed to make the call.

As for Father Tom, having lived and run the mission in Nawaka for the last seventeen years, he wouldn’t be missed back in his native Scotland. And if somehow Edda and Hendrik didn’t make it out, then…who knew?

The Nawakan government had enough on its plate dealing with the very real dual threat of its gold and diamond mines being looted and bracing for Charles Mwana’s inevitable takeover to mount rescue operations of kidnapped foreigners.

Rescue was not an option.

The only other conclusion she could reach was that another rebel faction had caught wind of the Mwana’s bounty and intended to claim it. One rebel group often seized another’s hostages if they could profit from it. Sometimes rebels within the same group rose up against each other. Was that what was happening here? Had Mwana’s subordinates staged a coup?

If so, she and the other hostages had to take advantage of the gunfight.

“Father, I think we should make a run for it. This may be our only chance.” God, she prayed she was right, and they did have a chance.

He gave a nervous chuckle. “I’m with you, lass, but unfortunately, these old eyes cannot see a thing at the moment. I think I’ve gone blind.”

She stopped herself from telling him she was suffering the same predicament, although she could just about make out shadowy images. She fumbled for his hand and grasped it tight. “It’s all right, Father. Just hold onto me, and I’ll guide you. Keep

your head down. Hendrik, Edda, are you okay?” “Yes,” Hendrik responded.

She took a deep breath and edged forward, her hand clamped around Father Tom’s. They’d travelled only a few feet when a bullet slapped the cave wall beside her. Small rocks struck her cheek, and she cried out. Fear strangling her, she crouched down beside Father Tom, eyes shut.

“We have to keep moving,” Hendrik urged from behind her.

She opened her eyes and thankfully, most of her vision had been restored. But what little she saw stilled her heart. Since whoever was attacking the rebels was doing so from outside the cave and the guerrillas were defending themselves from inside, there’d be no way to escape without being caught in the crossfire.

Another bullet whizzed past her and struck a kerosene lantern on the far side of the cave, knocking it over so it shattered. It ignited, sending a huge plume of acrid smoke billowing up toward the craggy ceiling of the cave.

Their situation had just worsened a hundred-fold.

If the bullets didn’t get them, the smoke and fire would. There was enough bedding, ammunition, and lamps to set the place ablaze in minutes.

Abruptly, the gunfire ceased.

“Come on,” she whispered desperately to Father Tom. “We need to go, now!”

She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the entrance of the cave, trying not to let the sight of bloodied bodies paralyze her. She focused on the discarded guns instead. If they could arm themselves, they’d increase their chances of escape considerably.

As she reached for the nearest rifle, she heard the crunch of feet approaching.

Another burst of gunfire. Then silence.

Through the smoky light, she saw a figure, tall and male, enter the cave, followed by two equally formidable-looking men. In silence, the trio advanced toward them. Her throat closed up, fear completely seizing her. She turned to Father Tom, gripped his hand in hers, and tried to shield him with her body.

Someone crouched behind her.

She squeezed her eyes shut, terror flooding through her. This is it. This is it.

Then a deep, masculine voice purred in her ear, “Hello, Tinkerbelle.”


CHAPTER 3
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No.

It couldn’t be. Belle knew she must have slipped into some sort of fugue state. Because only one person called her that. Only⁠—

“Nick?” she croaked. She spun around and tried to see through the smoke, but her eyes still burned, and her mind wouldn’t let her hopes blossom or her heart believe.

“Nick? Is it really you?” But how could he be here? How had he found her?

“In the flesh, glikia mou,” he confirmed in his husky, slightly accented voice as he scooped her up into his arms and rose.

With long strides, he carried her outside.

Oh, my God. It was Nick. She would recognize his voice anywhere, even after six months of separation. The arms that secured her, protected her, were painfully familiar.

“But how can you be here? H-how did you find me?” she asked in wonder, looking up at him in the moonlight. The strange binocular-like contraption strapped on top of his head notwithstanding, the face looking down at her was one so imprinted on her memory, sometimes she feared only death would erase it.

“There’ll be time for explanations later.” He set her down gently on her feet. “Right now I need to know, are you hurt?” Without waiting for an answer, his hands began investigating for broken bones. They skimmed over her neck, probed her diaphragm and ribs. By the time they reached her hip, a fire had started within her. A fire she’d thought herself immune to by now.

“No, I’m fine.” She tried to pull away from him, but he held fast and continued his examination. “I couldn’t see earlier, and my ears are ringing, but other than that I’m fine. Is that Alex?” Stunned, she stared at the familiar figure of Nick’s cousin.

Similar in build to Nick, the two were often mistaken for brothers.

“Yes, he pestered me into letting him come along.” Nick took a pen torch and flashed it into her eyes. Her immediate flinch seemed to satisfy him. “Sorry, the noise was the result of the flashbangs we used. It causes dizziness and temporary blindness, but the effects normally pass after a few minutes. I regret it, but it was necessary.”

“But Father Tom…he couldn’t see either. He might be hurt.” Again she tried to pull away.

A strong arm clamped around her. “Don’t worry, he’s fine. Alex and my men will take care of him,” Nick replied softly. His hands continued to roam over her, as if to establish she was indeed unhurt.

“Your men…?” With the aid of the fire-lit cave, she counted seven of them, all dressed in black, with powerful guns, harsh faces, and a multitude of weapons strapped to their bodies. Alex crouched next to Father Tom, holding a water bottle to his lips, and two men stood with Hendrik and Edda. Another knelt next to an injured rebel soldier, only this one wasn’t being as gentle as the others.

She took in the scene, her heart lurching wildly when she realized Nick had mounted a full-scale rescue.

For her.

Tears welled up in her eyes. She fought to remain calm, but it was no use. When he pulled her against his chest, she gave up, relief from pent-up fear erupting in huge, racking sobs.

“Shhh, it’s all right. You’re safe now,” he murmured in a deep, soothing tone.

In some distant part of her brain, she knew she shouldn’t display such weakness, and she definitely shouldn’t lean on Nick, of all people. But she couldn’t help it. The last week had been horrific. She’d been certain either death or an even worse fate had awaited her.

When her sobs subsided to sniffling hiccups, she wiped her nose on her sleeve and raised her head.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to lose it like that.” Her voice faltered as he lifted her chin with one finger. Her gaze collided with steely grey eyes.

“Don’t you dare apologize. You’ve been through a harrowing ordeal. I would be more disturbed if you didn’t let it out in some way.”

Nick’s voice was a firm, reassuring hope amidst all the carnage surrounding them. Sighing, she burrowed into him, the need to lean on him too great to ignore. She closed her eyes as his lips brushed her temple.

“Are they…are they all dead?” She refused to look toward the cave and the bodies within.

“Don’t think about that now, yineka mou,” Nick replied with another soft kiss. Her heart skipped a beat at the familiar endearment. His wife, he’d called her. God, how she’d loved it when he’d called her that.

But that was in the past.

Technically, she might still be wife, but in name only. Pain she’d thought numbed by time and distance sliced through her with the lethality of a newly sharpened knife. Again she tried to pull away.

“Stay.”

Struggling against the temptation to do as he bade, she looked up at the sound of footsteps and saw Alex approach them.

Alex tugged her into a strong but gentle hug, then pulled back a bit to look down at her. “Next time you decide my cousin needs his ass handed to him, send me a memo. Trust me, I can devise more fun ways to jerk his chain than subjecting him to this mosquito-infected hell hole. Agreed?”

Her chin threatened to wobble at the brusquely masked worry she glimpsed in his blue eyes.

“Agreed,” she whispered.

After planting a kiss on her temple, he turned to Nick, a wry smile twisting his lips when Nick immediately pulled her close to his body.

“We have a small problem. We’ve only counted fourteen soldiers. There’s no sign of the leader, Mwana. We need to get a move on in case he’s in the vicinity. Our gunfire could also have attracted unwanted attention.”

“Yes, he left hours ago,” she told them. “He has another camp about an hour from here but…I think he has another secret camp nearby. He never sleeps in the same place two nights in a row.” Nick turned as a second man joined them.

“We’ve found two more concealed entrances to the cave and several passages that lead to dead ends. We came across some old mining equipment, and I think this is one of the abandoned diamond mines. As a hideout it’s perfect, which is why I don’t think we should hang around.”

Nick gave a curt nod. “Right, let’s get the hell out of here. Are the others well enough to travel?”

Alex nodded. “The Dutch woman’s fine. So’s the priest. He’ll probably need to be carried, but that’s not a problem. Unfortunately, the other guy, Morgensen, caught a bullet, but he should make it. He’s being patched up. We’ll leave as soon as he’s ready to go.”

Belle’s relief at hearing Father Tom was unharmed disappeared at the news that Hendrik had been hurt. This time, Nick didn’t stop her when she pulled away, but his hand remained in the small of her back as she went to the injured man.

“Are you all right, Hendrik?”

He nodded and took her hand. “Yes, I’m fine. Thanks to you. We owe our lives to you.” His eyes misted.

Edda’s sobs were muffled against his unhurt shoulder, but she nodded vigorously. “Ja, you saved us.”

“No. We looked after each other, and we stuck together.

We’ve made it through, and now we get to go home. Okay?”

Tears spilled down Edda’s face. “Okay.”

The firm hand at her back moved to her shoulder. “We need to leave now. Are you all right to walk?” Nick asked. She turned and her eyes connected with his unwavering gaze. Steadfast strength emanated from him, and she selfishly tapped into it.

Her feet hurt like hell, and her head throbbed with the beat of a thousand African drums, but there was no way she was going to slow them down by admitting it. “Yes, I’m good.” She stood up as Nick shrugged off his Kevlar jacket.

“What are you doing?” she asked in surprise when he repositioned it on her shoulders.

“I thought it was obvious.”

“But…” Her protest for him to keep the jacket for his own protection died on her lips when she saw the hard implacable look on his face. Their eyes met. Battled. In silence, she let him zip up the vest.

He pulled her to his side as a small explosion sounded behind them. The blaze in the abandoned diamond cave had become an inferno in the dark African night sky.

It was time to go.

Alex and John Allen rounded up the men, who took charge of Father Tom and Hendrik.

With a last look over her shoulder, she gripped the hand that held hers and followed Nick into the black night.
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Nick looked down at his wife as she slept, her head pillowed on his shoulder. Belle Andreakos, or to give her full title, Lady Tinkerbelle Poppy Winkworth-Jones Andreakos, daughter of Lord Jonathan Andrew Winkworth-Jones, sixth Earl of Edenhall, was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, even with dirt-coated hair, long scratches crisscrossing her normally smooth skin, and exhaustion etched deep in her face. The shirt and trousers he’d supplied for her might dwarf her willowy five-foot-seven-inch figure, but they did nothing to diminish her ethereal beauty.

He recalled the first time he’d heard her full name. The venom with which she’d spat it out after he dared her to, and the furious glare she’d directed at him when his initial shock had turned to foot-stomping laughter still amused him every time he recollected the memory.

But the laughter hadn’t lasted even a year. He wasn’t naïve enough to wish for the happily-ever-after expounded by fairytales, but he hadn’t expected the relative contentment and incredible chemistry they’d shared to disappear so quickly either.

The cargo plane bounced through turbulence. His arms tightened around his wife’s slender form and pulled her closer. She was here now, safe where she belonged. And this time he’d keep her there. No matter what.

The vows they’d taken had to matter for something. He would not accept that his marriage had failed before it had barely begun. Neither would he permit the unique compatibility they’d found— in and out of bed—to be so easily dismissed. He’d been around long enough to know that was very rare.

His time as a Marine had also taught him that a hostage rescue such as the one they’d pulled off rarely came without casualties on both sides. Mwana’s side had suffered in this skirmish, and he was more than all right with that.

He shifted as his gut churned with residual adrenaline. What he wasn’t all right with was the fact that Belle has been so stunned to see him. Had she really dismissed him so completely from her mind? Had she so condemned her husband and her marriage to some distant metaphorical trash heap that she’d never dreamed he’d come and find her? Well, too damned bad.

If nothing else, she owed him a long, detailed explanation, preferably one riddled with apology.

She’d deserted their marriage without so much as a Dear John letter, but he had her back now, and he intended for her to deal with him being around longer than a mere six months or give him a damned good reason why not.

She gave a sharp cry in her fitful sleep. He drew her even closer, unable to resist the familiar feel of her in his arms despite the anger tightening his chest and brushed his lips over her temple until she calmed. His gut churned harder until he feared for his insides. Long-unused breathing exercises finally forced relaxation into his muscles.

The discomfort of the plane forgotten, his mind slid to more pleasant memories, to the first time he’d met Belle.

All through the sixth and final round of the charity polo match at Edenhall, he’d felt a gaze, a watchful presence following him—so intense, his lack of concentration had nearly lost them the match. Nearly.

He wasn’t a man who took failure lightly, so even with the powerful awareness raising the hairs at the back of his neck, he’d ridden his horse hard, struck his mallet with relentless force against the ball, until the game was won.

Dismounting, he’d zeroed in on the shaded terrace where the guests sat. His eyes had probed, hunted, ignoring the shouts of congratulations and the avid looks of skimpily clad socialites vying for his attention as he’d searched, his gaze slashing back and forth.

Until at last he’d seen her, standing back and apart from the rest, the drink in her hand full and untouched. Her own gaze riveted on him.

She’d remained watchful as he’d taken off his helmet and approached, his pulse hammering through his veins at her glorious beauty. With the sunlight from the back of the terrace streaming onto her lightly tanned skin, she’d been bathed in an angel-like halo.

Everything had taken on a surreal quality. The guests on the terrace had receded beyond his periphery, like shadowy figures in the background of a painting. The only thing he could focus on, think about, was the need to reach her, talk to her, touch her. He hadn’t dared to blink, fearing she might disappear, a figment of his imagination.

At last he’d reached her, and with a single shaky breath he’d known he had to have her. From the start, the chemistry had sizzled red-hot, and he, well, he was no monk. But apart from the familiar sexual tug, he’d sensed something else. In her eyes a deeper knowledge had probed, touching a deep, dark place within him he didn’t like to explore too often, if at all. It had disturbed him a little, but not enough to curb the spark of intense interest. He’d wanted to know her, find out what made her happy, what made her sad. Simply put, he’d wanted her.

Before he knew it, he’d opened his mouth.

“There you are.”

She’d blinked, as if awakened from a trance, her stunning blue eyes widening a touch. “Yes. Here I am.” Her voice held a soft, draping huskiness that warmed his senses and kicked his pulse up another notch. No, he was most certainly not a monk, he’d acknowledged as his blood rushed south.

Her gaze had left his and journeyed slowly down his body. Just in time, he’d lowered his helmet, knowing his excitement would be evident courtesy of his tight white jodhpurs. A look of amusement crossed her face, and she looked up.

“Don’t you need to change?” The corners of her pink lips tilted up, awareness of her effect on him gleaming in her eyes.

“Not until you tell me your name.” He’d go nowhere until he had that information, even if it meant shocking her with his rampant erection.

She’d tilted her head to one side, her golden hair falling in a heavy curtain over one slender, creamy shoulder.

“My name is Belle Winkworth-Jones.” She’d said it in a rush, as if to get it over and done with.

“Belle.” He’d loved the silky taste of her name on his lips. “Is that short for Isabelle?”

“No.”

“Annabelle?”

“No. It’s just Belle.” Her irritation had amused and intrigued him. His normally astute brain had been fruitlessly searching out other variations of her name when her lilting voice had interrupted his thoughts.

“Shouldn’t you be thinking of a shower?” She’d wrinkled her cute straight nose, reminding him he smelled of horse and sweat.

He’d curbed his desire to invite her to join him. No, they had all the time in the world for that.

“All right, Just Belle. I’ll go. But only if you promise to be here when I get back.”

“I’ll do nothing of the sort. I don’t even know who you are. I’ve told you my name, but I don’t know yours.” The tilt returned and exposed her slender throat and the pulse beating there, which his fingers had itched to explore. He’d fought the urge and held out his hand instead.

“I’m Nikolaos Andreakos. You can call me Nick.”

She’d paused before placing her hand in his, and when she did, he knew why she’d hesitated. The sizzle that went up his arm at the touch of her warm skin had stunned him. The instant darkening of her eyes told him she’d experienced it, too.

From that moment, he’d been hooked.

And even after their problems began, he’d thought the bond between them couldn’t be broken.

How wrong he’d been!

The strong, courageous woman he’d believed he married had turned out to be a deserter, a woman capable of abandoning her marriage when the going got a little turbulent. He’d given her ample time to return, to realize the futility of trying to live without each other. What he should’ve done was followed his instincts and gone after her immediately.

He’d come too damned close to losing her.

But he was nothing if not determined when he wanted something. Or someone. And once he possessed what he wanted, he never let it go. He had given her enough space, and she’d gotten herself captured and almost killed in the process. The time had come to figuratively knock some sense into his wife.

With a grunt of firm intent, he gathered her closer, laid his head back against the side of the plane, and finally felt the adrenaline drain from his body.
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The pressure of strong, protective arms around her brought Belle awake. For a moment, she remained disoriented. Then the aircraft dipped, and her stomach hollowed as memories flooded in. Nawaka…Mwana…the fireball in the cave… She jerked upright.

“Shhh,” Nick murmured in her ear. “Get ready, pethi mou. We’re about to land. You need to take a seat and put your seatbelt on.” His voice was a husky whisper, a vivid reminder her of how he sounded first thing in the morning. As a newlywed, she’d blissfully lapped up the enchanting endearments he’d showered on her, like pethi mou—my little one—or glikia mou—my sweetheart. He’d proven she was none of those things to him. She needed to remember that memories like those were dangerous to her peace of mind.

“Where are we?” she asked, trying to think through the sleepy fog and encroaching visions of the past.

“Morocco,” he replied, kissing her temple softly.

Averting her face to hide her body’s thrilled reaction at the touch of his lips, she murmured, “Okay.” She tried to pull away from his warmth, but her weakness prevented her from moving very far and stifled her protest as he carried her to a jump seat and buckled her in. Then, bunching up the blankets they’d used on the floor, he repositioned them so she could rest her ravaged feet on them.

He took the seat next to her and put his arm round her shoulders, his chin nuzzling the top of her head.

A few minutes later, the plane bounced once and settled on touch down.

Tears prickled her eyes, and she blinked them away. She was safe. They were all safe.

When the plane came to a halt, Nick gently removed his arm from around her.

“Stay here for a minute. I need to talk to Alex and the men before we leave.”

She nodded, too drained to wonder what he needed to speak to the men about. He returned a few minutes later and helped her up, just as two of the men came toward the door, carrying a pale Father Tom on a stretcher.

“There you are, lass. I told you we’d be saved, didn’t I?” He took her hand and held on tight.

“Yes, you did, Father, and you were right.” Tears gathered once more, and she swallowed them back.

“I’m always right, lass,” he responded, prompting choked laughter from her. “Ah, no need for tears now, lassie. You’re almost home.” His eyes went from hers to Nick’s, and his expression turned serious. “Take care of her, you hear?”

“I will.” Nick responded in a deep, resolute voice, and another shaft of pain speared through her. He’d said similar words on their wedding day, when he’d vowed to love and cherish her.

But he hadn’t. Instead he’d tried to control her, to mold her into something she’d hated. The realization that she would’ve given in had he given her what she wanted—children—shamed her.

She was stronger now. The scales had fallen from her eyes. There was no denying the skin-sizzling chemistry between them, but it would never be enough for her to give up what she’d fought so hard to achieve.

The scent of spices and incense hit her nostrils when she descended the cargo plane, evoking thoughts of warm, sultry nights and lazy meals taken in secluded Bedouin tents.

Oh, God! Would memories of her time with Nick ever cease?

“You remember when we stopped over here on the way to South Africa last year? You wanted to see a camel up close, and I, of course, couldn’t convince you that they were best admired from afar unless you wanted to be spat on.” The warmth in his voice began to melt her insides.

Did she remember? The three days they’d spent in the opulent tent in the middle of the Moroccan desert had been one of the most intense experiences of her life.

“I remember it…vaguely,” she lied.

Fighting the emotions that threatened to overwhelm her, she drew away from him and concentrated on saying goodbye to the old man and Hendrik and Edda.

She watched as all three were escorted to Alex’s jet, which stood beside Nick’s on the tarmac.

With the same enigmatic look his cousin wore, Alex came toward them and spoke to Nick in Greek. At Nick’s response, Alex turned to her and kissed her on both cheeks.

“Remember what I said about ass-kicking, baby. Just say the word.”

Belle could only summon a smile. She watched the men embrace and Alex stride to his waiting jet.

After their plane took off, Nick turned to her. “Ready to go home?” The almost tender look in his eyes sharpened rather than lessened her pain. She’d let herself be fooled by him once. Her sanity…her very heart depended on her not making the same mistake twice.

“Yes, I am,” she said.

As he swung her up in his arms and carried her toward their waiting plane, she glanced over his shoulder, trying to catch one last glimpse of Morocco.

“Don’t worry. We’ll be back soon,” he said.

Her lips twisted. “I highly doubt that.”

He gave her a sharp look but didn’t alter his stride as he climbed into his plane.
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In the hollowed-out trunk of a baobab tree at the edge of the Nawakan jungle, where the dense green gave way to the savannah, Charles Mwana stared at the cutout picture of the woman he’d poured his heart out to. The woman who now knew all of his plans for Nawaka.

His gaze didn’t stray from her perfection of her face, but his throat moved. The rumble emerged from his very soul, growing louder with each second.

Outside his hideout, a family of impala froze in unison, their doe eyes wide and watchful. At the frightening, unholy roar, they scattered into the golden dusk.

Before the echo had died, he was reaching for his satellite phone.


CHAPTER 4
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ALTHEA, THE GREEK ISLES

“Why the hell have you brought me here?” Belle twisted in her seat to face Nick, her freshly washed and dried hair whipping about her face.

After taking a much-needed shower in Nick’s G550 Gulfstream’s lavish bathroom, she’d entered the bedroom of the large cabin and found a pair of cream linen trousers with a matching jade camisole and sweater set laid out on the bed. They looked new, but she hadn’t summoned the courage to ask Nick who they’d belonged to. She’d also found an abundance of expensive female toiletries, which only pressed home the reminder that Nick was very much a red-blooded male, who likely hadn’t been without female company in the time they’d been apart.

Her hurt veered to anger as, with lazy indifference, he lowered his newspaper and arched a masculine brow at her.

“I asked you a question! You said you were taking me home, so why are we landing on Althea?” she demanded.

Beyond her window, the turquoise waters of the Aegean sparkled below the low-banking jet. Beautiful, breathtaking… but a far cry from the grey expanse of the English Channel she’d expected to see.

She heard the mechanical whine of the landing gear as it lowered, and panic clawed at her.

She didn’t want to be here on Nick’s private island off the Greek coast, where the only other inhabitants were the cook and housekeeper Demetra, her husband and the island caretaker Yannis, and two maids who lived in a small cottage behind the large, rambling villa.

She didn’t want to be here, in the place where memories abounded everywhere—of the glorious delirium of her honeymoon, of the long days spent exploring the island and swimming in the ocean, and especially the long, steamy nights making love with Nick. She looked out of the window again, to make sure her eyes hadn’t deceived her.

They hadn’t.

“Yes, you wanted to go home,” Nick drawled from his seat beside her, “so that is where I’ve brought you. Althea will always be your home, pethi mou.”

“You know I damned well didn’t mean here, or you chose to deliberately misunderstand. I meant my apartment in Brighton, the place I’ve been living for the past six months. Tell your pilot to change course immediately.”

“I’ll do no such thing,” he informed her, and with a flick of his wrist disposed of the newspaper on a nearby table. “After what you’ve been through, you need time to recuperate. I’ve seen your flat. You can barely swing a cat in there, never mind hold a man of my size. You’ll recuperate here, in your home, in comfort.” His tone coaxed indulgently, as if he addressed a petulant child.

Feeling the steel trap of his indomitable control close around her, she bit out rashly, “So you intend to hold me hostage, too?” she accused.

In a split second, the indulgent humour left his face. Gripping

the arms of his seat, his eyes flashed ice at her. “You dare to compare what happened to you to this? To compare me to that thug?” He’d paled beneath his olive skin, his body tense with palpable fury.

The twinge of shame pricking her conscience wasn’t enough to sway her.

“This isn’t my home. And I don’t need you around to recuperate. Don’t forget, I have my own family who’ll be there for me if and when I need them.”

He eased back into his chair. “I am your husband and the only family you need,” he responded. The hard smile on his face oozed challenging arrogance.

“You’re joking, aren’t you? I may have worn your ring and chosen to bear your name, but you were a far cry from a husband.”

“Why, because I didn’t fit into some mould you’d pre-cast in your mind?”

“Because you never saw me as a wife, not in any meaningful sense. You only wanted a biddable bed partner and someone to trot out when a photo op was needed.” She whipped her head back to the window and saw the ground rising up fast. Too fast. “Nick, I demand you tell your pilot to turn this plane around and take me home⁠—”

It was too late. The plane touched down with scarcely a bump and rolled toward the end of the short runway.

Nick’s triumphant smile was the last straw. Her fingers flew to release the seatbelt.

“If you won’t do it, I’ll tell him myself.” She tried to get out of her seat, but with effortless ease, Nick’s hand clamped down on her arm.

His touch immobilized her, along with the steel in his voice. “No, you will not.” The American accent acquired from his mother and thickened by several years spent in the U.S. was now missing as his Greek autocracy flared to life. “My pilots take instruction from no one but me. Besides, do you have any idea how many flights they’ve flown in the past forty-eight hours? Are you hell-bent on adding to their fatigue by making unreasonable demands?”

“Of course not⁠—”

“Then sit down and keep your seatbelt on until the plane has come to a complete stop.” The last sentence was recited in a mock sing-song voice used by flight attendants the world over and was no doubt meant to amuse, but it fell far short of the mark.

“Let me go,” she said calmly, hating him for the position he’d placed her in.

His gaze rested on her for several heartbeats, then he released her.

“You’re angry with me, but I’m doing this with your best interest in mind.”

She laughed, a mirthless sound that scraped her throat. “God, you haven’t changed. As long as I end up doing exactly what you want, everything you say is in my best interest, isn’t it, Nick? I don’t know whether to be angry or sad about that.”

His lids swept down to shield his eyes. When he lifted them, his expression was carefully neutral. “Take your time to explore your feelings. And let me know when you decide which emotion you feel. Welcome home, yineka mou.”

She was well and truly trapped. Because, damn him, Nick was right. Unless he gave specific instructions to the contrary, there was no way she could get off the island. The nearest landfall, another island similar to this one, was also owned by the Andreakos family, more specifically, Alex. And after his brusque caution not to get into any more trouble, she didn’t imagine he’d help her leave.

Nick had smoothed the way for her travel through the Greek Embassy in Morocco, but without him or her passport—which was still in Mwana’s possession—she wouldn’t be able to board a flight back to England.

And as for the family she’d so proudly trotted out a minute ago, the moment her parents found out she was with Nick, they’d ignore any pleas from her to get her out of here.

After all, weren’t they one of the reasons she’d left England in the first place? To get away from the constant pressure to “sort out this silliness with Nick”?

She’d refused to tell anyone but her best friend, Liz, why she’d walked out on Nick, and she wasn’t about to admit to the whole world why her marriage had ended after six short months. She had her pride, if nothing else.

The aching memory held her rigid in her seat, until the plane’s brakes jarred her from her thoughts.

Ignoring the hand Nick held out to her, she released her belt and stood up. She cursed the weakness in her body and pain in her bandaged feet as she moved with slow stiffness to the door.

But when she started to descend the stairs, Nick appeared at her side, and without pausing a beat, swung her into his arms, his movements sure as he navigated the short steps onto the tarmac.

She gritted her teeth as her senses zinged to life. “Put me down. I’m perfectly capable of walking.” She pushed at his chest, trying to ignore her body’s leap of pleasure at his proximity.

“You may be, but I don’t want to be here all day. It’s been a long flight and you need to rest. And I need a stiff drink and a shower, in that order. So oblige me, would you?” His long strides ate up the short distance from the plane to the electric-powered golf cart parked nearby. Once there, he placed her on the seat and slid in beside her before accelerating toward the villa half a mile away.

The sharp retort on her lips evaporated as the beauty of her surroundings washed over her.

Althea was a five-kilometre-long, lush green paradise dropped into the middle of the Aegean Sea, with nothing for miles but the jewelled brilliance of the warm, turquoise-coloured water. Located due east of the Cycladic group of islands, it enjoyed almost year-round sunshine.

The four weeks she’d spent here after their wedding had been the happiest of her life, and she bit her lip in sharp remembrance as the Byzantine-themed villa came into full view.

Whitewashed and red-roofed, the two-story building sat resplendent on a small hill in the late afternoon sun. Bordered on either side by cypress and eucalyptus trees, the villa enjoyed a constant soft breeze, which lessened the sometimes-harsh impact of the Greek sun. The view from the front was spectacular, offering up panoramic scenes of landscaped gardens in the foreground and a private cove and white sands of the beach beyond. She knew the vista from the sea view deck at the back of the home was equally breathtaking, having spent many a morning breakfasting there during their honeymoon.

Nick had barely stopped the golf cart outside the solid oak doors when they flew open. A plump old woman stood on the threshold, her wrinkled face creased into a beaming smile.

Belle couldn’t help but smile in return. “Demetra, how are you?” She could be polite, even if she didn’t want to be here.

“Kyria Andreakos! Good, you’re home. Very, very good.” She clapped her hands together in glee before rushing down to throw her arms round Belle.

Nick spoke curtly to the older woman, who drew back with an apologetic but assessing look. She mumbled under her breath, cast Belle another smile, and then turned to supervise her husband, Yannis, as he unloaded the suitcases from the cart.

“What did you say to her?” Belle asked sharply.

“I told her you weren’t in the best of health, so she should contain her exuberance.” Nick stated unapologetically, unfolding his lithe body from the vehicle and coming to help her up. With reluctance, she accepted his help, unwilling to cause a scene in front of Demetra. But it didn’t stop her voicing her thoughts.

“I’d thank you not to give everyone the impression I’m made of fragile glass, primed to shatter into a million pieces at any moment.”

“If you say so, pethi mou.”

“Stop calling me that! I’m not your little one, nor your little anything for that matter.” Her voice came out in a screech, and her face burned.

She saw the smile that played about his lips, and her anger went up another notch.

“And you can stop using that humouring tone with me. In fact, you can leave me alone altogether.” To her chagrin, her voice broke, and a sob rose in her throat. Had she possessed the strength to march away from him, she would have; instead she felt herself wilting like a delicate flower exposed to too much sun.

With a muttered oath, Nick swung her up in his arms for the second time in less than ten minutes, mounted the steps, and entered the villa. She barely had time to reacquaint herself with the interior of the place she’d once called home before Nick whisked her up the grand staircase and turned into the left hallway. Paintings of seascapes, richly coloured tapestries, and the mosaic motifs that made up the stunning décor whizzed by as he strode rapidly to the end of the long corridor, pushed open the door, and advanced toward the huge bed in the middle of the room.

Bracing a knee on the mattress, he laid her down on the luxurious coverlet.

She sank back into the cool, soft pillows, striving to hide the sharp awareness that rampaged through her. But although she pulled away from him, she couldn’t stop her eyes from devouring him.

A lock of hair had fallen over his eyes as he’d bent over, and she clenched her fist against the urge to smooth it back, the way she would’ve done as a newlywed. In contrast to her agitation, she noted with resentment how his chest rose and fell with smooth control beneath the black shirt he wore.

His body, as toned and sleek as ever, vibrated with latent power from the top of his dark head to the tips of his handmade loafers.

She looked away, desperately forcing aside the heat that rose within her. The sexual charge between them had always been extremely potent, and time and distance, it seemed, had only heightened it for her. When it continued to creep up in unrelenting waves, she moved away from him toward the middle of the bed, fearful she’d betray her body’s response with the arrows of white-hot desire that shot to the very centre of her being.

Casting her eyes around the room instead, she noted the décor hadn’t changed from the pleasant white and blue design. The large bed was still fringed by billowing white canopied curtains, and the deep blue coverlet streaked with gold was as vibrant and silky beneath her fingers as it had been the first time she’d stroked it.

The handmade Cycladic furniture that graced the bedside and the room, along with the richly patterned rugs scattered on the white tiled floor, were also the same ones she remembered.

Nothing had changed, she noted with cutting poignancy. Nothing except the man in front of her, who had made her fall deeply in love with him, only to reveal fathoms-deep control issues that went beyond the running of his multi-billion-euro empire. By the time she’d found the strength to walk away, Nick’s need to control her had plunged to a level so deep, it obliterated everything in its path, including her love. Of course, the final straws had been his stance on their future children, or the distinct lack of them, and the glaring realization that Nick didn’t love her—certainly not enough to say those three simple words to her.

“I want to rest now, so if you’ll excuse me?” Her voice didn’t hold as firm as she willed it, and she hoped he’d think it was through tiredness rather than an unhealthy mixture of pain, sadness, and arousal.

“Do you need anything? A glass of water or a cool drink?” Was his voice husky, or were her ears playing tricks on her?

“No, thanks, I’m fine.” Please, please leave. I want to be on my own.

He cast a quick glance over her. “You can’t sleep in those clothes. I’ll have Demetra bring up your cases and help you change. I’d offer to help myself, but you’d probably claw my eyes out.”

His tone was humorous, but his eyes remained solemn and concerned.

“No, I’m too weak to claw. But I wouldn’t be above giving it a shot, so yes, you best stay away.”

He sighed. “I didn’t mean to distress you⁠—”

“But you succeeded all the same. As always.” They stared at each other for a timeless moment. Then she turned her back on him. She didn’t breathe until she heard the door shut with a firm click behind him. Then she gave in to the tears filling her eyes.
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Nick leaned against the closed door, a deep reluctance to leave Belle’s side deadening his feet. She needed her rest, but Thee mou, it was hard, when all he wanted to do was crawl into the bed with her.

He’d missed her, he admitted grimly to himself. So much more than he’d thought possible. Seeing her again after so long brought home to him just how much.

He’d refused to go after her when she’d walked out, because he’d been so certain she’d return home after she calmed down.

He wasn’t his father. He liked to control things around him, sure, but from a very young age, he’d fought to put parameters in place to keep from ever overstepping, from letting his emotions spill from control into the borderline obsession his father had suffered from.

Being in the Marines had honed that skill. He made decisions, and he stuck by them. He’d thought Belle had understood that before they married. But after she walked out, days had turned into weeks without so much as a word from her, and his anger had hardened into disappointment, then cold resolution. He would not play the games his mother had played with his father.

Nevertheless, after the intense passion they’d shared, the unique connection he thought they’d found, for her to just walk out had…hurt. He’d thought their bond, their chemistry, went deeper than that.

Being proven wrong didn’t stop him from craving her though, he thought bitterly. Even with her body covered in filth and grime, it had beckoned his at the basest level. Seeing her emerge from the cabin on the plane, clean and dressed in simple but elegant clothes, the hard kick to his groin had been a tough reminder of how much he’d missed her. All he’d wanted, still wanted, was to drag her close, relearn the exquisite lines of her in the most thorough and carnal way imaginable.

And yeah, after six months without sex, he would need a huge banquet to take the edge off the severe need clawing through him.

“A dry spell to end all bloody dry spells,” he muttered to himself, his smile self-mocking. It’d been a long time since he’d gone without sex for this long. Even his time in the Marines hadn’t been without its benefits.

He clamped down hard on the need that threatened to unman him. The satisfaction his body craved would just have to wait for a little longer, and so would the explanation of why the hell they were in this position in the first place. As much as he’d hated to admit it to himself, it was the not knowing why that had driven him nuts the most these past months. He could’ve stomached anything but her unexplained desertion. His mother had seen to it that he’d had enough of that to last him several lifetimes.

But his wife was in no shape to oblige him either with sex or an explanation, nor did she look like she wanted to.

Recalling the bruises he’d seen when he’d helped her change on the cargo plane, murderous rage made his fists clench hard.

Raking a shaky hand through his hair, he called through to Demetra to help Belle with her undressing, then went to the sitting room. He poured himself a stiff drink and downed it in one gulp. He savoured a second cognac as he walked over to the doors that had been thrown open to let in the afternoon sun.

His phone buzzed, and he saw Alex’s number displayed. “Hey.” He reluctantly admitted he welcomed the distraction from thinking about what a mess his life was.

“You made it to Althea in one piece?” Alex asked.

“Depends on what you mean by one piece.”

“Did she threaten to tear you a new one when she realized you weren’t heading back to Jolly Ole England?” His cousin’s voice held deep amusement.

“One day, the tables will turn, and I’ll get to feed off the streaming comedy of your life.”

“That’ll only happen if I decide to obsess over one woman and one woman only. Something which I don’t intend to happen in the foreseeable future.”

“Never say never, my brother. Now did you call for a specific reason or just to rib me on my life’s choices?”

“I wanted to say I’m sending over some of my security guys to Althea. They should be there in the next couple of hours.” Alex’s tone turned serious. “You need anything else, you let me know, and I’ll be there.”

His chest tightened at the solid weight of his cousin’s promise, and he couldn’t speak for a moment. When he did, his voice came out gruff, “Thanks.”

“You heard anything about the scumbag’s whereabouts yet?”

Nick cleared his throat. “Not yet, but I intend to throw everything I have at it.”

“We cut down a good chunk of his army. That should slow him down a bit.”

“Hmm.” He felt a modicum of satisfaction for that. He’d be lying if he said he was sorry Mwana’s men had met a hellish end. As for the rebel leader, he’d instructed John Allen to find him, at all costs.

No one got away with threatening what belonged to him.

“Something else on your mind?”

“The intel we gathered indicates the bastard targeted Belle— it wasn’t an opportunistic grab.”

“You think he knew she was your wife?” Alex knew him well, a little too well at times.

The Andreakos wealth meant he and his family were always targets for unscrupulous individuals. What sent alarming tingles down his spine was the piece of info Allen had revealed—the separate sleeping area, suspected to be Mwana’s—where they’d found several pictures of Belle.

“Yes, I think Belle was the sole target, with the other captives taken as collateral.” His fists tightened. “Those men were highly trained. They meant business, Alex. She could’ve been killed.” Anger and residual terror at what could’ve happened coiled in his gut.

“But she wasn’t. And we’ll find this guy and make him pay.

Whatever it takes. For now, you have to reflect on the positives.” He sighed. “Yeah.”

Belle was safe and back where she belonged. He could only be thankful he’d gotten to her—to all of them—in time.

He ended the call and walked to the double French doors. The view from this room never ceased to work its magic on him. The sloping garden planted with plumbago, and sweet-smelling jasmine led down stone steps to pristine white sands lapped by the sea. The blend of greens and blues made the outdoors almost an extension of the room.

From here, he could hear the waves washing onto the shore. The gentle undulation of the sea soothed his chaotic thoughts, as it always did, and shucking off his shoes, he walked barefoot down across the terrace and onto the grass. He breathed in the cleansing air, but his tension didn’t ease.

Belle was back in his life, but it seemed they were farther apart than ever.
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Belle entered the kitchen a few minutes shy of seven, irresistibly drawn to the delicious aroma of moussaka. Rays from the setting sun slanted through the partly painted glass windows, throwing gorgeous coloured patterns on the walls.

She’d hardly touched the light snack she’d been served on the plane, but now her stomach reminded her of its lack of nourishment. It growled in anticipation and remembrance of Demetra’s specialty. As she entered the large, homey kitchen, she squashed the small voice in her mind that hinted she was trying to avoid Nick for as long as possible by staying away from the living room. But she didn’t deny the fact that she’d spent more time than necessary in the shower, revelling in the feel of being washed clean.

Of course, being alone had also meant reliving the hellish events of the past few days. How had Charles Mwana reacted to the loss of his quarry? She’d seen the look in his eyes during their

last conversation. The rabid fascination…the hunger…

No. She refused to think about that…

Pulling in a deep breath to calm her racing heart, she summoned a smile when Demetra looked up.

“Kalispera, Kyria Andreakos.”

“Good evening,” she responded to the lyrical greeting.

“Sit, sit.” Demetra indicated a chair at the large, aged pine table in the middle of the vast space. Belle sat, grateful to get off of her torn and blistered feet and accepted the glass of chilled homemade lemonade the woman set in front of her.

“Efkharisto,” she thanked her and sipped the drink gratefully.

“Moussaka, your favourite, yes?” Demetra prompted in her broken English.

“Yes, I’m looking forward to it. It smells lovely.” She rubbed her stomach for emphasis and earned herself a beaming smile.

When Demetra’s gaze shifted beyond Belle’s shoulder, she didn’t need to be told Nick had entered the room. The hairs on her neck had risen in full alert. She sucked in a tremulous breath as he drew near, her senses reacting to his masculine scent. Her pulse leapt as she felt his warmth against her back.

“Not as lovely as you smell.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed the top of her head, his touch causing her senses to spin. “Although I expected you to sleep longer. Why didn’t you ring down for me to come and get you?”

She shrugged, then wished she hadn’t when it only further imprinted the heat of his hands on her naked skin. She’d found the clothes she’d worn during her honeymoon in the exact place she’d left them—why Nick had kept them she had no idea—and the mohair-lined slippers Demetra had supplied cradled her lacerated feet perfectly. “As you can see, there was no need. I’m quite capable of dressing myself and walking on my own two feet.”

“Nevertheless, you shouldn’t put too much stress on your injuries. Some of those cuts are quite deep,” he said imperiously.

“Sure, I’ll bear that in mind.”

If he heard the flippancy in her tone, he chose to ignore it.

“Did you sleep well?” He leaned close, his breath caressing her ear.

She tried to hide her shiver. “Yes, I did, thank you.” She cleared her throat, eager to dispel the lump lodged there, and moved away from him on the pretext of sipping of her drink. His hands slid off her shoulders, but he didn’t leave her side. Instead, he came around to stand in front of her. One finger tilted her chin to inspect her face, as if he were verifying for himself that she had indeed slept well.

For a brief moment, she wished she’d at least put on some lip gloss, maybe a stroke of mascara. Then she pushed the thought away. What did it matter what she looked like? He’d never seen her as more than a possession to be owned and controlled—and forgotten when she’d dared to challenge him.

“No jet lag?”

“I think I’m too grateful to be in one piece to worry about jet lag.”

His eyes darkened before his lids swept down to veil his expression.

Belle took the opportunity to conduct a survey of her own. He’d also taken a shower at some point; his damp hair curled at his nape. He’d changed into dark blue chinos, which sat low on his hips and clung to powerful thighs. The top buttons of his white short-sleeved shirt were open, revealing the golden column of his throat and a whirl of dark hair just below.

Her gaze reluctantly came back to his as he glanced back up. That was when she saw the apprehension lurking in his eyes. It was faint, buried beneath the usual self-assuredness he wore like a second skin, but Belle still saw it.

“What’s wrong?”

“You mean besides the fear that if you continue to glare at me like that I’ll turn to stone?”

“Don’t treat me like a child, Nick. Is something wrong?”

“It’s nothing for you to worry about.” When her lips pursed, he shrugged. “I’ve spent the last couple of hours on the phone to the office putting out a few fires I’d rather not be handling. I’m a little on edge. Then I walk in here to find you’ve come down without calling for me to come get you. The thought of you injuring yourself further doesn’t make me happy. I think we need to talk about that. As well as a few other things.”

He turned and addressed Demetra in Greek. Belle watched in dismay as the woman smiled, nodded enthusiastically, and waved them off.

“Dinner won’t be ready for another half hour, so we’re at loose ends until then,” Nick translated. “How about the living room?”

She drew in a shaky breath. “I’m perfectly fine here. I’m happy to keep Demetra company and give her a hand, so I’ll see you in half an hour.”

“I think Demetra would prefer not to feel she has to entertain you while she’s preparing our meal. Also, I need to attend to your feet before dinner. The antiseptic cream I applied on the plane would’ve washed off with your shower. You don’t want to risk infection.”

Faced with the neat counterattack, she had no response. About to stand, she gasped as Nick swept her into his arms. She curled one hand over his bicep to keep her balance and silently withstood Demetra’s approving gaze as he carried her out of the kitchen.

“Damn it, Nick, put me down,” she demanded as soon as they reached the hallway. “I’m not some rag doll you can sweep up and set down every time you feel the urge.”

His jaw clenched, and a nerve ticked in his temple. “You are in no condition to walk around on those feet. If I didn’t think you’d kick up an unholy stink, I’d get you a damn wheelchair.”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“I would, but I kinda like this option better, so you’ll have to put up with me carrying you around.”

The thought that he would do so whenever he felt like it caused her breath to fracture. “That’s ridiculous, not to mention overbearing.”

He ignored her outburst as his accusing eyes raked her face. “You lied when you said you were fine to walk through the jungle.

Why?”

She flushed, dropping her hand when she felt his muscles bunch under her fingers. “I didn’t want to hold everyone up.”

He bit out a sharp curse and hefted her closer. “I could’ve carried you and covered the same ground in faster time.”

“I didn’t want you to.”

“Because of your pride or because you no longer deem me worthy of carrying you?”

She raised her chin. “Both.”

He stopped in the doorway to the living room and stared down at her. “We will discuss the highly stimulating topic of your leaving when you’re better recovered. And rest assured, it’s a conversation I intend to thoroughly exhaust.”

“Why? You didn’t care when I walked away.”

His eyes narrowed. “Trust me, you couldn’t be more wrong.”

Shock floored her for a moment. “What do you mean, I couldn’t be more wrong? The evidence speaks for itself. You haven’t so much as called in six months.”

“Because what’s ailing our marriage needs more than a phone call. I think we can both agree on that.”

He moved from the doorway, and the warmth of his body penetrated hers, throwing her fractured thoughts into further disarray. She sucked in a desperate breath, casting her eyes around the room to distract the dragging sensation in her abdomen.

Decorated with simple comfort in mind, the room was spacious, with plump white sofas that gave it a refreshing serenity. Assorted dyed cushions lent splashes of colour to the airy space. It was her favourite room in the villa. She’d spent a lot of time in here during their honeymoon, just reading or watching her favourite programs on the large screen with Nick. That was, when they weren’t swimming in the sea, lounging by the pool, or in bed.

The last thought flushed her face and body with even more desire. She jerked away as he lowered her onto the sofa, anxious to hide her body’s insane reaction from him. Unfortunately, her effort caused her to bump her shin on the low table, and she couldn’t stop her gasp of pain.

“Are you all right?” Nick steadied her, concern etched on his face.

“Yes, just a little clumsy.” She leaned down and rubbed the spot in an effort to shield her face from him.

He straightened after arranging cushions under her feet. “I’ll be right back with the cream. Try not to tango with any more solid objects while I’m gone.” She heard the smile in his voice but didn’t look up, and she breathed a sigh of relief when she heard him leave the room.

Her respite didn’t last. He was back within minutes, carrying her chilled lemonade in one hand and the antiseptic cream in the other. He perched on the table in front of her and placed a gentle hand on her ankle. When he lifted her foot onto his lap, what breath she’d barely retained left her lungs. Her gaze flew to his, but he was intent on squeezing the medicine from the tube.

“This might feel a little cold.” He looked up, and his grey eyes collided with hers. Her mouth went dry, and words deserted her.

She nodded but was nevertheless unprepared for the touch of his hands. The first time he’d applied it on the plane, she’d been battle-exhausted and barely conscious. Now, wide awake, she looked into eyes that still had the power to render her senseless.

The chilled cream raised goose bumps on her skin in direct contrast to the warmth of his touch that sent such raw excitement zinging through her veins. In response, her nipples peaked wantonly beneath her dress.

He frowned at her sucked-in breath.

“Are you okay? Does it hurt?” His eyes held concern.

She bit her lip and fought to hide her reaction. “No, it doesn’t hurt, but you were right, it was a little bit cool.” Let him think it was the antiseptic that had made her gasp, not the feel of his warm hands against her flesh. She looked down at his long, tapered fingers moving against her instep in a smooth massage. He took his time, rubbed firmly but gently until the balm was absorbed.

Then he started on the other foot.

She stifled a moan as molten sensation oozed through her and settled low in her pelvis. Her nipples tightened further, and she wished she’d worn a bra under her white sundress. The last thing she wanted was for Nick to guess her state of near-mindless excitement. But it was no use.

Starved of his touch, her body unfurled like a petal to a new day, flowering in readiness for his possession. She could already feel the telltale moistening between her legs and surreptitiously squeezed her thighs together, eager to curb the hot arrows of need shooting into her sex. His thumb brushed against the arch of her foot, and she bit back a groan. She’d beg him to glide his hands higher if he didn’t stop soon.

Think of something else, something to kill this feeling stone cold.

For once her mind obliged, although she could’ve done without the mental image it displayed.

Like a bucket of cold water thrown in her face, the image of her husband, implacable, callously daring her to leave him, denying her the one thing she yearned for, rose in her mind. Sickening pain replaced rampant lust. She jerked her foot away from where it rested on his taut thigh and folded it next to the other on the sofa.

Nick looked up in surprise at her abrupt withdrawal, his eyes darkening with incomprehension.

“Was I too rough? Did I hurt you?”

She bit back the bitter laughter that rose in her throat. “Would

you care to specify which hurt you’re talking about, Nick? I have quite a selection to choose from.”

“Tinkerbelle, we need to talk about this but not now⁠—”

“Please don’t call me that.”

He recaptured her foot and continued the massage, his touch even gentler. “Why not? It’s your name, and you love it when I call you that.” His sensual mouth curved with the tiniest smile.

“No, you only believe I do. I think somewhere in that brain of yours, you harbour a fairy fantasy.”

His smile widened a touch. “I suggest we not discuss the subject of my fantasies and how you feature in them. You’re probably not well enough to cope with that…yet.”

“Yet? Try never. I’m a schoolteacher, Nick, not one of the actresses or trust fund babies you used to date. They may have obliged you with those…those…” She stopped when she felt heat flood her cheeks. How the hell had they even strayed onto this subject? “Whatever, you’re never going to be obliged by me!” Belle stopped and clamped her mouth shut. He’d always had this effect on her, had made her feel insecure and off-balance.

“You need to calm down, baby.”

“And you need to stop with the caring husband act. You’ve done the absentee husband thing quite successfully. Maybe it’s time we consider making it permanent?”

The fingers cupping her heel tightened a touch. “What the hell are you talking about?”

The hand she raised to her spinning head was decidedly shaky. “I’ve had a long time to think these past months. I…I think we were a little naïve to think we would ever make a relationship between us work. For a start, our backgrounds are just too different⁠—”

“I don’t know where this is all coming from, but you need to stop talking now.”

“Why should I? I freely admit that I was a little foolish to think someone like me would be enough for someone like you. Did you see your friends’ faces the first time you introduced me to them?”

“I don’t give a fuck what my friends think. And neither should you. Besides, you’re the daughter of an Earl. Anyone who wants to dwell on status can suck on that.”

“I don’t care about status, but maybe you should. If we’d stopped to think for a moment about what we want out of this⁠—”

“What, you’d have agreed to a hot and sweet session between the sheets and then gone on your merry way?”

“I don’t know. Maybe.”

“And what makes you think I’d have let you? You belong to me, Belle. You always will.”

Sadness welled inside her. “You know, there was a time when hearing you say that would’ve made me the happiest woman in the world.” The time before she realized he used words like that just to control her, to keep her the malleable creature he wanted her to be, and not because he actually loved her.

A bleak look fleeted through his eyes before he ruthlessly and efficiently veiled it.

“You seem to have developed a serious knack for bad timing. But there’s no way I’m having this conversation with you while you’re covered in bruises from surviving being kidnapped by a fucking despot.”

“I’m not some frail waif, Nick.”

“I know you’re not. But we never could have a lively discussion without it concluding in sex, and I’ll be damned if I let you push me into making unreasonable demands on your already ravaged body. So here’s my suggestion—let’s table this and revisit later, hmm?”

“No, thanks. Like I said, I know where I stand with you. No revisiting needed.” Her words were flippant, delivered in a deliberately offhand manner, the urge to hurt him back paramount.

He studied her for a tense moment. When he spoke, all the warmth had left his voice. “We will revisit, Belle, because you need to know where I stand.”

“Your silence these last months is blatant evidence on that score.”

His jaw clenched, he sat back. “This is where I usually just kiss you to shut you up. We can keep going around in circles on this. And since make up sex is off the table for now, I think it’s best if I go and check on how much longer dinner will be. We’re eating out on the terrace. I’ll be back in a minute to help you outside.”

“That won’t be necessary.” she replied stiffly. “And I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re still a master controller when it comes to an honest discussion.”

His eyes narrowed. “Dammit, Tinkerbelle, what the hell has gotten into you?”

From nowhere, tears threatened. “Just go. I’ll see you on the terrace.” When he hesitated, she glared at him. “It’s only a short distance—I can manage,” she insisted.

For a long while, he said nothing, then he recapped the antiseptic cream and stood up. “Fine. I’ll join you there shortly.”

Her gaze followed him as he left the room, lingering over the broad set of his shoulders. A stab of longing pierced deep.

She’d loved him so much, had given her heart and soul to him, only to find out that the reciprocity she’d expected would not be forthcoming, nor would her most treasured wish ever be realized.

Abandoning thoughts that were growing more painful by the second, she sipped her lemonade and grimaced at the now warm, sour taste. Discarding it, she got up and moved slowly toward the open French doors, letting the soft breeze from the sea wash over her.

The sun had begun its descent on the horizon, and she watched its fiery journey over the sparkling water as it kissed, then finally fell into, the sea. She stood there until the rumble in her stomach alerted her to its demand for nourishment. Wondering what kept Nick, she turned indoors, only to find him leaning against the opposite doorjamb, his eyes riveted on her.

For a brief moment, she saw an emotion very much like the earlier bleakness within the grey depths. Something shifted inside her, but the look vanished a second later. She pushed her mostly dry hair away from her face, confusion clouding her thoughts. She had to be mistaken. What had he to feel bleak about?

Her thoughts scattered to the wind as he approached, arrestingly sexy.

“Dinner is just coming through. Shall we sit?” He indicated the table set for two on the far side of the terrace, which she hadn’t noticed before now.

Someone had obviously been under the misconception this was to be a romantic dinner a deux and had set out beautiful flowers and elegant flatware.

“Did you put Demetra up to this?”

Nick’s smile was a little tight. “Nope. But I’m pleased she went to the trouble. Are you?” he asked.

She looked around, taking in the lit and sparkling pool. Fat aromatic candles burned around its edge, lending an extra intimate ambience to the atmosphere. She bit her lip. Under normal circumstances, she’d have been overjoyed.

“I guess I can’t fault Demetra for not knowing we haven’t shared a meal for a while.”

“That’s not what I asked, but you get a pass. As for Demetra not knowing, I wouldn’t bet on it.”

She stopped next to the table, the different slant on their seemingly innocuous meal hitting her hard. “She’s not hoping this is some big reunion, is she?”

Nick gave a casual shrug, but a layer of angry tension suddenly permeated the air. “What if she is? Are you going to throw it back in her face?” He pulled her chair out in stiff movement.

“Of course not.” Ingrained manners made her murmur her thanks when Nick helped her into her seat.

“Good.” He took his own seat and lifted the lid off the first platter.

The aromas of baked lamb and herbs rising from the dishes on the table made her mouth water. She helped herself to the tasty Greek salad and took a bite as Nick filled her water glass and then his.

He raised his glass to her. “Welcome home.” His smile remained tight, but the irate air had dissipated.

She carefully laid her napkin on her lap. “This isn’t my home, Nick. Not anymore.”

His gaze dropped momentarily but came back to hers in the next instant. “But it’ll serve its purpose for now, I think. Do you remember what ‘Althea’ means?” he questioned silkily, his voice a fascinating mixture of Greek and American accents that threatened to curl around her senses the way they had a long time ago.

“Yes, I know it means ‘to heal.’” The island had been a gift from Nick’s great-grandfather to his wife after they’d lost their first child in a tragic accident, and it had stayed in the Andreakos family since then, exquisite and untouched save for the villa that had been added to over the years.

“And that’s what you shall do here. No pressure from the outside world, just complete relaxation, as I’m sure the doctor will order when he arrives tomorrow.”

“Doctor?”

“Yes, I called him this afternoon,” he announced calmly and helped himself to salad.

Anger fizzed like a firecracker inside her. Nick hadn’t changed.

Not one iota. “And you didn’t think to check this with me first?” “I knew what your reaction would be.”

Taking a deep breath, she fought to retain her calm. “With good reason. I decide what happens to my body, not you. Besides, one of your men checked me out on the plane. I assumed he had medical qualifications?”

“Yes, but a second opinion wouldn’t hurt. Dr. Kalamaras is the best. He’ll be here in the morning. And once he’s been and gone, you can take it easy, heal your body.”

But what about her heart? How would she go about healing that after the blow he’d dealt it?

Every instinct warned her to refuse Nick’s request. Away from him, she’d been sure she was getting over him and the breakup of their marriage. She’d been sure, too, that in time, the sight of every tall, dark-haired man with a sexy, loping gait would cease to remind her of what she’d lost.

As if sensing her thoughts, he murmured, “What are you so afraid of, pethi mou?”

She sucked in a breath and straightened her spine. “Nothing. Nothing at all. But I’d prefer it if you consult me in future before making plans on my behalf.”

After dealing her a narrow-eyed glance, he nodded. “Agreed.”

His easy capitulation fired up her suspicions. “Why are you being so agreeable?”

He looked away, his restless gaze drifting over the pool, the gardens, and the distant horizon. As if he were searching for answers.

“Nick?”

“I have a proposition for you,” he blurted.

“What sort of proposition?”

“A truce for the next, say, seven days? You need R and R. Your health is the priority, and I don’t want that jeopardized.

Everything else can wait.”

“What happens after the seven days?”

“We have that talk you’re dying to have. Or we have wild, no-holds-barred sex.”

He laughed ruefully when her forked clattered onto her plate. “There was a time when the idea of sex with me didn’t make you look so horrified.”

“I’m not. I just— Why a truce?”

“I don’t want us to keep fighting. Every good businessman or combat soldier knows when to retreat and regroup. So seven days on Althea while you recover. Agreed?” he coaxed.

With a hard swallow, Belle opened her mouth, but her consent stalled in her throat.

Here was her chance to put her long months of reclaiming her life to the test. Could she stand to be alone here with him on his secluded island? Could she cope with being with him day in and day out if he chose to remain here with her?

She cast her eyes over the beautiful garden and flowers. The breeze carried the mingled, heady scents of lemon, jasmine, and eucalyptus. The low hum of the waves hitting the beach lent the island an even more seductive air, and she knew in this, Nick was right.

“So you’re saying I can ask to return to England if I choose, or I can stay here? No pressure either way?” The idea of letting this magical place soothe her, make her stronger for when she took her life back, was so tempting. Also tempting was the idea of not being prey to the ever-hungry paparazzi who seemed bent on tracking her every move.

Nick’s gaze stayed on her, a charismatic smile coupled with a hint of something else she couldn’t define on his face. He knew she was being swayed by the island’s enthralling promise. He’d always been able to read her mind with insulting ease while she’d grappled with the enigma she’d married. “No pressure,” he said softly, despite the determined gleam in his eyes.

She took a deep breath and nodded. “Agreed. But we will have that talk in seven days. Yes?”

He said nothing for a moment, but his eyes took on a glint

that made her wonder fleetingly what she’d gotten herself into. “Yes.”

Feeling strangely let down when she should’ve been celebrating her minor victory, she took a hasty sip of water and resumed eating.

After a few mouthfuls and many deep breaths to regain her composure, she looked up. “I, um, thanks for coming to rescue me…all of us. I don’t know how you found out where I was, but you put your life in danger when you didn’t have to. So thank you.”

“There was no debate. You were in danger and I, as your husband, had a duty to ensure your safety. I’d ask you why you were there in the first place, but that’s not a conversation for tonight. Tonight is for relaxing. Let the island begin to work its wonders. Perhaps when you’re stronger, you can explain to me why you felt the need to put yourself in such a dangerous situation,” he finished with a quirked eyebrow.

But she hardly heard his words as her mind seized with wrenching precision on one word. Duty.

He’d only come out of duty. Of course he wouldn’t want the world to know his wife had been in danger and he’d done nothing. Especially when everyone knew he had the means to act.

As head of Andreakos Shipping Industries, he commanded an astonishing amount of power and respect in the business world, and she knew for the sake of share prices that any hint of scandal was to be avoided at all costs.

It occurred to her he hadn’t answered her question about how he’d known her whereabouts. “Did you speak to Liz? Is that how you knew where to find me?”

“No, I haven’t seen or spoken to your friend since you left.” The curtness of his tone reminded her that Liz and Nick had never gotten along. Liz had never hidden her disapproval of her husband. In the end, she’d been justified.

“So how did you find me?” she persisted.

He shrugged. “My security team alerted me that you were missing and in possible danger. I took it from there.”

“You mean you had me under surveillance even in Nawaka?” First Mwana, and now Nick, as well? Unbelievable. Her appetite completely deserted her.

One of the things she’d hated about her life with Nick had been the constant presence of security, media, and bodyguards. Having restaurants and theatres checked out before they entered had seriously worn on her nerves right from the start of their relationship. Even when they were alone, there’d always been a shadow or two in the background somewhere.

Except here on Althea.

Here, they’d been truly alone. Or as alone as they could be without the visible presence of security guards. The thought of being permanently spied on—not to mention the press attention that would likely await Nick Andreakos’s wife at home in England—made the prospect of recuperating here on Althea even more appealing.

“You didn’t stop being in danger just because we weren’t together.” The harsh snap to his voice brought her head up. Just as in the kitchen, something in his tone coupled with her own instinct warned her things weren’t quite right.

Heart in her throat, she stared at him. “Nick, am I still in danger?”


CHAPTER 5
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Nick tensed. “Not if I have anything to do with it.” “What does that mean?” Belle asked.

He hated lying to her, but hell, she’d been back in his life less than twenty-four hours and was already traumatized from what had happened to her. He tried for the middle ground. “I don’t want to alarm you, simply because I don’t have all the facts yet.” “Facts on what?” she pressed.

“On what exactly we’re dealing with.”

Her soft lips pursed. “For God’s sake, Nick, stop being so damned cryptic! What’s going on?”

His hand tightened around his wine glass. “When my men looked around the caves, we found a few things we’re still working through.”

“What sort of things?”

Nick swallowed down the fury that rose every time he thought of it. “There was a room with pictures—lots of pictures— displayed. Of you.” He took a fortifying sip of wine.

Stunning blue eyes widened. “Of me? He had a few in another hut he took us to, but—you think I was his primary target?”

“I don’t think. I know you were.” His forceful answer made

her pale. He cursed under his breath. “It’s over, baby. No harm will come to you here.”

He glimpsed the naked relief in her eyes and told himself he was doing the right thing in withholding information that Mwana in all likelihood hadn’t given up his hunt for her. No need to scare her unnecessarily.

When she popped a piece of feta into her mouth, he breathed easier. “You didn’t say how you found me.”

“I applied the best intel and resources to the problem and achieved the desired result. Nothing else matters. Now, tell me, how’s the moussaka?”

“It’s delicious,” she responded automatically. He watched her take a few unenthusiastic mouthfuls, then she laid her fork down.

“Baklava?” He pushed the dessert toward her. She’d grown too thin in the last six months and lost some of the voluptuousness he’d loved about her. He decided to keep his thoughts to himself when she declined and opted for a cup of tea.

By now the sky was covered with a blanket of stars against a velvet background. She leaned back in her seat and gazed into the heavens. This far from civilization, the stars were clearly visible on a night like this. He knew she’d always found the island breathtakingly beautiful, but her sigh was far from contented.

“A penny for them?” he murmured, then wondered why he wished to know her thoughts when he was still reeling from the conversation they’d had just before dinner.

She lowered her eyes to his. His stomach clenched at the misery he saw in the depths.

“Keep your penny. My thoughts aren’t worth it. Not to you anyway.”

The words felt like knives piercing him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She set the cup down with a telling rattle. “It means if you’d cared about me at all, Nick, you wouldn’t have married me under false pretences. And you certainly wouldn’t have stayed away for the last six months.”

She pushed back her chair and threw down her napkin.

Nick made a conscious effort to relax his fingers around the wineglass before he shattered it. Leaning back in his seat, he forced himself to stay put rather than go after her.

Watching her limp away from him, bristling and hurt, tested his willpower. But to go after her now would only yield further recrimination—and make shambles of their newly formed truce.

But her words cut deep. Did she have any idea of the torture he’d gone through when he’d found out she was missing, the relief he’d felt when he held her safe in his arms?

He cursed fluently under his breath. His plans to get his wife back in his life would take longer to execute than he’d anticipated.

Sighing, he looked up at the stars she’d gazed at a moment ago, seeking divine inspiration. The heavens just winked at him in mocking luminosity.

Restless, he got up and paced the terrace. It was still early, not even nine o’clock, but the thought of working to take his mind off the woman probably now climbing into what used to be their bed didn’t appeal. Wanton images of the rapture they’d shared there filled his mind, making him grow hot and hard.

Shit. He’d already had one cold shower today and foresaw quite a few more before things got better between him and Belle.

Action. That’s what he needed. He looked toward the western part of the island, where three of the twelve-man security crew were camped. Taking out his phone, he called Jameson.

“Everything all right?” he asked, almost wishing there was something, anything to sink his teeth into, help him burn off the irrational anxiety roiling through him.

“A couple of boats sailed by a little too close earlier. But we dispatched them quickly. It’s all quiet here.”

Nick rang off. Then he activated his phone again and checked his messages.

Buried in the sea of business-related questions and requests for his time was one that made him frown. Closing the app, he pressed three on his speed dial.

His executive assistant answered on the first ring.

“This Richard Francis, when did he call?” Nick asked, the hairs on his neck rising. He didn’t believe in coincidence. Never had. And a Central Africa-based reporter sniffing around so soon after Belle’s capture didn’t sit right with him.

He heard the faint sound of keys being tapped, then Spiros said, “Two hours ago. I tried to direct him to the press office, but he was insistent that he be put through to you. I refused, of course.” He paused. “Should I have done otherwise?”

“No,” Nick murmured, his mind churning. “What did he want exactly?”

“He said he works for the Daily Bugle in London, and that you’d want to talk to him. Oh, and he asked me to mention a name to you.”

“What name?”

“Mwana.”

Nick barely managed to hang onto his glass as cold dread spread icy fingers through his body.
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Belle fought against the ties that bound her, but the harder she fought, the tighter they got. Her wrists were raw and bleeding, but she pulled harder.

The fire drew closer, clogging her throat, blocking her airways.

No!

Terror exploded within her as the flames morphed into a giant figure, the acrid blaze reaching out like a colossal hand to capture her.

No!

She reeled backwards and opened her mouth to scream, but no sound came. The figure came closer, its volcanic heat scorching her.

Twisting wildly, she whimpered. “Wake up.”

The sinister voice of her captor made her fight harder.

“Belle, wake up, you’re having a bad dream.”

She heard a muffled oath as her arm struck hard flesh. The sound spurred her on. With one last, choking gasp, she screamed.

Belle came awake instantly, her panting breaths harsh in her ears as she opened her eyes. She couldn’t move. Her nightgown and legs were tangled in the sheets, and strong arms were wrapped around her. Still caught in the remnants of her nightmare, she tried to pull away.

“Shhh, it’s all right. I’ve got you now,” a much softer voice than the one in her dream murmured.

Slowly, the familiar seeped in—warm bed, soft glow of bedside lamps, the steady hum of the air-conditioner. And a firm, bare chest pressed against her cheek.

“You’re home, in bed. You’re safe, baby,” Nick reassured her.

“How—What happened?” Why was he here? she wanted to ask.

“You screamed. A nightmare, I’m guessing?” Kind hands smoothed through her hair, soothing her.

She nodded.

“Do you want to talk about it? It might help.”

“No,” she croaked, unwilling to relive the horrible dream.

“Okay. I’ll get you some water.” After a moment, he let go and stepped back. She watched him walk to the door, and fear assailed her.

Don’t leave me, she wanted to scream but she held her tongue.

She needed to start standing on her own two feet, nightmare or no bloody nightmare. She sat up and fought to regain her composure. By the time he walked through the door, she’d put her nightgown back in place, and the hands she’d run through her hair were folded in her lap.

Expecting him to hand over the glass of water and leave, she almost choked on her first sip when he pulled up a chair and sat down. “What are you doing?”

“I always find company helps after a bad dream.”

“You’ve had nightmares?” She couldn’t quite mask her surprise.

A wry smile whispered over his lips. “I’ve had one or two in my time, believe it or not.”

And he’d probably had a warm, nubile body next to him to help erase the unpleasantness. The thought hurt more than she wanted it to. She clenched her hand to hide its trembling.

“Well, I’ll be fine, so feel free to return to…whatever you were doing.”

“I was in bed next door, but I wasn’t asleep.”

“You’re next door?” She couldn’t hide her surprise.

“Where did you expect me to be?”

“At the opposite end of the wing,” she blurted.

She tried not to let the thought of Nick sleeping so close by bother her, tried to ignore the frisson of awareness that shot through her at the thought that he’d been lying awake only a few feet away. She tried harder not to think of the Nick who’d slept in the nude during their marriage.

“Sorry to disappoint you,” he replied.

I’m not disappointed. The words didn’t spill out, for which she was thankful.

Unable to stop herself, her gaze travelled over him. He’d donned a T-shirt over silk boxers, but that didn’t stop her from recalling the sight of his hair-roughened chest and the way it’d felt pressed against her minutes ago. Her heart thudded, this time to a different sensation, born not of fear but arousal. Lowering her eyes, she glanced at his thighs—taut and muscle-bound, and again sprinkled with silky hair. At the sight of his bare feet, her stomach somersaulted. She swallowed around a tight throat and raised her eyes to find his on her, a banked fire in their depths sending an undeniable pang through her body.

“Thanks for the water. Don’t let me keep you.” She put the glass down, hoping the dismissive move would send him on his way.

He merely shook his head, but his movements were jerky, a tension hovering over him as he frowned. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave you alone. I’ll stay. Try and go back to sleep.”

From somewhere she managed to summon a laugh. “Not a chance.”

One brow shot up. “Am I a distraction?”

“Not by half! You’re sitting there like some overprotective bear, and whatever was bothering you earlier has obviously still got you fired up…” When he didn’t take up the veiled invitation to share, she sighed. “Fine, let’s both choose the strong-and-silent route.”

“We could be very English and banal and talk about the weather? Or art?”

“It’s half past two in the morning. I don’t have much need for the weather. Or art for that matter.” She sank back into her bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. “But I do need my sleep, I guess. You don’t have to, but if you want to stay, it’s up to you.

Goodnight.”

“Kalinihta, pethi mou,” he murmured.

The endearment brought sharp tears to her eyes. Lowering her lids so he wouldn’t see, she turned away from him and concentrated on regulating her breathing. Hopefully, she could fool him into thinking she’d gone back to sleep so he’d leave. Because there was no way she could sleep with him there. No way.

Sunlight sneaking around the cracks in her curtain woke her

just after nine the next morning. Her gaze flew to the chair by her bedside.

It was empty.
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“God, I haven’t slipped into a time warp, have I? Only I could’ve sworn Monday was a few days off yet.”

The sound of Liz’s voice soothed Belle’s ruffled nerves, although she knew the feeling wouldn’t last, not once her best friend realized where she was calling from.

“Nope, you haven’t fallen into a vortex. And…I’m not in Nawaka. Not anymore.”

“You’re back home? Excellent. Wine and pizza are on me

Sunday night. Seven okay with you⁠—?”

“I’m not back home, Liz. I’m in Greece. On Althea.”

The silence that met her declaration made her heart clench.

“You’re back with Nick? After what he did to you?” Her perplexed tone came through loud and clear.

“I’m not back with him. It’s not like that.”

“Tell me what it’s like. Dammit, Belle, don’t forget I watched you turn yourself inside out for him in six short months, and it still wasn’t enough. He made you miserable, and now you tell me you’re back there⁠—”

“I was kidnapped, Liz. Nick came to rescue me.” She rushed the words, unwilling to be reminded just how much she’d diminished herself for the sake of her marriage.

“Wait. You were what?”

Pulling in a sustained breath, Belle quickly rehashed her ordeal.

“And Nick came to get you?”

“Nick and Alex and a bunch of guys I wouldn’t want to meet in an alley on a dark night. Or the middle of the day, for that matter.”

“Alex, huh? I guess he’s good for something after all…” Her voice drifted off for a second, then she cleared her throat briskly. “I still don’t get why you’re there and not here.”

She gripped the phone tighter. “I…I agreed to stay here for a while…to recover.”

“You agreed?” Suspicion bristled in her tone, rousing a touch of irritation in Belle.

“Yes, it was my decision. I’d rather not face anyone right now, at least not the damned paparazzi. Right or wrong, I’m staying here until I’m ready to come home, okay?”

“I guess.” Her voice softened a touch. “Sweetie, don’t get me wrong, I only want what’s best for you. For your own sake, I hope you know what you’re doing.”

“I know you have my back. I just wanted you to know where I am so you wouldn’t worry when you called Nawaka on Monday.”

She hung up shortly after, promising to call again soon. But the unease didn’t leave her as she set the phone down on the table next to the poolside lounger and picked up the book she hoped would distract her from her chaotic thoughts.

“Are you all right, Tinkerbelle?” The throaty voice sounded somewhere close to her left shoulder, and she immediately went on the offensive, fighting to dispel the unwanted rush of pleasure she experienced every time Nick came close.

“I’ve told you not to call me that, goodness knows how many times. Why won’t you listen?” she snapped. She lowered the book, her annoyance escalated both by the interruption of her reading and her shortened breath with every step he took closer to her.

“I use your full name because I know no matter how much you protest to the contrary, you like it.” His words tumbled lazily into the dappled sunlight, like pearls dropping onto smooth silk.

Her very brief idyll shattered, she grew painfully aware of her near-naked state in the minuscule white bikini she wore. She pulled up her legs against her torso to hide the telltale peaking of her nipples. She speared him an accusatory look, which he ignored. With easy grace, he lowered himself onto the poolside lounger next to hers.

Thinking he’d be closeted in his study as he had been most afternoons for the past five days, she’d decided to spend the afternoon relaxing by the pool. Now she wished she’d stayed indoors, fully clothed and immune to the arousal he inspired.

She watched him lean back, cross his ankles, and tilt his face to the warming sun. He was dressed in casual khaki shorts and a white T-shirt, and her mouth went dry at the gorgeous display of hair-dusted thighs, calves, and arms. She shifted to ease the disconcerting tingling between her thighs and looked away.

“Well, you’re wrong, and I’d thank you to remember my name is Belle, not…not⁠—”

He breathed in deeply, his eyes glinting at her. “Tinkerbelle? And what about you, hmm? Do you remember your other names? In particular your married name? Or did you decide to forget all about it while you were embarking on your suicide mission in Africa?” Gone was the husky laziness his tone. In its place came a note of barely repressed anger as his legs swung off the lounger. He turned to face her, muscled arms resting on his knees.

She stopped herself from drawing back from the fierce light in his eyes. “Yep, that was my aim. To go where I was wanted and valued and forget I was ever foolish enough to take the Andreakos name!” Self-protection made her wrap her hands around her legs as she tried to ward off the pain that flooded her insides.

“Watch your tongue, eros mou.” The frosty warning dripped into her thoughts, and she blinked to find Nick regarding her with eyes the colour of polished gunmetal. She ignored his advice, her angry focus on the one painful, mocking word.

“Don’t call me that! I was never your love, you bastard, nor am I now.”

He frowned. “It’s just a harmless term, baby. Calm down.” His response only served to anger her further. “Of course it is. Because you never loved me enough to mean it.”

Tension snapped in the air. The skin around his lips whitened as he pressed his lips firmly together.

“We agreed we wouldn’t do this. Not while you’re still recovering. And I won’t tolerate slurs from you,” he continued, although a peculiar look flitted through his eyes. “As to taking my name, you did it of your own free will. You don’t get to regret it because things are tough between us.”

She gasped. “Don’t you dare say that to me. I wasn’t the one who threw our marriage away, Nick.”

“I won’t be drawn into another fight, baby. For one thing, the doctor told you to take it easy. And you’re far from fit enough to take me on. So don’t even try.”

He traced a fading bruise on her thigh, and her senses went into immediate overdrive.

She jerked away, curling her legs to hide the bruise. “Don’t touch me!”

His lips formed a thin line and he stood. “Fine. Have it your way.”

A harsh laugh scraped her throat. “If only having my way was as easy as that.”

“Explain.”

She glared up at him, unable to stem the tide of pain coursing through her. “You know the one thing I crave more than anything,

Nick. The one thing you’ve never wanted to talk about.” He paled and his face froze into a blank mask. “Belle⁠—”

“Don’t bother. I know how this goes. I mention children, and you shut down. Go on, walk away. Far be it for me to throw a wrench in our truce.”

A very pithy Greek curse ripped through the air. “I came out here to tell you what’s happening on Friday, not to get drawn into an argument.”

She swallowed hard and tried to find some semblance of peace amidst the warring emotions coursing through her heart. “So tell me. What’s happening?”

Her flippant tone made his frown deepen but he took a breath and shoved his hands into his pockets. “There’s a newspaper guy sniffing around for a story. I’ve invited him over for a meeting.”

Surprise made her stare blankly for a moment. “You’re obliging a reporter? You normally avoid them like the plague.”

He shrugged, although tension continued to snap through his frame. Whether it was from their argument and the taboo subject of children, she wasn’t sure. “He mentioned Mwana and said it was urgent he spoke to me. I merely want to find out what he knows.”

Fear mingled with the myriad emotions battering her. “He mentioned Mwana, specifically?” The news of the kidnapping hadn’t hit the international press yet. In fact, Edda, Hendrik, and Father Tom were likely still in Morocco recovering and being debriefed by the authorities.

Nick gave a tense nod.

“How can he possibly know?” Nick’s people were wizards at protecting his privacy.

“No idea, but I intend to find out.”

“You mean we will find out, right?” she said.

“No. I think it’s better that I talk to him first…dammit, don’t give me that look.” “What look?”

“The one that says you’re about to rain hell on my head again. You’re not coming anywhere near this guy until I know it’s safe.

And sure, you can hate me for that, too.”

“Nick!”

“Nope, I won’t change my mind. I’ll see you later. In the meantime, I suggest you take a swim or find a better book to read.

This one’s obviously not doing the trick with calming your frame of mind.” Leaning down, he planted what she could only call a hard, possessive kiss on her shoulder, then he straightened and started to walk away. “As for not touching you, baby. It’ll only happen when I have no breath left in my body.”

Livid at his arrogance and at her body’s leap of pleasure at his touch, she jerked her feet off the lounger and twisted around to glare after him.

“This book is perfectly adequate. And my frame of mind has never been better!” But she didn’t even get a backward glance before he disappeared from view.

For your sake, I hope you know what you’re doing. She gave in to the childish urge to fling her book after him, mourning its loss for only a second when it skidded along the ground and landed in the pool. Lips pursed, she tracked the progress of the now sodden novel.

When she sprang up in agitation a few minutes later and dove in after it, she wasn’t sure which emotion reigned supreme—her unsettled feelings where Nick was concerned or her sheer terror that there was someone—perhaps several someones—out there, digging into what happened to her at Nawaka.


CHAPTER 6
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Nick closed his study door with a decisive click, resisting the temptation to slam it. He looked around the dark-panelled room—the only room in the villa not painted in bright colours— and thought how well it suited his mood. He was spending so much time in here that he might as well move in his bed and start taking his meals at his desk. Then he wouldn’t have to annoy his impossible wife with his presence. He ran an agitated hand through his hair and sank into the leather chair behind his desk.

He knew Belle needed time to heal, but hell, this tiptoeing around her was driving him nuts. It didn’t help that she insisted on picking fights and touching on subjects he’d rather leave alone.

Children. His mind skittered away from the subject. It was inevitable that he’d have to reveal all the gory details to Belle one day.

But for now, her safety came first.

That meant getting to the bottom of just what Richard Francis knew. The reporter had been decidedly cryptic when Nick had spoken to him on the phone two nights ago. He’d deliberately delayed getting in touch with Francis, because he’d wanted to gather as much information on him as possible.

So far, the Daily Bugle reporter seemed clean. But Nick wasn’t naïve enough to believe that everything was above board. Francis had used the one name he knew would get Nick’s attention. But he wouldn’t hesitate to shut him down if the guy in any way threatened Belle’s safety.

Which brought him to the next thing riling him. The idea of letting a complete stranger onto the island made him seriously nervous, but leaving Belle here alone to go meet with Francis was out of the question.

It was a good thing Alex had sent additional security from his personal team. Now he had two-dozen men protecting the island—more than enough to safeguard the most important thing in his life.

And yet he couldn’t relax.

Every time he stopped for a moment or closed his eyes, he remembered the terror he’d felt when he thought his wife was lost to him. It was the same terror he’d experienced when he’d heard her scream in her sleep.

The doctor he’d flown in had prescribed her mild sleeping pills after Nick had brushed aside Belle’s protests and told him about her nightmare.

Holding her in his arms, feeling her tremble with fear had been one of the hardest things he’d ever gone through. Keeping his anger at bay for the thug who’d done this to her while fighting the intense reaction holding her close brought had tested his every last reserve.

Thankfully, she hadn’t suffered any more nightmares since that first night—he knew because he’d listened for her.

Baby steps, the doctor had advised.

Not the most patient of men at the best of times, Nick was going insane waiting for answers. He’d never hidden the fact that he was a man who felt most comfortable in control of his destiny. The dent to that control, and yes, to his pride, when Tinkerbelle had walked away rankled deep; still rankled, truth be told.

The sinking realization that he hadn’t been enough for her made his fists clench. No, that wasn’t quite accurate. She’d claimed he was everything to her at the beginning. He’d believed her, dammit, believed they didn’t need anything else but each other.

He needed to know why she’d changed the rules. He certainly wasn’t prepared…Wasn’t equipped to grant her what she’d asked for…

The very thought of bringing a child into this mess made ice flow through his veins, bringing with it a sense of helplessness he hadn’t felt in a long time.

No. He wanted her back, but he wasn’t prepared to turn himself inside out for her. And he damned well wasn’t about to let her go. Which meant things were about to get…interesting.

He gave a hollow laugh, closed his eyes, and pictured her perfect body by the pool just now. Damn, the way the tiny bikini clung to her figure, barely leaving anything to the imagination, had made him so hot he’d forgotten how to breathe. She’d tried to hide herself from him, but he didn’t need to see to remember. The instant hard-on, the knot in his gut, and the hammering of his heart were proof enough his wife still held him in thrall.

But, he cautioned himself as he opened his eyes and clawed a hand through his hair, all of that meant nothing if he couldn’t trust her not to desert their marriage. Without trust, sex was just…sex.

He let out a frustrated sigh.

Straightening, he touched a button and brought his computer back to life. When he saw the picture of Richard Francis, his jaw tightened. The reporter’s features were nondescript—short, mousy-brown hair, an unkempt beard, and dull brown eyes. Nick minimized the file and tensed when he saw an email from John Allen.

Adrenaline shooting through him, he read it, only to sit back a second later.

Dammit, nothing was going his way. He hit the first number on his speed dial.

“In a world made smaller by smart technology, how can it be this hard to find one man?” he snapped the moment Allen answered.

“Africa is a beautiful place, Mr. Andreakos. But it’s also a perfect hiding place if one chooses not to use any technology. We believe that’s what Mwana’s doing—opting for total electronic blackout so he can’t be traced. But he’s bound to surface sometime.”

Nick gritted his teeth. “I’m not a man who enjoys waiting around for things to happen. Sometime isn’t good enough. If you have to go back into the jungle to flush him out, do it.”

He hung up in time to see Belle rise out of the pool, her body outlined perfectly in the sunlight. Lust slammed through him, momentarily erasing the ripple of anxiety that had taken solid root inside him.

Fucking baby steps. Well, if that’s what Belle needed, then baby steps were what she’d get. Starting with the familiar pastime that had brought them both pleasure in the past. A rare smile broke through his frustration as he picked up the house phone and relayed his instructions.
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“Kalispera, pethi mou. I hope you’re feeling better after your swim?”

Now adequately clothed and seated in the cool living room, Belle looked up at the evening greeting. Nick came toward her, a box in his hand, closely followed by Sophia, the young maid, carrying a tray.

“What are you doing?” She answered his question with one of her own, surprise shrilling her voice when he paused next to her, put the box on the table, and started arranging the cushions more comfortably around her.

He indicated where he wanted the hovering maid to place the drinks and… popcorn?

“It’s Thursday,” came the cryptic reply. He sat next to her and dismissed the maid.

Belle tore her gaze from the play of taut thigh muscles beneath corded trousers.

“I know what day it is. That’s not what I asked. I asked what you⁠—”

“Have you forgotten? Thursday night is Trekkie Night. I’ve got, let’s see…Deep Space Nine, Voyager, and your favourite, The Next Generation. Or, if you insist, we can watch the latest movie. I’ll even try and stop myself from punching the screen when you swoon over the lead actor. So…want to toss me for it?” His easy smile nearly undid her, but she held fi rm, watching his hand disappear into his pocket and emerge with a coin. She drew in a shaky breath, unwanted memories pouring over her like a flash flood.

Their Thursday nights together were one of the things she’d missed most about her marriage. She’d hurry home from the parttime evening teaching position she’d taken near their London penthouse in Knightsbridge and set out the drinks and Blu-rays. After a leisurely shower, she’d make oodles of buttery popcorn sprinkled with cinnamon, just the way Nick liked it. Once he arrived, they’d unplug the phone and watch disc after disc of Star Trek, sometimes mimicking the well-known characters, until the silly role-playing inevitably culminated in torrid lovemaking on the sofa. A lump lodged in her throat at the painful memory.

“No. No, Nick, we’re not those people anymore.” It broke her heart to say it.

“We’re not closet Trekkies anymore?” he asked in a mock whisper, looking over his shoulder with exaggerated concern to see if anyone had overheard him. “I don’t think you’re allowed to leave the club once you’re in. I hear it’s like Fight Club, or something.”

Her lips reluctantly twitched as she fought the urge to smile, but pain registered deep inside her.

“You know what I’m talking about. We used to do that when…before… everything else happened.”

“And we can do it again. There’s nothing to stop us. All you need to do is say yes.” His voice was soft, but his piercing gaze willed her to say the word. She had a feeling he wasn’t talking about just watching the sci-fi series.

The question was, did she want to? Did she want to travel down this particular memory lane with him, knowing it would only lead to other memories she didn’t want to relive? She turned away and glanced at the huge bowl of popcorn in front of her, her mouth watering at the promise of the buttery snack.

God, she’d missed this. So much. What was the harm in indulging just this once? Just one more time before it all ended?

She looked up to find him still focused on her. Against her better judgment, she opened her mouth. “Yes.”

He flipped the coin. She won. Without comment, he inserted the chosen disc into the machine and took his seat next to her.

Three hours later, Nick reached for the remote and turned the TV off.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” His hooded eyes rested on her face in a caressing look that sent her pulse thundering.

“No, it wasn’t,” she answered truthfully. She didn’t know whether it was the recollection of the old camaraderie they’d shared or the decision to let the truce run its course, see where it led them, but when she looked at him, she felt neither the sharp pain nor the bitter disappointment that lurked, ready to pounce.

Now all she remembered was how easily they’d shared laughter at the beginning of their marriage. She smiled at him and rose from her seat.

“I enjoyed it a lot, but I’m tired now. I think I’ll turn in. Good night—” Her words faltered when he grasped her wrist, imprisoning her with a fi rm, strong hand.

“Don’t go yet, it’s still early. Stay and share a nightcap with me.”

“Um, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” She didn’t trust herself around him, especially when he was being laid-back and charming.

“Why not? The doctor said a small drink won’t interfere with your sleeping pills, so what’s the harm?”

She opted not to tell him she’d stopped taking the pills a couple of days ago. Thankfully, the one terrifying nightmare hadn’t returned. What she wasn’t thankful for was the feeling of knife sharp hunger that accompanied going to bed, wishing for the strong arms Nick had wrapped around her when her nightmare had seized her.

The pleasure-pain that came with her longing for his warm body next to hers had made lying in the large bed upstairs so much harder to bear. It also didn’t help that her memories of the bliss she’d enjoyed there replayed like a never-ending movie every night.

The need not to experience it again so soon made her nod.

“All right.”

His smile was pure, lethal charm. “White or red?”

“Red sounds great.” She sat back down and watched him stride over to the extensive drinks cabinet.

“Would you like to take them out on the terrace?” he asked as he came back toward her holding two filled wine glasses.

The chance to breathe in some fresh air and digest the mezedes, which Demetra had served halfway through their Trekkathon, was welcome. It always amazed her how much of the small dishes of assorted lamb, pastry, and stuffed vine leaves she could put away. At this rate, she’d regain the weight she’d lost in no time.

“Okay.” She preceded him onto the terrace. The view of the rising moon over the sea, creating a shimmering silver path, was breathtaking. She took a sip of her full-bodied claret and felt the slow burn of the liquid ease through her. Nick moved next to her and braced his shoulder against the stone pillar, his gaze fixed firmly on her face.

A soft breeze whispered through her light green cotton dress, making her aware of the cooling temperature. It also brought the sandalwood-tinged scent of Nick’s aftershave, coupled with the muskiness that was uniquely his. Recollection of what it was like to breathe in the warmth of his skin made her shiver.

He pounced on her reaction and moved closer. “Are you cold?”

“Um, no, not really—” His arm around her shoulders, drawing her into the warmth of his body, dried her words. She inhaled sharply, her whole being tightening in reaction to his touch. She felt the familiar flaring of her senses as her body’s antennae strained toward him. The wine goblet wobbled in her shaky hand. She took a huge sustaining gulp, then relinquished it without a fight when he took it from her.

Setting their glasses down on the terrace wall, he wrapped his other arm around her, his unwavering eyes on hers. Her heart tripped at the fierce arousal stamped on his face.

He pulled her closer, crushing her against him from chest to thigh.

After several weeks of self-imposed abstinence from alcohol and months of abstinence from him, the combination of wine and Nick shot her from sober to intoxicated within seconds. He’d been waiting, biding his time. She’d seen the barely concealed hunger with which he’d looked at her the past couple of days as she’d gotten stronger, and had chosen to believe she was imagining it.

But now his hunger was unleashed. She barely gulped in another breath before he lunged with the ferocity of a jungle predator.

The hand on her shoulder traced up her neck and sank into her hair, pulling her head back to tilt her face up to his. She lost herself in the molten silver of his eyes as, with a faint growl, he plunged down and took her mouth with his. The exquisite sensuality of his lips and the undeniable imprint of his arousal against her belly made arrows of sensation shoot through her. Her lips parted in a gasp.

He didn’t take advantage of the opening. Instead his tongue swirled over her upper and then her lower lip in lazy exploration. After endless minutes spent tasting her, he drew her lower lip fully into his mouth, sucked on her tender flesh until she whimpered with need. Feeling her bones turn liquid with desire, she clutched the sleek muscles of his back to stay upright.

When she thought she couldn’t stand another second of the torment, he plunged his tongue inside her mouth, commencing a furious duel with hers. Molten heat pooled between her legs. Her hands contracted, nails digging through his shirt and into his hard flesh. He groaned, and she felt his cock surge against her belly. His hand freed her hair to chart a path of fire down her neck. He traced the frenzied pulse there, then skimmed his hand down over her collarbone to palm one breast.

Her nipples peaked instantly in wanton invitation, eager to feel the rough abrasion of his thumb.

He obliged, passing restive fingers across her puckered flesh over and over, before pinching it between his thumb and forefinger. His other hand cupped her backside, kneading her soft flesh before he pressed her closer to his arousal. She whimpered as fierce need tore through her. Her senses on fire, she ran urgent hands under his shirt and sighed with satisfaction as she encountered muscled hardness. She yearned to feel him against her, naked, skin-to-skin. Another moan escaped her lips as Nick pressed his thighs against hers.

He freed her mouth, gave them a chance to inhale much needed air, but his assault on her senses didn’t abate. With the precision of a shark, he followed the vein to the pulse in her neck and explored it with his mouth and tongue. The rush of air from his lips heated the soft whorls of her ear, and she gasped at the pleasure overload.

“God, you’ve no idea how much I’ve wanted to be with you like this,” he muttered hoarsely as his hand left her breast and started lowering the thin strap of her dress.

With the cool rush of air on her exposed skin came reality.

She tore herself out of his arms and took several steps backwards. Heaving deep breaths, her fingers found and held onto the safety of the table behind her.

“Well, that’s too bad, Nick. I stopped being your wife a long time ago, and I won’t sleep with you just so you can scratch an itch.” She cursed the huskiness of her tone.

Shock and disbelief darted across his face. “Is that what you think this is?” he asked, his voice sandpaper-rough. Arousal still blazed in his eyes, and she could see his hard-on pushing against the zipper of his trousers. With her own need sharply thwarted, she swallowed hard and looked away.

“What else can it be? Your testosterone levels are so off the charts right now you can barely see straight. And I haven’t forgotten how much you love sex.”

He inhaled sharply, a sound that brought her eyes back to his. “I’ve never hidden the fact that I’ve always enjoyed sex, but if you think I can jump from our bed to another—” He shook his head. “I’m not sure what to make of that.”

Pain lanced through her. Looking into his face, she could almost have sworn she saw hurt there. “What am I supposed to think? You barely paused to take a breath after we separated before you were out partying and carrying on as if you were single again. Granted, you’re extremely photogenic, but seriously, did you have to pose for every single photographer in London, with every single beautiful model?”

“My life didn’t stop just because you’d decided to storm off in a tantrum.”

“Don’t belittle my feelings. What was wrong between us was more than just a childish tantrum. Or maybe that was the problem? You wanted a biddable wife, someone who could never be your equal—except maybe in the bedroom. At least your libido recognizes equality a lot more than you do.”

“My libido rages out of control only with you, glikia mou, and trust me, it’s damned inconvenient when all you want to do is fight instead of making love with me.”

“I don’t want to fight⁠—”

His harsh laugh stopped her. “You’re doing a cracking impression, baby. As to thinking you were biddable, hell no. Stubborn and extremely infuriating, yes. Biddable? Not in this lifetime.”

“You tried to control me, Nick. When I refused to let you take over my life, you chose to punish me.”

His brows drew together. “Punish you? How did I punish you?”

“Don’t play games with me, please. You know how much I want a child. How much I want a family.”

His head jerked away, his skin paling a little as he stared out over the terrace. For several minutes he didn’t speak. When he turned back, his eyes were shuttered. “And you walked out because you thought I was punishing you by refusing to give you what you wanted?” His tone was devoid of any emotion.

“What was I supposed to think after you made me give up the job I loved, the master’s degree I wanted to take, and then dismissed the subject of children outright without even talking about it?”

“Did you stop to think there might have been reasons for everything? For goodness’ sake, we’d been married only a few months. Was it wrong to want you to concentrate on just us?”

“No, it wasn’t. But refusing to discuss it was. You shut me down again when I mentioned it by the pool. And let’s talk about you continuing to have your life while you expected me to give up mine, shall we? You didn’t give up a single thing, Nick, while I was supposed to turn my life upside down for you, and you gave me nothing in return. God, you wouldn’t even let me redecorate your precious bachelor pad, the place I was expected to live!”

“So your solution was to walk away?” His face was granite hard and his hands balled into fists, as if he held onto civility with a thin thread. “With the expectation that I would run after you and beg you to come back?”

“I guess we’ll never know. I didn’t return, and you didn’t come after me. I’m only here because your sense of duty forced you to bring me here.”

He glared daggers at her. “What if I told you that you were wrong? That not a single day went by that I didn’t want to storm into that excuse for a hovel you chose to hide in and drag you back kicking and screaming?”

Her heart thumped wildly. Then she blinked back foolish tears. “I’d say every single paparazzi shot of you attending a premier or a benefit gala or a polo event with your newest paramour when we were apart makes that statement a lie. And I may be still weak physically, but I’m far from bird-brained. Your actions spoke volumes of how you felt about me leaving. Did you ever even love me, Nick?”

He froze, raw rejection stamped across his face before his features morphed into blank indifference.

Big shock.

She whirled away from him. How could she have voiced the one insecure question she’d held at bay for so long? “I guess I have my answer.”

She started to stalk past him, but he lunged, caught hold of her shoulders, and pulled her to a stop.

“You’re doing it again. You’re walking away from this conversation just as you walked away from us six months ago.”

She lifted her chin, refusing to be cowed. “Because there’s nothing left to say, Nick. You don’t love me. The only thing to do is to take our separation to the next level and divorce.”

His indifference receded, replaced by fierce, implacable determination. “There won’t be a next level. You’ve put us both through six months of hell. Then stepped it up by putting yourself in the crosshairs of a dangerous psychopath. I say that gives us plenty to talk about. I won’t let you reduce everything to one question and one answer.”

She shook her head. “Funny, it’s all I can think about now. I don’t really want to talk about anything else.”

“Then just listen. I wanted to come after you six month ago. I did,” he insisted when she started to shake her head dismissively. “But I thought you needed time to adjust to being an Andreakos wife. The pictures you saw in the press, I can’t help those. I wasn’t with those women. The photos were posed. A man in my position has responsibilities, and media placement comes with the territory.” He put a firm hand under her chin and propelled her gaze to his. “But, trust me, I always intended to come after you. If for nothing else, for an explanation as to why you were so determined to end our marriage.”

She withstood his touch, very much aware he hadn’t responded to her question about whether he loved her. And call her a coward, but she didn’t want to probe. She’d never wanted to blurt out the question in the first place. Somewhere inside, she was raw from having her long-time suspicion confirmed that Nick didn’t love her. That he never had.

Sure, he’d said plenty of things in Greek during their marriage

that she’d told herself meant the same thing as “I love you,” but now that she knew the language a little better, she knew they weren’t the same thing at all. “I care about you” or “you’re my heart” wasn’t the same, in any language.

“If you say so.”

His eyes darkened into a flat grey. “You don’t believe me.” The words were dulled, threaded with shock.

She winced. “Come on. You’ve never let a small thing like distance stand in your way. Six months is a long time to keep away from something you claim you want—you managed to talk me into marrying you within weeks! Are you so surprised that I’m finding it hard to believe you didn’t want this separation to continue?”


CHAPTER 7
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She didn’t believe him.

Nick whirled away, fists clenched so hard his knuckles protested.

“Where are you going?” Her voice, shaky but defiant, stopped him.

“Do you care?” He looked toward the beach, contemplating a hard run on the packed sand. Or maybe inside, in his gym. Right now he’d give anything to go a few rounds with his punching bag.

“Of course I care! You stopped me from walking away just now, and now you’re doing the same?”

“I think our conversation has reached its natural conclusion. If it hasn’t, it needs to, or we can throw any hope of this truce continuing out the window.”

“You’re upset with me, because I told you my feelings? That I didn’t immediately take your word as gospel?”

“I’m frustrated in more ways than one, but yes, I’m man enough to admit it’s more sexual frustration than anything else right now. And as much as you claim not to, I know you want me just as much. So unless you want this to end with us both horizontal on this terrace, I think it’s a good idea you stay away from me.”

He walked to the terrace steps, away from the need to snatch her back into his arms and make her believe him. He shucked off his shoes at the bottom of the steps and strode barefoot onto the grass. Half a minute later, he’d gained the beach.

The cool crunch of the fine grains of sand momentarily slowed him down. At the water’s edge, he stopped, breathed in deep, his restless gaze taking in the wide, calm expanse of the sea and the large sphere of the moon suspended over it.

She didn’t believe him.

He didn’t know why the knowledge devastated him. Was it because at the back of his mind, he’d expected once he’d told her she’d never strayed from his mind for more than a second, she’d fall into his arms and everything would be fine between them again? He hadn’t let himself think she’d dismiss his words so summarily. Well, more fool him.

He raked both hands through his hair, frustration and arousal biting through him in equal measures. The very fact that the blow Belle had dealt him just now hadn’t cooled his raging hard-on told him he had it bad.

But they couldn’t carry on like this forever. And he sure as hell wasn’t prepared to let her go. She could forget her ridiculous talk of divorce. She hadn’t sought one in the six months since she’d walked out, and he was damned if he’d let her start divorce proceedings now. If she persisted, he’d keep her tied up in court for years. He had the wherewithal to do it. The Andreakos name carried a lot of clout, and if necessary, he would use it to his advantage.

Controlling much?

He gritted his teeth against the mocking inner voice. In this he knew she was right, but they hadn’t lost everything that made their relationship work—he refused to believe that. Her trust in him might be non-existent, but her uninhibited physical response just now had proven the sexual side of their relationship remained white-hot. She’d all but melted in his arms on the terrace. His body leapt again in remembrance of her hitched cries and seeking hands. She’d been right there with him until the last moment when she’d accused him of using her to scratch an itch. Yes, he had an itch all right—one she’d caused.

Well, it was time to bring things to a head. He smiled grimly at the crude analogy. Tomorrow, he would meet with Richard Francis and find out what the hell he wanted and what he knew about Nawaka and Charles Mwana. If he could shed light on Mwana’s whereabouts, all the better.

Once that was out of the way, he and Belle would revisit tonight’s conversation. And he fully intended them to revisit other things, too.

Because the cold showers had stopped working; hell, they’d been less than effective in the first place. Even the swimathons he’d punished himself with the past couple of nights no longer did the job. He found himself waking up in the middle of the night to a raging boner and an empty bed, and he was slowly losing his mind.

He released a harsh sigh and started unbuttoning his shirt.

The distinct ring of his cell phone stopped him.

“Andreakos,” he announced himself, irritation coating his voice.

“John Allen here, sir.”

“Do you have anything new for me?” he rasped.

“Yes. We’ve picked up a trail here in South Africa.

Unfortunately it’s to a private airport.”

Adrenaline surged through his veins. “So we know where he’s headed?”

“That’s the thing. He didn’t just charter one plane. He chartered five, each one with a different destination. And none of the officials at the charter company have been able to give us an accurate description of who boarded what plane.”

Nick bit back a curse. “Dammit, isn’t finding people what you do for a living? Isn’t this what you’re supposedly best at? You’ve had five days to find him. How could he have slipped out of your fingers so easily?”

“We weren’t anticipating⁠—”

“No, you weren’t. Where are the flights headed?”

“Hong Kong, Venezuela, Ghana, Tel Aviv, and Turkey.”

“He won’t be on the Turkey flight,” Nick said with a certainty born of instinct. “He’ll expect us to home in on that one because it’s the closest to Greece. Don’t rule it out completely, but I want you to concentrate on the other flights, especially the ones to Tel Aviv and Venezuela—there could be political or drug connections there we’ve overlooked. I’ll look into it from this end, too.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you need more manpower?”

Allen hesitated. “That would help, if⁠—“

“Do it. Hire as many men as you need to. You told me one of his soldiers said Mwana seemed fixated on my wife?”

“Yes, the soldier overheard him say he intended to have her, whether you paid the ransom or not. Mwana kept her separate from the rest of the hostages and spent hours talking to her. He… he may have shared things with her.” “What things?” Nick snapped.

“This is just second-hand of course, sir. But the soldier mentioned they spoke of his plans for Nawaka, how he intended to seize power.”

“Jesus!” Nick’s rage threatened to spill over. He also wanted to storm back to the villa and demand Belle tell him exactly what she’d been playing at. He forced himself to breathe in the tangy salt air. “Mr. Allen, do you understand why it’s imperative he’s found as quickly as possible? Before this madman attempts anything that’ll further put my wife’s safety in jeopardy?” “Sure I do, sir, but⁠—”

“No. I don’t want to hear buts. Hire as many bodies as you need. But find him, do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

Nick ended the call, then breathed deeply when he realized his hands were shaking. “Damn it!”

He hated handing over Belle’s safety to someone else, but there was no way he could go after Mwana himself when Belle needed him here.

He’d known in his gut that the rebel leader was dangerous. To have it confirmed took things to a whole new level. If Mwana had shared his plans with Belle, then he’d done so in the certainty— delusional, granted— of Belle being around to help him see them through.

Nick took another breath and forced himself to acknowledge reality—Belle wasn’t out of danger. For Mwana to have gone to this much trouble to hide his whereabouts wasn’t good news.

His gaze fell on the almost motionless water stretching for miles in front of him. Perhaps tonight the swim might work if he doubled the distance. He tossed his shirt onto the sand and tugged off his trousers. Taking a deep, hopeful breath, he sprinted across the sand.
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Belle stood at the top of the steps and watched Nick plunge into the waves. In the relative stillness of the moonlit water, his powerful figure cut a swift path as he struck away from shore.

She couldn’t explain why she’d remained out here instead of upstairs in her room. After all, as she’d told herself a few dozen times already, there was no future for them.

Very early on after she’d walked out, a part of her had hoped he’d come after her. But he never came, never sought reconciliation. The one time she’d tried to reach out—her desperate need for him winning out—her email had bounced back—message undeliverable.

In terms of signs, that had been a huge, impossible-to-miss one.

I always intended to come after you…

To believe him would mean to believe Nick hadn’t consigned their marriage to a failed venture. But at what cost would it come when he couldn’t even admit how he felt about her?

And why the hell was she was standing here, watching Nick swim farther out into the ocean, like some kind of wide-eyed groupie? Because at the back of her mind the thought niggled that she’d somehow gotten it wrong?

Her mind whirled, and she hated herself for the doubts she was letting creep in. A cool breeze blew over her, and she rubbed at her arms, her gaze straying to the water. She could no longer make out Nick’s form. His powerful breaststroke had taken him out of the path of the moonlight. Whatever questions she had would have to wait until tomorrow.

Besides, from his coldly furious expression when he’d turned away from her, this might not be the right time to try and talk to him. She’d wait till morning, after a good night’s sleep, when they were both level-headed.

Exhaustion seeped through her, and she walked toward the house.

Approaching the terrace, her feet slowed. She couldn’t shake the look on Nick’s face when he’d realized she didn’t believe him. Not even the best actor could fake a look like that. He’d looked angry, yes, but also…devastated.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” she muttered, her mind in turmoil. She was about to step off the terrace when she heard the phone ringing.

She frowned. Only a handful of people knew the island’s number, and most of them used Nick’s business line in his study.

At the insistent ring, she hurried inside and picked up the handset. “Hello?”

Silence. Not just silence. Menacing silence.

A shiver raced over her, turning her from warm to icy in an instant.

“Hello? Is someone there?” she demanded, her voice husky with sudden fear. The slow exhale that came down the line was unmistakable.

A second later, the line went dead. Hand shaking, she dropped the phone back in its cradle. Her heart hammered as she stared down at it. It was nothing. She fought to regulate her breathing. She was safe.

Charles Mwana was thousands of miles away. And even if he wasn’t…Nick would keep her safe. There were security guards stationed around the island. Lots of them.

She was safe.

She repeated the phrase over and over until the thought settled deep, calming her.

Returning outside, she stood on the terrace, her arms wrapped around her middle. Short of joining Nick in the sea—and there was no way she was doing that—or swallowing a couple of those hated sleeping pills, a vigorous workout in the pool was the only way to banish the past hour’s turbulent exchange.

At the poolside, she stepped out of her slippers. Cool flagstones inlaid with the same rich mosaics that graced the interior of the house soothed her warm soles.

Her dress came off easily, and she stood in her lacy bra and thong. Her cheeks flushed at the thought of skinny-dipping. Electing to stay as she was, she stretched her arms over her head and executed a clean dive.

The water closed over her, and her troubled thoughts receded. Setting a fast pace, she swam lap after lap until her arms protested at the punishment. She clung to the side until she caught her breath, then she climbed out of the water and walked to the marble-tiled shower wall next to the pool. The multi-headed jets sprang to life at the push of a button. She sighed as soothing, warm water caressed her from both sides of the curved wall.

Her wet lace underwear chafed her skin. After a moment’s hesitation, she peeled them off. Demetra and Yannis had retired to their cottage a while ago, and the wall was high enough and hidden from view of the house. She braced both hands on the tiles in front of her, let her head roll back onto one shoulder and revelled in the water flowing over her.

She let out a sigh of pleasure as the jets pounded her, melting away the knots and tension in her body. A few more minutes of this, and she’d head for bed.

“Christos!”

The harsh oath cratered her serenity. Her head whipped round, and she froze.

Nick stood less than a handful of steps away, as still as she was. But his eyes, oh, the fire in his eyes threatened to consume her with their barely leashed hunger. Her mouth dropped open, sucking in desperate breaths as his gaze came back to hers.

My libido rages out of control only with you…

Fire licked through her belly. Her hands remained glued to the wall, her eyes riveted on him. For a long, tense moment, the only sound breaking the silence was that of the hot jets spewing from the showerheads. His shirt fell from his hand. Her senses registered the movement, but her eyes remained on his. His nostrils flared as he took another deep breath. One long stride brought him a step closer, and her insides somersaulted.

“What are you still doing up? I told you it wasn’t safe to be around me right now.” His voice was barely recognizable, its cadence thickened with anger and arousal. In his eyes she saw a clear, sizzling flame, which branded her, seared her to the soul.

“I…don’t think I can sleep.” Her words squeezed past a throat clogged with emotion. “Do you…do you want talk?”

“No. I don’t.” The words were succinct, implacable. “I want something else. Something that involves little or no talking. And you have the power to give it.” His head tilted in subtle challenge. “Trouble is…are you woman enough to give it to me? To us? Or will you scurry away again like an aggrieved Victorian maiden the moment things get too hot?” Legs wide apart, his stance was menacing. His gauntlet twitched between them, and his molten eyes scorched her, their quicksilver depths threatening to consume her.

“Don’t challenge me, Nick,” she whispered, her need a living thing, desperate to be assuaged.

“Or what?” he taunted, his whole presence telling her he’d gone past control’s threshold.

Unable to hold his gaze for fear of being burned alive, she lowered her lids, but instead of looking away, seeking a safer outlet, they began a journey of discovery over his body.

With moonlight and the soft lamps on the terrace the only light, he was cast in half shadow, all hard angles and smooth planes. But she witnessed his reaction to her scrutiny. His tongue flicked out to bathe his lower lip. She gasped for more air, her lungs protesting at her brain’s ineptitude at taking life-giving breaths.

Having worn only his trousers after his swim, Nick’s torso was bare, and her eyes ran over his taut, moon-kissed flesh. Perfect male nipples, now puckered to tiny points, made her tongue tingle. God, she wanted to taste them so badly, wanted to feel the hard nubs beneath her lips. Dropping her gaze lower, she took in the tiny droplets clinging to his washboard stomach. She wanted to lick every single drop off, but she held firm. Until her glance dipped below his waist.

And she came undone.

His trousers were zipped but the button unfastened. She watched as the zipper lowered in slow motion, of its own accord, forced down by the power of his growing erection. When his cock sprang free of its constraints and strained toward her, she moaned out loud.

She knew she was lost, but she’d go down fighting.

She raised her eyes to his and met volcanic heat in their grey depths.

“I’m more woman than you’ll ever encounter again in this lifetime. But if you want me, you’re going to have to come and get me.”

The volcano erupted.

With one long stride, he reached her. One arm clamped around her waist and the other angled her head to take the force of his lips as they smashed down on hers. This time there was no dainty savouring or languid exploring. His mouth devastated hers with complete vanquishing in mind.

The salt on his warm skin teased her nostrils. Not breaking the kiss, he turned her around in the shower, and the slide of his hard torso against her back as the water pounded them made her moan as his mouth ravaged hers. When his erection probed the cleft in her ass, her knees quivered, and her hands started to slip.

Tearing his mouth from hers, he commanded roughly, “Keep your hands on the wall.” He paused only to make sure she obeyed him before his teeth grazed over the back of her neck.

His assault was mind-melting in its devastation and went on for eternity. He nipped and licked the skin of her neck, her ear, her shoulder, her cheek. When he stepped back, she felt weak, a pulse throbbing between her thighs that made her want to scream at him to hurry.

He peeled off his wet trousers and kicked them away. She heard the slap of the sodden garment as it hit the wall and slipped to the ground. She didn’t need to look to recall with perfect clarity his powerful thighs and the essence of man that would be displayed prominently between his legs.

Dear Lord. He would be as thick and long, and as glorious she remembered.

“Nick—” She wanted to warn him she was at the edge of her endurance, but she changed her mind. Why give him all the power? Why tell him she was a hair’s breadth from orgasm just at the sight of his body?

“Tinkerbelle,” he responded throatily, and he reached out to reclaim her. “Or should I call you Aphrodite? Do you have any idea how enthralling you look with the water cascading over your hair and body?” His hands slowly traced her braced arms, starting from her fingers, over her wrists, under her arms, tracing the sensitive skin there and setting her alight in ways the water could never douse. At her upper ribcage, he paused, hands resting tortuously on the sides of her breasts. In slow, excruciating circles, he massaged her flesh while with his mouth feasted on the smooth skin of her throat.

“Ahhh,” she moaned, her head rolling back to rest on his shoulder.

His probing tongue charted a path of fire up her throat and flicked over the pulse which hammered there. Her stomach muscles quivered. Jagged pleasure coursed through her, and her knees sagged again.

The need to make him feel what she was feeling became paramount, but with his command to keep her hands on the wall, she only had her body. Arching, she rubbed against him, her ass cupping his shaft in an eloquent caress. He growled, an involuntary jerk twisting his hips.

“You’re playing with fire, Aphrodite,” he husked in her ear, his firm hands finally coming around to cup and mold her breasts. She gasped, the sensation of his rough palm against her sensitive nipples threatening her very sanity. But she wasn’t beaten yet.

“And what are you going to do about it?” she whispered through the waves of need crashing over her as, with clever fingers, he teased the tips to hard nubs.

“See what I meant earlier? There’s nothing biddable about you, baby. You have a fierce, unquenchable fire inside, and I aim to let it burn me up over and over.”

One hand fisted her wet hair and tilted her face around to his. His tongue invaded her mouth, wrapping hers in its heat and boldly staking its claim. He tasted of surging sea and potent wine, a heady combination that sent her senses spinning. His fingers continued to wreak havoc with her nipples. Her hands slipped from the wall as pleasure suffused her, but with the instincts of a jungle cat, he sensed her weakening and paused in his invasion. “Keep your hands where they are. If they slip, you will be punished.”

She didn’t know if it was the intensely arousing cadence of his voice or the sensual promise of his words that triggered the downward spiral, but she was moments away from losing control.

“Nick,” she tried to moan around the tongue circling her own.

“Are you burning yet, Aphrodite?” he asked, his teeth grazing her lower lip.

“No,” she denied, her own tongue darting out to sample the sensual softness of his upper lip.

He groaned. “I must work harder, then.” His hand left her breast and started with sure intent down her stomach, pausing to knead her flesh until she writhed in protest. He swallowed her gasps but continued his unerring journey downwards. When his fingers grazed her mons, he stopped. Slowly, he teased the wet curls apart, then dipped into her warmth.

One expert finger slid into her folds, and she cried out, twisting in sweet agony at his touch. He caressed her clit, finding the throbbing centre of her with unmistakable precision and bringing millions of nerve-endings to pulsing life. He teased; he plucked; he set out on a sizzling journey at a punishing pace.

Her cries grew hoarser and louder as she was pushed closer and closer to the edge. A second finger joined the intimate play and, sliding past the first, pressed just inside her.

“Oh, God, yes,” she groaned.

He paused.

“Are you burning yet?” he asked again as his finger passed, just once, over her need.

“Yes, yes, I’m on fire. Dammit, don’t stop, Nick. Please don’t stop,” she sobbed.

His thigh nudging her legs apart to give him better access, she whimpered as his finger plunged in and out of her, her eager flesh enclosing him, sucking him in. One digit became two again, and her whimpers became cries. With merciless skill he pushed, racing her toward oblivion.

His other hand left her hair and cupped her breast in a blatantly possessive hold, tormenting her nipple. With precise mastery, he increased the pressure, plunging faster into her as his tongue flicked against her ear. With almost cruel promise, he nudged his erection against her ass, letting her feel his power for a moment before moving away. She felt the strength leave her legs as sensation built inside her. Arrows of ecstasy shot through her and she bucked against his hand.

“Oh, God, Nick,” she cried, her head rolling helplessly against his shoulder as wave after wave of pleasure rolled over her.

“Yes, glikia mou. I can feel your fire. Let it wash over me, consume me,” he rasped in her ear.

“Yes, just like that.” She cried out one last time and jerked as convulsions seized her. The strength of it lifted her onto her toes. His mouth recaptured hers; his fingers continued to pump in and out of her as rapture flooded her. She flew through the heavens, touched the stars and bathed in their brilliance.

Soft shudders and throaty whispers eased her back down. Still basking in her euphoric nirvana, she didn’t realize what he was doing until he removed his hand from her breast and firmly pushed her against the wall. At the touch of the cool tiles against her aching nipples, his strong body against her back and the force of the water pounding over them, fresh convulsions ripped through her. She soared again, spasms seizing her as raw delirium reclaimed her.

“You have no idea how fucking fantastic it is to watch you come, baby,” he rasped in her ear, continuing to touch her. “I could spend days just watching you fall apart for me.”

He held her close as she caught fire and blazed through another orgasm. He nibbled her lips with soft kisses and murmured soothing words to her until her muffled cries turned to gentle moans. Then he took the weight of her body against his and pulled his fingers from her, cupping her mound possessively for a moment before letting go. He brushed a soft kiss on her cheek before he turned off the shower and eased back from her.

“You can take your hands down now,” he murmured softly.

Surprised to see they’d remained in place in spite of the strength of her orgasms, she let them fall from the stone, spent, to her side.

“Now turn round and show me what my heart desires,” he instructed thickly. The arousal in his voice threatened what little strength she’d regained, but helpless to deny him, she turned, a banked fire still heating the blood surging through her.

If ever a look in a man’s eyes could turn a woman to a senseless puddle, it was the look in his eyes. It ate her alive even as his erection leapt with eager anticipation toward her. A tremor passed through him as his gaze zeroed in on the juncture of her thighs. With daring invitation, she tilted her hips forward, offered herself to him. He swallowed, his jaw working as he tore his eyes from the blonde curls to graze over her stomach to her breasts. Her nipples stood to renewed attention, desperate for his touch.

When he lifted his hands, she moaned, anticipation of his total possession rushing through her.

But he kept her waiting, withholding himself just a little bit longer. Instead, his hands raked into his hair, slicking it back from his face in one slow slide. His chest rose, and his nostrils flared as he took a deep breath. Just as slowly he lowered his arms, his eyes never leaving her face.

She smiled—a wanton, feminine smile. Two could play this game. If he wanted to make her wait, she’d make him burn.

He took another breath, sharper than before. “Come here,” he commanded. She moved, her feet propelling her forward until she stood a hair’s breadth from him. Heat emanated from him and her blood surged. He inhaled again; this time it was a shaky sound that told her he wasn’t as in control as he wanted to be. She waited, forcing him to verbalize his need, just as she’d screamed hers moments ago.

“What do you want, Nick?” she enquired throatily.

He closed his eyes for a moment, the hands twitching at his sides speaking volumes. When he opened his eyes again she gasped at the hunger in their depths.

“You. Take me in your arms and kiss me.” The words were so hoarse and thick, had she not been as close as she was to him, she wouldn’t have understood them.

She lifted her hands, slid them up his strong arms and over his shoulders, and locked them behind his neck. She brought her body into full contact with his, her breasts pressing into his heaving chest. Rising on tiptoe, she pressed her open lips against his.

With a shuddering moan, he crushed her to him, the power of his kiss sending her head reeling backward. Her answering moan only spurred him on, his mouth devouring hers before setting a trailing path down her throat. He paused at her ear, nibbling hungrily on her lobe. “Touch me, my Aphrodite,” he rasped. “Make me burn for you.”

She didn’t need a second bidding. Her eager hands explored his hard body, egged on by his throaty encouragement. When her fingers grazed over his nipples, he shuddered again, his less than gentle nip on the soft flesh of her shoulder a sign his control was slipping. Her hands drifted down, explored the sculpted contours of his stomach before moving around to knead his firm ass.

His hips jerked, pushing his engorged penis urgently into her stomach. She drifted her hands back again over packed muscle, down to his front, teased them through his rough male hair before she took him firmly in both hands. She gloried in the weight and girth of him, running her hands back and forth over his velvet hardness. He grunted harshly, his head rearing back on a sharp inhale. With half-closed eyes, he lanced her with a look so potent she gasped. She understood what he wanted, but she made him say it.

“Tell me what you want, Nick.”

“I want you to open your body to me, matia mou. I want to come home.”

His words made her tremble. She held him a moment longer, revelling in the power she knew was only fleeting. He shuddered once more, his jaw clenched in his effort to stay in control. But her needs were equally urgent, the need to feel his powerful cock inside her supreme. With one final stroke, she released him. Her chest tightened when he left her to grab a condom from his trousers, but the momentary tinge of sadness was brushed aside by clamouring desire for him. The second he was within touching distance, she locked her arms around his neck, levered herself up, and wound her legs around his hips.

Nick’s arm came around her waist to clamp her to him. He took a step forward and with his other hand braced himself on the wall. But he didn’t enter her. He remained still, his eyes intent on hers, waiting for permission. She brought her mouth to his, stopping a whisper away until their heated breaths mingled. Unable to bear it any longer, she whispered the words they both wanted to hear.

“Yes, Nick.”
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With a hoarse growl ripped from deep inside him, Nick plunged into Belle, burying himself in her welcoming warmth. They both shook with the force of his possession. Buried deep inside her, he stilled, fighting for control as her tight muscles enclosed him, wrapping around him like a silken prison he never wanted to escape from.

She flexed her hips, and he bit back another groan as pure sensation coursed through him. Shit, he was already close, so close he feared not giving her satisfaction again before reaching fulfilment himself. Clinging with gut-wrenching tenacity to his control, he pulled back, his legs almost giving way when her insides clung to him with ardent devotion.

Closing his eyes, he thrust again, his effort rewarded when she trembled, a deep moan vibrating through her. Hanging on to his fast-slipping control for a few moments longer, he pleasured her—pleasured them both—with slow, long thrusts.

But soon it was unsustainable. Tension gripped the back of his legs, and he knew he was at the point of no return. When it climbed up his back to grip his neck, he increased his pace, knowing oblivion was a few short heartbeats away.

Before he was ready, sensation climbed into his brain and through his entire body and exploded in a shower of light. He groaned in rapture even as he continued pumping, desperate to wring every last ounce of ecstasy from this moment. When Belle cried out, he pumped faster, his lips fusing eagerly with hers as she started to convulse once again in his arms. The tugging sensation of her orgasm made his breath catch as his pleasure was prolonged. At the sound of her broken sobs, his heart tripped, and he felt a sense of homecoming so strong, he swallowed hard. He broke their kiss and laid his forehead against hers, revelled in her full breasts heaving against his chest as she panted her pleasure.

Afterwards he held her, murmured grateful, soothing words in his father tongue as their bodies quieted.

When her breathing returned to normal, he leaned down and kissed her cheeks, then the corner of her mouth.

“Efkharisto, Tinkerbelle mou. You’ve made your husband a very happy man.” He heard the huskiness of his words and prayed she’d believe their sincerity this time.

Her eyes lit up, but a split second later, dark clouds invaded their green depths. Reading the reason behind the pain in her expression, he stifled a curse and struggled to keep his voice even.

“Let us make a promise to one another, Tinkerbelle. Tonight is not for thinking about the past, or the future—no arguments, no mention of truces. Tonight, let’s just live and share paradise. Tomorrow will come soon enough, and we can make it whatever we want it to be. Okay?”

He held his breath and waited for her answer. After what seemed like an eternity, she nodded, her clouded eyes clearing a little even though she smiled.

Rising on tiptoe, she brushed her mouth with his. “To living and sharing in paradise. For tonight.”

His heart tripped, then accelerated, his lungs expanding with relief as he took in much needed breath. He crushed her to him, and when her arms tightened around his neck in response, he made a second, silent promise to himself.

He might only have one night to make it happen, but come morning, she would abandon all plans of leaving him. He would use every single second to prove his devotion to her.

Starting now.

“I’m going to turn on the shower again for a quick wash before we go upstairs, okay?” he asked as he pulled out of her and lowered her down gently.

His breath caught when she dimpled a smile at him.

“And do I get to wash you this time?”

“‘Baby, you can do whatever you want to me. I’m putty in your hands.”

Her tinkling laugh sent sensation scuttling through his body.

“Right. Then I command you to put your hands on the wall and don’t move them until I say so.”

“Or what?” he teased. He flicked on the shower behind her, luxuriating in her husky cry when the fingers of his other hand played over the nipples displayed rubescent in the moonlight.

“Or you’ll be tortured in ways you’ve never even dreamed of,” came her bold, husky promise. The blood thickened in his veins.

“Well, in that case, I absolutely refuse to do your bidding.”

Her mock gasp of outrage was the last coherent thing he heard for a long time.


CHAPTER 8
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The first thing Belle saw when she opened her eyes the next morning was her wedding ring. On its own, it would’ve been easy to miss, but with the sharp rays of the morning sun striking the pear-shaped diamond in her engagement ring, the presence of the platinum band lying next to it announced itself with blinding clarity. She shut her eyes, her heart hammering.

Tomorrow had come. And she had to face the consequences of last night.

The last time she’d seen her rings had been six months ago, when she’d taken them off and left them on another bedside table.

Her body’s radar told her she was alone in bed, but she still turned her head to investigate, and with a mixture of relief and disappointment saw only the imprint of Nick’s head on his pillow. Drawn almost hypnotically to the rings on her bedside table, she glanced at them. And saw a note beneath them. Shakily, she withdrew it.

It was simple and succinct.

This is what I want.

She crushed the note against her breast, her heart thumping harder.

“You’re awake.”

She looked up as Nick walked in, bristling with vitality and wearing an air of sated male. And no wonder—his demands on her through the night had been relentless. But he’d given in equal measure, and starved of his touch, she’d rejoiced in every single moment in his arms.

Her gaze raked over him. He wore a pair of white cotton drawstring pants and nothing else. Her heart stopped, then trebled its tempo, her eyes eating up the gorgeous sight of his hair roughened torso.

Memories of kissing and touching his golden flesh rose in her mind, and she stifled a moan as he drew closer and deposited a tray laden with coffee, croissants, sliced ham, and orange juice on her lap.

“Kalimera, matia mou,” he drawled. He fisted his hand in her hair, kissed her on both cheeks before fusing his mouth to hers.

Helpless to resist, she opened her mouth and tasted him, her senses dizzy with joy at the utter chaos he wrought in her. Her unbidden groan of disappointment when he lifted his head after a few moments made him smile. She clenched her hands on the sheet, fighting the urge to clutch the back of his head and continue the kiss. She needed her wits about her if she was to make sense of their situation.

“Good morning, Nick,” she responded instead, her voice hoarse with want.

“You need to eat, so I will resist the urge to crawl back into bed with you.” His voice teased, but his hungry gaze started a trembling in her belly that made her want to shove the tray aside and jump him. She didn’t know whether to cry or sigh with relief when he moved away and sat down on the bed near her feet.

He poured a glass of orange juice and passed it to her, halting when he saw the note clutched in her hand.

“You read my note?” he asked, his gaze direct.

She nodded. When he raised his brow, she looked away, reluctant to face the questions in his eyes. Dropping the note beside her tray, she accepted the glass from him and took a hasty sip.

“What time is it?” She needed something innocuous to fill the heavy silence.

A mocking smile twisted his lips, as if he recognized her delay tactics. He poured himself a cup of coffee and sat back. “It’s almost ten o’clock.”

“Ten!” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept this late.

He shrugged. “You were sleeping so peacefully, I didn’t have the heart to wake you. But now you are awake, I think we need to have that talk—unless you want to extend our truce another seven days?”

Biting her lip, she shook her head. “No, I think it’s time we put all our cards on the table, don’t you?”

“Yes. I’ll leave you to have your breakfast and shower. Come and find me in the study when you’re finished. Okay?” Intent eyes glanced at the rings once more before coming back to rest on her.

He wasn’t really asking as much as demanding.

Grateful for the brief reprieve, she met his eyes.

“Sure. Give me twenty minutes.”

He nodded and stood. Leaning forward, he delivered another searing kiss and picked up his coffee. She followed the solid lines of his body as he sauntered to the door, and desire flooded her as she recalled the feel of him as he’d pleasured her during the night.

When the door shut behind him, she set her glass down. She stared at the rings she’d worn with such pride when they were first married. Although initially overwhelmed by the size of the diamond, she’d fallen in love with it. And on their wedding day, when the simple platinum band had joined it, she’d felt complete.

The intense pain of her heartbreak when she’d taken it off on

the day she’d walked out was still a vivid memory.

Setting the tray aside, she got up.

Fifteen minutes later, she was dressed in white capri pants and a matching tank top, her hair brushed and left loose about her shoulders. A quick lick of gloss over her lips, and she was ready. Standing back from the mirror and examining her image, she noted that the bruises of her ordeal in Africa had faded, leaving her skin an even golden hue. She had more gold in her hair, too, now that it wasn’t being bleached silver by the harsh Nawakan sun.

You’re dithering, Belle…

She squared her shoulders, picked up the rings and the breakfast tray, and left the room.

Her heeled mules were a welcome change from the mohair slippers. Her footsteps echoed down the tiled hallway as she headed toward Nick’s study after depositing the tray in the kitchen. Demetra and the maids were nowhere in sight, and she recalled that Fridays were shopping days, which meant she was alone in the house with Nick. Yannis and the women would’ve taken off in the launch first thing in the morning and wouldn’t return until mid-afternoon. Demetra liked to go early to the market in the bustling town of Mykonos to get the best produce and the freshest catch of fish.

Belle opened the study door and entered, renewed pleasure coursing through her at the sight of Nick. A dark green shirt now covered his upper half as he leaned against the window and stared out at the view.

“Hi,” she murmured, her heart performing a wild tango when he straightened and came toward her.

“Hi, yourself.” He slipped his arms around her waist and pulled her close. “Mmm, you smell delicious,” came the muffled voice buried in her hair.

“That’s my shampoo,” she responded in a stupidly girlish, breathless voice that made her cringe. As usual, his proximity wreaked havoc on her senses.

“No, it’s all you, baby,” he insisted, kissing along her jaw till he reached the corner of her mouth. “And I bet you’ll taste even better here.” Without giving her time to respond, he took her mouth, tilting her head just so for better positioning.

She groaned, lost in the kiss for a long moment, then reluctantly pulled back. “Nick, you’re not being fair. We need to talk, remember?”

He moved against her, reluctant to let her go, and buried his face in the crook of her neck. “Well, you can’t present me with a delightful offering such as yourself and expect me to hold back. That’s not fair. Besides, all’s fair in love and war, as the saying goes.”

She had no protection against the pain his words brought. “But in our case, it’s more all war and no love, isn’t it?”

Like a puff of wind, the easy banter vanished. He froze, and she felt his tension vibrate through her. He dropped his arms and moved away to gaze out the window again. Rigid silence reigned for a long moment before he turned back to her.

“I see you’re not wearing your rings. Care to tell me why?” His tone was empty, devoid of all emotion.

“To be honest, I’m surprised you kept them.”

His jaw clenched. “Well, I did. And I want you to put them back on.”

“Just like that?”

“Why not? Don’t you want to get back together?”

There was no doubt about it, she wanted her husband back, but— “I do, but I’m not sure we have what it takes. Unless⁠—”

“Unless?”

“Unless we deal with a few things. Find a middle ground we can both be satisfied with.”

But she didn’t doubt they had a monumental battle ahead

of them. Nick’s need for control was ingrained. In bed and out of it, he liked to be in charge. Convincing him to relinquish some of that control…well, she really didn’t know where to start. But for the sake of her sanity, they had to try.

Her fingers tightened around the bands in her hand. “Just because we slept together doesn’t mean anything’s changed since last night.”

“Oh, I think we did a lot more than sleep last night, glikia mou.” She couldn’t decipher his expression with the sun behind him, but the hard bite accompanying his words told her she probably shouldn’t take his calling her his sweetheart as a term of endearment.

She stood her ground, determined not to be cowed by the menacing vibes now emanating from him. “Yes, I am fully aware of what we did, Nick. And while the sex was gr—” she faltered as his head reared back and he inhaled sharply.

“Sex? You call what happened between us last night just sex?” The note of incredulity in his voice shocked her.

“Well, what would you call it? Lovemaking? How can you call it lovemaking when there was no love involved?” She saw his jaw tense again, but he remained silent, confirming her belief. Pain ripped through her at the chronic absence of that one important word in their relationship, but she ploughed on.

“Anyway, we’re not here to discuss last night. We’re here to discuss this.” She opened her hand to reveal the rings. “And why I took them off in the first place.”

“Yes, Tinkerbelle, let’s discuss exactly why it is you left, shall we?”

She pursed her lips at his use of her full name, even whilst a small part of her unwillingly admitted he’d been right yesterday at the pool when he said she liked it when he called her Tinkerbelle. She was sure the sexy huskiness of his voice, the way he seemed to caress the word, had a lot to do with why she allowed him to call her by her much-loathed name when everyone else was forbidden to use it.

She shook her head to dispel the unwanted thoughts. “You know why I left. Aside from the control issues, I want children. Or at the very least a child.”

He paled, his grey eyes darkening to slate. “I can’t give you a child, Tinkerbelle. I’m not equipped for fatherhood.”

Belle was glad his desk was nearby, because when she swayed, she was grateful for its solid strength. “You can’t father a child?” she whispered, stunned.

“No, there’s nothing wrong with the equipment. Not as far as

I’m aware, anyway.”

“Then what is it?” she recovered enough to ask.

He was silent for so long she thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he sighed. “I’ve never thought of myself as part of a demographic, but to put it simply, my childhood was a hot mess. I can think up a bunch of technical terms a psychologist would use, and they would be right. I can’t bring that baggage into any child’s life. Trust me, you wouldn’t want me to.”

“Why won’t you tell me what happened to you?” she asked softly. “I ask you, and you always shut me down.”

She knew his mother lived in the States, had left him with his father when he was a boy. Beyond that, she knew next to nothing about the woman who’d given Nick life.

His shoved his fists into his pockets, and he rocked on the balls of his feet. “Because I despise talking about it.” Then he sighed, but even though he cast her an exasperated look, she glimpsed the hint of vulnerability in his eyes. This wasn’t a subject her powerful husband was comfortable with. That was very clear. But he’d shut her out for too long. And she’d let him. No more.

“Tell me anyway. Please.”

“You want the sordid details? I was used as the ultimate pawn between my parents. And when my mother grew bored of the game, she left, and I was shipped off to boarding school.”

Her heart cracked open with pain for him. “Oh, Nick.”

A mirthless smile crossed his lips. “I’m not telling you this so you feel sorry for me. I’m just telling you that the reality of being an Andreakos is not one I’d wish for any child.”

“What happened to you was horrible, but we can work through it—” She stopped when he started to shake his head.

“No, we can’t. Look at what happened to you. You were targeted for abduction primarily because of your connection to me. Think how vulnerable any child we have would be.”

“We can’t live our lives like that, Nick. That’s an awful way to view life.”

“Unfortunately, we’ve both experienced the atrocities human beings are capable of—me through war and you through being kidnapped.”

“Yet I still want a baby, more than ever, because I refuse to let one traumatic event define my life. And you aren’t your parents, Nick. Even with our marriage issues, I know you would never be like them.”

His eyes darkened into stormy clouds. Lines of stress bracketed his mouth. “Aside from all that, do you have any clue how many times members of my family have been in some sort of extortion or kidnap situation?”

Frowning, she shook her head.

“More times than I care to recount. Marrying me put you in danger. It’s my duty to protect you, and, barely a year into it, I failed.”

There was that word she hated. Duty.

“It was also your duty to tell me all of this before we got married, or even afterward, instead of running roughshod over my wishes, or trying to distract me with sex every time I tried to talk to you.”

His eyes gleamed. “You loved the sex, baby. Almost as much

as I did.”

Her stomach fluttered. “Not enough to make it worth staying in the end, Nick. Take this seriously, please.”

A hard smile touched his gorgeous face. “Trust me, I am. You want independence, and you want a baby, or we’re over. Is that what you’re saying?”

Her fingers closed around the rings. The cold stone of the diamond cutting into her flesh reminded her of what was at stake. Her soul shook with the depths of the other thing she wanted— for him to tell her he loved her—but that could wait.

“I don’t want to lay down ultimatums, but for my own sanity I can’t agree to be with you until we work through this. I gave up a lot for you when we got married. Things that were—are— important to me.”

There’s no need for you to work anymore. Hand in your notice.

Okay, Nick.

Tell your parents you’ll see them next week instead of today. I want you with me at the gala.

Sure, Nick.

Your Ph.D. can wait another year. We don’t have time for that now.

Fine, Nick.

She’d let him walk all over her, trample everything she was under the shadow of his overwhelming personality. No more.

“You need to meet me halfway,” she told him firmly.

He swore in Greek. “And if I can’t? You expect me to just let you live your life, forget that you, my wife, were kidnapped and held in a goddamned cave with over a dozen men with guns?” His face had hardened into a tortured mask.

Crap, this wasn’t going well.

“What I’m talking about started long before that happened. You need to see past it⁠—”

“Like hell I do. Oh, and don’t think for a second that I don’t intend to find out exactly what that bastard did to you.” His eyes blazed holy fire.

She swallowed, taken aback, and tried to return to the subject at hand. This might be her only chance to lay all her cards on the table, state the terms of their relationship. She didn’t want to waste it discussing Charles Mwana. Or the possibility that he was still out there, intending to hunt her down. She shivered.

Nick saw it and frowned. “What is it?”

“Nothing.”

His eyes narrowed.

She hurried to speak. “We rushed into marriage on some crazy impulse⁠—”

“Crazy? Yeah. About each other. Simple as that,” he countered, but his gaze remained on her face, and she could tell he was intent on seeing behind her words, on digging beneath to find out what she wasn’t saying.

She licked her lips, her heart stuttering when he followed the movement.

“Are you sure?” she demanded tightly, getting down to the heart of the matter. “I distinctly remember you wanted to sleep with me, and I told you I wasn’t the sleeping around type. So you suggested we get married.”

“What the hell are you trying to say? For chrissakes, just spit it out.”

“That it was more about the sex for you than anything else, Nick. Certainly not love. You want me to spit it out? Well, here it is. Tell me straight. Do you love me?”

His quick intake of breath made her insides clench hard. She watched his expression transform until his features hardened.

“Love is a four-letter word tossed around far too often and for too carelessly for it to mean anything. You want to know what’s more important? If I hadn’t wanted a wife, I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me. I certainly wouldn’t have spent six fucking months with my heart in my throat, wondering every day if today would be the day I received divorce papers. And I would certainly not have spent every single minute of those six months wanting to strangle you for what you were putting us through. But I think what’s more important here is whether or not you regret this marriage. Whether you’re willing to walk away again based on the absence of a four-letter word.”


CHAPTER 9
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“Well?” Nick demanded.

He moved from the window and stood in front of Belle, invading her space. His ice-cold stare bore into her expectantly. Numbed shock had invaded her entire being at his diatribe against love. Before she could even formulate a thought, the phone on his desk buzzed.

He snatched it up. “Yes?” He listened, then frowned and moved closer to his desk. After tapping a few keys on his computer, he picked up the small remote and aimed it at the video conferencing screen on the far wall.

The screen flashed up to show Spiros Theodakis, Nick’s assistant, seated at a desk with a security guard standing behind him.

“When did the package arrive?” Nick put the phone down and addressed his employees.

“It came by courier half an hour ago.” His assistant looked nervous, as any man would with a burly security guy hovering over him like a dark shadow.

“It’s been checked for incendiary devices, sir. It’s clean,” the security guard said.

Nick nodded. “Open it.”

The first item that fell out made his blood boil hot and thunderous in his veins. Standing beside him, Belle gasped as the security guard picked up the ten-by-twelve picture and held it held it up to the screen. The picture was of her.

He turned to her. “Where was that taken?” he asked.

“At the marketplace in Nawaka, I think on my second week.”

“Christos,” he said under his breath. Inhaling sharply, he turned back to the screen and asked, “What else is there?”

Spiros peered into the padded enveloped then reached in. “A flash drive. We need to make sure it’s malware-free before we open it. I’ll get IT⁠—”

“It won’t be.”

Spiros frowned. “Sir? Do you know who sent it?”

“I have a good idea. This isn’t about corporate espionage, Spiros. This is personal. It’s a message for me. But just to be on a safe side, use a laptop not connected to the company server.”

“Sure,” Spiros jumped up. “I have a spare one in my office. I’ll just go and get it.”

He went off screen. Nick pressed a button on the remote, and the screen went blank. He turned to her. “Are you all right?”

Belle found the strength to nod despite the fear suddenly coursing through her. “He’s sending us a message, isn’t he?”

Nick’s nostrils flared with barely repressed rage. “Looks like

it.”

“What if it’s…not good?” she asked, knowing that it wouldn’t be.

“Then I’ll make sure I deliver my own message in a way that makes him wish he’d died in that cave with his men.”

She shivered at the menace in his voice. When he pulled her close and kissed her temple, she closed her eyes and burrowed into his strength.

They heard noises from the screen, and Nick pushed the button for the picture.

Spiros was once again behind the desk. “I’m ready, sir.”

Nick nodded. “Play it.”

Spiros hit another button and turned the laptop to face the TV screen. It was a recording, done in a sterile grey room that held no pictures or any distinguishing marks that would be useful in pinpointing its location.

The position of the camera showed it was set on a table. A simple ladder-backed chair stood in front of it.

Charles Mwana folded himself into the chair a second later, then leaned forward to nonchalantly adjust the lens. Belle’s breath caught.

“Good day to you, Mr. Andreakos. I assume we need no introduction, since you felt the need to reduce my training camp to ashes several days ago. If you’d chosen to negotiate with me instead of using brute force, I’m sure we could’ve come to an amicable, gentleman’s agreement. However, you’ve chosen to take the violent route, so here we are. Before you think this is a threat, I want to assure you that I’m a peaceful man. I don’t harm until I am harmed.” He leaned in closer to the screen, his eyes going from friendly to deadly in a heartbeat. “And I don’t take until something is taken from me.” He sat back. “You, Mr. Andreakos, have taken something from me. My training camp will be relocated and rebuilt, but Belle—and yes, I know you have her—Belle is irreplaceable. She no longer belongs to you. I want her returned. This is your opportunity to make amends for taking what is mine. Give her back to me, and there will be no repercussions. Fail to do so—” He placed his elbows on the table and steepled his fingers, thought for a beat or two. “You’re a gentleman, so I know you’ll honour this simple request. I’ll have another package delivered to you same time tomorrow with details of how you can return my Belle to me. Don’t bother trying to trace the package’s origin. You won’t succeed.” He leaned forward and switched off the camera but paused at the last moment. “Until we meet again, sweet Belle.” He smiled, then the screen went blank.

Belle’s heart thundered so loudly in her ears for several seconds, Nick’s voice was merely a distant rumble.

“—have you over my fucking dead body.”

She focused to find herself on the sofa in the study, a glass of something dark and pungent in her hand, and Nick pacing in front of her.

He stopped suddenly. “Drink the brandy, Tinkerbelle.”

She drank. That satisfied him somewhat, but the menace didn’t leave his face. He resumed pacing as the fiery liquid scorched her insides.

A drop of liquid went down the wrong way, and what started as a cough soon turned into a sob. “Oh, God.”

With a curse, Nick hunkered down in front of her and cupped her cheeks in his warm palms. “Hey, don’t let that piece of scum get to you. We’re armed to the teeth should the bastard dare to come anywhere near here, but I suspect he’s hiding in another hole. Whatever the case, we’re going to throw everything we have at this, sweetheart. We’re going to hunt him down, and we won’t stop until we get him. I promise you.”

She sobbed harder. “You don’t understand. I think I may have…let him believe…”

“You mean getting close to him so he shared his plans for Nawaka with you?”

Her head snapped up in surprise, and she blinked back her tears. “You know?”

Nick nodded. “It was a dangerous move, but ultimately a clever one. You bought yourself time for me to get to you. If the asshole chooses to believe he’s entitled because of that, it’s his problem. He won’t get within a hundred miles of you. Not unless he wants me to rip him to pieces with my bare hands.” He kissed her wet eyelids before sealing her lips in a strength-infusing kiss.

She felt a little better when he lifted his head. Her gaze went to the blank screen. “So what’s going to happen now?” she asked.

“I’ve sent Jameson to collect the package and have it discreetly analysed for evidence. He knows a guy. Apart from that, we wait to see what unfolds tonight and tomorrow.”

“Tonight?”

He nodded. “My meeting with Richard Francis. Now more than ever I’m hoping he can shed some light on Mwana’s whereabouts.” He dropped his hand to both of hers, squeezed them, then lifted her glass to her lips. “Finish the brandy. I can’t stand seeing you so pale.”

She sipped and felt marginally better as warmth flowed back into her body. Nick set the glass aside, sat down on the couch next to her, and pulled her into his lap.

“I can’t help but think you must really be regretting marrying me now.”
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She looked up from where her head rested on his chest to see him staring down at her. For the first time, she saw the look of uncertainty and vulnerability in his eyes. “No, I don’t regret marrying you, Nick.”

“But?” He pressed.

“I can’t help think if we’d waited a little longer, gotten to know each other better, we wouldn’t be in trouble now.”

“You mean, you’d have realized the mistake you were making and bailed.”

“Don’t put words in my mouth. I’m trying⁠—“

“We are where we are, pethi mou. For what it’s worth, I’m still crazy about you. I can’t take back what’s happened in the past. It’s

what we do from here on in that matters.”

“What do you propose?”

“That whatever happens, we stick around and fight for us instead of hightailing it out of our marriage, just like—” He gritted to a stop, his nostrils flaring with the depth of his emotion.

“Go on, say it,” she dared him. “Just like your mother did.”

His nod was curt. “She packed up and left like it was a vacation she’d grown tired of.”

“How old were you when she left?”

“What the hell does it matter? A day, six months, ten years—it shouldn’t make a difference once you’ve taken a vow. If you walk away at first sign of trouble, then you might as well just keep on walking.”

His words slammed into her like a fist to the gut.

In that moment, with blinding insight, she realized just what walking away had done to him. “You hate me for that, don’t you? Just as you hate her?”

“Are we really doing this? Analysing my mommy issues?” Nick mocked, his hands raking back her hair so he could kiss her forehead.

She drew in an incredulous breath. “So you admit you have mommy issues?”

His gaze grew shuttered. “Perhaps.”

“You’re doing it again, shutting me out and going all alpha on me. We can’t resolve our problems if you we can’t even have a decent conversation.”

“We can have a conversation, baby. Just not about my mother.” His voice had grown soft but there was a deadly warning behind it that made her spine snap straight.

“Was it really that bad?”

“She’s my mother, and I therefore do not wish to disrespect her. So let’s leave it. Please.”

It was the please that did it. That, and the wealth of pain he was trying so very hard to mask. For whatever it was his mother had done to have the power to hurt him this deeply, it must have been huge.

Certainly, huge enough to make him vow never to have a child of his own.

“Has anyone pointed out what a sheer, pig-headed streak you have?” she said without malice.

He gave a deadly smile. “Not if they wanted to live to speak about it.”

“We won’t work if you don’t meet me halfway, Nick.” She heard her voice crack, fear for them, fear for the very real danger that lurked in the shadows, making her quake inside.

“You’re asking me to relinquish control. That’s too much for me. Halfway is asking too much.”

Heart in her throat, she clenched her fist harder, and realized she still held her rings. “Can we at least try?”

“First, tell me why you went back to Brighton. To the apartment you told me you’d given up after we were married but secretly kept.” The words were condemning, but she felt his heart beating and somehow, the solid sound reassured her.

“Because it was the only thing that kept me from feeling as if I’d been totally assimilated into being Mrs. Nikolaos Andreakos, an extension of you, rather than my own being.”

“You really felt like that?”

She nodded. “And more. You have no idea how it felt to be treated like I was invisible by your friends. Besides being paparazzi-bait every time I stepped out the front door, I had to watch women drape themselves all over you, sometimes right in front of me. I hated you for not doing anything to stop it.” She took a calming breath. “How would you have reacted if I’d decided to crawl into another guy’s lap and rub myself all over him right in front of you?” she asked baldly, rawness scraping her throat.

Everything stilled—the air in the room, the leaves fluttering outside moments ago, even the background whirring of the computer faded—as if the whole world had stopped with her words.

“His life, and yours, would not have been worth living.” Nick’s voice was cold, deadly. “I would tear any man from limb to limb who dares to touch you.”

She shivered, momentarily reminded of the carnage in Nawaka. “Trust me, I felt the exact same way! It was all I could do not to claw their eyes out. Your eyes. It all got too much to bear. And suddenly we were on a slippery slope to being over⁠—”

His hand slashed impatiently through the air, his platinum wedding band flashing in the morning sun. “It was nowhere near over…is nowhere near over.”

“That last night, at the gala⁠—”

“I’d had a crappy evening and an even crappier few days without you⁠—“

“It didn’t look that way when I arrived,” she inserted with a humourless laugh. “My God, the women were practically giving you lap dances.”

He held his hands out in very Greek supplication, at the same time sounding anything but supplicant. “Will you just let me finish?”

“Go ahead.” She folded her arms, tilting her head to one side as she waited. “I’m dying to hear all about your babe-magnetism.” “Snark doesn’t become you, Tinkerbelle,” he growled.

“Totally losing my identity after marrying you has brought out the worst in me, it seems. Gosh, where could that have come from?”

“You’re not losing your identity. You are my no-shit-taking Tinkerbelle, and you will remain so, and mine, as long as I have breath in my body.” The fierce possessive light blazing in his eyes momentarily robbed her of speech. Her brain scrambled until she managed to pick up the thread of their conversation.

“Put your rings back on. Be the woman I married.” He wasn’t asking, she noted. In his usual autocratic manner, he was demanding his right to be her husband again.

She slowly opened her hand, offering the rings up, making the only decision she could make—at least until she understood what his motivation was behind his driving need for a reconciliation. “No, the woman you married is gone, Nick. I want more, I want something different.”

A determined light gleamed in his eyes. “I won’t let you go.”

“I don’t want you to let me go. I’ll put them back on when we solve the issues in our marriage.”

His face clenched in sharp rejection of her words. With hard fingers, he folded her hand over the rings.

“I won’t take them back.”

“And I won’t put them back on.”

He exhaled in a harsh burst of frustration and more than a little agitation. When he looked into her eyes, she glimpsed a raw vulnerability in his that made her heart lurch.

“Whatever you do, don’t walk away from me again, Tinkerbelle.”

“I promise, I won’t walk away. Not unless you give me a very good reason to,” she replied. “We need more time to sort things out.”

He looked down at the rings for a long moment. Then he stood and tugged her to the wall opposite his desk.

Stopping in front of a large seascape painting, he pressed a secret lever behind the bottom left corner. It sprang back to reveal a hidden safe tucked behind it. He entered a combination, opened it, and pulled out a long, thin box. Letting go of her arm, he flicked the small catch to reveal a thin platinum chain. He picked it up and held out to her.

“Put the rings on here. Wear them next to your heart until you’re ready to put them on your finger, where they belong. Will you do that? For me?”

The emotive words caught her on the raw, and even with the pressure he was piling on her by placing the ball firmly back in her court, her heart soared. She managed a nod, and held her breath as he threaded the rings onto the chain, turned her around, and fastened it around her neck. When he placed a kiss on the spot where the clasp lay, she sighed, and leaned back into his warm body. He emitted a faint groan and pulled away, coming round to face her.

“Let’s go eat before my good intentions desert me, and I ravish you on my desk.”

She looked up in surprise. “You still have energy after last night?”

“Glikia mou, I may be going against my better judgment about not pressing you for an immediate answer regarding our marriage, but I have six months of celibacy to make up for. I’m only giving you a brief reprieve because of our… exertions last night. But I fully intend to resume bedroom activity come tonight. And trust me, I also foresee desk sex in our very near future.

Unless you have any objections?”

Blood surged into her cheeks. “No, I have no objections.”

Arousal flared in his eyes, and his gaze dropped to devour her mouth before coming back up.

“Good,” he murmured huskily. “Now, lunch, before I change my mind.”
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An hour later, Nick repositioned the umbrella as they lounged by the pool, fully sated from food and enjoying the shaded heat of the early afternoon sun.

Then he grabbed the sun protection oil. Rubbing some in his hands, he massaged it into her back.

“Mmm. I need oiling again, so soon?” Faint amusement mingled with husky arousal in her voice as she turned her head toward him. He used the opportunity to take off her sunglasses so he could see her eyes. In the shades of blue, he saw heat matching his own blaze in their depths and arousal throbbed deep inside him.

The terror from Mwana’s intrusion into their morning had faded, although it had not totally disappeared, and he was grateful for the reprieve.

Watching her near collapse had torn him apart. The time was coming when he’d have to take matters into his own hands. For now, he intended to do everything he could to comfort his wife.

“Unless you want to burn badly?”

“Funny, the instructions on the bottle said to apply hourly, not every twenty minutes.”

“Ah, but the Greek sun can be quite harsh, and your skin is too precious to endanger.”

“Well, my skin is grateful for your stalwart efforts.” She raised her head and smiled at him.

His breath caught as her dimples flashed into sight. Thee mou, he’d missed seeing them. In other women, dimples seemed almost childish, but on Tinkerbelle, they were one of the sexiest things about her. He would die before he let the light of that smile dim.

As if cottoning onto his thoughts, she turned over completely. “What time is this reporter arriving?”

“He lands in Mykonos at seven this evening. Jameson will bring him over on the boat at nine.”

“I want to be there,” she said, her gaze serious and determined.

Everything inside him rebelled at the thought. But, he’d agreed to change, to find a middle ground.

His hand drifted slick with oil down her midriff and stopped above the waistline of her bikini bottoms. She gave a little shiver that made him almost lose his train of thought. “If I agree, you must stay by my side at all times. And if I ask you to do something, you do it. And no, I’m not trying to control you, but if I think, for any reason, you’re in danger I might have to act fast, understood?”

She frowned. “I thought you said he was just a reporter?”

“That’s what he claims to be. But he got my attention by mentioning Mwana, so I intend to proceed with extreme caution. If it turns out he just wants a scoop, then we don’t have a problem.

If things go south, I won’t hesitate to do what it takes to keep you safe. Are we clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Her mock salute lifted the swell of her right breast. His mouth watered.

“Mmm, I’ll have to get you to do that more often.” Bending forward, he trailed his lips over her cleavage.

“Oh, yes, sir…”

This time when he lost his train of thought, he didn’t try and regain it.
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They stood at the end of the garden just before nine and watched the approaching boat’s light reflect off the water. Nick’s tension increased the closer the vessel got to the dock.

Beside him, Belle’s hair fluttered in the breeze. She pulled it off her face, and he saw the trepidation coiling through him mirrored in her eyes.

He grasped her hand in his and squeezed. She squeezed back, and a little ache throbbed in his chest. The feeling was so curious, so alien, he sucked in a short breath.

She looked up at him, gave a little smile, and returned her attention to the boat.

Four men were stepping off onto the wooden jetty—Jameson, two security guards, and Richard Francis. One guard secured the boat while Jameson escorted their visitor up the steps.

The first glimpse of Francis didn’t ease Nick’s tension. Not that the guy was a physical threat. Francis was short and rotund, although the mousy brown hair in his newspaper photo was now worn shaggier, along with a longer beard. He looked every bit the harried reporter. Or had been carefully groomed to look like one. Nick hadn’t quite made up his mind which yet.

No, what put Nick’s back up was the way the other man’s eyes darted to Belle. And stayed.

Nick deliberately stepped forward and made quick introductions. “Welcome to Althea. I hope your visit isn’t a complete waste of time.”

The shorter man’s gaze swung back to his. “I doubt it will be. I’m sorry for all the cloak-and-dagger stuff, but I’ve been in this business for too long and know how easily a reporter can get scooped.”

“That depends entirely on what you’re hoping to scoop, and why you think you’re going to find that scoop here.”

Francis looked taken aback for a second. Then he rallied. He looked around and gave a tense smile when he saw the security guards behind him. “Perhaps we can talk in private?”

Nick raised a brow at Jameson and got the nod. Richard Francis had been frisked and confirmed weapon-free. Even still, the loaded Glock Nick had tucked out of sight at the small of his back was a reassurance.

Making sure to keep himself between Belle and the reporter, Nick turned and headed toward the villa. The maid was hovering nearby, as instructed, and quickly served drinks. He wanted the visit to be as short as possible.

He went straight to the point after they were seated on the terrace. “What can I do for you?”

Richard Francis’s eyes darted back to Belle. “I have it on good authority that your wife was kidnapped and held by a certain rebel soldier. I want the opportunity to tell her story.”

“How—how do you know this?” Belle asked. Her hand, still captured in Nick’s, trembled. He gave it a reassuring squeeze.

Francis’s smile held a hint of self-importance. “Oh, I’m afraid I never reveal my sources. But I can offer some help in hunting down the man you seek.” Francis glanced back at him.

Nick tensed. “This is how it’s going to work. First of all, I want to know everything you know about Mwana, specifically where his hideouts are outside of Nawaka. I want to know how he funds his organization and how many soldiers are under his command⁠—”

The reporter held up a feeble, stalling hand. “No…well, my information isn’t that detailed, I’m afraid.”

Nick stood. “Then I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time coming here.”

“Wait. I have one piece of information that I’m sure you’ll appreciate in return for three questions.”

He sat back down. “No deal. Tell me what you have first, and I’ll tell you if it’s anywhere near what I want from you. Unfortunately, you don’t hold the cards here, Francis. We do. Cooperate, or you can leave.”

His gaze swung between them, then he nodded. “Okay. I have it on good authority—and yes, I have the evidence to prove it— that the man you’re looking for landed in Venezuela yesterday with a full contingent of soldiers. He’s meeting with a certain drug lord in hopes of hammering out a deal that will see his…um, political interest…grow in the Central African region.”

Anger roiled through Nick. “You mean that bastard isn’t content with blood diamond mining and despotism? He’s now seeking to expand into drugs?”

Francis shrugged. “Commerce is a funny thing. Even cave dwelling thugs can buy shares these days.” He reached carefully into his coat pocket and brought out a piece of paper. He slid it across the table toward Nick. “The address in Venezuela.” He sat back and looked expectantly at Belle.

“Thank you for the information,” Belle said. Francis was reaching for his recorder when she stopped him. “You can have a full interview if you’re willing to contact your source and get us more. Perhaps Mr. Mwana’s travel itinerary?”

Francis froze, and then he laughed. Nick’s hackles rose once more.

“I don’t know if I can reach my contact anytime soon, so I’ll take the three questions now if I may?” He set the recorder on the table.

Nick glanced at Belle. She nodded.

Francis cleared his throat. “Why did you go to Nawaka in the first place?”

“I was a volunteer at a mission school. I’m a primary grade teacher. I taught a small group of children.”

“How was the political climate when you got there?”

Unease coiled through Nick. He glanced closely at Francis, but the older man appeared calm. His gaze swung to Belle as she answered his question.

“Did you suffer in any way when you were rescued?” Francis asked.

Belle started in surprise. “No, I didn’t.”

“That’s it?” Nick barked. “You flew all this way here to ask those three questions?”

Richard Francis shrugged. “I’m compiling a feature story on kidnappings in Africa and Asia and wanted your wife’s experience to be included. Not all reporters are leeches, Mr. Andreakos. If I help in any way to capture this person you’re looking for, then I’m glad.” He stood and held out his hand to Belle. “It was lovely to meet you, Mrs. Andreakos.”

Nick breathed easier when Belle let go of the man’s hand.

“Jameson will organize the boat to take you back to Mykonos.” “Thank you.”

They stepped outside into the warm night air. As they walked down to the jetty, Nick conceded that perhaps he’d been hasty in judging the reporter. Maybe he did only want a chance at a brief interview with Belle.

“Thanks for the intel. We appreciate it,” he said.

Again Francis’s gaze skimmed past Nick to rest on Belle. “I hope we meet again.”

She gave a small smile but didn’t respond. The small-statured man headed toward the boat he’d alighted from less than half an hour earlier. Jameson and the two security guards jumped on board, and it headed back out to sea. They stood watching the light until it was barely visible on the horizon. Beside him, Belle shuddered.

“Nick, something’s not right,” she said, her voice firm but filled with unease.

His own apprehension shot to the fore. “You think? I thought I was imagin⁠—”

The first shot whistled past his ear, the crack of the rifle sounding a moment later.

“Shit, that’s why he came! The bastard brought them here! Get down!” Terror slammed through him the same time he grabbed Belle by the waist and threw her onto the grass.

The second bullet struck the grass half a foot away from them, showering them with dirt.

“Nick!” she screamed.

“Stay down, baby.” He covered her body with his, not caring that he was making himself a bigger target. “Whatever you do, don’t get up until I tell you. Got it?”

“O-ok-kay.” More bullets rang out, sounding near but not touching them. It took a full minute to realize the shots weren’t meant to kill. Or they weren’t meant to kill Belle. Whoever was shooting—and he would guess his last euro it was Mwana or his men—wanted Belle alive. Which meant he had time—not much, but at least a full minute before the assailants got up the beach— to make it inside. He reached behind his back and grasped his gun.

His jaw tightened at the thought of the reporter—if he even was a reporter—and kicked himself for not trusting his first instinct. Recriminations would come later, though.

He had seconds to save his wife. “Sweetheart, you with me?”

With her face pressed between the grass and his chest, Nick felt her nod.

“When I say go, I want you to get up and run straight into the house.”

She made a sound of protest. “Not without you!”

“I’ll be right behind you, I promise. But you have to be fast, and you need to run straight ahead so you don’t move out of my bodyline. Got it?”

“I— Yes.”

“Good. Ready?” Another nod.

He sucked in a sharp breath, gripped his gun, and flicked off the safety. “Go!”

God bless her. He’d never seen her run so fast. Nick emptied his clip into the shadows rising up from the sand as he ran backward.

Behind him, Belle screamed as glass shattered beside her. From the corner of his eye, he saw two of his security men dash from the pool house toward him.

“They’re coming up from the beach,” he shouted, and held up a hand. “Gun!”

The nearest guard threw a sub-machine gun at him, and Nick caught it mid-air. He turned to see Belle inside, huddled in a corner away from the windows.

She was safe, for now. He turned his attention back to the beach. A black-clad figure rose from the last step. Without a second thought, Nick took aim and fired.

A shout of terror sounded, then silence. A barrage of shots rang out as several more security guards converged on the beach. A minute later, the report of gunfire ended abruptly.

Nick backed quickly toward the door and peered into the living room. Belle rose from her crouch in the corner and came toward him. “Baby, are you all right?” he asked.

“Y-yeah. How many of them were there?” Visibly shaken, she tried to look past him, but he tucked her back and blocked her with his body.

“I don’t know yet. The men are checking things out. We’ll find out soon.” His jaw tightened as the last of the adrenaline rushed from his body. Taking a life had never come easy—even when the monsters in question deserved it—but Nick knew he’d do it again and again to protect Belle. He speared a hand through his hair.

“Dammit, I knew something wasn’t right with Francis.”

She nodded shakily. The look of terror remained in her eyes but there was anger, as well. The hand she put on his arm was reassuring even as it trembled. “So did I. Which means everything he told us was probably bullshit.” Before she could say anything else, his phone rang.

The conversation with his security team down at the beach was quick, but the info they delivered was dismal.

“What?” Belle asked as soon as he hung up.

“Not everything Francis told us was crap. One of the men managed to dial out before he was shot. The line was still open.”

“Do we know who he called?”

“No, but the number was Venezuelan.”

Her eyes widened. “Mwana?”

He nodded reluctantly. “Francis fed us enough truth to try and lure us into complacency. And he almost succeeded.”

Witnessing her shudder threatened to blow the lid off the rage he was trying to suppress.

“I know he’s still out there, but please tell me we got all the fuckers he sent here?” she pleaded.

Despite the carnage around them, Nick grinned, deciding he liked this dirty-mouthed version of his wife. “Yeah. We got the fuckers.”


CHAPTER 10
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“Demetra has packed a picnic lunch, and the golf cart is out front.

Are you sure you want to do this, baby?”

Belle’s breath caught as Nick walked into the room.

Dressed in a pair of jean cut-offs and a sky-blue polo shirt, he looked breathtakingly handsome. His hair had grown in the almost two weeks they’d been on the island and had begun to curl around his collar. Its thick vibrancy made her ache to run her hands through it. She forced herself to look away, focused on screwing the top back on the tube of lip gloss.

“Have the police left?” They’d been dealing with authorities from the mainland all morning. None of Mwana’s four men had survived to be questioned. What the police had found was a GPS bug near the living room door, no doubt planted by the seemingly harmless Richard Francis. He’d played them all, a fact Nick was finding hard to live with.

“All but a few officers the inspector insisted remain behind. Jameson isn’t taking it well. The guy’s already broken up about letting Francis slip out of his grasp when he dumped him on Mykonos. I left before a fist fight broke between him and the cops.”

“Poor Jameson. You think the authorities will catch up to Richard Francis?”

Nick’s lips twisted. “They’re hoping he’ll be much easier to track since they have a picture and the background info I gave them. But if he’s deep in with Mwana—” He stopped and took a breath. “Anyway, I’ve told Jameson I don’t want us to be disturbed, so we don’t have to go anywhere if you want to remain put?” he said hopefully.

“No. I refuse to live in fear, Nick. Those bastards shot at us yesterday, but we survived. I’m not letting them force me into hiding. I’m going to the waterfall.”

She shuddered at the memory of the gunfire, of the very real threat that she could’ve lost Nick. She hadn’t been able to sleep last night. Neither had he. They’d lain awake in bed holding each other. While the reason for that was terrifying, she was glad that she and Nick had grown closer because of it. She didn’t delude herself into thinking all their problems would be resolved just as easily…but there was hope amid all this turmoil.

“Earth to Tinkerbelle,” Nick growled in her ear. Strong hands slid around to anchor her waist. “Where have you gone, baby?”

She forced away the disturbing images of black-clad, masked men and focused on Nick’s image in the mirror. “I’m glad I didn’t lose you,” she murmured.

He smiled. “I’m glad I didn’t lose me, too.”

She laughed and turned in his arms. He glanced down at her, his eyes intent on her face. “You didn’t tell me where you went.”

“I’m right here, and yes, I’m ready to go.” She tried to inject as much lightness into her voice as she could.

She must have succeeded because, apart from his raised brows, nothing indicated he’d intuited her inner thoughts. She didn’t protest when he ran a teasing gaze over her warm cheeks.

“You sure? Maybe I need to conduct a thorough examination, check that you are, indeed, ready.” His molten gaze travelled all the way down to her toes and back up again.

Her breath caught. He laughed.

“You know, it amazes me how you can blush at the tiniest hint of sexual banter and still be a tigress in bed.” He laughed softly as her cheeks burned hotter.

The hands she’d rested on his chest wandered up to entwine around his neck, and she inhaled his male scent, his closeness as usual causing her body to act independent of her mind.

“I know it’s your American forwardness that makes you come out with anything that pops into your head, Nick, but I really wish you wouldn’t⁠—”

“Spare your blushes?” he cut in, a shameless grin lighting up his gorgeous face. “I thought it was my Greek arrogance.” He planted a soft kiss on her parted lips, then stepped back to hold out an arm to her.

Laughing, she took his arm and allowed him to lead her out of the room. “Well, I’d say it’s an unhealthy combination of both.”

His grin widened and turned lascivious. “Ah, but it turns you on anyway, right?”

She knew he was trying to distract her from the events of last night. And she was supremely grateful to him for that. So much so, her heart lurched as she gazed up at him. Nick cared for her, she knew that now. It was that final step into love that he seemed incapable of. But she wasn’t going to dwell on that right now.

“Did anyone tell you you’re incorrigible?” She slanted him a wry glance as they descended the stairs and exited the villa.

“No one has ever dared, but even if they did, where’s the fun in being boring and predictable?”

“You get to live a very long life?”

He helped her into the golf cart and took his seat behind the wheel.

“Trust me, I intend us both to live long lives, but boring and predictable will not feature. It’s rocket-straddling until we draw our last breath.”

“Speak for yourself. Rocket-straddling sounds…chafing.”

“Easy solution. You can straddle me instead. No chafing whatsoever. Ah, here comes another blush in three, two, one⁠—”

Need exploded through her, threatening to consume her alive.

Nick was still laughing when he released the brake on the cart and eased it down the driveway. Between the trees, she spotted security guards, but she tried not to let their presence intrude on her enjoyment of being with Nick.

The late summer sun blazed down upon them, eased by the shade of the golf cart’s canopy and the slight breeze blowing from the sparkling sea. Its gentle undulation soothed her, and she sighed.

“Penny for them?” Nick asked.

Recalling the same question that had made her snap at him a week ago, she felt a twinge of regret for all the antagonism that had passed between them. Could they heal the old wounds, get past them to forge a sustainable marriage once the immediate danger was over?

“I was thinking how beautiful it is here. And how peaceful and breathtaking.”

“Yes. That was part of the reason my great-grandfather bought the island. The main reason was the saltwater springs in the rock pools. He’d heard of their healing powers, and I guess he thought there was no harm in seeing if it would help my great-grandmother.”

“Was it called Althea before your great-grandfather bought it?”

“No. He named it that after he saw its effect on my great-grandmother. The doctors had told them they could never have another child after they lost their first one. I guess he came here really as a last, desperate measure. At the time, there was only a small stone dwelling next to the largest of the springs, and that’s where they stayed. According to my grandfather, my great-grandmother swam in the pool every day for six weeks, and by the time they left for Athens, she was pregnant. Two years later, they were living here permanently. Alex’s grandfather was born here on the island.”

“So the island really does have healing powers?” Deep down, a part of her hoped it did, that the magic could somehow be applied to their own problems.

He shrugged. “The springs contain sulphur and various other minerals that are said to possess powers. But what happened to my great-grandmother could’ve been something as simple as getting away from the stresses of everyday life and immersing herself in complete relaxation.”

“But your great-grandfather believed it, which was why he named the island Althea.”

“That’s what he believed, yes. The island changed his life, I don’t deny that. He moved the rest of his extended family here after my grandfather was born and started building the villa.”

“I suppose your parents never considered living here fulltime?” she asked, hoping to learn a little bit more about what had happened to him as a child.

“No. My mother didn’t like being cut off from civilization.” His clipped answer was in stark contrast to his warm tone a moment ago. “As for my father, he did whatever my mother wanted, for a while at least. That included sending his seven-year-old son away to boarding school in a foreign country thousands of miles away.” His voice had turned even cooler, and she suppressed a shiver of unease at the bitterness in his words.

“Was that when she walked away?”

Belle held her breath and remained silent in the hope he would elaborate, but the silence stretched, awkward and heavy, and she was reminded again that there were areas in Nick’s life she wasn’t privy to.

“No. That came later.”

“Where is she now?” she asked.

“She lives in L.A. with her latest husband.”

Nick’s mother hadn’t attended their wedding. From what he’d told Belle yesterday, she now knew why.

She reached up to adjust her sunhat more firmly on her head. She glanced at his stony profile and tried again.

“How’s your grandfather? Is he in Athens?” Nick’s father had let go of the reins of the family’s shipping company when Nick was twenty-five. A U.S. Marine at the time, he’d given up his military career and, with the help of his grandfather—the only family member Nick was close to aside from Alex—had started managing the failing family business a year or so before his father’s death.

“The old man passed away three months ago.”

She gasped, her hand falling back into her lap with the shock. “Nick, I’m so sorry. I had no idea.” The words seemed inadequate for the memory of the man she’d met only once but who’d left an indelible impression on her. Even bound to his wheelchair, he’d had an overwhelming presence. She felt an even deeper sadness that she hadn’t been here for Nick.

Sadness and guilt.

Nick only shrugged. “He lived a full life. I think he was ready to go.”

She had no answer, so she subsided into silence.

After a few minutes, as if making an effort to dispel the morose atmosphere, Nick announced, “We’re almost there. Hold on, it gets a little bumpy from here.’

The smooth ride over the lush green vista gave way to a craggy landscape dotted with small rock pools and rising hills over which they travelled toward the northernmost tip of the island. As they crested the last hill, she held her breath in anticipation of the view from the plateau.

Her memory proved as fertile as the landscape before her.

There were six saltwater springs dotted around the island, ranging in temperature from extremely hot to mildly tepid, with the largest, the one they were heading for, somewhere in the midrange and perfect for swimming in.

Beyond the pools lay the remains of a tiny Byzantine temple. Even though the structure was almost completely in ruins, four columns remained, stretching up to the blue sky in a timeless reminder of the island’s rich history. The ancient carvings etched into foot-thick stone walls had withstood the passage of time, as had the many treasures dotted around this special place.

Her attention was drawn back to the springs.

Warm, crystal-clear water flowed from a natural rock opening in the sheer cliff face on the other side of the hill and dropped in a short waterfall into a deep basin, which then ran via an underground stream into the sea. The basin was surrounded by a stand of tall eucalyptus trees forming a natural shade, but through it a stunning view of the sea could be seen from the pool. On one side of the pool a large flat rock offered the perfect diving-off spot and resting place, and it was there Nick headed after they left the cart. He led her down stone steps set into the side of the hill, one hand holding hers and the other carrying their picnic basket.

He deposited the basket on the rock, then took something else out of his pocket—a lethal-looking gun—which he placed on the other side of the basket.

Seeing her gaze on it, his lips tightened. “A necessary precaution. Okay?”

She suppressed her shiver. “Okay.” “Swim first and then lunch?” he asked.

“Yes, please.” She stood for a moment, lost in the stunning beauty of her surroundings. She helped spread the blanket on the rock before following Nick’s lead, stepping out of her sandals and slipping off her yellow sundress. At his blatant appraisal, another blush crept up her flushed body.

“Any chance I can convince you to swim in the nude like you did the last time we were here? The guards are under orders not to disturb us.” His fingers hooked suggestively into the waistband of his trunks, ready to shuck them off at her word.

“You mean when you convinced me no one would find me sunbathing in the buff, only to have Alex pay us an impromptu visit in his helicopter and catch me in flagrante?” she asked wryly.

“Hardly. His chopper passed on the other side of the hill, and you were decent by the time Yannis arrived to tell us Alex was here.”

“Nevertheless, I’ll err on the side of caution and keep my suit on, thanks,” she said, laughing when he adopted a crestfallen expression. “And with my luck, the next time it’ll be a police chopper.”

“Spoilsport. But, never fear, I’ll get it off one way or the other.” With that sensual promise, he turned and said over his shoulder, “Last one in gets to play waiter during lunch.” The words were barely out of his mouth before he executed a clean dive into the warm pool.

Her outraged gasp went unheard as she dropped her hat and dove in after him. The playful fight that ensued continued all the way to the waterfall, until play transmuted into passion and gentle nips and soft cuddling became demanding kisses and urgent caresses.

“God, I can’t get enough of you,” he muttered, his mouth hot against her skin. “The thought of that asshole thinking he has any rights to you makes me see red.”

“Kiss me, and don’t think about him,” she urged, smoothing her hands through his wet hair.

He groaned, his hands almost rough as he disposed of her swimsuit, tossing it to the side of the pool before taking her in his arms. He took her standing up behind the intimate curtain of the waterfall. Her cries of ecstasy at the sensational, mind-melting power of his lovemaking blended into the rush of the water as she lost herself in her husband’s arms.

Afterward, with just enough strength to swim at Nick’s side back to where their picnic waited in the shade of a eucalyptus tree, she started to climb back into her swimsuit.

“I don’t know why you’re bothering. I’ll only get it off again after lunch,” he stated with pure male arrogance, watching as she smoothed sunblock on her exposed skin.

She looked over to where he lay stretched out on the large blanket, naked as the day he was born—well, not quite; he’d grown considerably since. Her mouth dried at the display of his bronzed perfection.

She’d never met a man so confident, so at home in his own skin as Nick. She was sure if it weren’t for the staff living on the island, he’d be perfectly happy always parading around in the buff. The few times he’d managed to convince her to swim naked with him, they’d been alone on the island, or it had been at night after Demetra and the rest of the staff had retired for the evening.

Her gaze shifted to the corded muscles of his thighs as he eased to his side and rested his head on his bent arm. Helplessly, her eyes travelled upward to the semi-turgid cock nestled in jet-black curls, and her breath caught in her throat. Her nipples peaked in response to his virile masculinity. She was so lost in him, she jumped when he spoke.

“If you carry on looking at me like that, lunch will be postponed, glikia mou,” he warned, his voice husky and aroused.

“Then maybe you should put some clothes on.” She managed to drag her reluctant gaze with away from him.

“Why, does my nudity bother you?” he challenged.

Determined not to give in, she shook her head. “Not at all,” she lied through her teeth. To give herself the best defence, she moved away to the other side of the blanket.

“In that case, you wouldn’t mind applying sunscreen to my back, would you?” He held out the small bottle to her. “I don’t want to burn,” he added.

Wondering what game he was playing since his Mediterranean skin only darkened, she hesitated.

“What’s the matter? Scared?”

She rolled her eyes. “You never burn, Nick. So I’m guessing you’re just trying to torture me.”

His grin was unapologetic. “I prefer to think of it as a mutually enjoyable experience.”

Pure lust flowed through her belly, the power of it making her shake her head. “We’ve made love—a lot—in the last few days, and yet I can’t seem to get enough of you.”

His smile disappeared. “Does it bother you, the strength of our chemistry?”

She shrugged. “Not bother, exactly. I just feel out of sorts, unbalanced.”

“It’s always been like that between us. You need to get used

to it.”

Her gaze slid over him, and she attempted to lighten the suddenly heavy atmosphere. “Or you need to not be lying butt naked in broad daylight on a hillside, with police and security guards swarming around. It doesn’t help.”

The bottle in his hand remained where it was, extended in silent demand, his gaze steady and serious.

Was he testing her to see how far she could resist him? But that was ridiculous. They’d made love only a few minutes ago.

Whatever his reason, she wasn’t about to back down.

“Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Returning to his side, she took the bottle from him, ignored his barely hidden smile of triumph, and squeezed the oil into her hands. She waited until he turned over, and smoothed it across his shoulders.

Her agitation grew as her hands eased between his shoulder blades and down his back. The man was spectacularly built.

Beneath smooth skin, packed muscles moved with sinuous grace as he arranged himself more comfortably on the blanket. Her fingers tingled at the feel of his warm flesh under her gliding palms. When she reached his buttocks, she slid her hands over the firm, supple flesh. He tensed, and she hid a smile of her own, even though he couldn’t see it from his facedown position.

Emboldened by the sudden shift of the power balance, her touch became more confident as she moved down over hard thighs and calves, glorying in his harsh intake of breath when she touched the hitherto unknown sensitive skin behind his knees. She continued until every inch of his back and legs were adequately protected. Then, feeling cheeky and triumphant that she hadn’t dissolved into a puddle of wanton need, she slapped a palm on his backside and announced, “There, all done.”

The look he levelled at her when he raised his head could’ve boiled the water in the pool all over again. From feeling triumphant, she was plunged into turbulent need again as his eyes promised all manner of erotic retribution. Her body zinged with painful anticipation, and urgent pounding started within. But he stayed where he was, a smile of pure devilment on his face as he regarded her.

“First, we shall eat. Then I’ll repay your…kindness.” He turned over, and her eyes bulged at his fierce arousal. His husky chuckle warmed her face. She scurried to her part of the blanket and busied herself laying out their lunch. When she raised her head, she breathed a shaky sigh of relief to see he’d donned his almost dry swim shorts.

“Bastard,” she muttered under her breath.

His shameless laugh told her he’d heard her. Just before he snapped the waistband into place, she noticed two sickle-shaped scars on his hip.

She’d seen them many times before and had once even dared to ask him how he’d gotten them. At the time, he’d just shrugged and given her a non-committal answer, and she’d logged the subject as one of the many no-go areas of their marriage.

She firmed her lips. Well, not this time, she vowed, setting out plates and cutlery before lifting out the chilled bottle of wine. They’d agreed to reach for middle ground, and that included learning as much as possible about him.

Starting now.


CHAPTER 11
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“How did you get those scars on your hip?” Belle asked.

Nick froze. His face grew hard and his eyes shuttered. When his shoulders shifted she knew another of those shrugs was imminent, and she hastened to pre-empt him.

“Nick, we were married for six months. And in all that time, you never talked about your life before you met me, aside from the barest of details. If you want this relationship to work, you’re going to have to share more than just the bare bones of your previous life with me.”

He stared at her with a steady, expressionless look. Just when she thought she’d shatter from the taut silence, he released a harsh breath and folded himself back onto the blanket. He picked up their wine and busied himself uncorking it. Her heart thumped with trepidation, but with calm hands, she opened tubs of salad and olives and laid out warm, crusty bread.

“It happened when I was in the Marines. Stationed in southern Afghanistan.” He paused.

She nodded in encouragement.

“One of my assignments was to infiltrate a trafficking gang charging astronomical sums to smuggle people—mostly children— out of the country, most often to be sold into prostitution. It went wrong. I was captured.”

She gasped, her hands pausing in the act of forking chicken salad onto his plate. “Were you tortured?”

He looked at her, his jaw taut but his expression steady and calm, as if reassuring her. “I went in knowing what might happen, but I took the risk anyway. I was only held for a day before I was extracted. But my captors used their time wisely.” He gave a mirthless smile, reaching over to take the plate from her frozen fingers. Setting it down, he poured wine into a crystal glass and passed it to her.

“Was anyone else with you? Other Marines?” she asked in hushed tones, fear for him churning through her while, at the same time, she felt a strange kindred bond with him from knowing they’d shared a similar experience. For her, looking after Father Tom and helping the Dutch couple had helped keep the gut clawing fear bottled up. If she’d been on her own, she didn’t know what she would have done.

He shook his head and helped himself to the bread. A shaft of sunlight through the branches of the trees glinted in his hair and played over his face as he chewed before answering.

“I asked to go in alone. It’s better to do these things solo when undercover. Less risk of slip-ups that way. My CO agreed that to take anyone, even a fellow trained Marine, would’ve meant risking more lives.”

She nodded and took a sip of the crisp white wine, more to wet a mouth dry with fear for him than with enjoyment in mind. “And the traffickers? What happened to them?”

“They got what was coming to them,” was all he said, but it didn’t stop a chilled shiver from slithering down her spine. Unbidden, the image of the cave in Nawaka and the messy end to her captors rose in her mind, and she shuddered.

“Apart from those scars, did they do anything else to you?”

she probed, not really wanting to know that he’d suffered further but unable to bear not knowing.

This time the shrug manifested itself. “I was a Marine, Tinkerbelle, so yes, I’ve collected my share of battle scars along the way, both inside and out. But before you go torturing yourself on my behalf, remember, I was trained for this sort of thing, so I knew what I was doing, okay?” he answered, his voice detached and almost carefree, as if his experience had been water off a duck’s back.

But looking into his eyes, she knew different. There were shadows of memories lurking there. No one could live through an experience like that and not be changed, be affected somehow by it. She knew she had.

As if reading her thoughts, he focused hard-glinting, gunmetal eyes on her. “Whereas you weren’t trained. I think this would be a good time to tell me what you were thinking of, throwing yourself into the middle of a war zone so far away from home?”

She’d known this day would come, that it was only a matter of time before he got around to interrogating her as to why she’d gone to Nawaka. And with his unbending focus on her, she knew he wouldn’t rest until he had an answer.

Her appetite long-vanished, she put her untouched plate down and stood up, gazing out at the sea.

“After I left you, I tried to get back my full-time position at the school in Brighton where I taught before we got married. It wasn’t available, so I took a part-time position, two days a week. And after term ended, they decided not to renew my contract— cost cutting and all that. So I needed something to fill my time.

The opportunity with Nawaka came and I took it. End of story.”
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Nick frowned as Belle walked toward the edge of the water, her expression fraught tension.

He leapt up, and in three quick strides, he caught her arm and forced her to stand still. “So you saw an opportunity and you thought embarking on a holy crusade with little thought to your own personal safety was just what you needed to relieve your boredom?”

He knew he was being unfair, but knowing just how brazen Mwana had become in trying to recapture Belle threatened to flip him over the edge. It was inevitable some of the fallout should spill onto her.

But with the memory of the dark fear he’d known when she’d been in danger refreshed in his mind, he couldn’t hold his tongue.

“Do you have any idea what would’ve happened if I hadn’t reached you in time?’ He raked a hand through his hair. “You put yourself in senseless danger, Tinkerbelle.”

That she remained in danger only served to escalate his fury. Mwana would know by now that the men he’d sent to Althea were all dead, but Nick knew that wouldn’t stop him.

His contacts had confirmed that the Venezuela address Richard Francis had supplied had indeed belonged to the rebel leader, but, unsurprisingly, he hadn’t been there in years. Or if he had been in the country, he hadn’t stayed at that property. Which meant they were back to zero in determining where Mwana had secreted himself.

John Allen’s team had crossed several African and European countries in the last four days but had still come up blank.

Now they were playing a waiting game, first to see if Mwana sent another package today, and then anticipating what his next move would be.

A small part of Nick actually welcomed the thought of an open confrontation with Mwana, because one way or the other, the situation had to be resolved. Only the thought of Belle being in any more danger churned his guts.

He focused on Belle again. “Of all the places you could’ve gone, why Nawaka?”
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Belle took a deep breath and exhaled. In other, normal, circumstances, she would’ve asked herself the same question. Why had she chosen to visit such a volatile place? Maybe in some warped sense of fatality, she’d hoped Nick would come to her rescue. Or had she used her trip as a way to force the break she knew she needed from him? Her thoughts jumbled, she gave herself a mental shake.

“The trip to Nawaka wasn’t planned. I’d actually decided to go home to my parents for the summer, to help out with some of my mother’s charity work.” She faltered, reluctant to admit the reason behind her seemingly rash decision to go to Nawaka. Whatever had happened afterward, for the six weeks she’d been there, she knew she really had made a small difference in the lives of the children she’d taught. As they’d made in hers.

But Nick wasn’t about to let the matter drop. “Then why did you? What could possibly have driven you to make such a rash decision? Without a word to your parents, never mind to me? What drove you to tell them the lie that you were going on holiday, when in fact you were traveling to one of the most dangerous places on earth?” His lips were pinched into a harsh line as he fired the questions at her, his plate of food abandoned on the blanket as he glowered.

Sudden anger at his continued bombardment of her boiled up inside, and lifting her chin, she glared right back at him. Fine. If he wanted to know, she’d tell him!

“Because of you, Nick. You were the reason!”

The colour receded from his vibrant face. Incomprehension clouded his eyes, and he shook his head in disbelief. “Explain.” “You might be used to it, but having the tabloid and national press camped at my door day after day—harassing my friends and neighbours, wanting to know the minutiae of my life—wasn’t my idea of normal. I’d only managed to get rid of the last lot days before because you’d been in the papers yet again with another one of your takeovers. Having them turn up again in droves every time you made the news, knowing they’d remain there for the foreseeable future, drove me to my wit’s end.”

“And that was the only reason you left the country? To avoid press harassment?” A strange light burned in his eyes as he scoured her face with savage intensity.

“You mean it wasn’t enough to be followed everywhere? To have my picture taken when I was trying to buy a pair of knickers?”

“Not enough to get yourself captured and nearly killed, Tinkerbelle. No.”

She attempted a casual shrug and sat back down on the blanket. He followed her. “Well, there were also the never-ending phone calls from well-meaning friends, most of whom just wanted the latest gossip. And I also felt the need to spare my parents the aggravation of having to deal with the press who’d turned up on their doorstep as well. Telling everyone I was going away on holiday seemed the best way to curb any attempts to pry into my private life.”

“Everyone except your friend Liz, of course. She seemed to know every last detail of what you were up to when I, your own husband, didn’t,” he bit out in cold derision. Before she could reply, he waved her off and pressed on, “So the actual pictures of me in the newspapers weren’t the reason you left England, but rather, the aggravation that came with it?” His tone was deep and probing, his body still as he waited for her answer.

“What do you want me say, that seeing photos of you jet-setting around the world with the beautiful people didn’t hurt, didn’t remind me that our six-month old marriage had crashed and burned? Yes, it did. But I’m a grown woman, Nick, and I was trapped in my own home because you are a big shot who never stops being the press’s flavour of the month. I found myself in an intolerable position, and I decided to do something about it. Can you blame me?”

“No. And normally I’d applaud you for doing something to help the less advantaged. But what I want to understand is, why Nawaka, and why did you remain there when the tensions escalated? The mission where you worked was very close to the border where the insurgencies were taking place, so why did you stay?” His sharpened gaze speared her, continued its probing.

With a shudder, she recalled Mwana’s accusation of Westerners cutting and running when the going got tough. “There were children, some only a few months old—yes, unfortunately, I have a very soft spot for children.”

His gaze darkened. “I don’t begrudge you that, sweetheart. But I don’t deny I have issues with it.”

She licked her lips. “Yeah, well, I couldn’t just abandon them at the first sign of trouble, could I? They’d been orphaned and abandoned once in their lives. I couldn’t do it a second time, at least not until they’d been placed with responsible caregivers.” She still remembered the heart-rending cries of the older children who’d seen her being bundled into the back of Mwana’s armoured truck. She’d probably remember it for a long time.

“Very noble, Tinkerbelle.” His tone had changed. Now deep anger rumbled through his voice and his face seemed set in stone. “But what about the people you left behind? Your family? Your husband? Did you spare a thought for me and how I would feel knowing your life was in danger?”

“Why would I? You didn’t want me or need me! They did.” She hadn’t meant to blurt it out like that. Hadn’t meant to bare her soul or let him see how his emotional desertion had rent her apart.

“And being needed was worth risking your life for?” he bit out tersely.

When your heart is breaking all over again, and the evidence is splashed out in full colour spreads for the world to see, yes!

“I can’t believe you’re asking me that,” she ground out. “You were a Marine, Nick. You risked your life countless times to save others—some of those were children being sold into prostitution.

And you think I should’ve walked away?”

“I was trained for it. You. Were. Not.”

He had her there, but she refused to back down. “Screw that! I did my research when I got there. I asked Father Tom and a few government officials when we heard of the threatened unrest

whether it was safe to remain, and I was told it was.”

His lips twisted. “Obviously, it wasn’t.”

“They’d been there longer than I had, and I trusted their judgment when they said it would most likely die down as it had many times before.”

“Only this time it didn’t,” he forced on her.

She surveyed the now-abandoned meal on the picnic blanket.

“I don’t own a crystal ball, Nick. I didn’t know this time it wouldn’t.”

“But by remaining, you put yourself and those around you at unthinkable risk,” he condemned brutally.

Her head snapped up as renewed anger blew to the surface. “I did? Why do you keep coming back to that, as if I single-handedly, through some harebrained notion, risked my life and those of

Father Tom, Hendrik and Edda?”

“Because I almost lost you!”

His face had paled, and his hand gripped his glass so tightly, she feared the it would crack under the pressure. But while in the past she would’ve placated him, she knew she needed to stand her ground.

“I don’t regret the decision to stay as long as I did. I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I hadn’t stayed to make sure the children were at least moved to a safer place before the rebels turned up. And don’t glare at me—you would’ve done the same damn thing.” She shoved the food away and rose to her feet again in agitation.

“You shouldn’t have been there in the first place! You should’ve been at home where you belonged, with me!” He matched her action and stood, only with his height and breadth, especially in his incandescent anger, he towered over her, almost consumed her with his presence.

“So that’s what this is about? That I should have consulted the all-powerful, all-knowing you before I dared to leave the country?” she snarled, facing him off across the width of their twice-abandoned picnic.

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it!” In a single stride he crossed over to her side and seized her by the arms.

“What if I hadn’t turned up? Have you stopped to think what would’ve happened if I hadn’t come when I did?” He gave her a small shake—a token, controlled outlet of the leashed anger that went along with the fierce emotion blazing from his eyes.

A shudder ripped through her and like a limp rag, the fight left her. “Every day, Nick. I’ve thought about it every single day since,” she admitted in a hoarse whisper.

Uttering a harsh Greek oath, he gathered her to him, his hands gentling. One hand cradled the back of her head against his shoulder as she broke down completely.

The cathartic release, which had been so long in coming, broke through with the force of a tidal wave, and her sobs shook both of them as they stood on the blanket, clutching each other desperately.

She wasn’t aware how long she wept, but when she finally stopped, it was because she didn’t have a single teardrop left to cry. Her sobs subsided into hiccups, but she just stayed where she was, clinging to the lifeline that was Nick, the soporific stroke of his hand down her back a balm to her ragged emotions.

He held her for a while longer, then, bending down, picked her up and walked to the edge of the pool. He lowered them into the pool and washed her face free of tears before letting the soothing waters work their magic to completely calm her.

After a few minutes, he took her by the hand, led her out of the water, and silently undressed her once more before making love to her with a gentle affirmation of life that brought fresh tears to her eyes.

Afterward, her heart sang with feelings she didn’t dare name. Nick leaned over her, his gentle fingers brushing away the tears from her cheeks.

“No more tears. That’s an order.”

She smiled around the sadness that marred the joy of being with him. “I can’t help them. You make love to me as if I’m the most precious thing in your life.”

“You are.”

“And yet you never say you love me. Why, Nick?” He tensed. Before he could withdraw, she put her hand to his cheek, forced him to look at her. “Please, tell me why you can’t love me. I promise I can live with whatever answer you give me.”

He sucked in a deep breath. “It’s very simple, matia mou. I don’t know what love is. Not with enough accuracy to say words I don’t mean. I’ve never been loved. My parents had their own agenda. When I returned from the Marines, my grandfather was too busy wondering what the hell had happened to his son and grooming me to take over the family business to bother with much else.”

“What about Alex? He loves you.”

“He’s a year older and sometimes thinks it’s his responsibility to look out for me but, yes, I suppose that is a version of love. Thing is, I don’t have a measuring stick for those feelings, and while I know saying the words would please you, I can’t say them without feeling like I’m being disingenuous. Do you get that?”

Did she? His past had shaped him into a man who couldn’t trust his own feelings or those close to him. She nodded slowly. Her heart wept for him.

She leaned up and kissed him. “I don’t like it, but I understand. In my head, anyway. And I’m sorry for what you went through, Nick.”

“It was nothing compared to what I experienced when you were in danger, baby. Promise me you’ll never put yourself in harm’s way like that again.” His words were soft, but the intent in his eyes told her he was dead serious.

Overcome with the turbulent emotion she’d experienced over the last few hours, she wanted more than anything to be done with this conversation. But she’d given in far too many times where Nick was concerned.

“I helped people in Nawaka, Nick. Throwing money at charities from the safety of your corner office is fine, and I’m not condemning anyone who does that. But I saw with my own eyes the difference I made to those children. So I don’t regret going. And given the opportunity, I’d do it again.”

He froze. “Even at the risk of attracting a madman? One who’s become so obsessed with you he’s relentlessly tracking you down on a whole other continent? What the hell happened with him, Tinkerbelle?” Nick’s regard was laser-sharp.

She thinned her lips at the memory of their conversation. “He accused me, all Westerners, of taking an interest in his country just for the sake of alleviating our boredom. I told him the same thing I’ve just told you—that I went to make a difference.” She eased out a breath. “I think in the end he believed me.”

“Clearly he did. Which is why he told you of his plans for Nawaka,” Nick ground out. “Do you know what that means?

You’re now a liability to him.”

Consternation flooded through her, and she squeezed her eyes shut. “God!”

His strong hands gripped her arms tighter, and he helped her up to sit with her back against his chest. “He probably also thinks you’ve hindered his chance to seize power, given that we got rid of several of his best men.”

She suddenly remembered the silent phone call a few days ago. Sucking in a breath, she told Nick.

“Thee mou, and you didn’t think to tell me?” he demanded. “I could’ve had the number traced.”

“I thought it was nothing…a wrong number.” She licked dry lips. “Do you really think he’s going to keep coming for me?”

Nick’s jaw tightened, and his face hardened into tough, granitelike implacability. “I’d like to think he won’t try anything again. Not if he wants to keep breathing. Unfortunately, he’s unhinged, so his focus is now solely on getting you back. But there’s no way in hell I’m letting that happen.”

The fierce certainty in his voice soothed her jangled nerves.

“Is there anything else you want to tell me?” he asked.

She thought of confessing Mwana’s sexual fascination with her and decided against it. There was nothing to be gained there.

She shook her head.

Nick placed a finger under her chin and forced her gaze to his troubled one. “You want me to meet you halfway. So this is me doing that, against every instinct. I won’t stop you if you decide to go on a mission like that in the future. But damn it, first we must discuss it, weigh the risks, and take the necessary precautions. Together. Agreed?”

The compromise obviously did go against his every instinct, judging by his reluctant expression. But he’d done it anyway. Happiness burst from her very soul at his effort to let go and stop trying to control her. Maybe he really could change.

“Agreed.” She smiled.

A fire lit in his eyes. Leaning down, he kissed her with a depth of passion that nearly undid her. When the need for air forced them apart, he tugged her closer still and folded his arms around her.

They stayed like that for a long time, the peaceful silence disturbed only by the chirping of the birds and the gurgling waterfall. Then, after divesting her of her suit and him of his, they took a quick swim, after which he laid her down, tucked her to his side, and soothed caresses over her body until she drifted off to sleep.

She wasn’t sure how long they slept, but ever attuned to Nick’s antenna, she came awake the instant he tensed at her side.

Raising her head, she saw him reach for the gun. “What’s wrong?”

He didn’t need to answer. She heard the electronic whine of the cart as it approached from the other side of the hill.

“You might want to get dressed.”

With a yelp, she jumped up and scrambled to find her suit. Behind her she heard Nick’s tense chuckle.

She rounded on him. “I don’t know what you’re laughing at.

You don’t know who’s coming, and you’re as naked as I am.”

He remained where he was, his focus on the hill, his finger tapping the barrel of the gun. “There’s no time. Besides, I’m not as uptight about being naked as you.”

Deciding to get dressed first then kill him, she closed grateful hands on the discarded suit lying half-hidden under the basket and hurried into it.

But she was all thumbs, her efforts worsening by the ever-growing whine of the cart.

“Here, let me help,” Nick offered magnanimously. With lithe grace, he rose and helped her into her suit, adjusting the straps with quick efficiency before giving in and climbing into his shorts.

Then, his eyes roving her flushed face and body, he murmured wickedly, “We really need to find a way to loosen you up a bit. Anyone would think you were ashamed of that magnificent body of yours.”

She was still sputtering her way to an appropriate response when a golf cart appeared at the top of the hill and parked next to theirs.

Yannis lifted his hand in greeting. Belle turned to Nick. “You knew it was Yannis?”

“I suspected. There are security and police crawling all over the island. Not even a crazy asshole like Mwana would attempt anything here.” He put the safety back on the gun and reached for the rest of his clothes.

By the time Yannis reached them, Nick was fully dressed.

At his first words, Nick froze.


CHAPTER 12
[image: ]


“What did he say?” Trepidation twisted through Belle as she tugged her dress over her swimsuit.

“We need to get back to the villa,” Nick said. “Spiros just called. Mwana has sent the second package.” He grabbed her elbow and propelled her toward the steps. Behind them, Yannis gathered the remains of their picnic and followed.

Negotiating the rocky steps didn’t give her a chance to speak, but at the summit she turned to Nick. “Has he opened it? Do we know what’s in it?”

“No. But that’s not all.”

Face set in stone, he placed her in the seat before starting the cart. “News of your capture and rescue has been released to the press. TV stations, both national and international, are leading with the news. The phone’s been ringing non-stop for the last hour,” he delivered in a clipped tone. “I supposed it was inevitable.” Anxiety rippled through her. “God— Nick, my parents!” “We’ll call them as soon as we get back,” he said.

Having cleared an outcrop of rocks, she was thrown back into her seat when he floored the accelerator, wringing every single horsepower from the battery-powered engine.

“I should’ve told them. They don’t deserve to hear it on the news.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. You were trying to protect them. They’ll understand. Let’s just get back to the house, okay?” He took one hand off the steering wheel to squeeze hers, a fleeting reassurance, which, although welcome, was gone before she could take comfort in it.

When he brought the golf cart to an abrupt halt in front of the villa and sprinted up the steps, she scrambled after him, almost running to keep up with his long strides. She tried to smile reassuringly at an anxious Demetra, who stood just inside the door wringing her hands, but she only managed a tight-lipped grimace as she dashed after Nick.

He entered his study, ushered her in, and shut the door behind them.

“We’ll call your parents first, then I’ll speak to Spiros⁠—”

They both froze as the phone rang. With quick strides, he walked over to his desk and snatched it up.

“Andreakos.” The greeting sounded like a swear word, and she winced with sympathy for the caller. “Yes, she’s right here,” his voice softened. “Hold on.”

Nick lowered the phone. “He beat us to it. It’s your father. He wants to speak to both of us,” he said, taking her arm when she reached the desk. He sat down and then settled her into his lap.

“Go ahead, Jon, you’re on speaker.” His warm breath brushed her ear, causing a frisson of awareness to tingle down her spine. She started guiltily when her father spoke.

“Belle, are you there? Have you seen the news? Is what they’re saying true?” The shock and worry in his voice cut straight to her heart.

Nick’s hand flexed at her waist, and she had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Yes, Dad, I’m here. I’m sorry you had to find out that way, but yes…it’s true.”

“What? Dear girl, when Nick told us he was bringing you home, we thought you’d been unwell on your holiday. We had no idea this was what had happened. Why didn’t you tell us? Either of you?” His voice was gruff. Her heart sank, and she wished for the umpteenth time she had the power to turn back the clock two weeks—no, six months.

“I’m sorry, Dad, I…”

“It was my fault, Jon. I didn’t want to worry you and Annette,” Nick slid in smoothly, his hand tightening around her.

“Be that as it may, we would’ve preferred to have been told. We’re not children to be cosseted! Is what they’re saying true, Belle? That you were tortured?”

She heard a break in his voice. A muffled sound, much like a sob, came through the speaker, she guessed from her mother.

“Listen to me, Dad, Mum. Yes, I was captured, but I was absolutely not tortured, I promise you that. As I told you when we spoke yesterday, I’m fine. The papers are grossly exaggerating.” She tried to project as much reassurance into her voice as possible.

“But how can it be exaggeration?” he asked, perplexed. “According to the Dutch couple on the TV now, you were held for almost a week.”

Her eyes widened. She glanced at Nick and found the same surprise reflected on his face. Grabbing the remote control on his desk, he turned on the TV.

And there on the screen, on channel after channel, were the images of Hendrik and Edda, the Dutch couple, sobbing as they told the story of their capture. Too shocked to speak, she just stared at the screen.

“Hello, are you still there?” her father asked.

“We’re here, Jon,” Nick replied. “But can we call you back?”

“Well, Annette and I were hoping to find out more⁠—”

“We’ll fill you in, later. But in the meantime please, rest assured, whatever happened, Belle’s fine now, okay?”

“Okay, son. But before you go, can either of you tell me if you know a man named Richard Francis?”

They both tensed. “Why do you ask?” Nick asked.

“Well, he’s been calling incessantly, wanting to know your whereabouts, Belle⁠—”

“When was the last time he called?” Nick cut across him.

There was a muffled sound as Jon spoke to his wife. “About an hour ago.”

Belle gasped, but Nick shot her a warning glance. She tried to breathe evenly as her father continued. “He won’t tell me what it’s about, but he claims to be from the Daily Bugle. What surprises me is how he got our unlisted number. Only a handful of people have it.”

Nick exchanged glances with her, his face hard and resolute. “It’s probably nothing, but I’m going to get my security chief to give you a call. The authorities will probably want to talk to this man, find out why he wants to contact Belle. And we may also need for you to agree to have your phone calls traced. Are you okay with that?”

“I—yes, I suppose. Look, tell me straight, son. Is my girl in danger?”

Belle’s heart squeezed at the pain in her father’s voice. “Not if I can help it, Jon. I’d die before I let anything happen to her.” Nick answered, his gaze holding hers in a solemn promise.

Tears welled up in her eyes. She bit her lip hard when Nick leaned forward to softly kiss her temple.

“Okay, thank you, son.” Her father sounded a little less worried. “Bye, then.”

The moment they rang off, Nick put the call through to Jameson with the instructions. Then he tugged her to the TV.

“Why would Richard Francis risk being exposed like that when he knows the authorities are after him?” she asked the question uppermost in her mind.

Nick shrugged. “If he’s been calling your parents, then he probably guessed they didn’t know you’d been captured. He was hoping to trip them up into revealing where you are in case you’d left the island after what happened last night. That’s the move of a desperate man.”

“You sound pleased about that.”

His smile was hypnotically menacing. “Desperate means they’re likely to make mistakes, show their hand.”

He moved closer to the TV and turned up the volume.

She raised her voice to be heard. “How are we going to deal with this?” She indicated the press conference with Edda and Hendrick.

His jaw clenched for a split second. “I know how much press intrusion upsets you, but we may have to deal with this head on, sweetheart. It may also serve to draw out Mwana and Francis once and for all.”

They listened for a moment. The news anchor traced a brief history of the unrest in Nawaka, then reeled back to the conference with the Morgensens.

Nick turned off the TV and threw the control on the table with more force than necessary. “At least we know how the news got out, and to some extent why,” he said forcefully.

She sank onto a sofa by the window. “And I can’t really say I blame the Morgensens. I think the world needs to know what’s going on in countries like Nawaka. Maybe if enough light is shed on the situation there, something will be done to ease the suffering, especially for those poor children.”

Nick frowned. “Personally, I have my doubt as to the impact of five minutes on the news. By tomorrow, another bigger story will take its place, and this circus will be forgotten. But I would’ve liked a heads up before the Morgensens went ahead with their interview.” He waved his hand at the now blank screen, pacing the room like a prowling tiger. With every step, his anger grew more apparent.

“What now?”

“Now we see what Mwana has to say.” He went to his desk and hit the speed dial. Spiros came on the line and connected to the videoconference seconds later.

This time he was alone. “Security has checked the package. This one, too, is clean.”

Nick nodded. Spiros opened the package. Another photo of Belle fell out, this one taken as she helped to string lights around a tree in front of the mission. She was laughing with a couple of kids, her face alight with joy.

The image tugged at Nick, robbing him of breath for a few seconds. When he glanced at her, her face was riveted to the screen, a small, sad smile lifting her lips. Nick had to dig deep to tear his gaze away, to focus on Spiros. “Is there another flash drive?”

Spiros nodded and plugged it in.

The same room, same table with Mwana seated in front of it.

“Good day to you. I feel we’ve wasted enough time on this, so I’ll get right to the point. By now you’ll have met an associate of mine by the name of Richard Francis. Rest assured he wasn’t there to harm you, Mr. Andreakos. He had my express instructions not to do so.”

Nick couldn’t suppress the growl that stemmed from his soul.

“He was merely there to reassure me that Belle was on the island and unharmed. The men who followed were also instructed not to harm anyone.” He leaned forward. “I merely wished to make a point, Mr. Andreakos, and that was to show you that I’m not without the same power and influence you choose to abuse. So here’s what’s going to happen now—” He stopped abruptly as a phone rang nearby. He left the camera rolling as he went off screen. The low conversation was difficult to follow.

Nick exchanged glances with Belle and caught the haunted look in her eyes. “Easy, baby. I have a feeling I know what’s coming. Things are about to get interesting.”

She made a choking sound in her throat. He pulled her closer and ran his hand over her hair just as Mwana came back on screen.

The calm, level-headed despot was gone. In his place was a madman whose hatred shone from icy blue eyes as he stared into the camera.

“Once again, you’ve proven that you prefer violence to dialogue, Mr. Andreakos. You’ve killed good men who were only there to deliver a message. Obviously there’s now no point discussing how you’ll return to me what’s rightfully mine. Not that I’m surprised. Greedy, intransigent men you like are what’s wrong with the world.” He stopped to inhale loudly, and the scar on his face stretched grotesquely as he smiled. “Well, here’s a message for you. I’m coming for you, Andreakos. And I’m coming for what’s mine.”

The screen went blank. Spiros appeared, white-faced and wide eyed.

“What’s going on, sir?” he asked with a frown.

“A situation that will be taken care of very soon. I’m trusting your discretion here.”

Spiros nodded. “Of course, sir. I’ll lock everything in the safe right away.”

“Good. I’ll be in touch.” He turned off the screen and looked down at Belle.

“Why are you looking so pleased?” she asked.

“Right now, Mwana is pissed and not thinking straight. Just the way I like my enemies.”

She gave a worried frown. “Doesn’t that make him even more dangerous?

“Sure, but it also lowers his guard, and fuck if that doesn’t please me.”

“So what now?”

He sighed. “It’s only a matter of time before the press start mooring off the beach with their damned telephoto lenses. We can’t stay here forever, matia mou, much as I’d love to. It’s time to return to the real world.”

The thought of the media invading Althea made her shudder. But equally, the thought of returning to Athens or even London where her every step would be dogged by hungry paparazzi made her feel even sicker.

Her anguish must have communicated itself to him. His body lost some of its tension.

He cupped her face and kissed her. For a moment, his eyes dropped to the rings on the platinum chain around her neck.

Without conscious thought, her fingers moved to touch them.

Time to return to the real world.

Trying to distract herself from the path her thoughts travelled, she dropped her hand. “Can’t your PR people handle the publicity, as they always do?”

His eyes remained on the rings a while longer, the intensity in the grey depths branding the metal into her skin.

With another kiss, he stepped back. “They can, but this might be a way to bring things to a head. I also need to find out what the repercussions of this situation will be for the company—my board

members will be having kittens by now.” Almost on cue, his phone rang.

“I have to take this, then make a few arrangements. I’ll be as quick as I can, all right?” he murmured against her lips.

She knew a dismissal when she heard one.

“Okay.” Despite the horror of Mwana’s threats, she walked away without paralyzing fear gripping her. Whatever else was happening, Nick was starting to let her in, including her in his life in a way he’d never done before. And that made a world of difference to her.

The talk by the waterfall had set a solid foundation for whatever came next, and she felt a sense of quiet elation as she went upstairs to take a shower.

The next few days would be rough, but they had one last night on Althea. And she vowed to make it a night Nick would never forget.


CHAPTER 13
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Nick put the phone down, his mind whirling with the implications of his last few calls.

His conversation with Allen just now had brought grimmer news. In the bid to trace the rebel leader, Allen had dug deeper into the Nawakan’s background. Interpol wanted Mwana for several kidnappings, two of which had ended in deaths, the victims both female. One of them had been sexually assaulted.

Murderous rage grew at the thought of the madman coming anywhere near his wife.

His investigators had also finally come through, albeit a little too late. They’d traced one of the phone numbers Richard Francis had used to call Belle’s father. Nick had informed the police in London, and they were tracking down the address he’d supplied them with.

Nick had tightened Belle’s protection considerably, and now he had to find a way to break it to her that her security detail had been tripled. He grimaced. She would hate it, but he had no choice.

He’d also dispatched guards to patrol the waters surrounding Althea. Until Mwana was behind bars or dead, he had no intention of letting his guard down.

Lips set in a determined line, he sat back in his chair. If the bastard thought he’d get within a mile of his wife, he had another think coming. Belle was his life, his treasure, his soul.

Something sharp and painful shifted inside him, then settled as if it had finally found a comfortable resting place. The alien feeling at once frightened and soothed him.

Theos, he was losing his mind. But the more he examined the feeling, the more unsettled he felt. He threw his phone down and jumped up, the need for Belle almost too strong to bear.

He needed to see her, to hold her.

Striding to the door, he threw it open. They had one last night before Fate decided what was in store for them. He was determined not to waste it.
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In the dim light of a hotel bathroom, Charles Mwana stood in front of the mirror and carefully peeled away the prosthetic nose and fake moustache. Next, he used the cleanser and deep pore astringent to wash off the heavy make-up masking his scar. When his face was devoid of the trappings aiding his disguise, he rubbed his jaw, lost in thought.

His plan was unravelling. No, not unravelling…taking a different course. But he was nothing if not adaptable. His prize was close at hand, he could feel it in his bones. Thanks to the breaking news, he now knew where Belle was headed.

Hearing her voice on the phone last week—thanks to Richard coming through for him with a phone number—had brought both pleasure and a pain. The promise of seeing her again held him together. She would have a good explanation for deserting him; he knew she would. And this time he didn’t intend to let her ex-husband get in his way.

He looked around the hotel room, at the arsenal of weapons laid on the bed. Whoever had said money and sweet words greased the way through life didn’t know of a much, much more powerful tool—one that had served him well for almost twenty years. As puppets went, Richard Francis was a highly efficient one. Funny how one man’s tiny indiscretion could dictate the course of the rest of his life.

His puppet had been dispatched on another diversionary errand, one that would ensure that Mwana would triumph once and for all over his enemy.

He went back to the bedroom and picked up Belle’s passport. Opening it, he stared at the photo. Her face smiled back at him.

He ran a finger over the image.

Soon.

With the certainty of their union lifting his spirits, he let his forgiveness for the way she’d left him ease his pain. She would make it up to him when he found her, he was sure of it. She’d promised herself to him, and he knew she wasn’t a liar. He’d seen the truth in her eyes.

It was her ex-husband—he had no idea why the press referred to him as her husband—who kept her from him. When he found her, he’d free her from the bastard. He passed his fingers over Belle’s passport picture one last time, placed it over his heart, and turned off the light.
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Belle came down after her shower to find Nick standing at the large open French doors of the living room, his back to her. He’d changed into a pair of grey tailored trousers and short-sleeved shirt. From the dampness in his hair, she guessed he’d also taken a shower. As usual, his breadth of shoulder and leanness of hip made her pulse race. Unable to resist the urge, she went up to him and slid her arms around his trim waist.

He gave a small start, then turned to hook an arm around her to bring her to face him.

A strange light she couldn’t decipher gleamed in his eyes, but it was the strained set to his mouth that caught her attention. Wondering whether anything else had happened after she’d gone upstairs, she asked, “Is everything all right?”

For a moment he didn’t answer, just continued to look into her face. Then he leaned down and brushed her nose with his.

“Kiss me first, then ask me again.”

She did, then lifted her head when he went to deepen the kiss.

“What’s wrong?”

He took her hand and led her to the sofa, sitting down before pulling her onto his lap. A zing of pleasure went through her as she realized this was fast becoming her favourite place to sit. When he lifted her hand and deposited a hot kiss in her palm, she momentarily lost her ability to think. But she rallied, regarding him in silence until, resigned, he took a deep breath.

One hand caressed her back in a soothing motion. “I’ve spoken to my PR people. The only sure-fi re way to avoid being hounded by the media is to give a small press conference. Give them what they want, this time. Let the world see you, assure everyone you’re okay. Then we can return to London and live in blissful anonymity.” The last words were said tongue-in-cheek, eliciting an unladylike snort from her.

“That’d be the day. Besides, don’t we have a despotic bastard to take down first?”

His smile held a hint of tension. “We do. Demetra’s packing our bags. The jet’s on its way from Athens. We leave first thing in the morning.”

“I didn’t want to come here, but now I don’t want to leave.” She couldn’t suppress her sadness. She fingered the rings on the chain, drawing Nick’s eyes to them.

Expecting him to comment, she was surprised when he just smiled.

“Come on. Demetra insists we have an early supper since neither of us did justice to the lunch she so lovingly put together this afternoon.”

Recalling the emotional rollercoaster the picnic had turned into and the passionate lovemaking that had preceded and ended it, she blushed. “Was she very upset?”

“No. I told her other things came up, so we didn’t have the appetite for food.”

She felt her colour deepen. “Other things? But she’s going to think⁠—”

“And she’d be right. Other things did come up, so to speak.”

“You’re incorrigible!”

“That’s the second time you’ve said that today. And this time you’re not going to get away with it,” he said before hauling her to him. He sealed her lips with his.

She wasn’t sure how long they were lost in the kiss, but at the sound of Demetra’s delicate cough, she sprang away. Or tried to, anyway. Nick took his time releasing her. He spoke to Demetra, then took Belle’s arm and led her to the dining room.

Suddenly ravenous, she wolfed down a bowl of creamy mushroom soup, followed by a leg of lamb served with dauphinoise potatoes and roasted zucchinis. She earned herself a beaming smile of approval from Demetra when she came to clear the plates. The older woman then served delicate pastries with delicious yogurt.

They’d almost finished their meal when one of the maids came to inform Nick he had a phone call.

Beside her, he tensed.

“Is something wrong?” she asked again, realizing she’d asked that question more times today than she had throughout their marriage.

He laid a hand over hers as he stood. “No. I’ve been expecting a call from Allen. I won’t be long. Are you staying downstairs?” he asked, a slight frown on his face.

“I suppose so—maybe I’ll read in the living room. Why?”

“I’d rather you didn’t make yourself a visible target by going outside. Stay inside, okay?”

She nodded, her stomach churning at the reminder that danger still lurked. Pushing away her plate, she picked up her wineglass and made her way to the living room. As they’d done with alarming frequency today, her fingers toyed her rings, almost of their own volition.

Nick had warned her that nothing but a yes would do. She was almost certain that was the answer she’d give. Because now when she brought the rings out to re-examine in detail, she admitted when it came to her feelings for Nick, nothing had changed.

She loved him as deeply and intensely as the day she’d promised to be his wife.

But could she live with knowing Nick might never love her in return? With knowing she might never bear his child? Would her solitary love be strong enough to sustain her through a childless marriage?

She started in surprise when the pain she’d prepared herself for rose on cue, but it wasn’t as debilitating as she’d expected. Yes, she still wanted a child with every fibre of her being. But she loved Nick more than she did the promise of a child. She just hadn’t realized it six months ago. Given time, would the hollowed emptiness of unfulfilled motherhood pass completely, or would it re-emerge at some point in the future like a spectre that wouldn’t go away?

Still battling her thoughts, she placed her unfinished wine on the table and padded onto the enclosed terrace, glancing out the window. Off the coast, a small dot of light from a passing boat winked.

She stared into the reflective water of the swimming pool.

The question really was, although her experiences in the last several months had now given her the courage to walk away, did she have the courage to stay and fight for Nick’s love? Could she gamble on the uncertainty that he may—or may not—grow to love her the way she loved him, and to be able to say as much? She took a deep, sustaining breath and let it out, knowing there was only one answer.

She loved Nick. Walking away again wasn’t an option. She was strong enough to fight for what she wanted—equality in their marriage and a right to his love.

Now that she knew why Nick was afraid to be a father, her turmoil had been eased somewhat. He’d been hurt badly by his parents’ treatment of him, but Belle firmly believed that they could work through his misgivings, given time. A Marine who risked his life to save children wasn’t a lost cause. With time, he might open up even more and come around to the idea. And if he didn’t⁠—

She sucked in a breath. If he didn’t, they would deal with that, too.

Completely at peace with her decision, she started to turn away from the window. A glance at the sea showed that the light of the boat was much closer.

A fist of fear clutched her heart before she dispelled it. No, Mwana wasn’t foolish enough to risk a second attack.

Nevertheless, they had a real threat to deal with before she and Nick could find their way fully back to each other. As she watched, the light on the boat winked out, and the sound of the motor receded until she could only hear the soothing sound of waves.

Relief pounded through her. She picked up her glass and swallowed the rest of her wine. After steadying her nerves, she made a quick detour through the kitchen, then headed upstairs.

Demetra knocked on the door five minutes later, clutching the armful of candles Belle had requested.

“Efkharisto.” Belle smiled her thanks.

The old woman gave her a sad smile in return, and muttered in Greek.

“I’m all right, I promise,” Belle reassured her.

“Ne, ne,” the housekeeper agreed, reaching out to pat her hand. Then with another watery smile, she handed over the candles and left.

Belle headed for the bathroom, where she’d placed several more candles.

Handmade by a specialist on the neighbouring island of Santorini, the sensual candles she’d chosen on her visit to his shop during her honeymoon had never been used. As a young newlywed, not totally comfortable with her sexuality, she’d more often than not chickened out when it came to making the first move in the bedroom. The candles had never been given a proper outing.

Tonight she had every intention of using them.

She placed the smaller candles on the bedside tables and the larger ones on the floor in their holders. One by one she lit them, inhaling the exotic fragrance of amyris, saffron, and crushed rose petals.

In the bathroom, she rubbed on a small amount of the luxurious body cream she’d purchased from the same shop, enjoying the pearlescent glow it gave her skin. Next, she slipped into a floor-length negligee.

Looking down at the diaphanous garment, she almost blushed at the sight of her aroused nipples peeking through the gauzy peach material. Not quite ready to look farther down, she picked up her hairbrush and ran it through her hair, letting the repetitive motion calm her heating senses.

Finally, she returned to the bedroom and, careful to avoid the naked flames of the candles, sat down on the bed and reached behind her neck. Unclasping the chain, she let the skin-warmed rings fall into her palm.
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Nick took the stairs three at a time. His heart hammered a wild beat as he approached the bedroom door. He forced himself to slow down and, with another deep breath, tried to regulate his breathing so as not to give himself away.

The snaking fear that had seized him when he’d entered the living room to find the French doors still open but Belle nowhere in sight snapped like a live electric wire. Although logic told him she would likely be upstairs, he couldn’t dismiss the irrational fear.

He turned the doorknob, and his anxiety vanished.

She sat in the middle of their bed, an ethereal vision, surrounded by candlelight and rich, exotic scent. His hand shook so hard the doorknob rattled. Dear God, she was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

That alien emotion was back again, tightening around his chest, making his breath snag in his lungs. This time when his heart ground to a halt and resumed hammering with thunderous force, it wasn’t driven by fear, but by the intensity of his need for this woman. His Tinkerbelle.

Without realizing he’d moved, he arrived at the foot of the bed, his eyes never once leaving hers.

In a sinuous move that made his throat dry and his cock harden, she swayed upward, rising to her knees. Her lower lip caught between her teeth, she reached out her hands to him.

Again his heart stopped. A violent tremor shook his frame when he saw the rings glittering on her finger.

His gaze flew back to her darkened blue gaze, where what looked suspiciously like tears glistened on her lashes. “Is this what I think?” He paused, almost afraid to ask the question out loud.

She gave one shaky nod, causing his heart to hammer anew. “Yes, my husband,” she confirmed. “It is.”
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Belle saw a raw emotion she couldn’t name spread across Nick’s face as he swallowed visibly. He reached out to take her hands. Bringing them to his lips, he kissed the rings before kissing each knuckle.

Then he pulled her to him and, for the longest time, held her tight, the only sound the fierce pounding of his heart beating as one with hers.

At last he pulled away and, looking deep into her eyes, said, “You have made me the happiest man alive, yineka mou, and for as long as I live, I will make sure you don’t regret your decision.”

A sob caught in her throat, but before a single tear could fall, he kissed her with such adoration, thoughts of tears were immediately forgotten. “I intend to hold you to that promise,” she whispered.

Her eager hands winding themselves around his shoulders and bringing him home to her, she kissed him back with equal fervour. She felt him tremble…or was that her? She lost all thought as Nick’s tongue caressed hers, his groans of need matching hers. She reached for his clothes, her hands working to divest him of his clothes.

In the end, he took over, disrobing first himself, then her, while murmuring soft Greek words she didn’t understand.

She started to follow him when he pulled her down on the bed, until she remembered she was the seducer tonight. With strength she didn’t know she possessed, she reversed their positions.

Nick’s look of surprise disappeared when she proceeded to utilize all the expertise she’d learned from him.

But, being a man most comfortable in the dominant position, he soon took the lead.

He made love to her with such gentleness, such thoroughness through the night, all other thoughts were wiped clean from her mind.


CHAPTER 14
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The Andreakos jet took off just after nine o’clock the next morning, winging its way to Athens. Despite the frightening intrusion of Richard Francis and Mwana’s gunmen, she hated leaving behind the paradise she’d called home for over two weeks.

She sighed when the island became an insignificant dot far below, but her sadness gave way to elation when Nick’s hand gripped hers, pulling her attention from the window.

Looking into the clear grey of his eyes, a jolt went through her at how much she loved him. Without pausing to think, she laid a hand on his cheek, leaned forward and kissed him—a quick kiss, which grew all the more special when his mouth immediately clung to hers. When she pulled away, she read surprise in his eyes.

“What was that for?” he asked huskily.

“Does a wife need an excuse to kiss her husband?”

He smiled. “No, but I know there’s no such thing as a free lunch.” He winked.

Laughing, she replied. “Take it as an extra sweetener to hold you to your promise to bring us back to Althea soon.”

His smile dimmed and his eyes turned serious. “I won’t break that promise or any other promises I have made to you, matia mou. We’ll return to Althea soon, when it’s safe again.” Picking up her hand, he kissed her palm to seal his promise.

Tears, an ever-threatening presence lately, welled up in her eyes again. She blinked them away. Right now, at this exact moment in time, she was so happy she felt she’d burst.

For one thing, Nick was ecstatic their marriage was back on track. This morning, during the hurried breakfast they’d shared, she’d looked up more than once to find his gaze on the rings, an extremely satisfied look on his face. During the night, she’d woken up to find her left hand clasped firmly in his over his heart as he slept. Tears had threatened then, too.

Whether heartache came with the future or not, she was confident she’d made the right decision.

Halfway through the short flight, Nick excused himself and closeted himself with the five security men who’d boarded the plane with them. The sight of their guns sent a niggle of unease through her. To distract herself, she picked up a magazine and flicked through it.

When Nick returned just before landing, his face was set in a pensive look that sent another shiver down her spine. Under his dark pinstripe suit, his shoulders were tense and his jaw clenched.

She put down the magazine. “What’s wrong?”

“I’ve been informed the press is waiting at the airport and camped outside our apartment. Since we’re landing at a private tarmac, we should be able to evade them with minimal fuss. However, I think the press conference should be held sooner rather than later. I’d scheduled it for tomorrow morning, but I think under the circumstances, it’s better to bring it forward.” He looked at her, concern stamped on his features. “Will you be able to cope?” he asked.

As long as he was there with her, she’d get through anything. “Yes. Let’s get it over with,” she responded.

He gave a warm smile of approval and nodded to one of

the men seated a few rows behind them. The man picked up the phone and spoke in low tones, presumably to give the go-ahead for the press conference.

Trying to tamp down her nervousness, she took courage in the fact that at least her clothes reflected her stature as Mrs. Nick Andreakos. The sea-green pressed linen suit was one she’d never worn. The skirt ended just above her knee, the design understated but elegant, and she’d teamed it with a cream silk camisole, cream sling-back shoes, and a Prada clutch. Much to Nick’s very vocal objection, she’d put her hair up, securing it with a large clip. The chain she’d worn with her rings and small diamond stud earrings completed the ensemble.

When the Athens skyline came into view, her nervousness increased. This was her first foray into Nick’s world in almost seven months. The last thing she looked forward to was being pounced on by a pack of hungry paparazzi.

“You’ll be fine, baby.”
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ATHENS, GREECE

At the airport, Belle and Nick were whisked into a waiting limo and driven straight to the headquarters of Andreakos Shipping.

Belle spent the next hour answering what seemed like a thousand questions. With each passing second, her heart hammered.

The questions were harmless enough, prompting her to be lulled into a state of false security. But the tone soon changed.

One reporter in particular, a sleazy type in an ill-fitting corduroy suit and a comb-over pointed a well-chewed pen at her. “Did you put yourself deliberately in harm’s way to draw attention to yourself, Mrs. Andreakos?”

Shock rendered her speechless for several seconds. Then annoyance made her snap, “Of course not.”

Turning to Nick, she saw the deadly look he directed at the man, who slunk lower in his chair and pretended to scribble furiously on his notepad.

But, as if a gate had been thrown open, the questions came thick and fast: Were you having an affair with the Dutch man, Morgensen? Why did your parents think you were on holiday? Where have you been for the last six months? Are you and your husband separating?

Nick smoothly handled several of the questions, giving the reporters no doubt as to the state of their marriage. A few moments later, his PR man stepped forward. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming. That will be all for now.”

Belle’s relief was overwhelming as she was escorted out of the conference room by a stone-faced Nick.

She tried to ignore the ravenous pack still shouting out questions at them.

“Mrs. Andreakos, the man who captured you is wanted by Interpol for various kidnappings and is known to sexually assault his female captors. Why were you spared?”

“The Dutch couple said you were instrumental in saving them from being killed. Do you have a saviour-complex, Mrs. Andreakos?”

“Do you believe sometimes sacrifices have to be made for the greater good? Like say, sacrificing a bishop to save a pawn?”

She stumbled, her hand slipping from Nick’s as her words to Mwana during their last chess game slipped from the reporter’s vile lips.

Nick caught her and clamped her to his side. “What is it?”

The ice that invaded her veins made her shiver uncontrollably.

She opened her mouth but no words came out.

“Never mind. I’m getting you out of here. Now.”

At the continued barrage, Nick threw a terse “no comment” over his shoulder and led her out of the room and into the waiting elevator. Caught in a mental fog, she couldn’t register anything except Nick’s strong arms as he escorted her out of the building and into another limo.

In the car, she tried to hide her shaking hands in her lap, turning to look out of the window as they headed toward Nick’s city apartment. When he placed a firm hand over hers, she focused to find steely grey eyes on her.

“I think our conversation at the springs yesterday needs further elaboration.”

Her heart plummeted. “It was nothing, Nick. Maybe I’m just imagining things.”

“Or maybe not. I saw your reaction to that last question. As soon as we get to the apartment, I want to know, Tinkerbelle.” His tone brooked no argument. But then he added, “Please?” “Y—yes.” She nodded.

He poured a glass of water and held it out to her. Grateful for something to do, she accepted the drink.

Nick’s apartment, like everything else in his life, was top class and drowning in opulence. Housed in an exclusive hotel, the luxurious six-bedroom penthouse sat atop one of Athens’ small hills, overlooking the haunting beauty of the Acropolis.

Tastefully decorated in shades of deep reds and soft creams, the airy rooms were elegant and comfortable but furnished to highlight Nick’s wealth and success.

Their luggage had been deposited in the master bedroom, and in silence, they changed into more casual clothes before Nick led her back to the sitting room.

“Do you want another drink?” he enquired with a lift of his brow.

“Just water, thanks.”

He moved to the drinks cabinet and came back with a glass, seating himself next to her on the plush cream sofa with wine for himself.

The taut silence that ensued lasted less than a minute, but in that time, her nerves frayed with acute rawness.

When he set his glass down, untouched, on the table, she jumped at the sound.

“I know this isn’t easy to talk about, baby, but we have to deal with this. I can’t help you get past it if I don’t know what happened,” he insisted.

She looked into his eyes, drawing strength from the gentle encouragement in them.

“That reporter…what he said about sacrificing for the greater good…the reference to the bishop…I had that discussion with Mwana. Nick, there was no one else there at the time, just the two of us.”

His eyes widened and he finally stopped in front of her. “You think this reporter was another of Mwana’s men?”

“How else could he be quoting our conversation almost verbatim?”

Nick reached for his mobile and pressed one button. “Spiros, have the reporters left?”

His mouth tightened at the answer. “Get me the name of every journalist who attended the press conference. And get the security footage of the conference room ready for Jameson to hand over to the police ASAP.” He hung up and dialled Jameson, relayed the information, then ended the call.

“I should’ve said something then,” she said, despair curling within her, “but I wasn’t sure if my mind was playing tricks on me.”

But now she knew it wasn’t.

Time to tell the whole truth.
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Nick shuddered out a breath as he clawed a hand through his hair. “It’s fine, sweetheart, but I just need a minute.” He closed his eyes, cursed, fighting for control for a long moment. When he opened them, he touched her cheek. “Okay. Talk to me.”

“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I didn’t tell you the gory details of my last conversation with Mwana because I didn’t want you to get like this.”

“Unfortunately, with every revelation, I just grow hungrier with the need to put this bastard down,” he said, almost to himself. “To think he dared to try to mess with us, here, after what he did on Althea—” The ringing phone interrupted him.

He dropped his hand and cursed the damn phone.

Listening to the solicitous tones of the head chef asking if they were ready to order their afternoon meal, he suppressed ironic laughter. His life was being turned upside down every which way he looked, and he was being asked what he wanted to eat.

Looking over to where his wife stood rubbing her arms, he asked, “Are you ready for lunch?”

An expression crossed her face reflecting the turmoil he felt, but she nodded, “If you are. You can choose something for me.”

He reeled off her favourites to the chef and hung up. “The meal will be up in three quarters of an hour. Enough time to tell me about that last conversation?”

She took a deep breath, then relayed her last conversation with Charles Mwana in a rush of speech. He forced his clenched fists to relax.

“That’s it?”

She nodded. “Nick, just sit for a minute, please? You could also tell me you’re not mad at me,” she suggested with a smile once he was sitting across from her.

Nick’s heart thudded at the sight of her sexy dimples. He gathered her in his arms, her light flowery scent wrapping around his senses. He lowered his head and kissed her lush lips.

“I could get mad at you for endangering yourself, but you weren’t harmed, thank God. I need to remember that and be glad you’re safe and by my side. And frankly, I’m tired of talking. Right now I need to have you naked in my arms. It feels like a lifetime since I made love to you.” He needed to hold her close, to affirm life after having yet another confirmation rammed home of how close he’d come to losing her.

“We made love this morning, right before breakfast.”

“As I said, a lifetime.”

She returned his kiss, her slim body melting into his like it was made for him. Which it was…

“What about lunch?”

He groaned and glanced at his watch. “We have forty minutes. I guess I’ll have to settle for a quickie.”

He tugged her close and kissed her. Before mindless delirium took over, he swore to find the appropriate time to share the unfamiliar feelings threatening to take over his life. Maybe Belle could make sense of them, because he sure as hell couldn’t.

For now though, he’d tell her with his body.


CHAPTER 15
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LONDON

Autumn held a firm grip on London, with golden rain-soaked leaves spread like an elegant blanket over the city. Belle pulled her coat more securely around her to ward off the morning chill after stepping from the car outside their Knightsbridge apartment.

Their departure from Athens had been so rushed, she hadn’t found time to pack suitable clothes. Nick had spent the time after lunch yesterday juggling endless phone calls, dealing with nervous shareholders and repercussions of the news of her capture. He’d stayed up long after she’d gone to bed, and she’d woken this morning to the news that they had to return to London. More shareholders to pacify.

There were also her parents to see. But first…

Looking up at the tall apartment building, her old insecurities returned. Even with the knowledge that Nick was willing to meet her halfway, ease up on his need to control her every move, and had already started to do so, it was still difficult being here. But when he took her arm and led her to the elevator, closely followed by their bodyguards, she didn’t protest.

She was actually relieved when his butler, Bertrand, threw open the door in welcome. Her relief turned to surprise when the short, normally staid Frenchman bent over her hand in gallant greeting.

Nick looked on in amusement. “I think it’s fair to say Bertrand has missed you.”

“Oui, Madame,” Bertrand agreed. “And may I say how wonderful it is to have you back.”

“It’s good to see you, too, Bertrand,” she said.

“Merci, Madame.” With his usual efficiency, he took charge of their bags and disappeared down the hallway.

Looking around at the place she’d called home for six months, a bolt of shock went through her. Gone were the harsh chrome and black leather seats, the dark carpets, and the severe postmodernist paintings she’d felt very little affinity to. In their place, warm, comfortable sofas, bright scatter cushions, and expensive rugs covered the newly exposed and polished oak floor.

She turned to Nick. “You redecorated?”

He shrugged, but she noticed the quick look cast her way. “You hated the previous décor. You likened it to a playboy’s shag pad, or was it the devil’s bathroom? Something along those lines anyway,” he teased with a smile.

“I don’t recall the exact words, but you may be right,” the imp in her couldn’t resist saying.

He came to stand in front of her, a decidedly nervous look in his expression. “So, do you like it?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On if it’s just this room or the whole apartment,” she said.

“Why don’t you come in and see for yourself?” He held out a hand to her.

He showed her similarly decorated rooms, all done with comfort rather than ostentation in mind. It would’ve pleased her had it not been for memories associated with the master bedroom, the place they’d had that last, almighty row, prior to her walking out.

The room that Nick now led her to.

Her heart skittered, and her legs trembled as she entered, only to stop and gasp in surprise.

The bed was gone; so were the antique bedside furniture and the elegant tallboy which had graced the opposite wall. Gone were the heavy silk curtains that had adorned the floor-to-ceiling windows.

In their place, row after row of exercise equipment stood on a newly varnished floor just like that in the living room. In the exact place where their bed used to be hung the largest punching bag Belle had ever seen. Reaching out, she pushed it, bemused as it swung to and fro.

“Why?” She turned to Nick who had followed her across the room.

He shrugged. “I couldn’t enter this room without thinking of our last argument. I tried to, but I couldn’t sleep here without you.

This is a much better use for it.”

She walked forward and touched a cold dumb bell. “So where will we sleep?”

“Come, I’ll show you.”

The last two bedrooms had been converted into one master suite, complete with giant fireplace, luxurious royal blue carpet, and twin dressing rooms. But what thrilled Belle most was the brand new four-poster bed, similar to the one they’d slept on in Althea, with its sheer curtains, countless pillows, and a similar blue-and-gold throw gracing the enormous bed.

“Oh, Nick, it’s beautiful,” she exclaimed, turning full circle in the room.

He slid his arms around her, sealed her lips with a lingering kiss, before murmuring, “Only beautiful things will do for my beautiful wife.” He continued to kiss her until they heard Bertrand’s discreet knock.

“Lunch will be served in an hour. And then, Madame, if you please, I will go over the menu for tomorrow’s dinner party with you.” The butler left.

She turned to Nick. “You organized a dinner party without telling me?”

A tinge of colour splashed his cheeks. “I’m sorry. I got a little ahead of myself. In my defence, I put this in place because I

wanted your parents and friends to see you’re all right.”

“I thought we’d done that with press conference?”

“Sweetheart, I want to celebrate the rebirth of our marriage, show everyone we’re back together. I’ll understand if you want to cancel until after we’ve dealt with Mwana, but I thought you’d also want to celebrate our special occasion.” “Special occasion?” she asked, puzzled.

He pulled her closer. “Have you forgotten what day tomorrow is?”

Frowning, she started to shake her head, but then the date burst through her brain like an exploding firework.

“Oh, my God, Nick, I can’t believe I did!” Deep chagrin tinged her voice.

“With everything that’s gone on lately, I don’t blame you for forgetting we will be married exactly one year tomorrow.”

“But how could I?” Tears clouded her eyes. Her wedding day had been the happiest day of her life.

“You probably buried it subconsciously because our marriage didn’t turn out the way you’d envisioned it. And for that, I’m sorry.” Nick brushed away a tear from her cheek. “It’s okay, yineka mou. I won’t hold it against you. But we need to decide whether we’re going ahead with the party or not. According to Bertrand, the

RSVPs have been coming in thick and fast.”

“Oh, no. How many people did you invite?”

“Only those important to us. And one or two business associates.” The poker face he tried to adopt didn’t pass muster.

“Nick! That’s about half of London.”

A very Greek shrug manifested itself as he tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Can you blame me for wanting to show off my beautiful wife to the world?”

Ignoring her palpitating heart she said, “Not normally, but I think tomorrow is a special day, a day for us, and I’d like to keep it intimate, if you don’t mind.”

“And this will make you happy?” he asked, an intent look in his eyes.

Feeling the tears threaten again, she nodded. “Then I will make it so.”

“Won’t they be upset?”

“They know what you’ve been through. I’ll smooth things over. I suspect Jameson will be pleased, too, for security reasons.”

In the end, they settled for a modest guest list of twenty-five, and she felt relieved when she learned Nick, through Bertrand, had already set events in motion. Dealing with floral arrangements and extensive menus had never been her forte.

While Bertrand handled the caterers and florists, she wrestled with what dress to choose from the twelve her stylist had delivered that morning. When she found out Nick had arranged for her to visit a beauty spa, she felt secretly grateful. Her hair had grown wild and unkempt in the last two months. A simple solution would have been to scrape it all up for the evening, but she didn’t put it past Nick, who loved her hair down, to put a cog in that plan.

She was picking matching jewellery for her final three dress choices when she heard Bertrand’s raised voice. She went into the kitchen where he was just hanging up the phone.”

“Is everything all right?”

“It’s nothing, Madame. Just dealing with the catering company’s incompetence. Two of their staff have developed food poisoning. They are trying to find alternatives but—” He threw up his hands in an uncharacteristic Gallic display of frustration.

Belle hid her smile behind her hand. Only Bertrand would see someone coming down with food poisoning as a personal affront to his well-laid plans.

“Do you need me to do anything?” she offered.

“Non, Madame, merci. It is a mere hiccup. I will deal with it.” He straightened his cuffs and picked up the phone again.

“Great. Thanks, Bertrand.” She couldn’t suppress her smile as she returned to her room. Suddenly, it felt good to be home.
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Their anniversary day dawned bright if a bit on the chilly side. After a frantic call to Liz, her friend had offered to come to the salon with her. Belle tried to ignore the cynicism in Liz’s tone when she’d heard the reason for the salon session. They met at a swanky café on the Kings Road, a few streets from the spa, and they’d barely sat down with their mocha lattes before her straight-talking friend plunged into conversation.

“You and Nick are truly back together together, I see,” she said with a meaningful glance at her wedding rings.

“Yes, and before you start giving me a hard time again, I want you to know it won’t be like last time. I love him, Liz, but I’m no longer living under his thumb. He knows I won’t take that. This time we’re both going into it with our eyes wide open.”

“And what about the children issue?” her friend pressed.

“We’ve discussed it, and I know where he’s coming from. That’s all I can say on the matter.” She bit her lip. “The bottom line is, I want to be Nick’s wife, and he wants to be my husband. We’ll work the rest out,” she said philosophically.

Her friend regarded her silently with shrewd green eyes, her elfin like, no-nonsense face serious. Then after taking a sip of her drink, she said, “You know what? I believe you. You’re not the same half-broken girl I helped pack for Nawaka two months ago. For his sake, I hope Nick knows how special you are. But never fear, I’ll be around to remind him just in case he forgets. And I shall be armed with a very fat stick. Now, do you want to tell me what the half-dozen-bodyguard thing is all about? I read a little about the guy who ’napped you. Surely you don’t think he’ll try anything here?”

The reminder that the danger wasn’t over put a damper on her happy day. “It’s not quite over yet. But I’m determined to enjoy my anniversary.” She summoned a bright smile.

By the time they reached the spa, the easy camaraderie that had made them best friends despite their starkly different personalities had been restored.

Belle arrived back home with two hours to spare before the party started. Shutting the door behind her, she immediately sensed something was wrong. Bertrand, who appeared from the kitchen to relieve her of her bags, appeared tense. Her trepidation increased.

“We have a visitor, Madame. Monsieur is in his study with her.”

“Her?” Nick hadn’t told her he was expecting anyone.

“Oui, she gave her name as Madame Bravington.”

Belle nodded but then saw Bertrand was still frowning. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

She forced herself to stay silent as the butler wavered. “If I may say, Monsieur was not very happy to see her.”

“Thank you, Bertrand. I can take it from here.” She waited until he’d disappeared down the hall before walking toward Nick’s study. As she approached the door, she bit her lip, in two minds whether to interrupt.

In the end, her peace of mind didn’t give her a choice. She knocked and entered.

The woman who sat with quiet composure facing a stone-faced Nick across his desk appeared to be in her early sixties. With blonde hair worn in stylish shoulder-length layers and a superbly cut pink skirt suit that screamed haute couture, she held herself in almost regal elegance. One hand was folded over the other in her lap, and Belle saw a huge pink diamond on her ring finger.

It only took a second to take all this in and focus on the face that turned when Belle entered. It took another second to see the resemblance and realize this woman was none other than Nick’s mother.

Nick got up, his movements jerky and unlike his usual graceful, sexy walk as he came toward her.

“Tinkerbelle, I wasn’t expecting you until—” He paused and glanced at his watch, his face registering surprise at the time. Leaning down, he placed an uncharacteristically chaste peck on her cheek before reluctantly turning to the other occupant in the room.

“Let me introduce you to my mother, Amanda Bravington. Mother, my wife, Belle.” The clinical precision with which he made the introduction made Belle cringe. Before she could respond, the other woman came toward her, both hands outstretched.

“Belle, I’m so pleased to finally meet you. I’ve been waiting so long to meet Nick’s wife, and now that I have, I curse myself for waiting this long.” Taking both Belle’s hands in hers, she kissed her on the cheek, and when she straightened, her lashes simmered with tears.

Emotion clogged Belle’s throat as she fought for a response. “It’s good to meet you, too, Mrs. Bravington,” she responded, aware of Nick’s stiffness beside her.

Gray eyes similar to Nick’s sparkled with genuine warmth. “Please, call me Amanda. And I’m so glad to see you well after what you went through. I came as soon as I heard.” She cast a quick glance at Nick, a glance filled with pain and uncertainty.

Nick’s face remained granite-hard, and she felt a rush of sympathy for the other woman. Despite what had happened, and despite Nick’s opinion of her, it was clear the woman loved her son.

“Thank you, Amanda,” Belle replied, then to break the awkward silence which ensued added, “Will you be staying? I’m sure Bertrand can prepare⁠—.”

“No, she won’t be staying. In fact she was just leaving, weren’t you, Mother?” Cold eyes demanded only one answer from his parent.

Sighing, Amanda dropped Belle’s hands, stepped back, and went to pick up her purse. “Yes, I was just leaving. But before I do, I’d like to give you this.” She came back toward them, holding up a small package to Nick. “I know today’s your first anniversary, and I hope you’ll accept this small gift.” Her lilting voice held tremulous hope as she looked at her son.

He regarded the present, and Belle prayed he wouldn’t refuse it. After a tense moment, he took it from her. “Thank you. We appreciate it.”

Belle smiled, hoping to ease the harshness of Nick’s curt response. In silence, they walked to the door, and with a murmured goodbye, Amanda left.

Belle turned to Nick as soon as the door shut behind her.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I didn’t invite her here, you know. She just turned up,” he said.

“I know, but did you get a chance to talk to her?”

“She did most of the talking. I listened.”

Hope spurted inside her for him. “And?”

His movements were still jerky as he paced to the window and back again. “Things aren’t as clear-cut as I thought. Look, I don’t want to talk about it now, okay? We have just over an hour before our guests arrive. We should be getting ready.”

His mother’s unexpected appearance had obviously upset him, and Belle wanted to comfort him. He tried to hide it, but his body’s tension and the taut blankness on his face belied his calm. Resolving to speak to him after the party, she left him in the lounge to go over last-minute details with Bertrand.

When she entered the bedroom ten minutes later, he was in the shower. Shedding her clothes, she entered the bathroom. He turned when she slid back the shower door, and for a split second, she saw a bleak look cross his face.

Without a word, he took her in his arms. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I don’t want you to be caught in the middle of all of this.”

“I’m in it for better or worse, remember?” He sighed and nodded.

“Do you want to talk about it?” she asked. “She seemed happy to see you.”

“Well, she’s good at that, at pretending like nothing’s happened. Like she can just waltz in and pick up where she left off twenty years ago. You know why? Because she’s married. Again. Her new husband probably wants to meet me. God, last year she was Amanda Oldfield, two years before that, she was something else. Do you know every man she decides to marry is always the one true love of her life? Of course, her so-called true love doesn’t stand the test of time, because the moment she feels unhappy, she hightails it to divorce court faster than a speeding bullet.” He stopped, sucked in a huge breath, and cursed. “Damn it, I wasn’t going to do this.

“Hey, I’m glad you did. She hurt you, and there’s no excuse for what she did, but perhaps if you gave her a chance to explain…?”

His smile was tight. “She did. And maybe it’s not even out of the realm of possibility that I buy her explanation. But rational or not, the ten-year old boy inside me isn’t ready to accept it yet.” The pain in his voice was unmistakable.

“I’m so sorry, darling.” She went into his arms and kissed him.

He pulled her closer, deepened the kiss. In uncharacteristic silence, he made love to her.

Afterward, Nick seemed restored to his old self.

“You look breathtaking.” He eyed her new layered hairstyle and the navy blue form-fitting floor-length dress with off-the-shoulder sleeves and plunging neckline she’d settled on.

“You’re not so bad yourself,” she smiled, her appreciative gaze lingering over the designer tuxedo he wore over his pristine, black-studded shirt.

“I have something for you.” He plucked the velvet case from on top of his drawer. He opened it, and nestling on the black velvet bed were a diamond and sapphire necklace with a motif depicting two lovers entwined, along with matching sapphire earrings in a bezel setting.

“Oh, my God, Nick, they’re stunning!”

“Not as stunning as you, matia mou. Nothing could ever surpass your beauty, and the joy I feel from knowing you’re my wife again,” he said huskily. “Turn around.”

She obliged and placed the necklace round her neck. She blinked back tears, along with the lancing pain she felt because the word love still hadn’t passed his lips. This was enough…for now.

When she faced him again, her feelings were under control. Going to the bed, she fetched his gift and presented him with it.

He opened the oblong box that held a gold-embossed scroll, uncurled it, and read the words in silence.

I carry your heart.

“This is the e.e. cummings poem we read at our wedding,” he said in a hushed voice.

She nodded. “I’d planned on giving it to you on your birthday two months ago, but…” But they’d been apart by then.

He looked at her, a strange light burning in his eyes. “Thank you. It means more to me than you know,” he murmured.

Taking her in his arms, he kissed her long and hard.

She was halfway to melting against him when the peal of the doorbell interrupted.

Stepping back, Nick held out his arm. “It’s show time. Let’s go and greet our guests.”
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“Excuse me.” Belle smiled at Nick’s London right-hand man, Austin Benjamin, and his wife Tamara, and moved on to another couple. After chatting for a few minutes, she set her glass down and stepped out onto the balcony.

“You okay?” Nick approached her, looking breathtaking in his tuxedo.

She smiled up at him. “I guess. I’m not sure whether it’s my imagination, but I feel as if I’m being watched.” All through the dinner, which had been a raving success, she’d experienced the peculiar feeling.

Nick brushed his knuckle down her cheek. “Everyone is watching you, pethi mou.”

She rolled her eyes. “Why do you think I’ve escaped to the balcony? I’ve had enough attention to last me a lifetime. My parents keep watching me like I’m about to collapse in front of their very eyes. But it’s not that.”

He tensed. “What do you think it is?”

She shifted her shoulders but the unsettling feeling stayed with her. “I don’t know. Maybe I am imagining it.”

“Just say the word, and I’ll kick all these people out.”

She laughed and shook her head as Alex headed their way. When he started to grill her on the precise state of her health, she threatened to sic Liz on him.

He backed off immediately. “Whoa. Consider the question withdrawn.”

“Are you ever going to tell me what happened between you and Liz?” she asked him.

Alex grimaced. “She’s a ball-breaker, that one. I prefer women who don’t look at me as if deciding where to stick their stilettos.”

“Hmm, I see a dinner just for the four of us happening in the future.”

“You wound me, agapita. And after I risked life and limb for you.”

“And I appreciate it, but this is too good to pass up. I think—” She stopped abruptly as an unexpected shiver coursed through her.

A waiter was walking past with a tray of drinks. He stopped beside her. His name badge read “Steven.”

“Champagne, madam?” he asked with a smile.

She looked up at him, smiled, and shook her head. “No, thanks, Steven.”

“Baby, what is it?” Nick demanded as soon as the waiter moved off.

Belle looked over Alex’s shoulder at the guests and waiters milling in the living room. Nothing seemed out of place, and yet…

“I’m not sure.” Her father was still talking to the Finance Minister; her mother was waving around her multi-ringed fingers in emphasis of some point.

Sighing, she pinned a smile on her face. “Can we go back in?” She saw Alex and Nick exchange a look, but Nick nodded.

She didn’t want to feel uncharitable, but now that dinner and coffee had been served, she hoped it wouldn’t be long before the evening ended. No doubt she was out of sorts, because she hadn’t seen most of these people for over half a year. But right now, she just wanted to be alone with Nick.

She loved him. She needed to tell him that. Even if he couldn’t say it back.

Her father beckoned. With a sigh, she widened her smile and went to him.
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Nick left his study, dark satisfaction lightening his feet. He re-entered the living room and made a beeline for Belle.

“Something’s happened,” she said as he drew her into a quiet corner.

God, how well she knew him.

He nodded. “John Allen just called. Mwana’s finally been tracked down to a small town outside Dusseldorf in Germany. Interpol is sending a division to the farmhouse he’s hiding out in.

We should have news in half an hour.”

“Oh, Nick! This…this could be over tonight?”

His sense of elation was heady. “Yes, apparently he bribed one of the charter pilots to alter the flight plan and fly him to Germany from Hong Kong three days ago. A member of the ground crew where the plane stopped to refuel spotted Mwana and alerted authorities. They traced the plane to a small airstrip near Dusseldorf.”

“How soon will we know?” she asked, desperately trying to stem the hope that threatened to flood her.

“How soon we will know what?” Alex said from beside them.

Nick filled him in.

“Excellent news. I’ll keep the champagne on ice.”

Nick suppressed the prickle of unease at the back of his mind as they rejoined the party and mingled with his guests. The news couldn’t have come soon enough. By night’s end, he and Belle could draw a line through this sorry mess and get on with their life together. Although he wouldn’t rest until he heard the man was in custody, the news pleased him nonetheless.

Sliding an arm around his wife’s waist, he kissed the side of

her neck.

She smiled up at him. “What’s that for?”

“Is it against the law for a man to kiss his wife in public?”

Her smile widened, and his heart turned over. “Not at all. Just thought I’d ask. Someone once told me there’s no such thing as a free lunch,” she responded drolly.

He laughed and leaning down, whispered in her ear, “You’re right. And I will make my demands very clear after our guests leave.” Watching her struggle to suppress the blush invading her stunning face, he wished the guests gone. The need to be alone with his wife was eating away at him. He had things to work through, things to explain.

The conversation with his mother replayed in his mind, as well. Had he judged her too harshly? Perhaps…

She hadn’t withstood the test of parenthood, but as Belle had driven home these last two weeks, it took two people to make a marriage work. If what his mother had said was true, then… “What are you thinking about?” his wife asked him.

He laughed. “Where shall I start? I’ve been thinking about my mother. I’ve decided to give her a chance. She was selfish and unloving when I was young, but people can change.”

Belle’s joy glowed from her face. Realizing she was happy for him sent a bolt of emotion so strong through him that he had to swallow several times just to be able to breathe.

God, now he really wanted to be alone with her.

Sighing under his breath, he turned to a passing waiter and picked up a glass of champagne. Surreptitiously, he glanced at the mantel clock—only he wasn’t sly enough. Alex, who stood talking to the Greek Ambassador, saw him and winked.

Casting him a wry smile, Nick heard him cut across what the Ambassador was saying. “I’m sorry, Mr. Ambassador, it’s getting late. I have a breakfast meeting tomorrow, so please excuse me,” Alex said, loudly, for other guests to hear.

The other man looked startled, but he nodded and shook the hand Alex held out.

Nick sent his cousin a grateful look when suddenly everyone concurred it was time to leave. Within half an hour, only the wait staff and Belle’s parents remained.

After seeing them off, she joined Nick on the balcony. “I saw you chatting to Liz earlier,” she observed.

“Yes, that friend of yours is a goddamned Rottweiler. Her grilling technique would be most welcome in the Marines. I had to swear my devotion to you on a stack of Bibles before she relented. She also said something about having my guts for garters. Oh, and I found out why she hates those guts so much.”

“Oh?”

“Yes, but I’m not telling you. Suffice it to say, I made a stupid comment that she took to heart. The air’s been cleared.” He made a silent vow never to discuss his wife while her best friend was in the vicinity.

A loud crash in the kitchen drew their attention. Belle answered his question before he voiced it. “There are one or two of the caterers still here.”

“You want me to go check?” he offered.

“No, you don’t want to go in there when Bertrand’s reading them the riot act for breaking his China. Allen should be ringing shortly, yes?” He didn’t miss the anxiety in her voice.

“Yes. Come with me to the study.”

He crossed to his phone the moment they entered his study.

“Anything?” Belle asked.

The answer phone light wasn’t blinking. He checked his cell phone. No missed calls. As a last resort, he fired up his laptop to see if there were any messages to his other accounts. When that drew a blank, anxiety crept through him. “No, there’s nothing. Damn it, we should’ve heard back by now,” he growled.

She slid a soothing hand over his nape. “Let’s give it a few more minutes⁠—”

A second crash from the kitchen made them both look up. “What the hell is going on—” He stopped abruptly when the phone rang.

Belle squeezed his shoulder. “Get the call. I’ll go and make sure everything’s fine in the kitchen.”

He snatched up the phone as she walked away, the seductive sway of her body making his breath catch all over again.

“Andreakos,” he rasped.

“Sir, we have a problem,” Allen said without preamble.

Nick froze. “What kind of problem?”

“The man we have here in Dusseldorf, he’s not Mwana. We’ve interrogated him. He goes by the name of Richard Francis, and he says he’s working with Mwana. I’m sorry, sir, but we think Mwana is⁠—”

“Here,” Nick finished for him, every muscle in his body clenching hard. A millisecond later, he dropped the phone. His chair crashed backward as he launched himself toward the door and hit the hallway in a dead run.

No! No, no, no!

The apartment was quiet. Too quiet.

The hairs on his nape rose, but he fought the alarm growing inside him as he veered toward the kitchen. Bodyguards were stationed downstairs and all around the building. No one could get in or out without being seen.

It’s nothing. You’re imagining things.

A heartbeat later, he knew he wasn’t.


CHAPTER 16
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Charles Mwana was waiting for him, looking nothing like the rebel soldier they’d seen on screen two days ago.

Mwana had gone to great lengths to disguise himself. His light brown hair had been dyed black, and the livid scar had been hidden under carefully applied prosthetic makeup. Combined with the black-and-white waiter’s outfit, there was no way he could’ve been picked out as a threat.

Dear God, the man had dared to enter their home!

Mwana had one arm locked around Belle’s shoulders, and the other held a deadly looking knife to her throat.

The air left Nick’s lungs in a painful punch. He tried to breathe through it as he assessed the situation. His insides twisted when he saw his wife’s ripped dress. She’d also lost a shoe.

He couldn’t bear to look into her eyes. He didn’t dare. He knew he’d lose it completely if he saw so much as a hint of pain in her face. So he kept his eyes on her captor as he stepped into the room.

Mwana’s voice stopped him. “Good of you to join us. You were almost too late. We would’ve taken our leave by now if your butler hadn’t got in the way. Sorry I had to get rid of him. He was making a nuisance of himself. But I’m glad you’re here. Now you get to pay for destroying my life.”

Devastation raged through Nick’s insides as he took another step and saw Bertrand slumped next to the fridge. Looking closer, he saw the Frenchman’s chest rise on a shallow breath. Thank God! He breathed a fraction easier and made a silent promise to triple the man’s salary.

“How exactly did I destroy your life, Mwana?” he demanded. The first rule of engagement—keep the enemy talking. “The way I see it, you brought everything down on yourself. Oh. Clever disguise, by the way.”

A cruel smile curved the African’s thin lips. “It fooled your security downstairs. Just as I’ve been fooling your bunch of toy soldiers all over the world. Where are they, by the way? Let me guess, they’re still chasing their tails in Bumfuck, Germany, correct?”

The man’s ingenuity and precise knowledge of Allen’s movements threw Nick for a nanosecond, but he rallied. “You know very well where they are since you handed them your colleague, Francis.” He strove to keep his voice calm and even.

“Ah, yes, Richard. Do you believe in fate, Mr. Andreakos?”

Nick shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

“Well, Richard was a bit like your wife here. He came to Nawaka on a mission. Except he lost sight of what that mission was. One little fatal slip with a local girl, and he was lost. Fate brought me in, and I rescued him. Just as I intend to rescue my sweet Belle.” Mwana’s arm tightened around her shoulders.

She choked out a moan.

Nick’s gut clenched, but his gaze stayed on his quarry. “I’m not going anywhere. Why don’t you put the knife down?”

“I wish I could. But I’m reluctant to let go of my precious bounty a second time, you see.”

“She’s not yours, Mwana. She never will be.”

An ugly expression crossed the bastard’s face. “That’s where you’re wrong. We had…we have a connection. She made a promise to me in Nawaka. You’ve tried to brainwash her into believing otherwise, but what we felt for each other is still there, and this time you will not stand in my way. I will claim my prize.”

“So you don’t intend to harm her?”

The rebel leader frowned as if Nick spoke a foreign language. “Of course not. Why would I? She’s mine.”

The words made him sick with nausea, but he forced himself to focus. “Then put the knife down,” Nick suggested again. He took another step forward fighting the fear shuddering through his body. “If she’s truly yours, you have nothing to worry about.”

“No can do. You’ve proved to me time and again that you’re not a gentleman. You can’t be trusted. And don’t think I don’t realize what you’re doing. Be assured, I will use this knife on your butler if you come any closer.”

Nick paused. Bertrand was close enough to make the threat a deadly one.

Belle let out a sound of distress.

Black rage roared through Nick’s veins, but he stayed where he was. Fighting to clear the haze of fury before his eyes, he tried to think rationally. There was no way the man was leaving here with Belle, that was a given, but Nick needed to find a way to stop the bastard before he even made a move.

Keep him talking. “You were telling me how you came to be here,” he prompted.

“My puppet turned out to be very resourceful.”

“Francis?”

“It was a bit of a stretch, but he took on the role with aplomb. He offered to go to Dusseldorf in my place, disguised as me. His last hurrah, shall we say? That freed me to be here. But since there’s no more need for this disguise⁠—”

The arm locked around Belle’s neck tightened as he peeled back the soft prosthetic flesh on his cheek to reveal the jagged scar on his face.

Nick’s fists clenched, willing the man to make a wrong move, but Mwana stayed sharp.

Belle coughed. “You claim you’re an honourable man, and yet you resort to blackmail.”

The arm around her shoulders tightened, and Nick rose to the balls of his feet, ready to lunge.

“I do whatever I need to survive, my dear, especially when I’m pushed, as your husband here has pushed me. Richard had a dirty little habit that caught up with him.” Mwana’s lips curled. “He’s merely making amends for his sins.”

“So, what, he used his connections to get you the names of wealthy women whom you then kidnapped and raped? And then he fed you more information to help you evade the authorities?” Nick’s voice remained calm, almost conversational, as he made his accusations.

“I have never raped anyone!” Mwana took a deep breath. “Belle will testify to that. I never forced her. All the promises she made were of her own free will.”

“While held at gunpoint?” Nick took a casual half-step closer.

Mwana’s smile widened, and he rubbed his cheek against hers. “Only until we were free of the other encumbrances. You see, Nick, we have an undeniable bond. She sensed me at the party tonight, didn’t you, my sweet? You looked for me, but I couldn’t reveal myself, not just then.” He looked straight at Nick, hatred boiling in his eyes. “She was going to help me take Nawaka, but thanks to you, I no longer have my most trusted men, and my funds are dwindling. It’s regrettable, but I’ve learned over the years to adapt.”

“So aside from Belle, you’re here for another reason?” Nick planted his feet firmly on the ground in preparation.

“A small slice of your fortune as reparations for what you took from me, and also to ensure Belle doesn’t suffer a life of drudgery. Surely you’ll want that for her?” His eyes gleamed with an unholy light.

Nick’s heart clenched. Blood pounded at his temples. With difficulty, he fought not react to the man’s twisted words. “Sure I do. But there’s a slight problem with that scenario. You see, there’s no way you’re leaving here with my wife. So why don’t you do everyone a Favor, and put the knife down?”
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Belle held her breath, terrified of what Mwana’s reaction would be to Nick’s bald statement. Nick wasn’t aware that Mwana carried a hidden gun as well as the knife. Her heart hammered as she prayed Nick wouldn’t give him cause to use it. For the umpteenth time, she tried to catch his eye so she could signal him somehow, but he evaded her.

Look at me!

But his gaze remained on her captor.

Fear and frustration engulfed her. She glanced around wildly, trying to find something, anything, to balance the odds in their Favor.

She noticed movement in her peripheral vision. A few feet away, Bertrand’s foot twitched. He was regaining consciousness.

Praying Mwana wouldn’t notice, she pretended to wilt against him. When he hoisted her up, she repositioned herself closer to the butler. She waited until Mwana started talking, then sagged again. This time she got close enough to subtly nudge Bertrand with her foot.

The foot twitched again and to distract Mwana, she spoke loudly. “Please, I can’t breathe,” she moaned, and saw Nick’s fists clench tighter. It tore her apart to see what her preteens did to him.

Again, she tried to capture his attention, to signal she was all right, but he was focused with deadly intent on Mwana. From the corner of her eye, she saw Bertrand’s foot move, then slowly withdraw completely from her field of vision.

Mwana hoisted her up, his arm pressing against her windpipe. “Never mind, my sweet. We’re getting out of here now. I’m tired of talking. Tell your husband to move, would you? I hate to resort to violence, and your skin is too lovely to mar with knife wounds.”

This time Nick’s eyes connected with hers, but only for a split second, and the look in them stilled her heart. Raw, murderous intent, calm, deadly determination, and an indecipherable emotion twisted together to chill her blood.

She knew he wouldn’t let the other man leave with her. Nick would rather die than let her go.

And it was that thought which scared her the most. The thought of him in danger made her insides churn with fear.

Mwana shuffled forward, dragging her along.

Nick took a sideways step, his stance loose and easy, as if making way for them.

She closed her eyes and made her decision.

Thank God for stilettos. She stamped down hard on Mwana’s foot.

The next few moments blurred into one. The instant Mwana’s arm loosened its hold on her, Nick lunged forward and yanked her away, spinning her aside. She crashed against the sink, but managed to stop herself from falling.

Nick grabbed Mwana’s arm holding the knife and landed a punch in his solar plexus.

The madman didn’t even wheeze in pain. Calmly, he reached behind him.

“Watch out, Nick, he’s got a gun!” she cried, trying to get round Nick again.

“Belle, get back!” he bellowed.

Expecting the gun to be levelled at them any second, her stomach lurched with terror. She struggled to get past Nick, but his body blocked her, pinning the hand with the knife against the cupboard.

Mwana continued to grope, and after a second, a look of incomprehension crossed his face.

He spun around.

And came face to face with Bertrand, who held Mwana’s gun firmly in his hands. The butler looked bruised, but not bloodied, thank God.

Mwana turned back to Nick, a look of pure hatred burning in his eyes. With a curdled cry, he lunged.

Nick met him halfway, this time with a fist to his jaw. Mwana crashed back against the granite kitchen island. He scrambled to rise, and again Nick punched him in the face. The sickening crunch of shattering bone ricocheted through the kitchen.

Mwana flailed backwards and lost his balance. Nick aimed a kick squarely at his ribs. The rebel leader grunted in pain and went down like a sack of potatoes. Belle heard a horrid crack as his head slammed against the stone corner of the counter, and he slumped to the floor, unconscious.

Nick, barely breathing hard from his exertions, stood looking down at Mwana’s still form, his face expressionless. Then he turned to Belle and tugged her close.

His hands gently cradled her face. “Are you okay?”

“Y-yes. I th— I thought—” Fear for him still held her in its grip.

He pulled her to him, clamping powerful arms around her. “It’s okay now.” After a moment, he turned to Bertrand. “Are you all right, my friend?” At his nod, Nick stretched out his hand. “Give me the gun.”

After Bertrand handed it over, Nick said, “Take her into the living room, okay? Get her a drink. Then call Jameson. Tell him to contact the police.”

Belle shook her head. “But⁠—”

“Go, Tinkerbelle.” His voice brooked no argument.

Bertrand fussed and settled her into a sofa, brought her a glass of water, and called Nick’s chief of security.

About to take a sip, she had a niggling thought. There was a phone in the kitchen. They could have made the calls from there.

She slammed the glass down, kicked off her remaining shoe, and raced back to the kitchen. Bertrand and the two bodyguards who’d burst in were hot on her heels.

Nick was crouched over Mwana, the gun pointed over the rebel’s heart, deadly intent on his face. Her husband had killed in the line of duty. She knew what he was capable of.

“No, Nick! Don’t do it. Please.”

His eyes remained on the man. “He threatened your life, not once, but twice. I can’t let him live.”

“Yes, you can. You’re not a cold-blooded killer,” she pleaded, placing herself in his line of sight. “The police will be here in a minute. And he—” she looked down at the man, writhing on the floor as he regained consciousness “—he’s not going anywhere.”

Nick’s deadly gaze remained on Mwana. “He threatened to take you from me. He held a goddamned knife to your throat!”

“But if you go through with this, you’ll be sentencing us both to death, Nick, don’t you see? You’ll go to prison, and I can’t live without you. It would kill me if you were taken away from me. I love you, Nick. Please put the gun down.”

Slowly he looked up at her. Her heart caught at the emotion blazing in his eyes. His chest heaved. Then he shook his head. “I can’t⁠—”

“Yes, you can. Do it for me.”

He remained frozen for endless moments. Then he stepped back and lowered the gun. His bodyguards rushed forward and secured Mwana.

The police arrived minutes later, closely followed by the paramedics. Mwana was taken away. Nick gave a brief statement while the medical technicians examined and treated the small knife wound on Belle’s neck.

Through it all, she was only aware of Nick, a strong and powerful presence beside her, a look in his eyes that made her heart stall, then soar with hope, fluttering around inside her chest like a wild bird seeking freedom.

Could it be that Nick loved her, after all? As if in answer, the hand that held hers tightened.

Finally, they were alone. A mildly concussed Bertrand had been taken to hospital for observation, and the bodyguards were once again stationed outside the door.

She looked around and shuddered. “I can’t stay here.”

Nick’s hand caressed her cheek. “I know, agapi mou. Neither can I. We’ll check into a hotel for tonight. Come.”

In their bedroom, Nick helped remove her ruined dress, and she replaced it with a pair of jeans and a sweater.

He held her close in the car as they sped away from the apartment. In their suite at the hotel on a quiet street in Mayfair, she took off her clothes and showered. Dressed in a bathrobe, she returned to the bedroom to find Nick hanging up the phone.

He looked at her, and her heart resumed its pounding.

“Come and sit down, Tinkerbelle. There’s something I need to tell you.”

The hammering increased to a thunderous crescendo. Barely able to speak, she sat on the bed and picked up her hairbrush, needing something to do with her hands as she watched him pace.

He stopped in front of her, took a ragged breath and released it in a harsh exhale. “Back in the kitchen, you said you loved me.” She blinked, then she murmured, “Yes, I love you.”

“How do you know?” He looked genuinely puzzled.

Her heart thundered. “I just do.”

Rising, he shoved a hand through his hair and paced. “But… you can’t just know. Surely there are signs? Indications?” She put the brush down. “I guess.”

“Tell me what they are,” he said in a rush.

She licked her lips. “Well, when I feel sad and I think of you, I feel better. When I wake up in the morning, I listen for you, and when you walk into the room, my chest wells up, and I’m glad you’re there. The thought of you being hurt in any way makes my heart ache. When I think of growing old with anyone, yours is the face I see. And when we make love, I feel as if heaven itself is smiling down at me, filling me with bliss. When I imagine doing all of that with anyone else, I…well, I can’t. Nick!” She screeched when he lurched toward her and fell on his knees in front of her. When he dropped his head into her lap, she sank her hands into his hair. “Darling, what is it?”

He mumbled into her lap.

“What did you say?”

Slowly he raised his head. “So if I feel all those things you just described, and then seeing you in that bastard’s arms made me feel as if I was dying, what does that mean?”

Her poor heart sprouted wings again, but hesitated, wary of the hope that urged it to fly. “I don’t know, Nick. Try saying what you feel.”

His hands circled her waist, gripped tight as if seeking an anchor.

“I…I love you.” His eyes widened, and his nostrils flared. “I love you. Thee mou, I love you.”

The sob burst from her heart before she could stop it. “Oh, Nick. Oh, my darling, darling Nick.”

He took her in his arms and pulled them both to their feet. “I love you, but I never want to experience again what I did tonight.

I don’t think I’d survive it.”

“Me, neither,” she whispered, holding him tight. Her heart soared; tears threatened to blind her. “Oh, Nick. When did this happen? When did you start feeling like this?” she asked, eager to know.

“It hit me two days ago, on our last night on Althea. The French door was open, and…before I found you in our bedroom,

I thought somehow Mwana had captured you again.”

She pulled back in surprise. “Really?”

“It wasn’t completely irrational. Although I’m guessing irrationality is another symptom?”

She smiled, nodding. “Trust me, there are many symptoms of love.”

He looked so terrified, she rose on tiptoe and kissed him. His arms banded harder around her. After several seconds, she broke the kiss. “You were telling me when you discovered you loved me,” she prompted, aching to hear the words again.

He kissed her fingers. “It wasn’t a discovery, more of a realization of what I’d been feeling all along but was subconsciously refusing to put a label on.” His laugh was pure self-deprecation. “I suppose because when it comes down to it, there’s still a frightened ten-year old somewhere deep inside, scared of being hurt and rejected again.”

“Tell me again,” she demanded gently. “Practice makes perfect, I hear.”

He touched his forehead to hers. “I love you, my Tinkerbelle,” he complied huskily.

Tears filled her eyes. “I love you, too. I’ve loved you since the first moment I saw you.”

“You didn’t hate me in-between when things got rough?” he asked, doubt coating his voice.

“I thought I did, but true love can withstand anything. You’re my hero, my saviour, my husband. And I’ll love you until I draw my last breath.”

He sealed his lips to hers, but after a long, thorough kiss, pulled back, a frown on his face. “That’s what my mother said about love withstanding anything.”

Belle tipped her head, gazing up at him thoughtfully. “You should give her the benefit of the doubt, darling. In her own way, she loves you. I could see it when she was here. Maybe she wasn’t very great at expressing it to you⁠—”

“Yeah, that runs in the family.” His grimace was pained. “She didn’t regret having me, so that’s a start. And she withstood my father’s obsessive tantrums for as long as she could. She walked away from me, too, but she claims she’s regretted it for a long time.”

That explained a lot of the heartbreak she’d seen in the other woman’s eyes. “So are you going to see her?” Belle asked.

“After I read the emails she sent me over the past few years that I never opened. And only if you’re there, too. You can reassure me that I’m not as fucked up as I think I am.”

“Of course you’re not. And yes, I’ll be there.”

“Keep saying that, and I may start to believe it.”

She gave him a swift kiss. “I intend to say it for a very long time, my darling.” She leaned back. “I have one request, though.” “What’s that?” he asked with an indulgent smile.

She slipped her arms around his neck. “I don’t ever want to live in that apartment. I can’t bear it.”

“First thing tomorrow we’ll instruct agents to find us a house. We’ll sell the apartment and donate the proceeds to a few orphanages in Nawaka. Ones we’ll both visit when I’ve made sure it’s safe. Agreed?”

Her very soul blossomed with the depth of her happiness. “And here I thought I couldn’t possibly love you more than I already did.”

His face grew sombre, although the light of emotion still shone in his eyes. “Do you love me enough to consider making a baby with me at some point in the future? After I’ve managed to

work through my mommy issues?”

She gasped softly. “You want a baby?”

“How could I not? With you to love our children, they’ll be blessed.”

Happiness burst within her like New Year’s fireworks. “Oh, Nick, you’ll love them too, and yes, I’ll pull you back when you threaten to break some poor boy’s legs for daring to date your daughter.”

“Dating? Our daughter?” He looked horrified at the thought. “Shit. I think I’ve changed my mind.”

She laughed. “You’ve put it out into the universe. You can’t take it back.”

He sobered again. “You really think I can do this?”

“You saved me from a monster in Nawaka, you saved me from gunmen on Althea, and you saved me again tonight. Fatherhood will be a piece of cake.” She kissed away his doubt, then kissed him again for the pure joy of it.

“Baby?” He rubbed his forehead against hers.

“Hmmm?”

“Why the hell are your fingers crossed? I can see them in the mirror.”

She quickly uncrossed them. “I’m part Irish. Crossing fingers is a tradition for luck.”

His gave a husky laugh. “We have a tradition in Greece, too.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“Before you contemplate parenthood, you need to practice often. Very, very often.” He toppled her back onto the bed and proceeded to relieve her of her robe.

“Hmm, I think I like that tradition.”

When they lay sated hours later, she toyed with the hair on his chest.

“How many babies do you want, when we get around to it?”

she asked dreamily.

“Four is a nice figure—two boys, two girls. I’m not fussy in which order. And we get to choose their names with absolutely no input from your parents,” he replied with a grin.

Bliss seeped soul deep. “I’ll make sure my parents are kept out of the name choosing. But…four children, that’s a lot of work. You know that, don’t you?”

“I feel confident we’re more than capable of rising to any challenge.”

She couldn’t stop tears of joy trickling down her face. “God, Nick, I love you so much it hurts.”

“Which is exactly how it should be, agapi mou, because it’s the same way I love you.”

She closed her eyes and knew perfect contentment.

Her dreams had all come true.
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CHAPTER ONE

The first thing Bethany Green saw when she opened her mailbox on Friday evening was the indigo-colored envelope. Against the rest of the junk mail and bills, it stood out like an exotic jewel in the dust.

Even as she cautioned herself against excitement, her heart skipped several beats. Fingers trembling, she reached for the rectangular envelope and felt it, real and heavy in her hand.

“Omigod, it came. It actually came.” Realizing she was talking to herself, albeit in the empty foyer of her apartment building, she quickly stuffed the mail in her oversized handbag and hurried to the elevator.

She’d barely stabbed the button for the fourth floor before she pulled the envelope out again. The words written on the front in raised gold embossed lettering were simple—Your Invitation. She turned it over. No return address. No surprise there. Because, seriously, only a crazy person would turn down this invitation.

Ten minutes later, Bethany, despite being fortified with half a glass of Rioja, still hadn’t gathered the courage to open it. The harsh buzz of her cellphone made her jump. Unable to tear her gaze from the envelope, which now rested on her coffee table, she fumbled on the sofa for a few seconds before her fingers closed over her phone.

“We still on for tapas in an hour, right?” Keely Benson, her best friend, snapped in her no-nonsense Brooklyn twang.

Keely was pure New Yorker, not an up-stater like Bethany. Many times during their long friendship, Bethany had thanked God for having Keely in her life. She’d been there for her when Bethany had been hit with the worst news of her life.

“Umm… yeah… I guess,” Bethany replied, her attention still absorbed by the envelope.

“You… guess? How many times over the last week have I told you how important tonight is to me? Fuck, Bethany, if you chicken out on me, I’ll never forgive you. You know Clark will never go all the way if I come on too strong. I need you to pull me back. Once I get him to my place, I’ll be fine, but I can’t have him wimping out on me at dinner, and for that to happen, I need you there!”

“Jesus, Keel, I’ve never understood your insane addiction to nerds.”

Her friend gave a rich laugh that started off as a schoolgirl giggle and ended in a dominatrix’s growl. Bethany had seen grown men drool like little boys when Keely laughed.

“You don’t need to understand, baby girl. All you need to do is to turn up and help a friend out.”

“I… Okay, sure, I’ll be there.”

Keely huffed with impatience. “Okay, tell me what’s going on. You haven’t had another run-in with She-male, have you?”

Bethany smirked at the nickname they’d coined for her balls-shriveling boss. “No, she’s out of town till Tuesday.”

“Then what the hell’s the problem?”

“It came,” Bethany blurted out, incapable of keeping the news to herself any longer.

“It? What it?”

“An invitation. To The Indigo Lounge.”

Silence. For as long as Bethany had known her, Keely had never been at a loss for words. For her to be silent now made Beth’s heart hammer. Her friend knew, just as she did, the gravity of the moment.

“You’re. Shitting. Me!” she finally whispered.

“I am not.” A sound bubbled up from Bethany’s throat—half incredulous, half terrified. Because she still couldn’t believe what her eyes were telling her.

“Have you opened it? What does it say? When do you leave? How long for? Are you allowed to bring a guest? Fuck it, girl, spill!”

“I… haven’t opened it yet. And, seriously, Keely, I don’t think I want to.”

“You don’t think you want to open it or you don’t think you want to accept the invitation?”

“Umm… both? I mean, there’s no way I can get away on such short notice. Besides, I have too much work to do at the moment. June is our busiest month because it’s right before everyone disappears for the summer… It’s just not practical⁠—”

“Bethany!” Keely’s steely voice cut across hers.

“Yes?”

“How much wine do you have at your place?”

Bethany finally managed to blink and focus on something other than the indigo envelope. Glancing over at the alcove set into the short hallway leading to her kitchen, she counted. “Three reds, one white, one rosé. Why?”

“I’ll be over in twenty minutes. I’ll bring takeout.”

“What about Clark?”

Keely sighed. “As much as it kills me to deny myself some super-hot nerd cock, Clark can wait. This is way too important to let you do what I know you’re thinking about doing.”

“But—”

“Twenty minutes.” She hung up.

Bethany forced herself to breathe. Willed her hands to stop shaking. Taking another sip of wine, she picked up the invitation.

The Indigo Lounge—owned by thirty-one-year-old billionaire Zachary Savage, the fifth richest man in America.

The piece she’d read about Savage in Time Magazine last year had expounded on his Midas-touch business savvy and hinted at his rags-to-riches background, but she’d known the report was largely rehashed from other articles. The very private Zach Savage had revealed almost nothing about his past to his interviewer.

The picture used in the piece had been an old one from his post-college years, but it didn’t detract from the fact that at twenty-five, Zachary Savage had been magnetic and gorgeous, with eyes that captured and held a woman’s attention and made her want to get to know the man behind the enigmatic, sexy smile.

Nowadays, all anyone knew about Zachary Savage was that he lived somewhere on the West Coast, probably San Francisco, owned several homes around the world, and had fingers in multiple entrepreneurial pies, the most renowned being The Indigo Lounge.

Operating from ten super-jumbo private jets, the lounges offered prime, private adult entertainment. Rumors said they were flying sex palaces, but the specifics were an extremely well-kept secret that only the cream of A-listers were familiar with.

The events organizing company she worked for had made overtures for his business last year and been met with a flat refusal. Bethany, as part of the bidding team, had been tasked beforehand with finding out everything she could about Zachary Savage.

Coming up near-empty had more than pissed off her bosses and made her position at Neon Events, Inc. precarious. She’d had to work her ass off after that debacle to redeem herself in the eyes of her immediate supervisor, Sheena Malcolm.

The sound of her buzzer interrupted her thoughts. Springing to her feet, she buzzed Keely in and waited by her front door.

Her blonde, green-eyed friend exited the elevator with her usual brisk, sexy stride, carrying a takeout bag from their favorite Chinese place in one hand and two Louis Vuitton weekenders in another.

Bethany frowned as Keely walked past her into the apartment. “What are the bags for?”

Keely dumped the luggage on the floor next to the nearest sofa and headed for the kitchen. “One is empty and is for you to use once I convince you you’re going on this trip. The other is for if I’ve lost all my powers of persuasion and I don’t succeed. In which case, you and I are taking off for the Hamptons for the weekend. The weather forecast says mid to high nineties. If I won’t be sweating it out on my sheets with Clark, I might as well go sweat on a beach and top up my tan while we discuss the serious issue of how you live your life.” She grabbed two plates and came back into the living room where she’d left the food on the small dining table tucked into a corner and started dishing out Kung Pao chicken and noodles.

Bethany stemmed the fierce reaction to the word beach and tried to hide her fear-induced shudder. Keely saw it anyway.

Sympathy softened her gaze. “Crap. Scratch the beach idea. In fact, scratch the whole contingency plan. You won’t be needing it.”

“Actually, about the invitation…”

Keely grimaced and pointed her chopsticks at her. “You’ve talked yourself out of going, haven’t you?”

“I don’t think I can take the time off work, Keel.”

“Sure you can. Your Aunt Melanie has suffered her second heart attack in two months. All those donuts and greasy short ribs the doctors warned her about are finally taking their toll. They don’t know if poor Aunt Mel will make it this time.”

“Jesus, Keely, Aunt Mel is as healthy if not healthier than the horses she rides several times a day. I spoke to her on her birthday last week and she’s as fit as a fiddle.”

“Iron Balls Sheena doesn’t know that. She’s approved you taking all of the vacation time you’ve accrued in the last two years to visit your aunt’s death bed in Montana. And…” Keely fished her cellphone out of a pocket and waved it at Bethany. “She just texted me back to say she’s also happy for me to keep her updated so you don’t need to check in every fucking day.”

Bethany couldn’t stop her mouth gaping. “You packed a bag, ordered food for us and texted my boss asking for time off all in what… twenty minutes? Just so I’ll go on this trip?”

“Yup.”

“And Sheena believed the excuse you made up?”

“Why wouldn’t she? She still thinks I quit Neon last year because she drove me to a nervous breakdown and not because Rubio Events poached me. Bet she’s scared spitless I might sue her ass.” Keely grinned and handed over a steaming plate. “I love it when you get that look on your face.”

“What look?”

“The one that says you don’t know whether to kiss me for coming through for you or bitch-slap me for grinding your excuses into dust.”

“Yeah, because I’ve learned to my grief that when you’re this determined, one of us ends up doing something she’ll regret. And most of the time, it’s me.”

Keely waved her away and went over to the sofa Bethany had vacated minutes earlier. She stared down at the envelope with the same awe Bethany had felt since opening her mailbox almost an hour ago. “Wow. I mean… fucking wow.”

Bethany released a shaky breath and felt a little better that she hadn’t blown the epic-ness of the situation out of proportion. “I know, right?”

Keely nodded. “We still need to open it, babe. We’re not going to get the juicy details by staring at it all night.” With a deep breath, she snatched it off the table and ripped it open.

Bethany held her breath until the need for oxygen made her inhale greedily. “What does it say?”

“You’re leaving on Sunday from Newark. First stop is Shanghai… You’ll have your own personal guide, chef and a bodyguard throughout the experience… Holy crap!”

“Bodyguard? Why would I need⁠—”

Keely held up a hand. “Second stop is Bora Bora. Jesus, Bethany, I’d kill to go to Bora Bora! Third stop, the Aleutian Islands—where the fuck are they?”

When Bethany shrugged, she continued. “Fourth stop London, fifth stop is Monte Carlo.” She stared into space and sighed. “This is fucking unbelievable, Bethany. Did you think you’d hit the jackpot like this when you researched The Indigo Lounge and found out they take a wild-card guest once a year free of charge?”

“Nope. We both thought it was a joke at the time, remember? I mean, what would a multi-billion-dollar organization have to gain from offering a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity like this?”

“Maybe Zachary Savage doesn’t want the world to think he’s just a super-rich dick?”

“Why should a guy who doesn’t give personal interviews and is practically a recluse care what the world thinks of him?” Bethany asked.

“Jeez, I don’t know. But let’s not stare this gift heifer in the mouth.” She pointed the edge of the envelope at Bethany. “This invitation has fallen into your lap, and you. Are. Going.”

Bethany pressed her lips together to stop the torrent of objections rising inside her. On the one hand, she was thrilled—beyond thrilled. On the other, her self-confidence had taken a severe blow six months earlier when her long-term boyfriend had left her… for another man. Her shock at Chris’s double betrayal still hadn’t worn off. More and more lately, she was beginning to wonder if it ever would.

“What else does it say?” she asked to distract both herself and Keely from the reasons why taking this step felt so very daunting.

Keely glanced down at the envelope. “The usual disclaimers—total, unwavering confidentiality or you lose both kidneys, no drugs on board the jets… No drugs on board the jets… No drugs on board the jets or you’ll be prosecuted… Jeez, they really hammer the ‘no drugs’ things home.”

“Maybe someone had a bad experience with drugs on board?”

“Hmm… They have twenty-four-hour entertainment on board, but the private suites are private. Fuck, if you come back and tell me you never left your suite, I’ll kill you.” Keely glared at her.

“I haven’t agreed I’m going yet, Keel.”

Her best friend sighed and dropped the envelope. “Listen. I know why you don’t want to go. Chris-the-A-hole did a real number on you with that I-prefer-men thing, I get that. Hell, it didn’t even happen to me and I was fucking traumatized. But you need to move on, baby girl. You’ve worn out six vibrators in the last six months and God knows how many more dildos, and those are the ones you’ve told me about⁠—”

“Keely!”

“You’ll break your goddamn clit if you don’t stop using battery-powered gadgets on it and believe me, you need your clit for when a real man comes along. Seriously, can you tell me you don’t miss the real thing? A warm body against yours, a hard cock inside you?”

Heat suffused Bethany’s face and she sagged onto the sofa. “Okay, fine, I do but⁠—”

“No buts.”

“Yes, buts! For fuck’s sake, Keely. The last hard cock I had inside me decided it preferred anal with other men. It is any wonder I have a goddamn complex?”

Keely’s green eyes gentled in sympathy. “Of course not.”

“Those are stories we read in trashy magazines and laugh ourselves hoarse. Do you know how it feels to know I’m suddenly that girl? The one who couldn’t keep her man happy enough, so he jumped into bed with another man?” Even after all this time, just saying the words made her stomach turn over with pain, anger and disgust.

Slowly, Keely shook her head, but then she got the look in her eye. The look that said, I love you but… “No, I don’t know how it feels, honey, but neither am I going to let you hide away forever because of what that asshole did. What better way to get over it than to open yourself to new experiences? You go, you have a sizzling, no-strings-attached hook up in the lap of pure luxury, and you come back and move on with your life. Bethany, the Indigo Lounge couldn’t be more perfect for you right now.”

“It’s not that easy…”

“Yes, it is. You need to get your ex out of your system, and a flying sex palace is just the way you’re going to do it. You really should give up trying to fight me because I’m not letting you chicken out of this, B. It’s time to step back into the real world.” She picked up her dish and sat back, chopsticks poised. “Now eat up, you’ll need your strength to keep up with the to-do list I’ve drawn up for you.”
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Sunday dawned bright and sunny over New York.

Bethany lay in bed, her whole body alert and tingling with an excitement she hadn’t felt in a long time. It would’ve been the perfect time for a session with her Rabbit but Keely had confiscated each and every pleasure-giving gadget before her diva exit last night.

When Bethany had begged, she’d produced a brand new, hermetically sealed one, which was now stashed in one of the two large weekenders at the foot of her bed.

“You’re not allowed to open it until after a full day on board the jet and only in case of emergency. And if you bring it back unopened, I’ll love you forever.”

Heaving a sigh of regret at the loss of Dildo Pete, Bethany got out of bed and jumped into the shower.

Twenty minutes later, Keely’s super-aggressive revving of Bethany’s beloved Mini Cooper, Hermione, made her wince.

“Please promise me you’ll go easy on Herm while I’m away?”

“It’s just a car, B.”

They argued all the way to Newark Airport about Keely’s shoddy treatment of Hermione, but both fell silent when they drove into the private jet area of the airport.

The Indigo Lounge jet was immediately recognizable. The immense, gleaming black super jumbo jet with two thin lines of indigo running from nose to tail screamed its dominance over the smaller, lighter-colored planes.

Keely slowed as they gaped at the jet. “Color me sludge-green with envy. Remember you owe me one. I could’ve had Clark reciting the Fibonacci sequence to me while I fucked the living shit out of him Friday night and last night. Now all I have is nerd porn for company while I imagine you living it up on that jet. At least promise me you’ll have wild fun?”

The look in Keely’s eyes was a cross between that of a worried sister and a stern schoolteacher. She brought the car to a stop in front of a glass and steel building that had “The Indigo Lounge—Executive Guest Suite” over the doorway.

Bethany nodded. “I can’t promise it’ll be wild, but I’ll have fun.” She tagged on a smile and saw Keely relax a little—if it were possible for someone as high-strung as Keely to relax.

“Great, now… shoo!” Keely made accompanying gestures.

Bethany opened the door, stepped onto the hot asphalt, and smiled.

As she reached into the back where her bags were stashed, a gust of wind blew out of nowhere, lifting the skirt of her dress.

A low whistle sounded. “Christ, check out those legs.”

Grabbing her bags, she turned to see three good-looking guys, dressed like they knew their way around the style section of a grooming magazine.

She heard Keely’s satisfied laugh. “You’re off to a great start, I see.” Taking her sunglasses off her head, Keely jammed them on her face. “Adios, amiga.”

Bethany had just enough time to slam the door before Keely accelerated away in a squeal of tires. Poor Hermione was in for a hammering. Trying not to wince at the fate of her car, she turned toward the Indigo Lounge office.

The men were disappearing into the glass building. She followed slowly, her pulse thundering at the knowledge that she was stepping over an unknown threshold. She glanced back at the huge black and indigo jet, a feeling of mingled apprehension and excitement shivering through her.

The opportunity of a lifetime.

She could shy away from it; from the possibilities of letting go and having… fun. Or she could embrace it in the hope that the experience would help her banish the pain of the past few months once and for all.

CHAPTER TWO

Zachary Savage looked up from the papers he was perusing and watched three men enter the Executive Guest Suite.

From his position behind the glass wall of the mezzanine floor office he’d commandeered from his assistant, he tracked them with narrowed eyes.

The lead member of the rock band Friday’s Child was immediately recognizable. Back in what felt like another life, Zachary had attended a couple of their gigs. But that was before everything had gone to hell.

As usual, any thoughts of how his life had changed over the past six years made his jaw clench with anger and sorrow.

If he’d known that this stopover would clash with one of his Indigo Lounge flights, he’d have made other arrangements and placed himself very far away from harsh reminders of the past.

What the hell, he was here now.

That he normally did the guest vetting from the comfort of his San Francisco home office was neither here nor there. The stopover from London to refuel his jet was taking longer than expected. Working while he waited helped contain the restlessness that continued to prowl inside him.

He tried to get his brain back to work mode. So far he’d gone through the info on all the passengers boarding his plane except one.

As far as he’d been able to determine, the band members were clean. No evidence of drug use or excessive drinking. The other six parties travelling on this Indigo Lounge experience had been equally vetted. He tracked the band members to the front desk, watched them flirt with the receptionist.

Boredom escalating, his gaze returned to his papers. There was only one unknown quantity.

Bethany Green. The wild card.

Her invitation had been issued late, but so far the preliminary background check was clean.

He was about to flip over to the photograph page when a flash of yellow caught his attention.

She stood framed in the doorway of his building, two large weekenders clutched in her hand and an oversized purse slung over one shoulder.

Long dark hair spilled in rich waves around her bare shoulders and over her arms. Zach couldn’t immediately see her face against the sunlit backdrop, but what he saw of her body made his breath catch as something flickered awake inside him.

The way she held herself intrigued him; slightly unsure but poised on the threshold, as if talking herself into taking the next step. In his world, women reveled in being ball-breakers, strove to show no weakness in his presence in hopes of impressing him.

Seeing a woman who recognized her vulnerability and struggled to own it was oddly captivating. He stood and walked to the window, surprised by how much he wanted to see this woman.

The wind caught and flattened her short dress against long, sexy bare legs, legs that seemed to go on forever before they curved to embrace rounded hips and a firm, flat stomach.

Zach’s cock jerked, stunning the hell out of him with a hunger his jaded existence hadn’t allowed him in a very long time. When his gaze reached her breasts, he let out a growl and realized his fingers were braced against the glass, his head almost touching it as he strained to see her face.

But she remained in shadow, poised on the threshold of the building, undecided whether to step in or bolt.

Come in.

He realized he’d whispered the words and froze, a touch of confusion making him frown. As he watched, her head cocked to the side, one hand lifting to brush her long, luxurious hair off her face. And still he couldn’t see her.

But with her hair out of the way, he caught sight of a sleek neck, smooth skin.

The hunger grew, slammed inside him like a living thing. His cock, now fully awake, demanded action. Action it hadn’t seen in weeks because even the thought of sex had bored him to distraction. Until now.

He breathed in deeply, every nerve in his body straining to see her fully.

Come in!

She continued to play with her hair, holding it back from her face. He grew harder, nearly dizzy with the force of his erection.

Finally, she stepped forward.

Zach’s breath blew out of his body when he saw her face. Sensation hit him with the strength of a force-five hurricane. Her features were luscious; her pink mouth full and deliciously curved as if created for kisses… his kisses. High cheekbones and a pert nose completed the gorgeous tableau, and he watched with unwavering attention as she entered his domain.

With each step she took, he felt a powerful charge go through him. By the time she was directly below him, his fist was clenched against the glass, his emotions and his body both on fire.

She glanced up directly at him, but of course, she couldn’t see him through the one-way mirrored glass. At that angle, her face was even more stunning, her clear blue eyes shining with a mixture of excitement and apprehension.

Zach wanted all her excitement and none of the apprehension. Hell, he wanted her, period.

No, “want” was too tame to describe the feelings coursing through him. The desperation churning inside him was as alien as it was forceful. He didn’t do spontaneous. Didn’t crave a woman on just seeing her. Nowadays, his girlfriends were carefully chosen, fully vetted.

And yet…

She lowered her gaze, shook her head slightly as if to clear it and looked around her. The moment he saw her head for the desk where the rock band were getting checked in, Zach cursed.

He was running out of his office before the string of filthy words was complete.

[image: ]


Bethany tried to shake off the strange sensation that had come over her and moved toward the front desk, where a drop-dead blonde goddess was checking in the last of the group of men. One of them, dark-haired and wearing an expensive-looking leather jacket, glanced over at her and winked.

She wasn’t naïve enough to mistake his interest but her return smile felt strained all the same.

Now that she was here, out of the sphere of Keely’s confidence, she was bombarded with second thoughts. And that sensation she’d felt a moment ago as she looked up at the frosted glass, the feeling like she was on a yawning precipice, staring into the face of danger… well, that had scared the shit of out her⁠—

A door to the side of her burst open, and Bethany stopped dead.

Jesus!

He was all her wet dreams personified. The living god of her sexual fantasies, her daydreams and her cravings come to life.

Eyes the color of slate zeroed in on her from a face so incredibly stunning that her mouth went dry. His bold stare transmitted a raw sexual pulse of electricity straight between her legs. As he moved like an animal barely caged by civilization, her clit pulsed to life—contrary to Keely’s hypothesis, it wasn’t quite dead yet it seemed.

Everything fell away, every human being in the vicinity ceased to exist as she stared at the god before her. The vaguely familiar god…

His shoulders were wide, strong and imposing. He was breathtakingly tall, easily six-foot four, with hair as black as the T-shirt he wore with black jeans that emphasized narrow hips and taut, manly thighs.

Weathered boots and a chocolate-colored leather jacket completed the package but did nothing to disguise the air of raw masculinity that vibrated from him.

He stared at her as if he had the right to, as if he owned her and intended to claim her right there and then.

Bethany’s pulse raced as she stared back, feeling extremely vulnerable but unable to pull her gaze away.

He moved one more step and stopped right before her, threatening to block out even the sunlight.

“Welcome to The Indigo Lounge.”

His voice, like honeyed gravel, rough yet melodic, sent another wave of heat right through her.

Bethany had no trouble imagining it during sex, whispering hot, dirty things to her as he fucked her. God, he probably fucked like a goddamn champion.

What the hell had he said? Welcome?

“Umm… thank you.”

He finally broke his electric focus and nodded over to a spare desk. As if conjured up by magic, another blonde goddess appeared behind it.

This one seemed to have eyes only for the man in front of her. No surprise there. But the avid interest in the woman’s gaze made Bethany itch to wipe the smile from her face.

“Serena, can you check in Miss…?” He looked at her, one brow raised.

Bethany forced herself to focus. “Green. Bethany Green.”

His eyes gleamed, then his lashes swept down to shield his expression. He nodded and turned to Serena. “Check Miss Green in, and arrange for my bags to be moved, too. I’m joining this I.L. trip.”

Serena’s eyebrows hit her carefully arranged bangs. “You’re no longer heading to the West Coast?”

His nostrils flared slightly, and his jaw protruded as if he was battling with himself. Finally, he smiled. “No. Change of plan. Can I rely on you to arrange that, Serena?”

Of course he could. Serena’s simpering smile indicated Mr. Sex God could rely on her to arrange everything to suit him—including herself should the whim take him.

“Right away, sir.”

Sex God smiled. “Not quite right away, Serena. First, please assist Miss Green.”

Stormy grey eyes locked onto her once more. There was something about him that was so devastatingly powerful, Bethany had to force herself to look away, desperately willing her brain cells to track when Serena asked for her passport.

She handed it over, along with her copy of the Indigo Lounge agreement, which she’d signed in triplicate. All the while, the burn of his gaze silently branded her.

When Serena fake-smiled and handed back her passport, Bethany’s hand shook as she placed it in her purse. The force of his stare was that little bit too much for comfort.

“If you leave your bags right here, they will be taken onto the plane. Your hostess, Tracy, will be here in a moment to introduce you to your team and she’ll arrange the final search.”

“Search?”

Serena’s fake smile stretched wider. “It’s our company policy to do a drugs search before our clients board. It’s right there in the agreement you signed. Mr. Savage’s rules about drug use on his planes are very strict.”

Bethany’s teeth ground together at the patronizing tone but she forced a smile. “Sure. If Mr. Savage insists.”

“He does,” Serena emphasized, casting another simpering look past her at the Sex God.

Bethany glanced over at him too and caught his faint look of amusement. But the moment their eyes met, the amusement faded, replaced by sizzling, possessive heat once more.

He shifted as if the same restless energy that prowled through her stormed through him as well. His fingers flexed, then he jammed them into his back pockets. The movement stretched the material of his T-shirt over his powerful biceps, making her mouth water.

She struggled to rein in her reeling senses. She’d never felt like this before, not even with Chris⁠—

Yeah… Chris. Not thinking about him right now!

“Allow me to escort you to your hostess,” the man said, rocking forward on his feet.

She wanted to ask him who he was, why he was taking an interest in her check-in, but the chemistry between them was blatant enough, powerful enough, that words seemed superfluous.

Despite her floundering, despite the puzzlement as to why such a sexy and gorgeous man was watching her with barely contained hunger, she couldn’t dismiss the bone-deep truth firing through her body.

Bethany wanted to fuck him. Pure and simple.

Except there would be nothing pure or simple about it.

The jaded wariness she saw in his eyes didn’t detract from the raw sexual experience that lingered within the grey depths. Sex with this man would be insanely filthy; it would be nasty and sweaty. It would also be beautiful and complicated beyond words. She knew it as surely as she knew her own name.

Without answering, she nodded and fell into step beside him.

Behind her, Serena gushed about seeing to his needs, but neither of them paid her comments any attention.

His scent, warm, lemony with a hint of spice, filled Bethany’s head along with a dizzying progression of filthy thoughts. God, she wanted to lick him in places she’d never once dreamed of licking a man! And that was just the beginning…

He led her through the doors he’d emerged from what felt like an eternity ago. A set of luxuriously carpeted stairs led to another door on the mezzanine level.

He stood to one side and waved her up, a wicked smile curving his sensuous lips. “After you, Miss Green.”

Thank God she’d shaved her legs last night, was her first thought. Her second was whether her panties were visible through the thin fabric of the flirty yellow Vera Wang summer dress Keely had insisted she wear.

Oh, what the hell did it matter?

Propriety had gone out the window the moment she’d set eyes on this man. All the same, she couldn’t stop her hand from fluttering against the back of her dress as she mounted the stairs.

She heard his soft hiss and belatedly realized that all she’d done was succeed in plastering the material against her ass. Her Kardashian ass, as Keely liked to call it.

By far it was her worst feature, ridiculously large in comparison to the rest of her body. While her breasts were an okay size, and her stomach and thighs having been primed with ballet from an early age responded well to exercise, her ass let her down every time. It was why she’d given up her dreams of becoming a prima ballerina.

She reached the top of the stairs and quickly dropped her hand.

Before she could open it, he reached past her and threw the door open.

The moment she entered, she knew why she’d felt the weird sensation as she’d walked into the Executive Guest Suite.

Moving forward, she stopped in front of the glass wall, her heart hammering wildly in her throat as she looked down into the open space below.

“You were in this room when I came in.” It wasn’t a question. It was another certainty that stemmed from her soul.

“Yes.” His voice, hypnotic and sexy as hell, washed over her.

“You saw me.”

“Yes.” He was closer, close enough for her to smell him again.

“And you came downstairs?”

“I couldn’t not.”

She turned. He stood less than a pace away, those mesmerizing eyes on her. Again, his shoulders and his hands moved restlessly, as if he were physically restraining himself from touching her.

“So, what now?”

His gaze raked her from head to toe and back again. His lips parted and his tongue traced the inside of his lower lip. “Now you place your hands on the wall behind you and spread your legs.”

Stunned excitement rocked through her, but she forced herself to breathe, to remain lucid. “W… why would I want to do that?”

His smile was filled with pure sin. “For your drug search, of course.”

“What… what about Tracy?”

His smile disappeared. “She won’t be conducting the search. I brought you here because now I’ve seen you, now I have you, Bethany Green, I refuse to let anyone else touch you.”

He took that last step until they were a whisper apart. His head lowered and his nostrils flared as he breathed her in, the sharp tinge of need in his every exhale. “Are you ready?” he rasped.

She looked up at him, every nerve in her body tightening with need.

“No. You’re about to put your hands on me and I don’t even know your name.”

“My name is Zachary Savage. You can call me Zach. In fact, I prefer it. Because Zachary is too long for the many times I intend for you to scream my name when I make you come.”

CHAPTER THREE

Sweet. Baby. Jesus.

“I don’t think you’re allowed to say that to your guests, Mr. Savage.” She was stunned that her voice sounded halfway normal because her brain was jumping with the shock of finding out who was stood in front of her.

Holy hell, she was talking to Zachary Savage! Although her brain had fired off that possibility when she’d first seen him, she’d discarded the idea because as captivating as the picture of him in Time had been, it did him no justice at all in person.

This flesh and blood version was virile, charismatic, sexy as hell. This close, she could see the myriad expressions in his eyes as he looked at her. And the main expression made her clit throb.

“I don’t believe in playing coy games. And you’re not like the rest of the guests.”

“You’re very sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

“I know what I want. And I always get it.”

“Or everything you’ve just said you weren’t going to say could just be one huge, cocky line carefully designed to get you the same result.”

His jaw tightened a touch but his avid stare continued to bore into her. To hypnotize her. “It’s not a line, Bethany. You know that. You’ve just admitted you felt it. What I felt when I saw you from this room—you felt it, too, even before we’d exchanged a single word.”

Although she wanted to agree, Bethany held back. Her instincts screamed that giving in too easily to this man would be dangerous. “It’s a long cake walk from feelings to fucking, Mr. Savage.” Even his surname tasted foreign on her tongue, exotic and exciting, and charged with the endless possibilities shimmering in his eyes.

His nostrils flared. “Not for us. In our minds, we’ve already fucked a hundred times in a hundred different ways. Mental copulation is just as powerful as the real thing.”

Jesus! “And did I like it, this hypothetical fucking?”

He grinned with complete and utter masculine confidence, his white-toothed smile transfixing her. “You wouldn’t be here, alone with me, if you hadn’t.”

“Mr. Savage⁠—”

“Zach,” he insisted.

“Let’s be clear on one thing. I’m not in the habit of jumping into bed with the first man who crooks his finger at me on a Sunday morning.”

His nostrils flared in a barely contained hint of displeasure. “You won’t be jumping into bed with any other man for the foreseeable future. Let’s get that clear.”

The breath she blew out was both desperate and exasperated. His closeness was doing things to her insides she wasn’t sure she could accurately describe. From the moment she’d set eyes on him, her nipples had peaked into tight, hard nubs. Bethany was sure there was some sort of physical side effect from being this turned on for too long. The racing of her heart alone scared the holy shit out of her. She needed to get out of here, if only to find a moment’s reprieve. But from staring into his eyes, she knew Zachary Savage wasn’t about to let her go.

“Are you going to conduct this search sometime today, or am I free to go board your plane?”

For an eternity he didn’t reply. Then he took a single step back. “Drop your purse.”

Holding his gaze, she did as he asked without argument. With a soft thud, her purse landed on the carpet beside them. Until she didn’t have the imagined security of her purse, she hadn’t realized just how vulnerable she felt.

She swallowed hard and waited.

“Arms up.”

A shiver went through her, but she complied, slowly lifting her arms until they were level with her shoulders.

“Higher,” he rasped, his voice strangely compelling.

Licking her dry lips, she raised her arms higher until they were above her head. The action lifted her short dress.

Bethany didn’t have to look down to know her legs were exposed to mid-thigh, that her breasts were pushed high by her stance.

She watched him watch her, her breath coming in pants as he slowly sank down onto his heels.

He reached for the heel of her shoe, lifted her foot and widened her stance. Then he grasped her foot and placed it on his knee. Her platform-heeled shoe came off with little resistance.

The moment Zachary Savage touched her, Bethany knew she was thoroughly screwed.

Profound, electric and wild. She marveled that so simple a touch on her heel could elicit such strong feelings.

With precise movements, he looked into her shoe, checked the platform and stiletto, then set it aside. He conducted the same scrutiny on her other shoe, then lowered her foot.

He raised his head and locked his dark grey eyes on her as his fingers drifted up her ankles and over her calves. When he touched the back of her knees, she couldn’t stop a soft moan from escaping her throat. He paused, his stare curious and hungry, then he continued upward, upward until his hands were underneath her dress, over the super-sensitive skin of her hips.

Searching fingers grazed the edge of her panties, traced the cotton to the space between her legs. Bethany saw him swallow as his fingers encountered her wet heat. But he didn’t linger.

Lips clamped together as if holding himself together with the utmost control, he let his fingers drift to the top edge of her panties and then to the sides before withdrawing.

She almost groaned in disappointment as he continued his search over her dress. Large, strong hands travelled around her waist, his grip sure and powerful as he searched upward over her midriff.

He rose to tower over her. Without her heels, she reached just below his shoulders. Again, her feeling of vulnerability escalated. He was so tall, so strong and powerful. He could break her with a single snap.

And yet, looking into his face, she saw gentleness in the depths of all that wild and savage need.

Zachary Savage wouldn’t hurt her.

But if he chose to just rest his hands beneath her breasts like that, he could certainly kill her with lust.

As if sensing her agitation, he moved his fingers, followed the line of her bra without palming her breast the way she yearned for him to.

Although… Sweet Jesus. This was sexier than she’d ever imagined. Way sexier. This push and play between them, the touching and yet not touching…

When his hands grasped her waist tightly and insistently before he let go, she bit her lip against another groan.

“Turn around.”

Her sex pulsed harder, liquid heat pooling between her thighs. A hairsbreadth away from becoming one hot mess, she turned and placed heated hands against the cool glass.

This time he started from the top.

He lifted her hair and fingered the heavy tresses with long, slow movements.

At one point, Bethany thought he lifted a strand to his nose and inhaled, but her senses were so overwhelmed that she couldn’t be sure.

Again, he searched the straps of her bra then moved lower to her waist.

He was just about to skim her panties when the click of the intercom echoed through the room.

“Would Indigo Lounge guests make their way to the VIP room, please? Boarding is about to commence.”

She exhaled in a rush and started to lower her arms.

“Not yet. There’s no rush.”

“But we… I have to go.”

He stepped closer and caged her in, one hand either side of her on the wall. “I own the plane, beautiful,” he whispered in her ear. “It doesn’t fly unless I say so.”

“Okay, but you’re offering a service and you have a duty to provide a great one.”

“I also have a duty to make sure my rules are upheld. And you’re not leaving this room until I’m sure you’re fully compliant with my wishes.”

His fingers walked up the glass to rest over hers. Interlacing their fingers, he slowly lowered their arms. He let go of her hands and he shifted his stance behind her. His hands moved to her ass and another powerful surge of electricity scorched her. She closed her eyes against the potent sensation and whimpered like a helpless kitten.

He cupped the heavy globes, molded them, then squeezed tightly.

He muttered something she didn’t quite catch, hard and urgent under his breath.

“What did you say?” she asked, her own breaths quick and frantic.

The intercom buzzed again, interrupting his reply and summoning guests to the VIP room.

Zach grunted his annoyance but when he spoke again, his voice held only dark, heated, implacable promise. This time when he caged her, he pushed right against her, until the hard, rigid imprint of his body was unmistakable against her back. He gripped her backside and pushed against her till his thick, heavy cock rested between her ass cheeks.

“Soon. Very soon, when the time is right, Bethany Green, I’m going to put my cock between these gorgeous peaches and I’m going to crack-fuck you until you beg me to make you come. And that will be just the beginning.”
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Chapter One

“I’m literally out in the cold, Jace. I need you.”

Jace Colter looked at his best friend Samantha Parker, who was indeed on his porch and freezing her small, perfectly round butt off. Which was a damn shame in his opinion. Because it was a perfect butt. Completely perfect. Not that he’d noticed. At least not that he should have noticed, but he had.

And then he looked down at her companion. Not too far down. Even sitting, Poppy was one big-ass dog. A giant mound of hair and drool that, Samantha was always quick to point out, was a purebred Newfoundland. As if that somehow excused the drool.

It didn’t. Not in his opinion.

He and Poppy had a tentative truce when he was over at Samantha’s place, but the idea of letting her, and her huge paws, in his house on his couch was enough to make it feel like his skin was itching. Like he already had dog hair embedded into his clothes. Dog hair he would never, ever get out.

“Start at the beginning.”

“Can we come in?” she asked, hazel eyes huge, her red hair creating a ginger halo around her head thanks to the porch light. As if on cue, snowflakes started falling behind her. She looked like a pitiful angel.

“Yes,” he growled, standing to the side and letting Samantha hop over the threshold.

Poppy followed, no encouragement needed, as she tended to do. Poppy was as insistent as she was shaggy. She always wanted him to pet her. Stroke her. Things he could never, ever get away with doing to her owner. Not that he would try. Samantha was his friend and this sudden surge of lust, whatever it was, that had crept up on him over the past couple of months was just damned annoying. And completely impractical. And not something he could do anything about.

Ever.

Samantha bent down and started taking her boots off. She knew him well.

Jace had no problem getting his hands dirty working his ranch, but he didn’t track that dirt inside his house. His operation was an organized one: a place for everything and everything in its place.

He had a major outfit here with horses and cattle, and letting loose ends hang could result in devastating consequences. Jace didn’t allow loose ends, and he didn’t screw up. Ever.

“Let me get a towel for your dog. And then you can explain to me why you’re standing here looking like a dramatic reenactment of the Little Match Girl.”

Jace stalked off to the laundry room and took a towel from the dryer, then walked back into the entryway, where the dog was currently dripping on his wooden floor. He tossed the towel to Samantha, who bent and started working on Poppy’s massive paws.

“My lease is up,” she said, straightening. “Poppy sit.” And Poppy did. “And basically, no one in town will rent to me as long as I have her.” She gestured to her massive, hairy companion. “And I can’t buy anything yet. Not until I can do taxes for the year. Because that’s when my income from the bakery will count,” she added, her face glowing now. “Two years in business.”

“That’s great, Samantha—it is. But it doesn’t really answer the question of why you’re here.”

Except he had a feeling it did. And he had a feeling he knew just what she would ask of him. And he had a feeling he really, really wasn’t going to like it.

“I can do my taxes in January. I just need a place to stay, with Poppy, until then.”

“So, you need a month. A whole month.”

“Yes, and Jace, you’re my best friend and I didn’t have anywhere else to go and I knew you wouldn’t turn me away and⁠—”

“Take a breath, Sam,” he said, his head pounding as he tried to sift through the jumble of words she’d just let spill out of her mouth.

“You have a lot of room here, you would hardly notice me. And I would cook for you.”

Samantha looked at Jace and tried to will him to feel her desperation. She was sure if she tried hard enough, she would be able to make him understand her distress. He’d been her best friend since high school, and fourteen years after they’d first met, he was still her best friend. Her rock. Her support. He was all things stable and good, and given her upbringing, he was everything she needed.

Not that her adult life had been a whole lot more stable, except there was Jace. Always Jace. And Poppy, whom she was not, under any circumstances, getting rid of, even if it meant sleeping in a snowdrift in eastern Oregon in December.

Because friends took care of each other, no matter what. And Poppy was her friend. And Jace was her friend, so she expected him to extend her, and thus Poppy, the same courtesy.

He wouldn’t let them freeze in a snowdrift. Though he looked as if he was considering it.

“What would you cook?” he asked.

“Stew. And bread. I would bake you bread. And pies. Lots of pies. All the pie you could eat.”

He cleared his throat and shifted his weight. “Generous.”

“Well, yeah, I thought so.” Jace had plenty of room. His two-story, Craftsman-style home had gorgeous, exposed wood beams in the ceiling, making the space feel huge and expansive. His fireplace had a huge couch in front of it, and it really would just be sad to sit there alone. And a dog should definitely lie on the rug by the fire too.

He also had four bedrooms and he didn’t need them all. He could certainly spare a corner of his house for a small redhead and her not-so-small dog.

“She’s not allowed on the furniture,” Jace said.

“Thank you!” She flung her arms around his neck and buried her face in his skin. And for a moment, she couldn’t help but be conscious of just how hard and muscular his body was. Or of the fact that his skin smelled like soap with a sheen of sweat over it, thanks to the long workday.

No. She wasn’t going there. Jace was her friend. Her attractive, hyper-masculine, sexy friend. But just her friend.

She had her occasional forgetful moments, often fueled by the scent of his skin or an unexpected smile that seemed to break through all the walls surrounding her heart and hit her square on.

But she knew friendship was the best place for them to be. He was her pillar. And without him...without him she would fall.

Which meant no risking the solid relationship they had for a little spark that was probably one-sided. Heck, it was almost certainly one-sided. If Jace wanted a woman, he didn’t sit around and wait. He went out and got her. Temporarily. Jace was a fling guy. And while she was sure being flung by him would be a good time, it wasn’t what she wanted.

Samantha was a bit more reserved in her relationships, but even with the great caution she exercised, they always seemed to sink like a bad soufflé. Nope. Definitely not moving Jace from FriendZone to BoyfriendZone. In her case, BoyfriendZone was always temporary, and it always ended in disaster.

She’d had all the relationships-ending-in-fiery-hellstorms-of-doom that she could possibly take for one lifetime. And not just with boyfriends. She hadn’t spoken to her mother in years. Jace was her rock. And cracking the foundation she built her life on was just not going to happen.

“Jace,” she said, pulling her face back so she could  study him. He wasn’t smiling, but had a weird kind of intent look in his eyes.

“Yes?”

For just a second, a little tiny second, she thought about leaning in and brushing her lips against his. A friendly thank you. An expression of gratitude.

But that would be stupid. And it wasn’t the kind of thing they did.

“Yes, Sam?” he asked again, his voice a little deeper, a little huskier than normal. Oh, my.

She pulled out of his embrace. “I’m going to make you some cupcakes.”
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