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 Chapter 1

 


 “Something smells rotten, Mitch,” Jim Anderson said as the two of them walked toward the conference room. The hushed atmosphere of the area only intensified the tension that seemed to be radiating from the staff. 

 


 Mitch didn’t say a word in response, just continued to walk down the hallway that was quiet, but still buzzing with tension. Mitch didn’t look to the left or right, impatient with the situation that seemed to have exploded unnecessarily. As he approached the conference room doors, two men who were obviously guarding the area straightened to attention and opened the double doors to a large operations room, allowing both Mitch and Jim to walk in without breaking stride.

 


 Entering the room which initially seemed to be a high tech conference room, Mitch looked around at all of his top advisors, strategists and field agents, all of whom wore grim expressions on their faces. “Talk to me, gentlemen,” Mitch said quietly but with emphasis and absolute authority, walking towards the bank of computer screens that showed the progress of the mission as well as other data and intelligence that had been gathered recently about the operation. 

 


 With one fast, comprehensive sweep of his blue eyes, Mitch had taken in all the details and was waiting to be briefed verbally, knowing there were issues that could not be explained by data but might be more relevant. He’d learned from personal experience that no computer or machine could eliminate the power of the human brain. 

 


 On the largest screen, there were three green outlines of men, heavily armed, slowly approaching a building. The green figures were the agents his company had sent in for this mission and they were all very good men. All the personnel on his staff were excellent at field work as well as analyzing the situation and reacting appropriately. 

 


 Mitch watched silently as they gained entrance to the building through a window and made their way stealthily through the initial hallway, searching each of the rooms which were highlighted on the screen by thin, blue lines. A satellite was the screen’s source for the images and Mitch crossed his massive arms over his muscular chest as he watched the monitors, his midnight blue eyes never leaving the figures on the screen as they made their way toward their objective. 

 


 Behind him, Mitch heard a commotion, but he intently continued to monitor the situation on the screen, deciphering what was happening both through intuition as well as intelligence and satellite images. “Where’s my daughter?” an obnoxious, angry voice broke through the tense silence. 

 


 Mitch ignored the man, his focus remaining on the screen. One of his many strengths was his ability to eliminate any superfluous sounds or distractions when an operation was underway. It was that ability that had kept him alive on many occasions and had made his security company an international success. 

 


 The brusque, white haired man with an enormous stomach covered by an immaculately tailored suit obviously didn’t like being ignored. He puffed up like a peacock, thinking that if he got louder, someone was bound to acknowledge him in some way. “Dammit! I asked a question and I demand an explanation to what is happening here! I hired this company to find and save my daughter and it doesn’t appear that any saving is underway. I want to know where my daughter is,” the man demanded once again. His huffing and puffing made his skin look pink as his blood pressure increased. The outrage he was suffering was obviously beyond anything of his experience, probably because he’d been raised in the upper echelon of society and been pampered and petted by everyone, including his parents as well as the army of servants he employed. 

 


 There was no question of his wealth, for only someone with a large bankroll could have afforded this kind of operation. Hamilton Securities had many levels of services but only a few could pay for this kind of jungle rescue operation. This rescue mission, because of the danger and complexity not to mention the location deep in the jungles of Central America and in hostile, drug cartel territory, had been especially costly. 

 


 Besides, only someone with a vast amount of resources would have been put into this kind of a kidnapping situation. There were the numerous kidnappings that happened along the Columbia and other South American country borders, but this one was different, special. And much more dangerous. These were professionals and their tactics indicated that they had gone after a specific mark instead of a random group. 

 


 Mitch continued to ignore the rotund man but he could see that one of the agents in the room walked over and spoke quietly to the man, giving him instructions on the mission protocol and explaining what was happening. 

 


 Whatever the agent said, obviously mollified the pompous man. “Fine. But I want her out safely and quickly,” Mitch heard the man grumble. 

 


 Mitch continued to watch, the tension building when he saw additional men entering the building from the opposite side, these figures lined in red which indicated that they were not friendly to the rescue team. All of the red images were armed and prepared to shoot, and from the way they were holding their weapons, they had obviously been tipped off to the presence of the rescue team. The three green figures froze, obviously hearing the sounds of the kidnappers in the next room. Mitch could see the figures crouch, motion silent communications to each other. What’s worse, he could see the exact moment when things started to go wrong from his vantage point. His agents were walking into a trap. 

 


 With a low growl, he ordered, “Tell them to get out fast.” Mitch could tell that his men were signaling the wrong direction. It would take them directly into the paths of the waiting kidnappers. It was his policy to avoid confrontations in these kinds of situations. Get the kidnappers later. The primary goal was to secure the release the hostages as safely as possible. His agents could probably handle the kidnappers, even though they were walking into a trap, especially since the agents here at the home office could pinpoint the hostile sources through radio to the agents, but the hostage might become harmed in the process. 

 


 At Mitch’s command, the operator immediately gave the order to the men to abort the mission. 

 


 Mitch watched with anger as the men on the screen hesitated, then continued on. The kidnappers were suddenly still and Mitch knew without a doubt that they were poised and ready. “Give the order again!” Mitch said emphatically, his tone lower, allowing no argument. “Tell them they are disobeying orders and must retreat immediately.”

 


 The tension in the room escalated and Mitch could sense the atmosphere in the building thousands of miles away as if he were there himself. 

 


 Again, the command was relayed and the three figures ignored the command. The hostages were in a huddle in the room right next to them. Obviously, the agents could sense their presence, probably could hear them. Knowing the goal was so close was a difficult thing to reject. 

 


 Instead of obeying, the three men moved forward.

 


 “Dammit,” Mitch growled under his breath. Moving forward, he took the microphone from the operator. “This is Mitch Hamilton,” he said, his voice low since it was possible for the kidnappers to hear his voice even if the receiver was an ear piece. “There are three men standing right outside your door. They have obviously been tipped off to your presence and you’re walking into a trap. Retreat immediately. That is an order.”

 


 He watched as the agents stopped with his words. It took several hand signals but Mitch waited tensely for the silent argument to conclude. He took a deep breath of relief as he watched the three agents retreat back through the window they had come through. 

 


 Thankfully, all three agents were back into the jungle area before the kidnappers stormed the room. But that didn’t make the fact that someone had tipped them off to the rescue any more palatable. 

 


 Mitch turned around, his hard, dark eyes catching the softer ones of the father. “If you’ll excuse us, we need to discuss strategy, Mr. Peterson.”

 


 The man puffed up and looked back at Mitch, obviously not in an accommodating mood. “If you’re going to discuss getting my daughter out of that hell hole, and you damn well better be,” he growled with his hands on his hips, showing off his rotund belly as if it were a medal of honor, “then I want to know what you’re going to do to accomplish that feat. I’ve paid this company an enormous amount of money to extricate her from this ridiculous mess and from the looks of it, your men just failed. Now do your damn job or I’ll find another company that can!” The man was yelling by the time he was finished and his bushy white eyebrows pinched together as if he were trying to stare down Mitch who was easily a foot taller and with the addition of packed muscles hidden behind his own tailored suit. 

 


 Mitch didn’t have the patience to deal with him right at the moment. He signaled to one of the other agents who quickly moved to escort the furious father from the room. The man didn’t go willingly but within moments, his agent had the man quieted and following behind him more docile. Mitch was grateful because he wasn’t above throwing the father out physically – no matter how much money his company had been paid. 

 


 As soon as they were alone, Mitch looked at each of his agents around the table, his eyes assessing and surveying. “Okay, what happened?” he demanded, looking into the eyes of each man as they found a seat in one of the leather chairs around the highly polished wooden conference room table. There were high-tech gadgets built into every space available but Mitch tuned all of it out, preferring human logic and intuition to figure things out. He used the gadgets to get the job done, but his instincts to build a plan. 

 


 There was a moment of silence as each man considered his thoughts. But then, “Someone tipped off the kidnappers,” John Miller said from one corner of the table. 

 


 Mitch nodded his head, glad to have his gut instincts confirmed. 

 


 “I thought so too. Who are the men out there?” He was asking about the agents that worked for Hamilton Security and everyone knew that. There was no misunderstanding from the others around the table. All had worked with Mitch Hamilton either during his black operations days in the military or for him at Hamilton Security for years and all trusted each other implicitly. They also knew the rules, some of which were never to be broken. One of those rules was to obey orders from the satellite command room and the men out there in the field had violated that rule. 

 


 “Larry, Bill and Joe. They’re not new and have been around for a while and know better than to ignore an outright command. They aren’t our best, but they are very good and their skills matched the requirements for this job, if perhaps a bit too arrogant for their own good.” 

 


 “They’re out as of this moment,” Mitch said calmly, hiding any kind of anger or frustration he might be showing at this turn of events. “No one disobeys a direct order no matter the circumstances.”

 


 One of the men started to argue, but stopped himself. There was no use. In this organization, people stayed alive by following orders. The three men had disobeyed a sacred rule and there was no one who could save them after their performance especially since Mitch Hamilton himself had given the order. 

 


 Mitch didn’t wait for the rest of the men to agree with his orders. This was not the time for discussion, it was the time for action and discipline. “Now someone tell me what’s going on out in that field zone.” 

 


 A file folder was placed in front of him and he tensed yet again before opening the red folder. It was red because the case was high priority and high risk. He didn’t tense because of the risk though. He tensed because he was about to view the woman once again. He’d already seen her picture, having reviewed the case before approving of the mission. He reviewed and approved of all missions that had any sense of danger to them, preferring to keep his men alive and make sure that all precautions were in place rather than make a profit. Of course people died in this business, but with careful planning and experience, the risks could at least be minimized. 

 


 He didn’t open the file immediately. He didn’t want the distraction of her image right now. There was work to be done and he had to get a grip on the situation in order to salvage the mess that had evolved over the past half hour. “Was it a trap?” he asked.

 


 Again, a moment of silence as each man around the table considered the possibility before slowly shaking his head. “I don’t think so,” one of them finally said. “All the intelligence says that the kidnapping was genuine.”

 


 Mitch nodded again, agreeing with that assessment. “So what happened?” 

 


 He opened the file folder and stared at her stunning blue eyes and open, lovely smile. His stomach tensed and he wondered how only a picture could have such an impact on his system. She was beautiful, but he dated beautiful women all the time. Some were amusing but he grew bored with them eventually. Women were nice to have around but he had no intention of hanging onto any of them. He was brutally honest with them before any kind of relationship began. So if any of them had illusions of long term, they were sadly mistaken. 

 


 This one though, with her shining eyes and gut wrenching smile…a part of his mind knew he should never get in contact with her. She was definitely trouble. Every instinct within him was telling him to avoid her at all costs. 

 


 Her hair was thick with golden waves coming down to her shoulders and curling softly around her heart shaped face. Her full, pink lips were smiling to the camera and she was obviously at some sort of society function. He hated society women, he reminded himself. They were shallow, mercenary and so full of their own worth that no one had a chance to get past their vanity. They were good for one thing, and one thing only. Sex. 

 


 Slapping the file folder closed, he re-focused his attention on the discussion going on around him. The men were formulating a backup plan to go in and extract the young woman. 

 


 Mitch shook his head, immediately silencing the current mission plan. “I’m going in,” he said. 

 


 Ten stunned faces turned to look his way. Mitch was the owner of this company and was built like a mountain with muscles that everyone at Hamilton Securities tried to emulate but none could even come close to matching. He was a legend in the field and all of them knew that he could do anything he set his mind to, some of the things even they wouldn’t dare to attempt in their craziest moments while Mitch could do them with one hand tied behind his back. But he never took missions any longer, needing to be at the helm of the company to make sure things ran smoothly. He was the brilliant mastermind of operations although no one doubted he could do the job as well and would never send one of his men into a situation that wasn’t doable. 

 


 In this situation, he could probably do this operation in his sleep compared to some of the other missions he’d reputedly accomplished. But the idea of Mitch taking on this kind of task now was just…unheard of. 

 


 If the truth were told, he was stunned himself. He’d taken enough bullets and stabbings in his lifetime that he didn’t need to prove himself anymore. And he definitely didn’t need the adrenaline rush like some of the younger agents who thrived on the thrill and excitement of danger. So what was it about this woman’s picture that got under his skin? He couldn’t honestly answer their unspoken questions reflected in their astonished expressions, nor was he willing to delve into the issue too closely himself. 

 


 He’d made his decision and, having said it out loud, he knew that it was right even though he couldn’t rationalize it intellectually. Something just told him, gut instinct, a premonition, however one defined that thought in one’s head that guided actions that didn’t make any sense, but Mitch knew it was the right answer. 

 


 Without hesitating in any way, he stood up and spoke to the rest of the table. “Get George and Luke on the line,” he said, referring to the two other men he’d done missions on in a previous life. “The three of us will go in together tonight. Tell the others to get back to the airport and tell Bill he’s flying me, George and Luke out tonight. We’ll land in the morning. No one will be expecting a second rescue attempt this quickly so we’ll have the advantage of surprise and hopefully some pretty powerful hangovers. With any luck, those guys on the ground will be drinking themselves silly tonight to celebrate their small victory and won’t be expecting or prepared for a new assault in the morning, especially during daylight.” 

 


 He took a few steps and turned back to the group of stunned agents. “And gentlemen,” he said to all the people in the room, “not a word of this goes out to anyone. Not even Jim Peterson. There’s something wrong with this situation and I’m going to get to the bottom of it.” Turning to his second in command, he said, “Jason, put two guards on the father and make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid. Put a wire tap on his home and cell phones and someone needs to monitor them at all times. Keep him here as much as possible but if he leaves, make sure someone is with him. I even want someone in his bedroom when he’s sleeping. Tell him that we’ve received a threat on his life or make up another story, whatever it takes but don’t let him out of your sight.”

 


 Jason nodded quickly. Having worked for Mitch for years, he knew when to argue and this definitely wasn’t the time. He couldn’t help asking the question they were all thinking though. “You don’t suspect him of hurting his own daughter, do you?”

 


 Mitch looked across the table, his blue eyes turning into ice with the anger churning within him. “Something about his reaction was wrong. I can’t put my finger on it right now but I just don’t like it. At this point, I’m not saying he’s involved, but I think he might do something to put her in further danger. Something stupid.”

 


 Jason nodded curtly. “Consider it done.”

 


 Mitch didn’t even nod to his agent, since carrying out orders was part of their job. He expected and received expeditious actions to all commands. At times, life or death were at stake and everyone had to react quickly. “I’ll be at the airport in thirty minutes,” he said. “Make sure Luke and George are there as well,” he said, walking out the door. To the agent who followed him out the door he said, “And get me the schematics to the building the agents were approaching earlier. We should have something more solid from the satellite images. I also want a more complete file on the woman. Get me all the data you can find on her finances, interview the people she works with, I want to know every man she’s date and anything else you can find out about her. I know there won’t be much from the usual sources because of her father’s position, but get everyone working on digging deeper. There’s something here that we’re missing and I want to find out what it is.”

 


 Twenty five minutes later, Mitch was on board one of the private company planes that were maintained for just this sort of situation. His two top agents were with him, neither of whom had hesitated in backing him up on this mission. Five minutes after they boarded, the plane was airborne, heading south, the pilots understanding the urgency of the situation and had taken steps to have air clearance within moments of passengers boarding. Luke and George took their seats and, after several jokes to break the tension present at the start of every mission, were instantly asleep, both of them knowing they would be without sleep for potentially a significant amount of time and were trained to take it when they had an opportunity.

 


 Mitch knew he should do the same. The plane would land in four hours, maybe less depending on the tail wind, and he’d have a two hour hike to the holding point. Unable to do so for some reason during this mission, he pulled out the building schematics and several drawings of the nearby buildings, going over his plan once again and looking for areas in which there could be a problem. 

 


 After looking at the layout of the hostage site, Mitch had already decided he wouldn’t go through the window as the others had before. They would be expecting that and might have traps set up to capture, wound or kill any team trying a rescue for a second time. Assessing the vegetation around the building, he quickly calculated the weight of the branches on the surrounding trees to determine if they could take the required weight. Once he was sure it would work, he checked his backup plan. The walls were thin and with the right tools, it would work. He’d just have to distract the guards enough to make sure they didn’t hear the noise. But a few grenades in the right direction at the right time would provide enough distraction. Especially if the objects in the corner of one building were what he expected them to be. 

 


 Satisfied that he had everything planned out, he sat back on a pile of black nylon rope and re-read the case history and some of the new information his agents had dug up since the debacle earlier today, trying to figure out what was bothering him about the mission. There was something about the story that didn’t ring true. Eve Peterson was twenty four years old, blond, blue eyed, slender and with a great smile. There were several photographs in the file and he looked at each one. There were three pictures of her with different men, each one of them described as her latest fiancé. She’d apparently been engaged three times, never making it all the way to the altar, but so far, none of his analysts had found any other men she’d dated. In fact, the dating period would have to be very short for each of the men due to the dates on the engagement announcements for each man. 

 


 Studying the pictures, he noticed that the men were smiling but Eve Peterson was not. Her expression wasn’t angry, but just…expressionless, he thought after several moments of looking into those soft, blue eyes in each of the pictures. 

 


 Cynically, he assumed she was probably already trying to figure out how to get herself out of the latest engagement and move on to the next sucker who would fall for her lines. Flighty little thing, he told himself, pretending it didn’t bother him. He wondered if she just didn’t like commitment or if she was one of those women who liked to lure men into her web, then cut them dead when she had what she wanted. 

 


 Either way, she was beautiful on the outside but probably a cold-hearted bitch on the inside. He questioned why he was flying down to a hostile country in the middle of the night going through what might be a great deal of trouble to help a woman who was probably not worth his efforts. The thought didn’t have an answer so he stopped asking questions to which he probably wouldn’t like the answers. 

 


 Mitch tossed the pictures back into the file and went to the rear of the plane to check his equipment. He went through each bag, ensuring that the equipment was not only sturdy and in good repair but that he had backups of everything. Electronic equipment failed, ropes tore, metal broke with enough strain. Nothing could be depended upon so a back up was not only preferred, but essential. 

 


 Once that was done, he came back to the front of the plane and sat down in one of the soft leather chairs and forced his mind to go blank. He might not be able to sleep but he definitely needed to relax. Tension caused accidents which created failed missions. Hamilton Securities had a reputation for no failed missions and he wasn’t going to let this one be the first. 

 


 When the pilot rang three and a half hours later to let the passengers know they were within a few miles of the drop zone, all three men woke and were instantly alert and moving into action. Mitch nodded with satisfaction as all three of his agents immediately went to work, none of them needing direction. They were all pros and knew exactly what needed to be done and in what order. 



 Chapter 3

 


 With parachutes at the ready and equipment on their backs, one by one, the men jumps silently out of the airplane then floated gracefully down to the earth not even glancing backwards as the plane flew overhead. The black parachutes and black clothing hid their presence in the night sky and they drifted slowly down through the thick canopy of trees and other vegetation. It was difficult to see in the darkness so landing at the top of a tree was a very real possibility for someone not as experienced at night drops as this team.

 


 Thankfully, all four men were experienced enough to sight the tree tops and land safely and silently on the ground and immediately stashing their parachutes instead of leaving them on the ground to be discovered at a later time. In and out of every mission without a trace, that’s the best and safest way to go, they all knew. 

 


 They might be miles from their mission point, but that didn’t mean that they wanted any local people to see or hear them. People who lived in the jungle shot first and asked questions later, knowing a twitchy finger on the trigger could be the difference between life and death. 

 


 Parachutes were efficiently stored and within minutes of landing, the men had their packs on and were moving through the jungle as if in some sort of physical, running symphony, neither asking which way to go or what the other was going to be doing or heading. All knew their part on the operation and all were willing to take it to the next level of exertion, having been briefed on the dangers and the questions surrounding the mission prior to departure. 

 


 The two hour trek through the jungle took only an hour and a half since the men were in good shape and hustling faster than normal. At the end of the ten mile journey, not one of them was even out of breath despite the heavy packs on their backs. 

 


 Glancing at his watch, he realized it was well past midnight. He motioned to his men and both of them took their positions in a triangle around the camp. For the next hour, they would lay low and check out the area. No one would move as they observed the situation and discovered what the reality was in the encampment. 

 


 The house where the woman was being held was quiet. No light was on and he didn’t see any movement. The second house wasn’t as quiet. There was a bare bulb which emitted a glaring light hanging over a worn, wooden table around which several men were sitting in rough wooden chairs, already heavily drunk, laughing raucously. From his observation point, Mitch couldn’t hear their words or read their lips but he suspected they were still celebrating their victory earlier this morning, just as he’d suspected – and counted on. 

 


 Good, he thought without any change in facial features, or even a perceptible movement of his body as he continued to observe the area. Inebriated guards were much easier to handle and their aim was bad as well as their movements uncoordinated and sloppy. The downside was that they were possibly more trigger happy, not willing to sacrifice bullets in the hopes that shooting more would hit something out of blind luck. 

 


 Mitch saw George signal that more guards were walking the perimeter. He and Luke signaled that they understood. Total of ten men? That made no sense, he thought. Ten men to guard one woman? Wasn’t she supposed to be defenseless? Why on earth would they need that many guards for something as relatively simple as a kidnapping that was being settled out in the middle of the jungle? 

 


 Something was definitely wrong but the first thing to do was to get her out of there and off to some place where he could question her. Maybe she’d gotten into something more serious that her father and past boyfriends didn’t know anything about. Stranger things had happened. Or maybe the father knew something he shouldn’t or was working business deals with people that were not happy with the profit margin, using the daughter as a bargaining chip to increase the take home. 

 


 He’d definitely get to the bottom of this mystery. He didn’t like someone using his company as a front for any reason, and this mission stunk like a rat in garbage. He suspected he knew who the head rat was too.

 


 After the appointed observation hour, Mitch signaled that it was time. Like clockwork, the other two men moved into position. George would be on lookout while Mitch and Luke worked together to rescue the damsel. 

 


 Crouching low, Mitch aimed and fired. The silent arrow shot up high into the trees and sunk into the mahogany tree to his left. Turning, he fired again. The second arrow was right on target about five hundred yards away. Moving quickly, he attached the mechanism, tested the pulley, then lifted himself high into the trees so enough of the canopy would camouflage his movements. 

 


 With agility and expertise, he swung on the rope until he was within inches of the roof. On the last swing, he landed silently and immediately got to work on the old wood and palm leaves that served as shingles. Whispers in his ear told him that he’d landed unobserved and all the guards were still in their places. The silent machine he’d pulled out of his pack quickly cut through the rotting wood of the roof and within seconds, he was lowering himself down through the hole. 

 


 His eyes, already adjusted to the darkness, searched the room and spotted her easily. She was on a cot, the only furniture in the room. Her long, blond hair was draped over the side and she was clutching her purse to her chest as if someone had recently tried to take it away. 

 


 Mitch ignored the lurch of his body and sudden pounding of his heart rate and focused his mind only on the mission, pushing aside acknowledgement of her beauty and her amazing figure. She wore only a skirt and torn silk blouse, both of which were filthy and a little too revealing for his peace of mind. Her shoes had been taken away, as any kidnapped victim could expect. If one didn’t have shoes, they were less likely to run away through the jungle where there was the potential to step on just about anything be it bug, snake or rotting piece of vegetation. 

 


 He walked over to her cot and covered her mouth which effectively woke her. Her terrified blue eyes looked frantically around. When her eyes adjusted to the night, she looked at him and her eyes widened even more. The sight of him was obviously worse than the guards who had kidnapped her. 

 


 Leaning down, he whispered in her ear, “I’m here from your father. Let’s get out of here.”

 




 Chapter 4

 


 For some reason, the words that were meant to reassure her only increased her efforts to be freed. He had to wrap his hands around her arms, capturing her hands easily, meanwhile, maintaining his hand over her mouth. When she bit his palm, he stifled a curse and whipped out a piece of fabric. “Lady, don’t make me think you’re not worth this effort,” he murmured to her ear as he used one hand and his teeth to gag her. 

 


 He then lifted her easily over his shoulder, still holding her hands and settled her onto the rope. With a flick of his wrist, he released the reverse pulley mechanism which spun them upwards and safely through the roof. 

 


 She was fighting him in earnest now and Mitch had to work fast to get her out of there before her guards realized she was gone. Bullets and a panicky woman were detrimental to everyone’s health. 

 


 With a quick latch, he sent both of them careening through the canopy of the jungle. He was glad that the winch worked because once he was high enough in the trees, he could use their weight to take them from tree to tree. There were pros and cons to this strategy though. He was able to get them away from the compound quickly and with almost no sound, relying on his agents to fall back and follow him to the rendezvous point. And when the lovely blond realized what he was doing, spinning them off through the air, she held on tightly, no longer fighting him in any way. 

 


 The down side though, was that her voluptuous curves were now pressed against him, her legs wrapped around his waist and her arms around his neck, almost choking him in her need to hold onto something solid. He had to force down the painful lust that shot through his body as she wiggled against him, and focus only on the imminent danger if he didn’t get both of them out of here. 

 


 The gunshots behind him gave him enough warning to speed up. He also altered his path, which was protocol whenever something went wrong. The backup rendezvous point was wired into his GPS and he moved stealthily along his trip line from tree to tree, releasing the arrow from the previous tree before he shot it forward to the next. He protected the woman from as much of the lashings of the branches as possible, but he knew she was getting hit from the jerks of her slender body. In the back of his mind, he had to acknowledge that he was impressed that she was trying to hide the impacts and still held onto him but he kept focused on getting them out of danger and deeper into the jungle. 

 


 When he considered they were far enough away, he fired the arrow into the ground, then let gravity bring them to a shuddering halt on the ground. He rolled onto the soft earth, taking the brunt of the impact and allowing her body to roll onto his. 

 


 He immediately rolled her underneath him while his eyes surveyed the area. Determining that everything was okay, he looked down, about to give her instructions and reassurance. 

 


 Her eyes were furious as they glared up at him and he couldn’t figure out why. Then she moved, shoving his hand off her breast and sitting up, her hands immediately reaching up to rip off the gag he’d bound around her head. 

 


 That at least gave him an answer, he chuckled. “Sorry about that,” he said, smiling despite her obvious fury. 

 


 When she was about to pull the gag out of her mouth, he stopped her hands. “Only if you promise not to scream.”

 


 He almost laughed out loud when the beauty actually thought about his demand. He couldn’t believe that she’d rather be back there with her kidnappers than free and ungagged. That raised more questions, but he didn’t have time to delve into them at the moment. He had to start moving, but get her assurance that she’d behave before they moved an inch. 

 


 When she finally nodded her head, he released her hands and allowed the gag to fall from her mouth and face, then reached around to offload his backpack. “Here, put these on,” he said, handing her a pair of sturdy black boots and wool socks in her size. 

 


 Eve couldn’t believe the past week. She’d been kidnapped right in front of the school, gagged, bound at the hands and feet, tossed into onto a plane and then into the back of a truck to experience a bone jarring ride into the depths of some godforsaken jungle area, listening to horrible men discuss her physical attributes in Spanish on the assumption that she was unfamiliar with the language instead of fluent, which she was, having learned it in both high school and college despite her father’s arguments for Latin or French. 

 


 She’d been given only bread and water to eat for the past several days and this morning was the worst of all since there had been gunfire all over the place. She’d never been so terrified in all her life. Now she’d had to deal with some muscular behemoth looming over her in her sleep, gagging her and telling her that he’s taking her to her father. She’d been hoping never to see her father again in her life. 

 


 She was better off with the kidnappers, she thought, but kept that little tidbit to herself. This man was huge and she didn’t know if he would become violent or irrational if she said the wrong thing. At least the kidnappers only wanted money out of her, or more specifically her father. Whereas her father, if this guy brought her back home, he wanted to sell her off to the highest bidder. The man was disgusting and would stop at nothing to get her married to someone he deemed appropriate. Appropriate being any man who was in business and had a net worth of over one billion dollars and could assist him in business dealings. Anything less wouldn’t be of much value to her father. To her father, she was simply a resource to be parsed out to whomever served his needs best, ignoring anything she might want out of life. 

 


 And now she was in the middle of the jungle, not sure exactly where or even which country and was being handed boots. Where on earth did the man find combat boots in her size? And how did he even know what size she wore? She didn’t care though. She slipped the scratchy wool socks over her feet, then slipped the boots on, instantly feeling empowered now that she wasn’t so defenseless and pathetic without any foot protection. Having her shoes taken away had been so humiliating. All the guards had laughed and her pretty blue pumps that she’d just bought on sale had been strung together and strewn up over a wire, just outside her window. She could see the pumps but couldn’t get to them without a shower of bullets coming down on her. It was just one more way the horrible men had taunted her. 

 


 “Who are you?” she whispered as she quickly tied the boot over her foot. 

 


 Mitch was already on his feet, pack on his back while his eyes scanned the jungle for any kind of movement which might indicate they had been followed. “Call me Jim, princess and hurry it up with those boots.” 

 


 With barely a glance in his direction, Eve finished tying the laces and gathered her wits about her as best she could under the circumstances. Then she had the misfortune of looking up as she stood, and was not thrilled to watch as a menacing looking gun came out of one of the many cargo pockets on his swat team-like black pants. 

 


 “What’s that for?” Eve asked, instantly terrified but wishing her voice was a little steadier. She couldn’t help it. She hated guns. Even water guns were horrible, teaching kids things that they were better off not knowing anything about. National Rights Association member, she was definitely not. She understood the reason for guns, but didn’t like being around them. 

 


 Ignoring her newest outrage at his weapon, he turned his back on her, looking down at his compass for a moment to verify his direction. “Come on,” Mitch said and pulled her up by the elbow roughly but not painfully. “We have to keep moving.”

 


 Eve didn’t argue. She allowed herself to be pulled up but then quickly pulled her arm away, thankful that he released her as soon as she was back on her feet. As they moved through the darkness, she kept up with him as best she could on her own. It was hard, since the giant mountain in front of her pretending to be human had extra long legs and muscles like a body builder. She could see the indentation of his muscles on his arms and back through his black tee-shirt and couldn’t help but be reluctantly impressed. Especially since there wasn’t much else to look at, the night was thick and she didn’t want to look at what they might be passing through. Her imagination would wander into scary territory if she let it roam free so the man a.k.a mountain was a much more appealing option. She wasn’t going to tell him that though. 

 


 The moonlight that filtered down through the jungle canopy wasn’t enough to show her the vegetation she was moving through, which was probably a good thing. She hated spiders more than she hated guns and she imagined that there were probably some big ones out there just waiting to pounce on her. She was just as sure that there were worse things in these bushes and trees of which she didn’t want identified. Eve didn’t even consider the possibility of snakes. By far, snakes would be much, much worse than a gun or a spider. Yes, concentrate on the muscles rippling on the man’s back instead of the spiders, guns, snakes and….nope back, she told herself. Muscles! Not icky things, only his back!

 


 The mountain walked for what was probably hours and never slowed. Nor did he stumble in any way although he caught her on several occasions as she tripped over unseen roots or decaying branches. At least, she hoped they were branches, she thought as she hurried to keep up with him, ignoring the pain shooting through her legs at the unaccustomed exercise. She was in shape and exercised regularly, but this endless walking was really taking a toll on her. 

 


 When the rains started in the pre-dawn hours, Eve wasn’t sure she could make it. She was soaking wet within moments of the rain shower starting and she was exhausted. She’d had about two hours of sleep on top of a week of sleepless nights when she wasn’t sure if she’d be woken up to be shot, taken some other place or even worse. And now she was tired, wet, her legs hurt from the long walk and her feet were squishy. She had to stop. 

 


 “Excuse me, Jim,” she said through gritted teeth as she pulled herself over a large tree in their path. 

 


 He kept on walking, not even acknowledging that he’d heard her. 

 


 She called out louder. “Jim, excuse me!” 

 


 Still no answer except for his retreating back. 

 


 Eve had had enough. She glared at his annoying back and decided that this was the end. She wanted answers and she needed a break from the constant walking through the dark, terrifying jungle. And that jerk in front of her could just hop along as he pleased but she wasn’t moving until she was good and ready. 



 Chapter 5

 


 She plopped her fanny down on the large tree, curled her legs underneath her and put her head on top of her arms. 

 


 Then counted. 

 


 How long would it be before he realized she wasn’t behind him anymore? When she reached fifty, she started to panic. Picking her head up, she looked around. There wasn’t anything. The moonlight was bright at the moment and the sky in the distance was lightening, but there was no mountain. Had he left her? She stopped breathing and listened. Silence. 

 


 Standing up, she looked around, her fears increasing. “Jim?” she called out to the jungle. 

 


 Nothing. The birds were starting to chirp and she could hear strange sounds that seemed to be animal, but they didn’t comfort her. She was alone in the jungle with only a stiff pair of boots as protection. 

 


 Stomping her foot, she looked around angrily. “I hate men!” she said to herself. “Stupid, arrogant, irritating, domineering, always have to be right men!” Accepting she’d have to get out of this mess on her own, she pushed a giant leaf out of the way and took a tentative step towards the tree she thought the man had disappeared behind. “And that one in particular is the worst!” she said to the tree, feeling her way around it and making her way to the other side. 

 


 “He thinks he’s so big and handsome, well I don’t think so at all. At least not anymore, since he’d been such an awful, inhuman person for the past several….what time is it anyway?” she muttered to herself, wondering how people could tell the time by the angle of the sun or the number of stars in the sky. 

 


 Giving up on figuring out what time it was, accepting that it didn’t matter anyway since the tree tops covered whatever was in the sky anyway, she looked back down, praying nothing slithery had crossed her path in the few seconds she’d been looking at the sky. “Just wait until I get home! I’m going to have a nice, long bath, make some cookies and he can’t have any of them!”

 


 The deep chuckle to her left startled her and she looked over. There he was, leaning against the tree with his backpack on the ground. He was eating some sort of fruit with a scary, deadly looking knife and watching her with those dark, mysterious eyes that seemed to see everything but reveal not a single thought to anyone else. “You’re feeling abandoned in a life threatening situation and the worst punishment you can mete out to me is a denial of cookies?” he said softly. 

 


 Eve hated the tingle of awareness that shot down her spine. His voice was soft, deep and husky and made her feel soft and feminine. How a simple voice could do that, she had no idea but she even liked the Texas accent that tinged his words. Lifting her chin, embarrassed that he’d heard her mumbling, she said, “You’ve never eaten my cookies before.”

 


 He laughed softly again. “I guess not.” He continued to smile down at her from his impressive height and Eve had to acknowledge that he was amazingly handsome. She wasn’t going to tell him that though, despite the comments he’d just overheard. She suspected he had enough confidence already. No need for her to add to it. 

 


 The idea occurred to her that she was being ungrateful. Her mother, she thought with a sudden burst of guilt, would be horrified at her lack of manners. Taking a deep breath and looking back up at him, she got out, “Thank you very much for not leaving me out here in the jungle,” she said stiffly, knowing she owed him something. She was simply peevish because she was so tired, painfully hungry and sick of being scared. Her nerves were raw but that was no excuse for being rude to the man who had saved her life and rescued her from who knows what. “I truly am grateful for your assistance and I realize I’m being more than a bit obnoxious about this whole situation which wasn’t your fault and you’re trying to make the best of a bad situation. I realize you’re….out here in the jungle experiencing everything I am and I’m acting like a child so I apologize.” She was rambling and when she realized it, snapped her mouth shut. She wasn’t nervous, she argued with her conscience. She was just tired and all those other things which she couldn’t really think about now that he was right there in front of her. 

 


 The smile vanished and a concerned look came into his eyes that she could see even in the dim light that was filtering through the foliage. He sliced off a large piece of fruit, offering it to her. “Why the resistance back there?” he asked. 

 


 Eve took the fruit tentatively and nibbled on the surprisingly sweet, succulent flesh. Eve didn’t want to answer the question, afraid of giving away secrets that were better left unsaid. She wasn’t going back to her father. That was an absolute. But she acknowledged that she needed this man’s skills to get out of this crazy jungle. Was she better off with him versus the kidnappers? Time would tell. She might have jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire. 

 


 Instead of answering him honestly, she told him a half truth, looking down at the fruit in her hands so he wouldn’t see the lie in her eyes. “You woke me up in the middle of the night. It was very confusing so I didn’t know what was going on right at that moment. One can be expected to be wary when sitting around a kidnappers’ den for a week.” She glanced down at the fruit, her mind whirling in confusion about what else she could tell this seemingly kind stranger and how much she should just keep to herself.

 


 Mitch didn’t accept her answer. It wasn’t until her father was mentioned that she genuinely started fighting. He tossed the pit of the melon away and picked up his pack. He reached in and pulled out something, then plunked a canvas hat on her head, gently adjusting the brim so her face was a little more protected. “Be careful with this. The brim can hinder your peripheral vision as much as it can help keep the water off your face. It won’t help keep the rest of you dry during the next bout of rain, but you’ll feel a little bit better without the rain drizzling down your face.” With that, he turned around abruptly and stored his knife in some hidden pocket on his leg and shifted the weight back onto his back. “We have to keep moving. Keep up with me from now on,” was all he said in response.

 


 He walked away and Eve had to fight the urge to toss her piece of fruit at him. The back of his neck would make a very good target, she thought. He had been so sweet for a moment while he put the hat on her head, then he’d turned around and become all grouchy again. Fortunately, her mother hadn’t raised a stupid daughter and she was too hungry to toss food away just to get back at the enormous man in front of her. 

 


 That didn’t stop her mind from working though. As she nibbled and hurried along behind him, walking through the leaves and whatever underbrush was on the ground, she thought about how satisfying it would be to aim it right on the dark, tanned skin above the neckline of his black tee shirt. The man’s neck was completely exposed because of his military short hair cut. But was her aim that good? And what would he do if she hit him right on target? 

 


 She smiled at the idea but knew she wouldn’t do anything like that. She wasn’t about to challenge the man who was her only way out of the jungle. But she liked the potential “splat” the fruit would make, supposing she hit him right on target which was doubtful since she probably wouldn’t hit the side of a barn if she was leaning against it. 

 


 The fantasy helped her through the next fifteen minutes, or at least what she thought was fifteen minutes. Her watch had been stolen off her arm the day after her kidnapping but it had been a ten dollar watch anyway, so not much of a loss financially. It would be nice to know the time, just the same. 

 


 Eve marched along, coming up with one way after another to get back at the man, all more evil than simply denying him some of her amazing chocolate chip cookies. In her mind, she contrived medieval style catapults made from coconut trees and some of those vines where she’d toss muck directly at him, forming a perfect mud ball that would hit him squarely between the shoulder blades. Or maybe she could race ahead of him, tie a trap with those vines, cover it up and, when he would walk over it, the vine would spring closed around his ankles and he’d go flying into the air to dangle in front of her. She liked that one the most, she thought as she trudged through more jungle. When he was dangling, in the air, she could taunt him and be mean to him. 

 


 Now that the sun was up and in full force, the jungle was sweltering. Several times, she had to run to catch up with him. The man was only walking, but since he was so tall, one of his strides equaled about two of her own. She swatted the leaves away in irritation, but only after she examined them somewhat carefully for any creature that might be tossed off and onto her with the swat. And with each step, her annoyance with him came back in full force. After another hour or so, her thoughts moved away from trying to torment him as her fatigue intensified and she had to focus only on keeping up. Every cell of her brain had to be used to concentrate on where she was going and how to wind her way through this horrible place. He was too far ahead of her so she couldn’t see the path he took which might have made the trek a little easier. 

 


 Enough was enough, she thought when her stomach felt as if the front of her ribs were going to adhere to her spine out of hunger. Her muscles just couldn’t take her much further and her mind was spun out of ideas on how to be mean back at him so she couldn’t even entertain herself. 

 


 Knowing she had to do something, or else embarrass herself by flopping onto the jungle floor, she gathered up the remainder of her energy and raced up to him, gently laying a hand on his arm. Eve wasn’t sure what happened but less than a second after her fingers touched his bare arm, her wrist was grabbed, somehow she was spun around, his knee was pressing against her thighs and her back was up against a tree. She stared up at him, amazed that such a huge man could move so quickly but also terrified of what had just happened. 

 


 “I’m sorry….” She stammered, not sure what to do about the intensity of his eyes. “I just…was ….sorry…”

 


 He released her arm, spun her around so she was facing him but kept her pinned against the tree. “What did you need?” he asked softly, his eyes black and intense as he looked down at her. 

 


 Eve could barely think with him touching her like this. She’d never felt like this before, but then again, no man had ever touched her like he was touching her. The heat that had nothing to do with the sun or humidity, the sudden aching, low in her belly along with the fear that had been simmering underneath about the whole situation, coalesced into a stammering comment. “I…just…a break,” she squeezed out finally, almost gasping for breath. 

 


 He didn’t loosen his grip as she’d expected him to. And suddenly, she realized that he wasn’t hurting her in any way, but she was still completely helpless against his strength and his skill. “We stopped an hour ago,” he said as if that explained everything. 

 


 Her jaw dropped at his response. That made her angry and, unknowing, her eyebrows dropped and her blue eyes sparkled with frustration. “But we’d been walking for over an hour before that. So when are we going to stop?” 

 


 “In about three klicks,” he replied and stepped back. “Next time, just call out to me.”

 


 She sighed and pushed her skirt down, irritated that he’d over-reacted to just her touch. “I called out last time and you ignored me.”

 


 Not a single feature on his face acknowledged the accuracy of her statement. He shrugged and turned to walk away. “Last time wasn’t a good time.”

 


 Eve gritted her teeth and rushed after him, fury giving her strength. “How would you know? You didn’t even answer me when I called out your name so you couldn’t know what I was going to ask.”

 


 He continued walking and if she didn’t want to lose sight of him, she had to race to catch up. “Whatever you had to say, it could have waited.”

 


 “What if I’d been attacked by a snake or a tiger or something like that?” 

 


 “There aren’t any tigers in Central America,” he calmly replied and continued walking.

 


 She thought about that for half a second and became more irritated, deciding that it was his fault she looked like an idiot. If he’d been a good guide, protector or whatever he wanted to call himself, he would have told her what to look out for while they were walking. Instead, he thought it was fine to just assume she was following in his oh-so-lofty wake. “Well, how was I supposed to know that?” she demanded, stomping along behind him. 

 


 “There are pumas,” he stated, not bothering to answer her question. “But you weren’t being attacked by a big cat,” he said, and glanced behind to smile patronizingly, “or a snake.” Before she could respond, or punch his gigantic, muscular arm, he turned back around and started walking again. Or racing, depending on one’s perspective Eve thought. 

 


 She definitely didn’t like that smile either despite the little flutters that started flying in her stomach. It definitely wasn’t a charming smile, she told herself. Could he be any more patronizing? “How would you know? You’re so far ahead of me you wouldn’t know if I fell down a hill or a…ravine…or whatever is around here.” She was glaring at him, but he wouldn’t know that since she was mostly staring down at the ground, concentrating hard on not falling, tripping or otherwise looking like an idiot as she trailed behind a man she knew she could easily grow to hate. The glares were ineffective though since he didn’t see them, but they made her feel better, she reminded herself. Glaring was impolite and it made her feel stronger to know that she was doing something that violated a very strong rule of society by showing her anger. Well, showing his back muscles her anger, she revised. But still…it made her feel better and that was spurring her on through this seemingly never ending nightmare. 

 


 “Sure I would.”

 


 “How?” she smirked. He couldn’t see her, how could he know anything? Or did the mountain of a man have eyes in the back of his head? 

 


 He stopped and Eve was concentrating so hard on watching where she was stepping that she ran right into him with an “oomph”. 

 


 He didn’t even bother to put his hands up to steady her as she tipped her head back to glare up at him. 

 


 “If there was a snake around you, then you’d probably scream instead of calling out my name politely.”

 


 “So you did hear me!” she said angrily. 

 


 His eyes showed his amusement but not another muscle on his face showed any other emotion. “Of course. I told you, I didn’t think an answer was appropriate. Not that I hadn’t heard you.”

 


 That wasn’t a good enough answer, she thought. “Well, goody for you! It must be nice to know when someone’s question or comment is appropriate before it’s even spoken. You’ll have to show me that trick one day. I’d like to read minds like that too.”

 


 He didn’t respond to her sarcasm but continued to look down at her. “And you’d probably scream if you fell down a ravine. So you see?” he shrugged his shoulders as if that answered all of the potential questions or comments she might have had this morning, “There was no need to respond to your query since it wasn’t pertinent.”

 


 She put her hands on her hips, infuriated with his calm assessment of the situation. “Oh, pray tell me what could possibly be a pertinent questions or query in your mind?” She also hated the amusement that was lurking in his eyes. Wishing she could come up with some comment that would wipe it off, she thought hard, but had to settle for more ineffective glaring instead. 

 


 “Jim, I’m being attacked by a puma. Or Jim, I’m being attacked by a snake.” He lifted one shoulder. “I’d probably stop if you said that. Now, can we move on? I’d hate to run into the guys with guns again. They’re probably just discovering you’re gone about now when they bring you breakfast, so we’d better get a move on.”

 


 She stepped around him, her neck tired of looking up into his definitely not-handsome-anymore face. “Oh, I can pretty much guarantee that they’re not giving me breakfast right about now,” she grumbled. 

 


 “Why not?” he said and started moving again in some direction only he could figure out. 

 


 “Because they never bothered to give me breakfast before. Today probably wouldn’t be any more special than the last five mornings,” she said under her breath, stepping over a leaf that looked suspicious, although what the slimy black leaf-like thing could be, she had no idea, nor did she want to know. Avoidance would work well for her any day as she jumped over something that might be a stem…or a long, skinny tail. 

 


 That stopped him and he swung around. “What are you saying?” he demanded. 

 


 Eve stopped walking and looked up at him, confused by his harsh question. “I said, they probably won’t discover that I’m not there for several more hours. They only gave me one roll and some water each day.”

 


 His midnight blue eyes looked down into her crystal blue ones, trying to read the truth in her eyes. “Are you telling me that you’ve had a single loaf of bread since yesterday at lunch?” 

 


 “Well, actually, only half a roll, but yes.” She pulled her purse around and lifted the small flap. “I have several halves here, just in case,” she said and pulled out the previously crusty bread that was now soggy from the rain. She didn’t care though. As soon as she bit into the wet bread, she realized how hungry she was. The past few days, she’d been so hungry that she’d learned to ignore the feeling, knowing it wasn’t going to go away. It was either that, or go insane with the painful feelings inside. She chose sanity, and half a roll just in case they forgot to feed her one day. 

 


 Mitch watched in anger as she forced herself to swallow the soggy bite. “Drop it,” he said angrily and when she didn’t toss it fast enough for his taste, he took it out of her hands and threw it into the jungle. His brain was telling him that she was a rich, spoiled brat and a few days of disgusting food might bring her down a peg or two, teach her a little humility. But the other part of him, the part he wasn’t really understanding right now, hated the idea of her eating something so awful. And there was guilt as well. Why hadn’t he thought that her captors probably hadn’t wasted any food on her? They might not have had enough for themselves, why would they waste precious food on a woman who would be out of their midst in a few days? 

 


 Gasping in horror at the waste of precious, if admittedly unappetizing, food as it flew through the large, dripping leaves, she tried to stifle the shout of anger. “Why did you do that?” she demanded, her eyes searching the jungle as if she were going to dig through the leafy debris and retrieve it. 

 


 “Here,” he replied gruffly, shoving a protein bar into her hands from one of his cargo pockets. “Eat that and you’ll feel much better.”

 


 Eve stared at the food as if it were a feast, then back up to him, both hunger and hope shining through her crystal blue eyes. “I don’t want to eat your last meal,” she said, about to hand it back to him. “I have more bread. And you’ve already done enough for me as it is.”

 


 He ignored her outstretched hand and started walking again. “Eat it,” he ordered before turning the corner in some path only he could see. 

 


 Eve didn’t hesitate again, ripping open the foil package and tearing into the waxy, sweet chewy bar. Ordinarily, she didn’t like these sports foods, preferring to eat as naturally as possible. But this wasn’t an ordinary situation and she was starving so the food was delicious and she gratefully filled her empty belly. 

 


 As she munched on the bar and her body absorbed the nutrients, she realized that Jim was right. As her stomach moaned in gratitude, she did start to feel better. The protein was exactly what she needed and gave her a large dose of energy. How long that would last, she wasn’t sure, but nibbling on the waxy food and enjoying the fact that she wasn’t painfully hungry kept her going for a while longer, almost happily trailing behind what she now considered her personal mountain. 

 


 Mitch kept walking but slowed down slightly to allow her time to eat while they made their way through the jungle. Why would she try to give the food back to him, especially when she’d been given so little over the past week? That didn’t fit the image he had of her as a spoiled, rich girl that was completely self-centered and obnoxious. She flitted from one wealthy fiancé to another, taking whatever she could probably. What was one waxy, untasty but fulfilling bar of food when she’d been basically starved for the past several days? More things that didn’t fit, he thought to himself. He hated unsolved mysteries. His personality just had to figure them out but the faster he got rid of her, the better off he’d be. Intuitively, he knew this was the case but a part of him was intrigued. 

 


 It was only the mystery, he told himself. It had nothing to do with those beautiful, soft blue eyes that told him everything she was thinking before she even said it. Nor was it her incredible body. Those full, round breasts he could almost see through the thin, shredded silk blouse had nothing to do with his need to solve the mystery that was Eve. He hadn’t noticed that her waist was tiny or that her hips were slender with long, long legs that he wanted wrapped around his waist while he….Damn! He had to get control of himself! 

 


 Eve watched the man who was baffling and gruff and annoying and all the other adjectives she could think of but, as she tore open the foil packaging of the power bar, she couldn’t really apply them as easily as she could have five minutes ago. One moment he was amused, the next gruff and unapproachable. What drove him? What caused these sudden extreme changes in moods? 

 


 The man was an enigma but right now, she needed to concentrate all her energy on keeping up with him and eating the painfully hard, waxy meal. She wasn’t going to complain though. It was much better than the bread she’d been given for the past week. The power bar was a veritable feast in comparison. 

 


 They walked for what seemed like several more hours and Eve was too exhausted to even complain. She was hungry again but didn’t mention it, knowing that the man didn’t seem to be carrying very much. Except for the fruit, he hadn’t eaten since she’d been with him either so he was probably extremely hungry as well. 

 


 She was just about to pass out, telling herself to just put one foot in front of the other, when he suddenly pulled her down to a crouch. 

 


 “Shhh,” he mimicked with his finger over his mouth. 

 


 The tension in his body evoked a renewed sense of energy and she was instantly terrified once again. Eve looked around, listened but heard nothing. She wasn’t sure what he was seeing but he was alert, tense. 

 


 She said nothing, remaining as still as she could. Eve continued to crouch, watching the man as well as the jungle around her. Nothing moved. No sounds were heard except for the bird and bug life. There were animal sounds but she pretended that they were far, far away, not wanting to consider the alternative. 

 


 He turned to face her, his look telling her she should stay put. Eve nodded, indicating that she understood his silent message and moved lower into the brush, uncaring about her completely torn and destroyed skirt that she hoped to never to see again in this lifetime, or any others. Assuming that, whatever was out there in the jungle making a man as huge as he was cautious, would be much worse than any bug she might encounter in the thick foliage. 

 


 She waited, not hearing anything at all, not even Jim. After several more minutes, she started to become concerned. He hadn’t gotten hurt, had he? He wouldn’t leave her here, lost, alone, out in the jungle surrounded by who know’s what, would he? 

 


 No, instinctively, she knew that he wouldn’t leave her. He might not like her, for whatever reason, but he wouldn’t abandon her. She was positive of that. Eve wasn’t sure how she knew it, but her brain and her instincts were telling her that this man was a man of honor and he wouldn’t abandon her to the elements and jungle inhabitants. 

 


 A moment later he appeared out of nowhere. “Okay, let’s go,” he said and helped her stand up. After that, he held her arm, pulling her along at times and helping her through the jungle. They were walking much faster than before, but this time, Eve didn’t hesitate to push herself further and faster. Her breathing was rapid and she could barely catch her breath, but whatever was out there, she didn’t want to run into so she pushed herself harder, not wanting to hinder him in any way. 

 


 Finally, after what she assumed was hours of walking, he stopped and bent down. Eve bent as well and looked around, trying to keep her labored breathing as quiet as possible. This time, his surveillance was different. His body language wasn’t worried, just cautious so she bent low and tried to get her breathing under control. A part of her resented the fact that his breathing was perfectly normal. What did a man have to do to get in a condition which enabled him to move like this, on no sleep since she was rescued in the middle of the night, no food and no pause in his pace? 

 


 She couldn’t even imagine what he did to exercise on a regular basis. Instead, she leaned against the tree at her back, resting her head against the trunk and closed her eyes, trying not to think about what he might look like without his shirt on as he did whatever exercises he did when he worked out. 

 


 “We’re here,” he said after several minutes of silence. Without a backwards glance, he walked forward and disappeared into the jungle once again.

 


 Eve stared after him, completely confused. 

 


 Calling out to him, she walked forward to follow him. “Jim?” she stepped sideways around a very large, very scary spider in its web, “Ummm….I’m sorry to be obtuse, but…” she broke through the leaves and found herself in front of an old, dilapidated house, “where exactly is ‘here’?” 

 


 She saw him walking into the house and could only stare after him. He stopped at the door but the lock didn’t hinder his progress in any way. He simply pulled something out of his sleeve and, within seconds, had the old, weather damaged wooden door open. 

 


 Eve watched him walk through the door but didn’t follow. Instead, she looked around. The house was obviously abandoned and looked like, at one point, it used to be a farm house. The roof had wooden slats with leaves for a roof, reinforced by twigs. The walls were made of clay reinforced by some sort of bamboo type of material and looked sturdier than the roof, but still pretty shaky. There was a small shack in the back, if the outbuilding could be defined as an actual building and she could see a few old shovels but they were rusted and no longer whole. 

 


 From the jungle surrounding the small area, Eve had no idea where the person had farmed but she knew that many farmers burned plots of land, farmed it for a couple of years, then moved on once the ground was no longer fertile. When they moved on, the jungle took over once again, which was probably what had happened in this instance since the jungle was almost eating the house on one side, the leaves brushing over the top and sides as if it were some huge, green monster. 

 


 Taking a deep breath, she walked into the house where Jim had disappeared. When she’d started thinking of him as Jim instead of mountain, she had no idea, but she suspected that his name wasn’t really Jim. She didn’t know why, but instinct told her he was protecting his identity for some reason. 

 


 That was fine with her. She knew that everyone had secrets. Herself included. If he wanted to keep his identity from her, more power to him. All he had to do was get her out of here and she’d find her own way back to her home. Although, how she’d been discovered in that home and her place of work was a whole other conundrum since she didn’t live with her father, barely communicated with him, in fact. He’d probably been keeping tabs on her so he could introduce her to his next potential son-in-law, she thought cynically. 

 


 Inside the house, there was a blackened, primitive fireplace made of rough stones and an old pot that had definitely seen better days and a mattress on top of a rusted steel bed frame. Other than that, there wasn’t much else. Several spiders, lots of leaves which had blown in from the jungle and a tiny cross on one wall, indicating that the previous residents had been religious, as well as solitary. 

 


 The cross should have comforted her but being here, alone with a man more than twice her size with muscles beyond belief and some sort of secret knowledge of the jungle. Unfortunately, she wasn’t reassured. And to make it worse, she wasn’t sure it was the huge man she was afraid of. 

 


 It didn’t help that her eyes kept being drawn to him. His broad shoulders rippling with layers of muscle, his tight butt, long legs….he was definitely well made. And extremely handsome. He had those chiseled cheekbones and a chin that male models paid tens of thousands of dollars for. She read an article once that explained that a washboard stomach cost more than twenty-five thousand dollars to achieve from a plastic surgeon for most of the male models in the underwear ads. Looking at his flat stomach, she would bet her next month’s salary that the man had a six pack underneath that black tee-shirt and he hadn’t paid any money for them. 

 


 He turned suddenly and Eve was caught! Her eyes traveled up to his face and instantly her face started burning in embarrassment at being caught staring like that. 

 


 His eyes told her that he knew what she’d been doing and Eve quickly turned away, pretending to investigate the small room with only two windows and a door. 

 


 “Well, this is certainly a step up,” she said nervously, honestly grateful for a roof over her head although the comfort of the mattress was dubious. There was no telling what was inside that mottled thing. “But where are we?” she asked.

 


 “Safe,” was all he would say. “For the moment.” Then he walked back outside, some sort of black box in his hand. 

 


 Eve followed him and watched in fascination as he pulled an antennae out of the black box and started speaking. Who he was speaking to, she couldn’t figure out either and what he was talking about, she had no clue. It was some sort of language shorthand, all in super secret spy code, she guessed. 

 


 She stood in the doorway, her arms crossed over her chest, watching in amazement as he logged off the radio, then took out his knife. “What are you going to do?” she asked, wary of the long, lethal looking knife. 

 


 “Food,” he said and disappeared into the jungle again. 



 Chapter 6

 


 Eve stood there, watching the place through which he’d disappeared and wondered if she should follow him. She bit her lower lip, trying to decide what he wanted from her, wishing he would elaborate more on his mission. She waited for several minutes, thinking surely he would reappear. But he didn’t. He was gone for what felt like a long time. 

 


 She wasn’t sure how long she stood there looking silly before she stomped back into the tiny house. Wondering if she’d been abandoned, she considered searching through his back pack for possible rescue items. No, she told herself, she wasn’t trying to find out more about the mysterious man by looking into his pack. All she wanted to do was feel safe and safe meant getting home. If something in that bag would help her with that goal, she should look, shouldn’t she? She didn’t even acknowledge that she’d already established in her mind that he wasn’t the abandoning kind of guy. Making a circle around it, she eyed it skeptically. 

 


 What was in that bag? It looked innocuous in a tough, canvas kind of way but she was sure there were dangerous, mysterious things inside. Probably things she wouldn’t know how to use, but that didn’t stop her curiosity at all. 

 


 She bent down and examined the zippers and buttons. What could possibly be in there? Guns? Probably. Grenades? Possibly.

 


 Eve shuddered in horror and stepped back. Shaking her head, she walked back to the wall and glared at the bag, then out the window once again. Where was he? And what could be in that bag!

 


 She walked back to it and nudged it with her foot. The bag toppled over but all the closures held fast. Sighing, she shook her head and walked to the door, only to come to a complete stop when she realized that the man was standing in the doorway watching her, that amused expression back on his face once again. 

 


 “You’re back!” she gasped, and took several steps to the right, instantly feeling guilty even though she hadn’t invaded his privacy. “I thought you’d left me.” When he still didn’t speak, she continued, “I wasn’t sure what you meant by food or how long you’d be gone.”

 


 At least, this time he raised an eyebrow. 

 


 She gritted her teeth in frustration. Couldn’t the man speak? What’s with this irritating silence anyway? “Well, did you find food?” she asked, putting a hand on her hip and turning her defenses around. 

 


 In response, he held up his hand. If she’d bothered to look down before asking the question, she would have seen the huge amount of fruit hanging from a rope. There were bananas, mangoes and several other unidentifiable fruits that looked incredibly delicious to her ravenous state of mind. As her eyes traveled up his muscular bicep, she told herself she was only hungry for the food and not him. He had nothing to do with her mental condition. Dammit, that was true, she tried to tell herself firmly! Her body, on the other hand, had other ideas. 

 


 Could she help it if he was the most amazing specimen of manhood she’d ever seen in her life? Okay, so she’d only dated businessmen who spent eighteen hours behind a desk and who’s only idea of a workout was to dial their secretary to grab their lunch. But even so, she could show a little more decorum, rather than running her eyes along his amazing arms, his incredibly broad shoulders that pulled the black tee-shirt tight across their width. 

 


 Groaning, she turned away. “They look marvelous,” she whispered, not sure how to deal with these silly thoughts that were flitting through her mind as she looked over at him. She’d never had this kind of a reaction to a man. She’d never have thought that she’d be attracted to muscles, but here she was, drooling over his. And not sure if he looked more “marvelous” or the fruit. It was a tossup, she thought. 

 


 Mitch walked into the room and dumped the pile of fruit on the floor. The woman standing in the corner looked like some sort of maiden aunt. Well, he couldn’t really call her that when she had the figure of a seductress. Did she have any idea how that silk shirt was barely covering her voluptuous curves? He was trying to be a gentleman about the situation, knowing that she was a victim in all of this, but if she kept looking like he was going to be her next meal, he wasn’t sure he could control his response to her. He wanted her. Badly, he acknowledged. But that was no reason to lose his head over just another pretty face. 

 


 Okay, so she was much more than a pretty face. She was gorgeous. Well, maybe better than that. But defining it wouldn’t make the ache in his groin go away. They were going to be stuck here in this tiny shack for at least twenty four hours, or at least until his agents figured out what was going on and found some more answers. Until then, he had to keep his hands off her delectable body and his mind on the job. 

 


 He was all for that, as long as she kept her eyes off and stopped devouring him. 

 


 He walked back out of the house, determined to put some distance between them. He’d spotted a river with a great waterfall only about five hundred yards away. He’d go shower and get some of this grime off himself, and hopefully the water would be cold enough to cool his raging libido at the same time. 

 


 “Jim?” she called out to him.

 


 Mitch heard her and considered ignoring her, but the note of fear in her voice stopped him despite his desperate need to run as far away from her magnetic pull as he could get. He slowly turned and saw her, framed in the doorway, her blond hair in disarray all around her face and shoulders. Her silk shirt hung on her body, one shoulder torn down revealing her plain, white cotton bra underneath. He gritted his teeth at the sight of her, wondering why she could look more seductive out here in the jungle with everything going wrong for her, than a woman who’d primped for hours and was wearing the most seductive silk negligee. He couldn’t figure it out, all he knew was that he had to put some distance between him and this woman who was getting under his skin faster than he cared to acknowledge. 

 


 He was a professional, for goodness sake! He preached to his agents that they should never get personally involved in a case. He was head of an international agency and he damn well knew better. But something in her eyes stopped him. All the rules he was holding onto with a fierce grip were slowly slipping away. He had to get away, put some perspective on the situation. 

 


 “What?” he demanded and he hated the way she winced with his gruff tone. There was no reason for him to be insulting just because he couldn’t keep his libido in check. 

 


 “I was just wondering…how long you might be gone?” she finally got out, her hands covering her stomach in a defensive posture and every muscle in her body tense, waiting for his answer. When she couldn’t hold his gaze any longer, she looked down at the dirt in front of her, lifting her shoulders slightly as if she wanted to curl up and run away. But she didn’t. She stood firm and he respected her more for that small gesture. Stronger men have tried to stand up to him and failed but she stood her ground and he liked that. Too much, he thought and gritted his teeth. 

 


 “Soon,” was all he could say before he turned away and disappeared once again. He walked quickly, his mind working frantically as he tried to get her out of his mind and focus not only on the dangers of the mission but also the more immediate danger of the jungle predators which were all around him. If he didn’t pay attention, something really bad could happen. 

 


 But his mind refused to focus, kept going back to the woman standing in the doorway of an abandoned shack, quaking in her combat boots and silk shirt looking as lovely as a flower. 

 


 Okay, so she had been able to keep up with him through their nighttime trek through the jungle better than any spoiled princess he’d ever known. Better than several female agents who were in good shape he knew of and were used to this kind of environment. Hell, better than some men, he finally acknowledged. 

 


 And she was pretty as all get out. Damn sexy too. So what if her voice made his skin tingle each time she talked, even though she was usually berating him for one reason or another. She was cute when she was doing that too. He chuckled to himself, remembering her threat to deny him chocolate chip cookies. He’d been threatened with killing, beating, various forms of mind-boggling torture. And this little woman was going to deny him dessert. 

 


 Cute, he thought, stripping off his clothes. He dove into the cool river, his arms eating the short distance between the shore and the waterfall. There wasn’t much room and he was glad there weren’t any animals nearby that he’d have to deal with. His mind wasn’t really focusing on threats right now. At least not the animal kind. The pretty, blue eyed sexy kind of threat was another matter entirely, he groaned. 

 


 He plowed through the water back and forth, trying to get her out of his mind and consider the potential dangers lurking in the broader situation. There was the remote possibility that the guards were on their trail but he doubted it. He suspected that they’d had several hours lead on the kidnappers and none looked like they had the technical capabilities to track him through the jungle. But he should never underestimate the enemy, he reminded himself. They’d gone in various directions in the hope that their pursuers would become confused by the roundabout direction and the fact that they’d basically flown out of the compound meant that there were no ground clues to lead the kidnappers in their direction. He estimated that they’d been able to make it about a quarter of a mile, maybe a little farther, through the tree tops with the zip line. 

 


 He’d backtracked a couple of times with no sign of any kind of followers, although he wasn’t going to admit that to the little lady. She was irritated enough with him, he thought with a smile as he went back and forth through the water. Then again, maybe he’d tell her some time, just to see her beautiful face get all angry again. If her blue eyes could shoot daggers, he’d be dead by now, he laughed and had to lift his head out of the water as he chuckled with the thought. 

 


 Yes, Eve Peterson was definitely trouble, Mitch acknowledged. She didn’t add up and when things didn’t add up, problems would occur. He had no idea what kind of trouble she might give him, but he wasn’t one to take chances. 

 


 Then there was the mystery back in the States. Something didn’t feel right about the whole operation. There was something going on between the father and the daughter and he suspected that the father wasn’t on the up and up on several points of interest. He’d started several of his agents looking into that relationship as well as Peterson’s business dealings before he left. 

 


 Mitch thought about what it would be like to have a daughter and his mind’s eye pictured a cute little blond, blue eyed version that looked suspiciously like Eve. What would he do, how would he react, if his daughter were taken by kidnappers? His heart contracted and every muscle in his body tightened at the thought. As he forced his body to relax, he thought back to the reaction of Eve’s father. That was it, Mitch realized. There was something wrong with Jim Peterson’s reaction although he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was. The father had said all the right words, demanding someone do something to save Eve immediately, his anger had seemed to be correct. So what was it that wasn’t right? 

 


 Eve wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d been anticipating a rich, spoiled brat who complained and caused major irritation whenever possible and at all inconveniences to her physical comfort. But she’d been a trooper throughout the whole experience. The only moment of issue was when he’d mentioned to her that he was here on behalf of her father. Then she’d fought him like a tigress. Which brought him full circle. What was going on with the father? 

 


 Until he had more information, he’d hang out here and let his agents dig into the details. There was much more to the story than the father was admitting and Mitch didn’t like unanswered questions. 

 


 One last lap and he pulled himself out of the water. Not bothering to dry off since he was already sweating in the sweltering humidity of the jungle morning, he simply pulled his clothes back on. He ignored the wetness that pulled the shirt against his skin, just accepting that this was life in the jungle. This kind of irritation was minor compared to some of the other things he’d had to endure over the years. This didn’t even reach the level of mild irritation in his mind. 

 


 He picked up his pistol, packing it back into the back of his waistband, then slipped the various knives into their holsters. One on each ankle, one against his thigh and another on his hip. 

 


 With resignation, he knew he’d have to head back to the ramshackle house. Eve was probably frightened again. Or trying to sneak into his pack once again. He smiled, thinking of how she’d tried to dump the contents open earlier. She wouldn’t like what was in there anyway, even if she could figure the contents out. There were grenades as well as other explosives, but also materials for trip wires, listening devices and additional weapons. And food. He had several more food bars. 

 


 He suspected she would want the fruit, thinking back to the way she’d gnawed on the power bar earlier this morning. 

 


 When he walked back into the house, his eyes quickly adjusted to the dim light and he looked around. When he spotted her, he almost swore out loud. She was sleeping. But not like any other woman he knew. No, this female had to be curled up like some sort of goddess, her hands tucked under her cheek and her legs bent slightly. She still wore her boots though. Thank heaven for that, he thought. 

 


 He stared down at her porcelain skin, noting the dark circles under her eyes and the high cheekbones. She needed rest; she’d been walking for longer than he’d expected she would have been able to endure and she’d also done it with a minimal of complaints. She also needed food, he thought. And lots of it, noting how thin she was. She’d been a slender woman to start with but the past week of only bread and water had really done a job on her. He noticed that her skirt, dirty and ragged after all she’d gone through, was also just about hanging off of her slim body. He guessed she’d probably lost about ten pounds, weight she couldn’t afford to lose in the first place. 

 


 Turning and walking away, he stormed out of the house, telling himself he needed to secure the perimeter and call in again. It had been two hours since he’d checked in and it was time to find out if any answers had surfaced. 

 


 While making the call, he chatted with his agents and watched the house, going over the details of the mission with only half of his mind while the other half waited for his little chocolate chip chef to wake up once again. His eyes were hungry for a peek at her but each time he started to move closer, he forced his feet in the other direction. He had to maintain his distance and discipline he reminded himself each time he moved in her direction. 

 


 After he’d spoken to his second in command and assured himself that all was going according to the plan, he stepped out of the narrow dirt area surrounding the house and set up traps. Some would warn him of anyone coming closer, and some would maim anyone. The maiming ones he positioned in places where he could control the outcome so no one would get hurt unless he lured them in that direction. The warning traps, he set up all around the perimeter. 

 


 Several hours later, the late afternoon sun beat down on the jungle, creating a heat that almost made it difficult to breathe. The humidity was like a physical force and the smells of the decomposing jungle surrounded him, almost a texture in the air along with the humidity. He ignored it all as he watched, waited, explored and protected the area, and managed by sheer force of will to stay away from the hut and away from actually watching her as she slept. He heard her the moment she moved on the bed, his ears so attuned for her they blocked out the birds, monkeys and insects that vibrated through the air. 

 


 He watched intently from the shadows as she walked through the room and stood in the doorway. While she slept, a part of him had tried to convince himself that she wasn’t as beautiful as he’d thought she was, even though he’d just watched her sleeping three hours ago. Then she stood there and he wanted to punch something, her hair shimmering in the dappled sunlight, her soft skin looking like silk and his fingers ached to touch every inch of her. Hitting something would be good, he thought to himself, would keep him under control and the pain of hitting a solid tree might focus his attention on his hand instead of the stunning beauty looking around the makeshift compound. The nearest palm tree would work, he told himself. But instead, he stood still, letting the need to possess her flow through him, hoping to channel the pain away from his mind. And other areas of his body that didn’t follow instructions as well. 



 Chapter 8

 


 Eve stopped her restless pacing and stared straight ahead. He was back, she thought to herself with relief. She couldn’t see him but he was out there somewhere and he was close. How she knew that, she wasn’t sure but she stood in the doorway and tried to determine where he was. It was no use. If that man didn’t want to be found, he wouldn’t be seen, heard or discovered. 

 


 So she waited, patiently holding her breath and bracing herself for his appearance. This time, she wouldn’t make a fool of herself. She wouldn’t stare at him as if he were dessert, she wouldn’t gawk at his muscles and she definitely wouldn’t wonder what his skin felt like with the light hair that covered his forearms. 

 


 No, she would be patient and considerate, after all, he had sacrificed a great deal of his time to get her out of that horrible situation, and then she would start to subtly question him as to what would happen once they were out of here. She would need all the information she could gather from him in order to formulate a plan of action once she was back within her father’s manipulative grasp. 

 


 He stepped into the small open area and looked at her. “Sleep well?” he asked.

 


 Eve hated the blush that crept up her cheeks. “Yes, thank you.” She took a step out of the house, feeling a little silly in a silk shirt, linen skirt and black combat boots. She pushed her hair behind her ear and looked over at him. “What have you been doing?” she asked.

 


 “There’s a pool and waterfall down the way. Feels good. I’ll take you there tomorrow so you can have a swim. It’s too dangerous right now,” he explained before walking into the house and opening up his sack. He stopped in the middle of the room and looked around. “Did you eat?” he asked. 

 


 “Yes, thank you very much for gathering the fruit. It was delicious.”

 


 “Where are the skins and seeds?” 

 


 Eve lifted a shoulder, feeling silly suddenly. “I buried them,” she said. She looked away and tensed. “I read somewhere that animals can smell things like that so I buried the remains, not wanting to wake up to a bear or…the puma you mentioned earlier. I think I might be able to handle a spider but a wild animal might cause me additional alarm.” She was rambling and forced her mouth to stop moving. Looking up at him, she saw the smile in his eyes and relaxed slightly. “Okay, so I was being silly and there really isn’t any threat to some horrible beast coming up and breathing down my neck in search of decaying meal remains but I just thought it might help. And I didn’t have anything else to do so it didn’t take me much time. And besides, I wasn’t sure where you were or if you were coming back and I got a little nervous,” she said and turned away from him. “I’m sorry, that was an ungrateful statement and very rude. You’ve been nothing but kind to me and I shouldn’t have spoken to you like that.”

 


 She shut her mouth and waited, wondering if he would speak or respond in any way. When there was only silence, she lifted her head, determined to not be ashamed of her lack of knowledge of the jungle, then turned back to him. She was about to speak once again, but the words stopped in her throat when she saw the look of admiration on his face. 

 


 “I don’t like talking to someone’s back. Good job on the seeds and the peels from the fruit. I was going to do that myself.” 

 


 Without another word, he picked up his pack and walked back out. 

 


 Eve felt as if she’d just been given a prize of some sort. She wanted to savor the feeling but the more pressing desire was to not be left behind once again. Rushing out of the door, she ran smack into the back of the man. He spun around, catching her around the waist and hauling her up against his chest. 

 


 “Oh!” Eve said, shocked by the heat coursing through her body. Her breasts were pressed against his rock hard chest and she could feel every inch of him against the rest of her. Every nerve in her body was tingling with awareness. She stared up at him, still slightly off balance but not because of her speed anymore. Her fingers were resting against his chest, and she wished his own fingers would move up higher, touch her waist and caress her. They were huge hands and she’d noticed calluses on all of the fingers and palms. What would they feel like against her skin? Would they be hard? Rough? Did she care? 

 


 “Goodness!” she said, realizing what her mind was thinking and stepping back, horrified that she was making this man out to be objectified like this. Unfortunately, the tingling didn’t go away when there were several inches between them and she had to concentrate. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had stopped.”

 


 He let go of her waist and waited. Mitch was amused by her expressions. The woman was like an open book. All he had to do to find out what she was thinking was to look at her features. Her eyes gave away everything and he liked what he saw. The sexual awareness wasn’t one sided. His eyes dipped slightly lower and he noticed that he could see her nipples through the thin material of her bra and blouse. He wanted to pull her back into his arms and kiss her, feel her softness once again but he held back, remembering who he was dealing with. 

 


 Wrong time, wrong woman. She was a spoiled little rich girl who went from man to man without a care about his feelings. He’d give her credit that she was coping well with roughing it for a while. But that was it. 

 


 Heading back out to the jungle, he accepted that he would need to get away from her to gain perspective. 

 


 “What are you doing?” she asked.

 


 Mitch hadn’t been paying attention or he would have known she was following him. Damn! He’d been concentrating too much on getting away and not enough on his surroundings. Not good, he admonished himself. 

 


 “You need to go back to the house,” he said gruffly and bent down to tweak the trip wire hidden underneath the leaves.

 


 “What’s that for?” Eve asked, bending over his shoulder so she could see around him. 

 


 He gritted his teeth as her soft hair floated over his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.”

 


 “Is it to catch the bad guys?” she asked after watching him for several minutes. 

 


 “Yes.” Couldn’t she leave? Find someone else to drive crazy with her soft, feminine scent? Couldn’t she see what she was doing to him? Or was that her intent? The idea made him grit his teeth harder. He didn’t want to be pulled in by her. Let her have her corporate boys who would need help with their social agendas. He didn’t need her at all. 

 


 “And if they walk through this area, what will happen?” 

 


 He sighed and tried to turn his head to the left so he couldn’t smell her as strongly. She was soft, and feminine and smelled incredible, even after being kidnapped and trekking through the jungle. How the hell she could do that, he’d never know. “I’ll get a signal.”

 


 “What kind of signal?” 

 


 His fists clenched as he tried to maintain control as he turned to look up at her, gritting his teeth at her cute, curious expression. She looked like some sort of goddess! Her blond hair was falling forward, her pretty blue eyes were wide with interest and her damn sexy mouth was just inches from his own. He looked back down at the ground. “I’ll get a signal on my radio.”

 


 She didn’t say anything for a long moment. He tried to ignore her as he worked, but it was useless. She was there. She was curious. The best thing to do was to just teach her so she’d stop asking all those questions. He liked her voice too much. Maybe if he showed her what he was doing, she wouldn’t talk.

 


 No such luck, he thought to himself about an hour later. She followed him from mechanism to trip wire, asking questions, putting her long, sexy fingers into his view as she pointed at something to ask what it did, where it led, why he twisted one wire while he capped another….She was a fast student, he’d give her that. She even asked to set one up herself and damn if he didn’t let her. That was definitely a first but she was so damn sweet as she concentrated, her sexy little tongue sticking out one side of her mouth or her beautiful lips compressed with exertion while she set the mechanism, connected the electricity and hid the wire. When she was done, she looked up at him like he was some sort of hero in her eyes and he had to walk away after only a small nod of acknowledgement. 

 


 Cold shower, he told himself as the afternoon faded to nighttime. He definitely needed a cold shower. 

 


 Eve felt good. She’d learned something new today, even if it wasn’t about what she’d do when she returned to the states. A skill was a skill no matter how it was applied. 

 


 The task had also served to burn up several hours of daylight. Eve wasn’t sure if the boredom of the days or the fear of being kidnapped was worse. The fear was almost paralyzing but was over quickly as soon as they tossed her into the back of the first truck. She’d heard them talking through the gaps in the metal so she’d known from the beginning what they’re plans were and that she wasn’t going to be killed. 

 


 The days of nothingness were difficult though. She hadn’t even been able to look out the windows to see what the guards had done since they’d covered up the windows with old sheets and burlap bags. She’d peeked out once, only to be discovered and hadn’t had the courage to peek out again. 

 


 Now, looking at Jim sitting against the wall, his legs spread out in front of him and that terrifying knife in his hand as he wielded it against the delicate fruit, made her start thinking again. Thinking was bad because, around this man, it led to thoughts of his hands against her, touching her as gently as they touched that juicy fruit. What would his dark hand look like against the pale skin of her breast? That skin had never seen sunshine and was pale white, the contrast with the dark, tanned skin of his hand against her soft skin increased the flames inside her stomach. Eve shivered at the idea and started pacing. She couldn’t look at him. It was dangerous because other thoughts started forming in her mind, thoughts that were too sexual, too heated for her to endure. 

 


 “Where are you from?” she asked, needing conversation to get her mind off of the images his hands were creating. Picking up a banana and peeling it, she enjoyed the incredible sweetness of the fresh fruit while she waited for him to answer. 

 


 “I was born in Texas,” he replied, not adding any additional details. 

 


 She smiled brightly. “I like Texas. Great state. Do you live there now?” 

 


 His hands stilled, the knife still halfway through what looked like some sort of mango, but could be some other sort of exotic fruit she couldn’t name. “Why?” 

 


 Eve shrugged and her smile faded. “I guess that’s too personal?” When she only received a raised eyebrow, she moved on to the next question. “Do you like this kind of work?” 

 


 He shrugged. “It has its moments,” he answered.

 


 “What do you like best about it?” 

 


 Mitch considered his response carefully before speaking. Saying too much wasn’t a good thing in his line of business. Too many details could get one killed. “I get to see and do lots of things others just read about.”

 


 She laughed. “I suppose that’s a pretty accurate statement based on where we are and what we’ve been doing for the past twenty or so hours. I don’t think I would ever dream of trekking through the jungle or flying through the trees like you did this morning but here you are.” No response. And unfortunately, her eyes watched in fascination as he bit into a piece of the fruit, his even white teeth taking the flesh. Then she couldn’t see his teeth, only his lips as he chewed and her mind drifted to what his lips would feel like covering hers. Would his kisses be hard? Soft? 

 


 Shaking her head, she turned away. Bad thoughts. Concentrate. “You mentioned that my father hired you. How did he find you?” 

 


 “I didn’t say your father had hired me.” That was technically the truth, Mitch told himself. Peterson had hired his company, not specifically him. 

 


 Gritting her teeth at his non-answers, she tried a different way of asking the question. “Okay, then you got involved out of the goodness of your heart. How did that happen?” 

 


 “Maybe I just saw a picture of you and thought I could help.” That was also a true statement. Mitch hadn’t been personally involved in an operation in several years. The only reason he was involved now was…well, he could admit it to himself. Because of her picture, exactly as he’d said. If his vice presidents had anything to do with it, he wouldn’t, and shouldn’t, be here at all. It was that picture that had spurred him to action, something he still wasn’t sure how it had come about except his sheer stupidity, not a normal state of mind for him. 

 


 His comment startled her, the banana frozen halfway to her lips as she looked across the dirt floor at him. “Where would you have gotten pictures of me?” 

 


 “Internet?” he suggested. 

 


 She looked at him skeptically. “Are you saying you heard about my kidnapping, looked up my pictures on the internet, thought I looked nice and decided to offer your superior services?” 

 


 He couldn’t help but smile at her description. “No. You just said that. Not me.” And when her face flushed in the small flames of the fire he’d built, he had to chuckle at her response. Damn she wasn’t just cute and sweet now, she was straight out gorgeous and sexy and…damn! 

 


 Eve decided that she could really hate a man. She’d known deep anger and fury but hatred, that was one emotion she tried to avoid because she firmly believed that hatred made a person’s soul rotten. Now, there was no getting around it. She genuinely hated this man and how irritating he was. He couldn’t even answer a simple question in a straight forward manner. He had to go around the bush and up through the branches! 

 


 She tried a different tact. “So…what brought you here, right now to this place?” 

 


 “There was a plane and a helicopter, if that’s what you’re asking.” 

 


 Mitch couldn’t help it. She was just too adorable. Her anger was almost palpable as she tried to drag information out of him. He didn’t think there would be any harm in telling her what she wanted to know, but he liked to watch her anyway. She was about ready to spit. And since it was almost time to go to sleep, there was only one bed and two of them, it was definitely better that she be mad at him. It would help keep their distance at least mentally since they couldn’t easily maintain a physical distance. 

 


 As the sunlight faded, Mitch stood up and built up the fire in the dilapidated fireplace, grateful that the vegetation hadn’t clogged up the barely serviceable chimney. At least they wouldn’t be breathing in the smoke at night. They certainly didn’t need the warmth but he wanted to conserve the batteries to his flashlight in case they were needed. Besides, the fire and smoke would keep the insects at bay somewhat. 

 


 She continued to pace, sometimes mumbling under her breath. Every once in a while, she would ask him a question. And damn, didn’t she look pretty as hell when she didn’t get a straightforward answer. He liked watching her walk too. Her perfect round bottom was adorable in the skirt which was sort of hanging a little after days of wear. And her breasts were still fascinating, especially when she walked around. Every once in a while, she would walk in front of the fire and the light behind her highlighted her delightful curves. His body grew hard but he controlled the impulse to reach out and touch her. 

 


 It was almost ten o’clock when he decided she’d been pacing enough. It was time for them to sleep, knowing that they could be woken by anyone or anything during the night hours. 

 


 “Time for sleep,” he said and stood up. 

 


 “Sleep?” she answered quickly, her eyes darting to the bed in the corner which had definitely seen better days, then to the corners of the room. She shivered, knowing that there had been several spiders, very large spiders in some cases, in those corners just hours before. Who knew what might come in to sleep next to her if she were also curled up in those corners? She really didn’t want to find out. 

 


 The dilapidated bed wasn’t a good alternative either. It wasn’t very big and Jim was. Correction, he was huge. With the two of them on the bed, she wasn’t sure what might happen. She was sure he would be a perfect gentleman but she’d never been near a man as appealing, as delicious looking, as Jim was. She didn’t know how to handle that and she didn’t want to embarrass herself further today by doing something humiliating in her sleep. She’d only bother him and he’d gone to enough trouble already for her. He definitely didn’t need a silly female next to him, interrupting his sleep with…whatever she might do to interrupt him, she thought warily. 

 


 “I’ll just sleep over here,” she said finally and started to walk closer to the fireplace. 

 


 The squeak that broke through her throat was the last sound she made. Jim picked her up and simply pulled her down onto the bed next to him before saying, “Go to sleep.” He’d already pulled out a tarp like covering for the mattress as well as a thin net that was hanging from the roof by a clip and draped over the bed to protect them from bugs and the effect only made the situation more intimate, cozy. 

 


 He’d captured her and picked her up to carry her to the bed with one arm. Now that arm was wrapped around her waist, while his chest, hips and thighs pressed closely against her back, bottom and the backs of her thighs. His arm was heavy around her waist and Eve couldn’t believe how nice this position felt. She wanted to snuggle closer to him, to press her bottom against him and sigh with pleasure. 

 


 Well, if she were perfectly honest with herself, she wanted to turn around and watch him sleep, examine his face without fear of him catching her staring. She also wanted to touch his chest, feel his arm muscles once again. His biceps were bulging even when he was relaxed. Goodness he was a fine looking man!

 


 Instead of acting on her impulses, which she could imagine his raised eyebrow at that, she sighed and stared at the wall. There were sounds right outside the window, the fire crackling as it simmered down in the evening air and the smoke rising over their bed, hovering mysteriously since there wasn’t a breeze to carry it away. But she wasn’t nervous. For the first time in days, she felt calm, secured. Protected. She probably should be terrified with all the unknowns, but with Jim next to her, she had complete confidence that he would watch out for her. 

 


 When she felt his even breathing behind her, she finally was able to relax more. She snuggled closer, a smile forming on her face as she got more comfortable and she pulled his arm over her waist more, tucking his hand between hers and using his other arm as a pillow. She didn’t think he would mind since he was already fast asleep. She grinned once again and imagined what he might think if he were awake while she did that, then shook her head and tucked it over his arm a little more comfortably. His arm muscles were a little too big for her to be comfortable with her head on it but she didn’t want to move away. In fact, moments before she fell into a deep sleep, she pushed herself more firmly against him, snuggling up just as she had been afraid to do while he was awake.

 


 Mitch gritted his teeth, wondering if they could actually crack under the pressure. Was she really that innocent that she had no idea what she was doing to him? Or was she that experienced? Was he being too much of a gentleman? If she pushed her bottom up against his erection one more time, she was going to find out more about him that she’d ever bargained for. He was only human after all. And she was the softest woman he’d ever felt against him. She seemed to fit into him perfectly and his mind created fantasies where he rolled her onto her back, spread her legs and entered her, finding fulfillment with her lush, ripe body. 

 


 He almost groaned out loud but forced himself to think of something else. It was almost impossible since he could feel her soft breath against his skin and his hand was practically tucked between her breasts. After several hours of sleeplessness, he was finally able to push those thoughts out and relax and fall into a light sleep, dreaming things that would have her screaming if she ever knew about them. 

 


 Eve woke the following morning to a sense of well being. She hadn’t felt this good since before her mother had passed away more than ten years ago. Those thoughts made her sad so she snuggled up against the warmth behind her, pulling her pillow closer and trying to fall back to sleep once again. She’d been having a lovely dream and she wanted to go back to it. In her dream, she was riding on a wave of happiness, a gorgeous man with incredible muscles was laughing with her, carrying her up the stairs and tossing her onto a soft, fluffy cloud. 

 


 Something poked her in the back and she tried to move around it, frowning and concentrating on her dream. Whatever it was, she didn’t like it. 

 


 She rolled over, still more asleep than not, and snuggled against the warmth. The poking was gone and she curled up contentedly, trying to drift back to sleep. 

 


 Unfortunately, something wasn’t allowing her to. A heat was starting to build inside of her, making her uncomfortable. The softness against her neck was nice and the hand at her back, against her skin, felt absolutely wonderful. But a restlessness was creating disturbing thoughts. She sighed and rolled onto her back.

 


 The deep chuckle finally broke through her sleep drugged mind and she opened her eyes slowly, a smile forming on her face when the softness moved from her neck, down her arm then back to her shoulder. 

 


 “Jim?” she asked softly. “That’s not your real name, is it Jim?” Her fingers trailed up his arm and her legs shifted restlessly against his. 

 


 “Stop talking,” he groaned and his mouth covered hers. Eve loved the way the man kissed. It was as if he were trying to possess her completely. His lips teased, nudged, then moved harder, demanding more from her without being harsh. Her hands lifted, framing his face and her body arched into his hands which were against her ribs and moving higher. 

 


 “Jim!” she called out when his hand covered her breast. “Oh!” she gasped when his thumb flicked her hard nipple through the fabric of her blouse and bra. “Don’t stop!” she cried out. “Please, more!” 

 


 Her soft sighs and cries were more than he could endure. He’d slept next to her soft body all night, feeling her snuggle against him and he’d maintained his control but now, seeing her writhe against his hands, responding like no other woman ever had, he couldn’t stop. All thoughts of being a gentleman were blown out the window and it was all he could do to slow down and get her to the same level he was right now. Thankfully, the way she stiffened or wiggled, gasped every time he touched her, he wouldn’t have long to wait. 

 


 His mouth captured her nipple through the silk and he almost tore off the fabric but she pulled her shirt off herself. Her bra came next and then the most erotic thing happened. She took his hand, caressed the calluses with her fingertips, tracing each one as if she were trying to memorize them, their patterns, their past. Then, with infinite care, she took his hand and covered her breast, holding his hand, looking down at their hands together over her soft, white skin. 

 


 Mitch was mesmerized. With an aching gentleness he didn’t even know he possessed, he pushed her back against the mattress and kissed her gently, moving his hand over her breast, flicking the now naked nipple with his thumb and absorbing her reaction in his mouth. 

 


 One knee pressed between her legs and he moved over her, his mouth moving from hers down her neck and then to cover her nipple with his hot mouth. Mitch couldn’t believe how much he wanted her. He’d never wanted to possess a woman like this before. Maybe it was the circumstances, maybe it was the way she responded to each of his caresses, but it was driving him wild. 

 


 “Oscar one, this is manifold. Come in Oscar One.” The radio buzzed in the distance. Mitch ignored it. 

 


 “Oscar one, this is manifold. The package is imminent. Come in Oscar one.” Mitch sighed, laying his head down on her stomach while he gained control of his raging libido. Moments later, he shoved off the bed and picked up the radio. 

 


 “Manifold, this is Oscar One. Go ahead.” Mitch didn’t bother to look at Eve on the bed. He knew she was startled and frantically trying to cover herself but he had to concentrate now. 

 


 His agent described how one of the kidnappers was on the lookout, coming near to their position. “How long, Manifold?” he asked. 

 


 “Fifteen, maybe longer. Package isn’t directly on track.”

 


 “Got it. Oscar one out.” Mitch replaced the radio in his pack and checked for his knives. Then snapped several more magazines onto is belt, ensuring he had adequate bullets if a fire fight started. There was only one guard tracking him this way but he was meandering according to the agent tracking the man. Mitch would take him out quietly, then interrogate him before turning him over to the authorities, or releasing him, depending on how corrupt the police were in this area. He wasn’t sure, but it was entirely possible the entire police force was in the pay of the person who had kidnapped Eve. 

 


 Without a backwards glance, he walked out of the shack saying, “Get down low and don’t say a word until I tell you to come out.” 

 


 Eve was shaking in both fear for Mitch as well as reaction to what they’d been doing only moments before the radio had gone off. She knew without a doubt that she wouldn’t have stopped him, would have encouraged. Good grief, she’d been encouraging him from the moment he’d started. And right now, if he came back in to this house, she would open her arms to him and beg him to finish what he’d started. 

 


 Ten minutes later, he came back in and there was blood on his arm. “Jim! What happened?” she asked, jumping off the bed and running over to him. Her hands were shaking as she lifted them to his arm. “How can I help?”

 


 “It’s not my blood, Eve,” he said softly but firmly, not daring to look at her. If he saw concern in her pretty blue eyes, he might not be able to avoid that bed in the corner any longer. “Let’s have something to eat.” 

 


 Her eyes were huge as they looked up at him. “Eat?” she asked, feeling queasy. “Who’s blood is that?” she demanded. “Where did you go? What’s a package? And why did you have to deal with it?” 

 


 He didn’t respond. Instead, he handed her a banana and a power bar. “Don’t worry about it Eve.” 

 


 Putting her hands to her head, she walked around, pacing from one side of the room to the other. “How can I not worry about it? You could have been hurt. I wouldn’t have been able to help you. You didn’t tell me where you were going and in which direction. How was I supposed to know how to get you out of there if you’d been in danger?” she was furious with him now, the power bar and banana tossed onto the bed, her hands in little fists on her hips. 

 


 Mitch could only stare for a long moment while she worked through all the questions she had in her mind. Help him? How was a tiny little woman who weighed all of a hundred and twenty pounds supposed to help him who weighed two hundred and twenty pounds? The idea was so ludicrous, he actually smiled. “Eve, I’m fine.” Most women would be angry that he’d left them, worried that they might have had trouble getting out of the situation, only thinking of themselves. But Eve, his slender, beautiful Eve, wanted to ensure his safety? He was charmed. He couldn’t remember a time when someone, other than one of his fellow soldiers or agents, had been concerned for his safety. 

 


 She saw his amusement and that only increased her ire. “I know that now,” she snapped, her eyes shooting daggers at his muscular back. “But what if you hadn’t been fine?”

 


 Mitch shrugged, pushing that niggle of warmth her words created in the general area of his chest away as a nuisance. “That didn’t happen. Now eat something and then I’ll take you down to the river for a bath.”

 


 With one more glare, which he still didn’t see, she snatched up the banana and power bar but sat as far away from him as possible, glowering at him the whole time. He ate three power bars, four bananas and a mango before walking out but the odious man paused at the doorway and actually had the audacity to wink at her before he exited which only increased her fury. 

 


 She quickly finished her breakfast and followed after him. Thankfully, he hadn’t disappeared into the jungle once again and she found him easily. “You mentioned a bath?” she said belligerently behind him. “Is that offer still on the table?”

 


 He turned to look at her. “Of course,” he said after a long moment. He reached into his pack and pulled out a bar of soap and a huge tee shirt. “No scents though,” he said. “You can use the tee shirt to wear if you’d like to wash your clothes. Follow me.”

 


 He led her through the jungle for fifteen minutes and suddenly, they were standing in front of a magnificent pool of crystal clear water with a waterfall flowing gently down into the center. There were small fish swimming around and a few leaves drifted along the surface, then out of sight as they floated down the small river. 

 


 “Is it safe?” she asked, already bending down to untie her boots, incredibly excited at the prospect of both being clean as well as swimming in such a beautiful place. It was as if the little waterfall were out of a travel agency’s tropical island brochure. 

 


 “Yes. I’ll be over there,” he said, pointing to a cropping of trees. “Call me if you need anything.”

 


 He walked away, leaving Eve along with her boots, his soap, his spare tee shirt and the enticing pool of water that looked more refreshing than a bubble bath. She wished she had the courage to just dive in naked and luxuriate in the lovely water, but she didn’t. She tip toed down the embankment inch by inch, searching under rocks and large leaves, worried not only about predators but also snakes and spiders or other things she didn’t even know about until she was face to face with them. 

 


 She quickly took off her clothes, folding them neatly and laying them on a rock. She stood there, crouched down near the bank of the water and looked around. She didn’t see Jim but knew he was there somewhere. Feeling silly since he was obviously giving her privacy for a bath, she stood up but hurried into the water. As soon as the cool water hit her hot, sweaty skin, she sighed with deep pleasure. 

 


 She bent down and drank several gulps, having forgotten how thirsty she was. She’d been given water very little during the whole week, only getting a cup each day, so this was special and she savored the relative luxury of drinking as much water as she wanted. She then ducked down into the pool, covering her nakedness and swimming out several feet. 

 


 She could touch the bottom most of the way but she still kept her feet off the bottom, afraid of what lived in the muck down below but she still reveled in how lovely everything felt. It was only when she got to the center where the waterfall flowed down that she couldn’t touch the bottom. 

 


 She swam for several minutes, then remembered that Jim was waiting on her and hurried back to the shore to get the soap. She lathered her hair and body quickly, then rinsed under the shower provided by the waterfall, feeling wonderfully clean after a week of no showers or anything to freshen up. The soap was harsh but she didn’t mind. Anything was better than the grittiness she’d been feeling for so long. In fact, it felt so good, she lathered herself once again, just because she could. Taking her clothes, she grimaced at the wear and tear on what had previously been one of her favorite outfits but now was in tatters. Without anything else to wear, she’d have to eventually pull these back on, but was very grateful that Jim had given her the tee-shirt. That meant she could wash out the clothes and let them get somewhat dry before putting them on again. 

 


 After washing each piece carefully, she swam through the water, splashing playfully in the waterfall and swimming around. She had no idea how long she’d been playing when she felt his presence. Looking around, she found him almost immediately. His shirt was off and her mouth dropped open in appreciation and awe of his masculine perfection. His shoulders were so broad, she couldn’t believe they were real and they tapered down to a narrow waist, above which were abdominal muscles with ridges that were more than pronounced. Chiseled was a better description.

 


 She couldn’t help but stare and no one would blame her. He was amazing! 

 


 Eve considered her options. This morning, she had been frustrated when he stopped. And now, she sensed their imminent departure and she didn’t want to lose this opportunity with him. She wanted him. There had been so many dates set up by her father, all of which had been with men who were old enough to be her father, petulant enough to still be considered children despite their age, or boring, irritating men with nothing better to talk about than business and making their next million. Now she was standing ten feet away from a man who was the antithesis of everything she’d known before. It was time to take the next step, to find out what it would be like to be held in the arms of a man like this one. She couldn’t think of him as Jim since she knew that wasn’t his name. 

 


 It seemed like they stood staring at each other for hours but in reality, it was probably only seconds. She’d made her decision and now, having only one thought in mind, she walked forward, only mildly shy when his eyes traveled down her naked body. It was the first time a man had ever seen her like this and it felt right. Completely natural and wildly exciting. The flare of desire that shot through his eyes as he watched her made her insides melt. Yes, this was definitely the right decision. Her only regret would be if she didn’t go through with this. 

 


 “Any radio messages going to come through?” she asked softly as she stood in front of him. 

 


 “No.” Not another word, but his eyes spoke volumes. He wanted her too. Almost as much as she wanted him but she doubted he could possibly know how incredible he was in her eyes. Every part of him seemed to be etched out of stone, but his touch was gentle, tender, possessive. 

 


 She took another step forward, only inches away from him. Her hand reached out and she touched the middle of his chest, her eyes traveled higher, caught by the intense desire she found in his. “What’s your real name?” she asked softly, stepping forward, her second hand reaching up and touching his chest, smoothing along the muscles, gliding over the nipples and her hand almost flinched when she heard his harsh intake of breath. She lifted her hand, but he pulled it back, placing it right over the same spot and looking back at her, begging her with his look to touch him again. 

 


 “Mitch,” he replied gruffly and then there was no time to talk, only to feel. 

 


 He lifted her into his arms and carried her a couple of steps, the entire time, his eyes looked at her, skimming over her curves, then back to her eyes as if needing confirmation that this was what she wanted. 

 


 “Touch me,” she said softly, a moment after he put her down on a flat rock by the edge of the water. 

 


 His hand lifted, touching her hair, his fingers feeling the wet tresses before moving down along her throat. His hands touched her everywhere, and then his mouth followed, creating fire everywhere on her skin. His mouth was gentle at times, nipping and causing her to gasp in pleasure as he found all the various secret places on her body. 

 


 “I’m sorry, Eve,” Mitch groaned as he hovered over her, “I can’t wait any longer,” he said and moved her gently underneath him. With extraordinary care, he pulled her closer as he entered her. Eve was so out of control, she didn’t want to stop him, to slow him down. She thought she might go out of her mind if he didn’t take her immediately. Wrapping her legs around his waist, she placed her hands on his shoulders, her body instantly, instinctively, moving into place to take him inside her. 

 


 As he slowly entered, her, she felt impatient, lifting her hips to make him move faster. But he held her down, smiling slightly as she moved against him. “You can’t…” he started to say but then lifted her hips, helping her move towards him. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said but then his hips pushed forward and Eve gasped as he plunged into her softness. 

 


 “You’re so tight,” he said gruffly as he started to move, inching in farther and farther, watching Eve’s face as he came closer to being fully inside her. “You’re beautiful,” he said, stopping for a moment, struck by how beautiful she looked with her eyes half closed with the passion he was generating inside her. An odd thought popped into his mind and he pushed it aside, knowing that wanting her like this for the rest of his life was an impossible dream. He didn’t know this woman, could be a horrible human being and he should enjoy the physical only. But inside, he knew that wasn’t right. She was beautiful inside and out. Why he was ignoring his instincts where Eve was concerned, when he’d relied upon them his entire professional life, was a question for later. Right now, all he wanted to do was put his seal of ownership on this slender beauty writhing underneath him. 

 


 With careful movements since she was against the stone, he moved against her, watching her face for signs that he was giving her maximum pleasure. But as he watched, he realized that it didn’t matter which way he moved. She gasped or cried out, moved with him and egged him on with her soft cries of delight. No other woman had ever driven him this crazy before but he maintained control, wanting to give her pleasure before he couldn’t stand it any longer. 

 


 When he finally pushed her over the edge, he absorbed her cries of pleasure in his mouth, moving against her as he continued to take her higher, pushing her harder so until he roared out loud in his own orgasm. 

 


 As her heart and breathing slowed, she reached up and kissed him on the middle of his chest, a giggle of happiness overwhelming her. Slowly, the sounds around them started to filter back to her mind. The birds singing or squawking, the frogs, the wind through the trees and the constant chatter of the insects surrounded them, playing a symphony to their paradise. 

 


 “That was incredible,” she whispered, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing herself against him, thrilling with the hardness of his body against her softer limbs. “Thank you.”

 


 Mitch couldn’t figure out what he was feeling right now. He usually hated post sex conversations and snuggling but he didn’t want to move away from her. She felt too good, too soft. And she weighed almost nothing. He lifted away anyway, concerned that he might be too much for her with the flat rock against her back. He glanced down and was suddenly struck by the traces of blood. “You started your period,” he said and scooped her up into his arms. 

 


 Eve heard his words and froze. As he lifted her into is arms, she glanced up at him. “I what?” she whispered, all feelings of happiness gone and embarrassment taking over. 

 


 “Don’t be embarrassed,” he said as he carried her into the water. “It’s natural. But at least that means you can’t get pregnant so it’s good timing since that thought hadn’t even occurred to me.”

 


 Eve smiled slightly, still stunned by what he was saying. “Mitch, I don’t…” she started to say but faltered, her arm reaching over and covering her breasts and her hips, suddenly painfully self conscious. She hadn’t started her period at all. The blood was because she was a virgin, or at least, she used to be. How could she tell him that he’d been her first? How could he not have known? Well, to be perfectly honest, she hadn’t even noticed that monumental moment either so why should he? 

 


 “Don’t worry about it,” he chuckled. “I can see this is going to embarrass you anyway but it’s not going to stop me from luring you back to the state of mind you were in a few minutes ago.” They were in the water now, the soft ripples floating around their bodies and she floated a little as he loosened his hold on her. She turned around, her arms reaching around his neck and pressing herself against his body once again, loving the feel of him as she moved with the water and her own instincts on what might pleasure him more. 

 


 “I don’t think…” she started to say but he kissed her, not letting her finish that statement. And a few seconds later, she couldn’t remember what she was going to say anyway. 

 




 Chapter 8

 


 Eve couldn’t believe how happy she could be, even in the middle of the jungle with fruit and power bars for nutrition. She loved waking up in Mitch’s arms, loved the feeling of him nuzzling her neck and getting her body moving in the way only he could do. No man had ever tempted her the way Mitch’s touch did. 

 


 And they talked! It took the entire second day but eventually, she got him to open up to her. She loved the way his deep voice told her funny stories of his childhood, growing up in Texas, joining the military and all the interesting people he’d met. He wouldn’t tell her about his missions, but she respected that and didn’t ask him anything that might put him in an awkward position. But he shared some of his life with her and she told him about her mother, growing up in a large household filled with servants and all the ridiculous things that happened at boarding school, leaving out the sadness, loneliness, the pain of losing her mother just as she was becoming a woman and all the scary things she’d had to figure out on her own. 

 


 Instead of the sadness, she shared with him the happiness, hoping and grateful when he did the same. He was an only child, she found out, who had joined the military just as his father had done. His mother was still living, and he often had dinner with her since she lived close by in Dallas, Texas. His father had passed away from a heart attack, no other details were shared in that area but Eve could feel the pain of that loss and she’d touched him gently on his arm. 

 


 When he covered her hand, she knew that he’d acknowledged her comfort and that was a precious moment she’d savor for the rest of her life. This man who was so private, so closed off, had allowed her to give him something that she knew he desperately needed. She sensed he didn’t often let other people in, but she’d had a glimpse and that was important. 

 


 Not only did he talk to her, he showed her survival skills. She wouldn’t take the gun no matter how much he urged her to try. So when he offered her a knife, she took it, grateful that he wasn’t asking her to learn about the gun. In between radio transmissions with his secret partners, he gave her self defense lessons, hand to hand combat but those generally degenerated into both of them touching, feeling, and eventually back on the mattress, a rock, under the waterfall or even against a tree. When the feelings started, neither Eve nor Mitch could stall them until they were in a more comfortable place. It was as if the feelings of desire simply controlled them and Eve didn’t try to fight them any longer. 

 


 “Eve, wake up,” Mitch said softly as he nudged her shoulder. 

 


 Eve woke up slowly, looking around. Her first thought was that he was already dressed which was disappointing. After a night of incredible sex, she found that she still wasn’t satisfied. “Good morning,” she smiled and reached out to touch his cheek gently, her heart swelling with wonder when she felt his cheek lean into her touch. “How are you?” she asked. 

 


 “Time to go, Eve,” he said and lifted her up, placing her in his lap. “The helicopter will be arriving soon. You need to get dressed.”

 


 That woke her up. She sat up and pushed her hair out of her face. “Helicopter?” she asked warily. “Why?” 

 


 Mitch couldn’t help but chuckle at her response. “You want to stay here forever?” 

 


 Eve looked up at him, saw the amusement and hid the hurt that caused. Yes, if she could, she’d stay here with him, enjoying the lazy nights, swims in the shallow pool and just get to know him as much as he’d let her. She felt as if each small little comment from him was like a window into who he was, what made him into the amazing man he’d become, and she knew she hadn’t had enough time to get to know him as much as she’d like. “No, I guess that was silly, wasn’t it?” she covered up, grabbing his spare black tee shirt over her head. “I was just sleepy.” She stood up and pulled on her torn skirt, cringing at the horrible state of each item. At least her underwear and bra were in relatively good shape although she hadn’t worn them much in the last couple of days. “I guess I look pretty frightful, don’t I?” she joked, pushing her hair back behind her ear, hoping she didn’t look as frightful as she felt. 

 


 He didn’t comment but stopped packing his backpack up to watch her. He didn’t think she looked horrible. In fact, he thought she looked great. Better than great actually. If he could, he’d drag her back to bed and never let her get up for another week. He wanted to hear her call out his name when she climaxed and her soft, kitten like purrs when he touched her in certain ways she liked. He wanted to ask her questions and listen to her just talk. He liked her voice, he liked her walk and he definitely liked the way she responded to him. 

 


 But that time was over. He needed to get her back to reality. Her father was impatiently waiting back in the states for her return and he didn’t really have any solid reason to keep her away except some odd sense that there was more to this situation than was visible on the surface. He reasoned that all relationships had their secrets so if Eve had some from her father, they were certainly none of his business, even if he was itching to get to the bottom of them. 

 


 He tossed her another power bar and almost laughed out loud when she grimaced at the breakfast. He’d miss that about her as well. He liked her raw honesty even if she tried to hide it from him. 

 


 Eve tore open the foil wrapper and nibbled at the waxy protein bar and watched him load up the supplies he’d brought. The trip wires and all the other little gear he’d brought along were wrapped up and stored and Eve had to work hard not to cry about their departure. 

 


 When she heard the helicopter blades in the distance, she almost started sobbing but Mitch took things in hand and started issuing her instructions in a no nonsense voice. His eyes bored into her, daring her to challenge him on what he was telling her but she didn’t care. She listened carefully to his instructions and nodded her head. It was easier to try and memorize all he was telling her about how the helicopter would lift her out of the jungle than to think about how much she wanted to be with him. 

 


 When the helicopter arrived, just as he’d explained, a hoop made out of some sort of stiff material was lowered down on a winch. Mitch wrapped her around in the hoop, made sure she was secure, then gave a thumbs up signal to the man leaning over the side of the helicopter indicating it was safe to pull her up. 

 


 Eve dangled in the air, looking straight up at the man, just as Mitch had told her to do. When the man grabbed her hands, she followed Mitch’s instructions and waited for the man to pull her on board. Then she waited tensely for the same operation to happen for Mitch. She dared to peek around the man and just about screamed when she saw what was happening. Mitch wasn’t using the hoop as he’d had her do. The man simply dangled from the cable by his hand, his enormous muscles pulling him up as if he were some sort of Rambo. Which, she acknowledged he was, but that was no excuse to put himself in danger like that! She was furious with him and when he climbed on board, without the help of the other man like he’d told her to do, she glared at him. She couldn’t believe it when he had the audacity to grin right back at her. 

 


 As soon as they were all secured, the helicopter sped off. It took over an hour, but they finally reached an airport which didn’t look much better than the pathetic looking shack they’d been occupying for the past few days, with the exception of the ultra modern private jet that was parked at the end of the runway. 

 


 The helicopter landed on the blacktop and all of the men jumped out, each of them patting each other on the back, politely nodding to her, one of them even coming over to ask her if she needed any medical attention. She smiled politely and rejected the offer of medical assistance as they moved towards the airplane. She tried to hold her temper. She counted to ten three times. But in the end, she couldn’t stop her temper from boiling over. 

 


 Mitch was watching her warily. He could see the anger in her body movements and wondered about it, not sure what could possibly be wrong. She was on her way home. Shouldn’t that make her happy? 

 


 It wasn’t long before he understood. Boy, he thought with relish, when she let her temper lose, she was amazing! At first, it was easy to not smile at her. He was too stunned when she let lose to say anything. But then, he just couldn’t help it. As she let her temper take control, he simply couldn’t believe how sexy she was when she was angry. Cliché he knew, but apropos. 

 


 “You jerk!” she called out to him halfway to the airplane. “You told me not to let go! You told me to hang on and not touch the wire, to wrap my arms together and not let them sway. You said to let the other guy pull me in so there wasn’t any static electricity. And then I look out and there you are dangling around, putting yourself in needless danger! How could you! How could you just dare that wire to let you drop? Do you have any idea how high up that helicopter was? And what on earth did you think would happen if you’d fallen? I know you’re superman and all but even you can’t hold onto something like that forever. What if something had gone wrong? What if the winch hadn’t been fast enough for you! You put yourself in unnecessary danger, Mitch!” 

 


 He couldn’t help it. The only way to silence her was to take her into his arms and kiss her. She struggled for only a moment and she got in one or two soft punches before she gave in and held onto him. She even pulled herself up against him, lifting herself so she could kiss him more thoroughly. Mitch forgot about his team that were most likely staring at the two of them, he forgot about the plane that was fueled and ready to take off and the potential danger of discovery if they didn’t hurry and get out of the area. All he thought about was her soft, delectable body curving into his, her sweet mouth that kissed him back with a passion that matched his own. One more touch of her hair, his fingers tangling in her soft, blond curls. Slowly, he pulled back, letting her feet drop back onto the ground. 

 


 Eve hated the idea of leaving him but as she looked around, she saw ten other men, all of whom were staring at her and Mitch in varying degrees of shock and amusement. “Get on the plane, Eve,” Mitch said roughly, softly so only she could hear the command. 

 


 Eve followed his instructions, deciding that the two of them had made enough of a spectacle of themselves. Inside the plane, Eve was greeted by the pilot who indicated she should move to the back of the plane. She was shown to the back where a shower and a clean set of clothes were laid out for her. 

 


 Eve didn’t hesitate. She walked quickly back to the small bedroom and closed the door. There, she leaned her head against the door and let the sadness flow. She could no longer control it and she cried out her heart that was breaking into a thousand pieces. Had the past few days meant nothing to Mitch? Was she just another operation? Was she just another conquest? She didn’t blame him if she had been. Eve had definitely made it easy for him. She just couldn’t believe that this was over. 

 




 Chapter 8

 


 Pushing away from the door, she walked into the shower. It was nice to be clean, but she couldn’t help but think of how nice it had been yesterday when she’d showered under the waterfall. The plane was cramped with a tiny shower which she hated. It reminded her of her father’s plane and she wanted nothing to do with it. In fact, as she looked around, she realized that this was her father’s plane. Good grief, how out of it had she been to not realize that she was walking onto her father’s personal plane? That was ridiculous and Mitch had taught her better over the past couple of days. She was supposed to be aware of her surroundings and make sure that things were as they were supposed to be before proceeding. Look at her now, only moments after being apart from him and she’d forgotten everything he’d taught her. 

 


 That was good though, she thought as she dried off and pulled on the pair of blue silk slacks and white cotton top. Discovering that her father was the one flying her out gave her something to concentrate on besides her heart breaking. She had more important things to worry about than if she wasn’t going to see Mitch again. 

 


 Heading back to her father wasn’t good, she thought, wiping the tears away so she could put on the makeup that was in a travel case. The makeup wasn’t hers, she couldn’t afford this stuff but she used it anyway, grateful at least to have something to look somewhat presentable. Not to mention she wanted to look beautiful for Mitch. Maybe if he saw her the way she normally was, he wouldn’t….no, that wasn’t helpful, she admonished herself. Mitch had a job to do and she was no longer that job. He had to leave, had to get on with his life. And she had to get out of the latest pickle since she was now on her father’s plane, which meant that her father was probably waiting for her at the end of this flight. 

 


 Strategy. That was what she needed. A plan that would get her back to where she wanted to be. And she supposed she needed to make sure she understood exactly where that place was…and with whom. 

 


 Taking a deep breath, she opened the door and stepped out to the main cabin. All ten of the men were lounging in the various seats, some of them joking, others sleeping. Mitch was off to the side talking on his cell phone. She saw him hesitate when she stepped out of the bedroom area and glance at her but other than that, he barely acknowledged her. A part of her thought he might have been surprised by her appearance, but she chalked that up to her silly hope that he liked what he saw. Since he didn’t do anything else, she had to accept that his surprise was probably only in her imagination and not reality. 

 


 Fine, she could play the same game, she told herself. She walked over to one of the vacant seats and sat down, accepting the magazine the flight attendant handed to her as well as the bottle of water. She drank it down thirstily, genuinely appreciating the offer. It had been a long time since she’d tasted good water but as her throat swallowed the liquid, she wished it had been the water from the river. She wished desperately that she had just one more day with Mitch. She wanted to know him better, to understand him and talk to him. She wanted to….love him, she realized with a start. 

 


 As she stared out the window, she knew that the last part was ridiculous. She couldn’t love a man she’d just met. So what if the sex had been incredible? Sex wasn’t love, although many women had fallen into that mistake. She wouldn’t be one of them, she promised herself. 

 


 She snuck a look at Mitch and noticed that he was bent over some maps, talking with one of the other men on the plane. It was as if he’d completely dismissed her from his mind and she almost hated him for that. She wanted to feel used, discarded but that wasn’t fair. That wasn’t what they’d shared together, was it? 

 


 Five hours later, the plane landed in Dallas, Texas and Eve rolled her eyes at the paparazzi that were waiting on the ground, cameras and microphones at the ready. There was no way to avoid the silliness so Eve gathered herself together and took a deep breath. Of the whole group that was on the plane, she was the only one that descended the steps to the waiting group of reporters and her father, a circus atmosphere already in play. Probably just as her father’s publicist had arranged, she thought cynically. 

 


 Through gritted teeth, she accepted her father’s embrace and smiled for all the cameras and reporters as they snapped pictures of their happy reunion. It was completely fake and she kept looking back, wondering why the others hadn’t descended the steps of the plane. Why were they holding back? This was their big moment. They would get lots of publicity from this little scene, why hadn’t Mitch come out and spoken to the reporters? Her father was praising the efforts of Hamilton Securities, and all the plans that had been set up that enabled the team to retrieve his beloved daughter from the “crazy people trying to extort money from hard working Americans” he said, playing to the sympathy of the working classes just as he’d always done. 

 


 In the limousine after the press conference, Eve sat and stared out the window, ignoring her father. 

 


 “You’ve been gone a long time, dear,” her father said after several moments of silence. 

 


 She didn’t respond. She wasn’t going to play his games. He was angry with her for not gushing out her excitement and gratitude for the money he’d shelled out that enabled her rescue, but she wasn’t going to do that. She’d heard some confusing statements at the kidnapper’s compound and she wouldn’t put it past her father to have arranged the whole thing for some business deal he was working on. It might also have been retribution for some business deal he’d not followed through on. Either way, it was none of her business and she wasn’t going back to her old life, no matter what her father said. 

 


 In the continuing silence, she heard her father’s deep sigh, indicating he was starting in on the guilt part of his campaign. “I thought you’d be more excited to learn that I’ve found the perfect husband for you.” 

 


 Eve shook her head in astonishment and looked across at him. “Who this time, father dear? Another spoiled billionaire’s son? What’s he done wrong to deserve me for a temporary fiancé? Ignored a really good deal you’ve offered him if he’d sell you a large chunk of shares for his company at a ridiculously low price? Or maybe the poor sap has a good way of getting into another company that you’ve been trying to get your claws into, and I’m the cheapest way?” 

 


 Edward Peterson chuckled sarcastically, not bothering to inform her of the reasons why she was now engaged once more. In Edward Peterson’s mind, women were decorations and a means to an end and didn’t warrant information other than what he told them. “Don’t worry, my dear. I’ll keep you safe this time.” 

 


 At her startled expression, he chuckled. “No, not this time, Eve. I’ve hired someone to make sure you’re around for a while. Your squeamishness isn’t going to make this particular deal go bad.” 

 


 She definitely didn’t like the sound of that but took a page out of Mitch’s book and kept her expression devoid of the emotions roiling through her. “Big deal in the works, dad?” she said as casually as possible, trying to convey that she didn’t care. In reality, her stomach was clenching with revulsion at the next man who would try and touch her. She hadn’t been able to stomach any of the men her father had set her up with before. But after being with Mitch, she couldn’t imagine any man touching her the way he had. 

 


 “Of course, always something percolating. And you’re the perfect publicity stunt.”

 


 Eve rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you just get married and have some silly wife to decorate your arm. Why do you need me?” 

 


 He surveyed her delicate beauty, amused that she was so obtuse. “You’re a much better asset, my dear. And cheaper,” he chuckled at her surprised expression. “I don’t need to divorce you so you’re basically a free asset.” He sighed as if considering some distant issue. “Eventually, you’ll just marry some man and you’ll be his problem but until then, you’re still quite useful.” His eyes turned cold and furious at that moment. “It has been quite embarrassing, you know, to make up all those silly excuses for the press when they asked where you were over the past year. Imagine, a father who didn’t know where his daughter was?” He tssked. “Very embarrassing, love.”

 


 Eve pulled away, crossing her arms over her stomach and looking away. “I’m not your love. And why didn’t you just tell them I was off working somewhere? That’s a legitimate excuse. And the truth, by the way.”

 


 “And completely humiliating in my present financial situation. No need for you to work when I’ll give you everything you could possibly need. If anyone knew that you’d been working for a living, they might assume that my companies weren’t doing well.” He shook his head. “It’s all about perception. You should know that by now. I thought I taught you better but I guess your mother had too much influence over you after all.”

 


 “I don’t really consider your credit cards and that gaudy room you had someone decorate for me any sort of compensation for all that you put me through in return for me selling myself to the highest bidder. Not really a fair trade in my book.”

 


 He shook his head. “Why so picky? Why not just accept your lot in life? Your mother did.”

 


 That infuriated Eve. “Leave my mother out of this. She was kind and generous and too good for the likes of you.”

 


 His laugh shot tingles of fear down her spine. “One would think you’re not my flesh and blood. Don’t you know, Eve, that I’m your father and should know what’s best for you?

 


 She thought about Mitch and how he’d kept his face completely free of any emotions. She tried very hard to emulate him this time, wanting to make her father angry. “You’re a parasite,” she said with as much dignity as she could muster while under the threat of losing her freedom one more time. 

 


 His eyes flared at her insolence. It took him several minutes, but eventually, he found his control once more. “And you’ll be properly put in your place for that one. Jeffrey is waiting back in New York for you.”

 


 Control, she thought. It’s all about being in control. As soon as I let him make me angry, the battle is lost. This is all too important to lose, she told herself. Her composure was straining, but she just continued to picture Mitch and what he would do in this situation. “I’m eager to meet him,” she said, then yawned. She knew how to play the game. She had to make her father believe she wouldn’t resist him. Otherwise, he wouldn’t let his guard down. It was all a game, she reminded herself. And one she’d won in the past. Her father might be more on his guard this time, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t fool him again. And this time, she wouldn’t be caught again. Somehow, she’d make sure of that. 

 


 Three days later, Eve was ready to go. She’d done exactly as she’d either seen Mitch do or what he’d taught her to do while in the jungle. Hopefully, she had the right things in place to get the job done. It was now or never since her father might actually make her go through with this wedding. Not that she would do it, but it would save her a whole lot of manipulations later if she could simply escape now. If she played her cards right, she’d get out of this mess completely. 

 


 “Tim, I’d like to go shopping today. Would you mind terribly?” she asked, smiling sweetly for the body guard her father had hired. He was supposed to ensure her safety wherever she went but Eve knew that her father really wanted him to make sure she returned each night. 

 


 She’d been introduced to her latest “fiancé” on the night of her return. There had been a series of social events, all of which she’d endured on the arm of “Jose Nuvarez”, the man her father wanted her to be engaged to for whatever period of time suited his business needs. 

 


 This was the end of it though. She had done enough of playing the game, she needed to get back to her previous life. And she’d questioned her father enough to know that he’d had no idea where she’d been living or what she’d done. If it hadn’t been for the kidnappers finding her, he still would be in the dark. 

 


 She’d set the scene well enough. This morning she’d woken and went to the breakfast room, reading the whole paper, front to back and sipping coffee as if she hadn’t a care in the world. When she was done, she’d gone to the music room and played on the piano for over an hour, then to the library where she’d read for the next four hours. Her father’s new housekeeper, he never kept one for very long since they quit after only a few months of his obnoxious behavior and constant demands, brought her a sandwich and glass of lemonade for lunch, but Eve had eaten it while pretending to be absorbed in her book. 

 


 Mentally, she went through her check list one more time, making sure that she’d remembered everything she’d need. Some items had been hidden in the limousine over the past few days, some in her purse, and others still in a secret pouch she’d made for herself that was right now hanging from her waist band inside her loose, linen skirt – another idea from Mitch she’d found out one day when she’d watched him pull knives and other paraphernalia out of several pockets of his pants and boots. She didn’t have doubles of all her equipment, but she prayed that everything would work effectively.

 


 Her purse was heavy but, as she lifted it over her shoulder, she pretended as if there was very little inside it. Smiling, she walked in front of Tim to the car, knowing that he preferred it that way. In this manner, he searched the area for threats, he told her. Eve thought that was odd. In the movies, the body guard would always walk in front of whoever they were guarding, presumably to take any bullets headed in their direction. Why Tim wanted to be behind her, she had no clue. Whatever worked for him, she didn’t care. 

 


 She suspected that if Tim let her walk behind her, he wouldn’t see her if she slipped into the odd door or alley when they were going from vehicle to building or the reverse. Just more evidence that Tim was not exactly her body guard and more of her prison keeper. Nothing she hadn’t already figured out though. 

 


 He sat in the front seat while she was in the back and she pretended to watch the buildings of New York City whiz by. But in her mind, she was going through all the small little details of her plan. Had she forgotten anything? She went through all the items in her mind, each step then checked off the needed materials against what she had in her bag. It was all there, it was only up to her to find an opportunity. 

 


 She went through store after store, purchasing anything that struck her fancy since it was going against her father’s credit card and not her own. She made sure some of them were the most expensive items in whatever store she was in, asking the salesperson to ship it to her house instead of lugging it through the remainder of her shopping expedition. She wasn’t sure about her credit card limits, but she was determined to see if she could reach it in one day, just to irritate her father. 

 


 Her father didn’t even know that she had her own credit cards and she hoped he never would. She knew that people could be tracked with credit card usage, so she maintained hers only for emergency purposes. 

 


 If everything went according to plans, she wouldn’t have to hide from her father any longer. She’d have to be very good, very creative and timing was critically important. But having been hounded by the press for years before leaving her father’s house meant she had resources and training. She knew she could manipulate this situation to her own benefit, if she could simply manage the timing. 

 


 After five hours of shopping, she could see Tim’s impatience. Her father’s driver, Miguel was busy carrying some of her purchases back to the car and she carelessly selected five more outfits and headed for the dressing room. Tim was wilting, she knew and it had been a long day for both of them. Eve didn’t mind shopping, she just hated the mindlessness of all of it when she wasn’t doing it for a specific purpose. 

 


 She smiled at Tim before disappearing into the dressing room, her arms full of the clothes. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that Tim deflated against a door but his eyes were alert, darting from one end of the women’s department to the other, then back again. Eve knew he wouldn’t be easy to slip away from but, thanks to Mitch, she had a pretty good idea of how to do it. She hoped that the tricks she’d learned from Mitch would help her this afternoon. This was it, she told herself. If she messed up on this mission, everyone would be aware of her plans and would become more watchful. 

 


 Working quickly, she pulled the wig, padding, coat and dress out of her back which had been covered by a loose jacket that matched her skirt. Shoes on last and she was dressed. Glancing at her watch, she calculated the change had taken forty-five seconds. She had to move faster. She needed every moment to get away. Attaching the wire to the recorder was easy enough but she couldn’t test it to make sure it worked. She’d just have to trust her memory and hope that Mitch had told her everything. It had worked when she’d tested it in her bedroom so she’d just have to go on faith now. 

 


 After the wire was set, she couldn’t go through the door. Slipping under the dressing room stall was easy enough, she only had to readjust her wig. Looking at her image in the mirror, she thought she looked perfect. The black, long haired wig and red satin dress made her look like a completely different person. The high heeled shoes gave her added height. Applying darker lipstick, sunglasses and additional blush to make her cheeks redder, she pulled the second, smaller bag out of the larger one and tossed it over her shoulder. She looked like a tramp, albeit an expensive one but it would have to work, she said. 

 


 She walked out of the dressing room and prayed that Tim was still in the same place she’d left him. That way, when she walked out, she could make sure her face was turned away from him. She didn’t think her features were very remarkable but she didn’t want to take any chances. 

 


 Taking several steps, she adjusted her walk to help her in the higher heels, then with a sashay and a flick of her long, fake tresses, she was off. Three steps, she counted, two…one...she was now out of the dressing room. Tim had turned away but he was still in the same place so she walked out quickly. Three minutes to reach the front of the store and she was in luck when a cab was just letting off his current customer. She raised her arm and the cabbie indicated he’d seen her. It was magic, she thought as she stepped into the back of the cab. “Can you go to the ATM down three blocks away, then I’ll need to go to Grand Central Station, please.”

 


 “You got it, love!” the cab driver replied and pressed onto the accelerator. Off they went and within moments, Eve was free. She used her father’s credit card to pull out three hundred dollars in cash. At the busy terminal, she slipped into one of the numerous stores lining the sides and bought a simple pair of jeans and white cotton shirt. 

 


 It was easy enough to slip into a bathroom and change from her red dress and wig into the pair of comfortable jeans and a plain tee-shirt and her feet welcomed the sneakers she pulled on. High heels were good for altering one’s height, but they weren’t good for walking long distances. Off came the stiletto heels and Eve actually sighed in pleasure as her feet slipped into tennis shoes. The third purse, much smaller than the last, went over her shoulder and the other clothes, wig and bag were all dumped into a trash bin. Hopefully the cleaning crew would come through and take all the trash soon so there wouldn’t be any trace of her left. 

 


 The subway took her to the bus station and, sixteen hours later, the bus dropped her off in Dallas, Texas. It was only a short cab ride from the Dallas bus terminal to her small, comfortable town house in the tree lined suburbs. She even took the precaution of sitting in the park a block away from her small house for an hour to observe the traffic, just to make sure no one was watching her home. She finally accepted that her escape had been complete and no one knew about her life in Dallas.

 


 As she let herself into the house with the spare key that she’d hidden long ago under a rock in her tiny back yard and shut the door, she closed her eyes in relief, leaning against the door as she realized she was finally surrounded by her own things and felt safe for the first time since leaving Mitch’s side. 

 


 Eve opened her eyes, looked around and then fell into a ball of absolute misery as the events of the past two weeks hit her hard. The kidnapping, the rescue, her twenty-four hour affair with the man of her dreams, then her father’s house and escape from there. She’d gotten through it all, but now she couldn’t hold on any longer and the emotions she’d been holding inside simply gushed out, having been held inside for much too long. 

 


 Tomorrow would be another big day. 



 Chapter 3

 


 “What the hell do you mean?” Mitch demanded of the agent standing in front of his desk. “She couldn’t have just disappeared!” he roared. He didn’t like the feeling that was rocking his system, twisting his guts and tearing him up inside. Taking a deep breath, he told himself to calm down and think about the situation rationally. He needed to dig deep, and find that cold, unemotional calm that had always been his companion during a crisis. 

 


 “She wasn’t kidnapped again, sir,” Tim reported efficiently, terrified of the message he had to deliver. It had been bad enough that he’d lost the woman he’d been assigned to protect and guard. But his boss’ reaction was much, much worse than he’d anticipated. Mitch Hamilton was reputed to be cold as ice, never letting any emotion show, but here he was, obviously, visibly, terrifyingly livid. 

 


 Mitch restrained the need to bash the younger man’s face in with his rage. “You just said she’s gone.” Mitch didn’t like this one little bit. For the past three days, he’d had to talk himself out of going after Eve more times than he cared to admit. He’d watched her walk away that day at the airport and he’d never forgiven himself. No matter how many times he told himself that she belonged with her father, that she’d gone back to the life she wanted, he was having trouble accepting that. 

 


 Then he’d heard the news about her latest engagement and he’d forced his mind to give her up. She’d obviously made her choice and he wasn’t up on the list of possibles. Far down that magical list, apparently. The past three days, he’d worked harder, pushed himself longer and dug into the details and basically forced his mind to stop thinking about Eve, accepting that he was good for the time in the jungle but other than that, she was on to more socially acceptable prey. 

 


 When he thought about her smile, her joy at the small, silly things in the jungle like swimming in the waterfall, or each fresh fruit from the trees and acting as if it were nectar from heaven…not to mention the bliss on her features each time he touched her, how she turned into his arms all during the nights they’d spent together as lovers….

 


 And now she was gone, his agent was telling him something was wrong and his gut was twisting into knots. This was all his fault and he should have protected her better. 

 


 Something didn’t fit and now he was paying the price for not following his instincts and going after Eve the moment she’d gotten into that limousine with her father. The expression on her face should have told him something was wrong and he’d ignored it. Her face had been completely devoid of expression - and that wasn’t the Eve he’d gotten to know over their treck through the jungle or their time in that farmer’s shack. Her face was always filled with emotion – happiness, frustration when he wasn’t doing what she wanted him to do, excitement, anger…not to mention the expression when he took her over the edge and showed her about making love. He liked that one the most, he thought. 

 


 Forcing his mind back to the situation at hand, he glared at the agent in front of his desk, uncaring that the man looked as if he were about to have a heart attack at any moment. If he’d been doing his job more effectively, his Eve wouldn’t be in this situation. 

 


 The agent obviously knew the peril he was in but no one could have foreseen the rage Mitch Hamilton was currently displaying. How could this one mistake make him blow up in this manner? “Yes sir, but I don’t believe she was taken. I think she escaped.” Tim swallowed with difficulty. He’d failed and Hamilton Securities was known for not failing. That was obviously why the legendary Mitch Hamilton was in such a fury, Tim told himself, swallowing painfully. 

 


 Mitch took a deep breath and tried to calm down. He had to ignore the possible scenarios which had Eve hurt or in trouble, images of her bleeding or scared blocked his concentration and he couldn’t think. If he couldn’t concentrate, he couldn’t find her and he had to get to her fast. Unfortunately, this man wasn’t making any sense. “What do you mean? You weren’t keeping her prisoner. You were protecting her. Why would she feel the need to escape? Make sense, man,” he growled, his fists balling on his desk. 

 


 Tim pulled at the neck of his shirt, finding it difficult to breathe all of a sudden. “I’m trying to, sir. She asked to go shopping and while she was trying on clothes in the dressing room, I was watching the perimeter. I’d already made sure no one could get inside the area behind me so she was safe from that angle. She’d been shopping all day but when she’d been in the dressing room for a little bit longer than usual, I started to get concerned. I checked the dressing room but as soon as I knocked on the door, I heard her voice tell me she wasn’t ready yet so I gave her several more minutes. When she still didn’t come out, I touched the door once again and the same voice, the same words. I pulled open the dressing room door and saw the trip wire. It was well done, perfectly timed to turn on with the slightest movement, sir.”

 


 Mitch was stunned. “She used a trip wire?” he asked, a smile slipped across his expression. What his agent was saying started to make him feel better. There was still the possibility that someone else had planted the trip wire to provide more time to get her away from the area, but it was less likely now. His heart slowed, but only slightly. Until she was back, safe and sound, with him this time and not her joke of a father, then he wouldn’t rest easily. “Tell me about the trip wire. What was used? What kind of timer was on it and how was it rigged?” he demanded. 

 


 As Tim told Mitch about the mechanics of the trip wire and recording, his whole body relaxed. She hadn’t been kidnapped. The trip wire was exactly as he’d taught her how to build it. Good girl, he thought to himself. Not only had she escaped from her father, who was obviously not going to win parent of the year based on what he’d learned so far, but she’d inadvertently sent him a message of reassurance by doing things exactly as he’d shown her. 

 


 Mitch took a deep, calming breath and let his intellect take over where his emotions had left off before. “Okay, keep going. What else makes you think she escaped?”

 


 Tim noticed the more relaxed stance of his boss, but he didn’t relent his pose, still concerned about his failure. “Her clothes, sir. The ones she wore into the dressing room were there. The only woman who left during the whole time was wearing a bright red satin dress with long, black hair. I saw her but wasn’t aware that there was a situation in which she would try and slip by me.” He hesitated a moment before saying, “I’m not sure I would have accepted the assignment if I’d known that, sir.” 

 


 Mitch agreed with him. “I don’t think we’ve been told the whole situation. I agree with your assessment. Now we need to find out what’s really going on and find Eve Peterson. Get back to the father’s house and question the servants. Find out the truth about her relationship with Edward Peterson, what they talk about, how they act around each other, all the usual details but find out more, anything that you might find pertinent and get back to me as soon as possible.” Mitch picked up phone and immediately dialed a number he knew by heart. “Gary, I need you to find out where Eve Peterson is,” he said to his best search agent. Gary could find the proverbial needle in a haystack, Mitch knew. “Get your team on the case and in contact with Tim Richards who is on his way back to New York. It’s going to be difficult because I think the father has been searching for her for a long time and hiding that fact but he’ll reveal what we need him to tell us as long as we’re good at it. But don’t fail on this one,” he said, his voice deep with warning. “Update me on your findings every thirty minutes. I want her location found by the end of today.” 

 


 The next phone call was to his pilot. “Dave, get fueled up and ready to leave tonight. I’m not sure where we’ll be going. Gary is digging right now. Stand by.” That wasn’t an unusual request. There were always operations where the various pilots employed by Hamilton Securities wouldn’t be told their destination until minutes before takeoff. They were all experts at filing flight plans and in-air course alterations. Flying for a security company meant that almost all the pilots were ex-military and able to change at a moment’s notice. 

 


 Mitch paced in his office as if he were a caged animal. He couldn’t believe that Eve, his Eve, was out there somewhere unprotected after everything she’d gone through recently. Looking out the wall of windows in his office, he searched the Dallas skyline as if he could see her out there somewhere. That was ridiculous though. His mind shuffled through all the potential places she could be hiding and wondering why. 

 


 His mind went back to that initial operation with Edward Peterson and his instinct that the kidnappers had been warned in advance of his agents’ approach. Had Edward done that? Had he hired Hamilton Security just to make himself look good to the press but had actually hoped to have his daughter eliminated? Or maybe just not rescued because he was getting the additional publicity? The scenarios whipped through his mind and he had to stop thinking and start acting. 

 


 He walked out of his office, “Stella,” he called to his secretary as he left, “Cancel my appointments this afternoon. I’m going down to the tank.” The tank was a room filled with computers that were linked to just about any database in the world. The analysts there dug through millions of bits of information in order to narrow down their search for information. As soon as he walked in, the analysts sat up a little straighter in their chairs, their fingers moved more quickly on the keyboards. Mitch walked up to Gary, “Where are you?” he demanded even though it was only five minutes since Gary had gotten on the case instead of the requested thirty minutes, but Mitch didn’t care. He wanted answers quickly. 

 


 “We’ve found some library cards and are narrowing the search down to some potential cities. San Francisco, Fairfax, VA, a few smaller towns in Alabama, California, Oregon and Michigan as well as Dallas.” 

 


 Mitch nodded his head. His heart lurched at the possibility that she could be right here in Dallas, close to him. But the odds were against that scenario. “Where are you focusing your efforts?” 

 


 “Since we’ve been looking for…” he stopped to glance at his watch, “about four minutes, all of them,” Gary replied quickly. “We don’t have enough information to narrow that down even more but we’re accessing the licensing departments to see if there’s a connection. We’ll get pictures of each of the women and should have something soon.”

 


 Mitch nodded his head, agreeing with Gary’s assessment. “Any work records?” he asked, already moving on to the next potential source of information and identification. Some companies had security badges with pictures, but not many yet. Those were normally the companies that worked for the government and odds were against Eve working for that kind of operation. She just didn’t strike him as being a government consultant, nor would it be a good place to hide, if she was even hiding from her father. The jury was still out on that, although it looked like the most likely scenario. 

 


 “Yes, but we’re going on the assumption she’s been living and working under an assumed name for the past year. Based on some old newspaper records we found, we think she’s hiding from her father for some reason. We’ve also contacted the previous agencies Edward Peterson used to try and locate her. They aren’t even in the second tier of agencies, sir.” Gary said with confusion. “If he was trying to find her, he wasn’t trying very hard.”

 


 Mitch nodded. A man as wealthy as Edward Peterson could afford to hire the best so why would he waste his money on some of the two bit operations listed on the file Gary handed him? The evidence was pointing more and more towards what he’d known all along. Unfortunately, the pieces weren’t all there. Eventually though, he’d figure it out and he’d keep Eve safe. He’d let her down by not following his gut and now she was in danger. Never again, he vowed. 

 


 Mitch looked through the report, trying to find holes that might lead them to other clues. His mind searched, thinking back to the things Eve said, or didn’t say. “Or maybe the man didn’t want it known that he couldn’t find his daughter,” Mitch replied softly. He wandered over to one of the computers and started searching himself. All the analysts in the room shot him e-mails with whatever data they were gathering. 

 


 So many people thought investigation work was glamorous and exciting but the real work, the stuff that really made a difference in solving a mystery was the tedious computer work, sitting in front of a computer and working leads methodically. There were some tasks that were out in the field, but this was what worked the most progress. 

 


 Mitch skimmed through all of them quickly, tagging some with a flag, searching down details with other information. His fingers flew over the keys, digging out details he thought might be useful, pulling all the data together to get a bigger picture of each lead. He discarded some, dug further into others, continuously searching until he had absolute proof that the lead wasn’t his Eve. 

 


 In less than four hours, Mitch sat back in his seat and gazed at Eve’s picture in stunned silence. She was here? In Dallas? Impossible! He looked again at the picture, then at her address. He wanted to laugh out loud but held that to himself. He stood up and glanced around at all the people who had helped him by searching through the many databases they had access to. There were about twenty people, some of which were still looking for additional information on Edward Peterson, but all of them looked exhausted. “Good work everyone,” he said, taking the file containing the information about Eve Peterson back to his office. “Everyone go home and we’ll start back up tomorrow,” he said. He wanted to go find Eve, see her and talk to her, make sure she was really okay for himself. But tomorrow, he wanted to get answers on Eve’s father and he needed his analysts fresh and ready to re-engage. 

 


 Picking up the phone, he called Tim back. “What have you found out?” As Tim relayed that the father’s attitude toward his daughter was nothing but hostile, Mitch gritted his teeth. Eve’s mother had died ten years ago and the father had pushed her into one relationship after another, enjoying the publicity her blond beauty could drum up after each of her engagements. That Eve didn’t appear to be a willing participant, or even a consulted one, in any of the relationships and something eased inside him. He hadn’t wanted to believe that about her and now he had the proof. 

 


 So his instincts about her were correct, he thought with satisfaction. His beautiful, lovely and curious Eve was just what he thought. “His”, was his first reaction. But then he realized one other thing. With all this evidence of coerced engagements, why was she….his mind stopped. His Eve had been a virgin. He hadn’t realized it at the time, but she’d only bled that first time. Afterwards, they’d been so intent on discovering each other’s bodies, but she hadn’t been on her period. She’d been a….the word made his gut ache with pain for the way he’d pushed against her maidenhead so forcefully. But his tough, delicate Eve hadn’t cringed or cried. What had she done? Driven him so insane with lust for her that he’d completely discarded the possibility that she’d been innocent. 

 


 The knowledge filled him with a sense of rage so strong, he could barely contain it. He wanted to find her, protect her and make sure she was okay, to make sure she knew that she was his and no one else’s. Where this possessive streak appeared, he had no idea but he felt it and he couldn’t work it away. Eve was his and he protected what was his. 

 


 Looking out the window, he watched the sun set over Dallas and he grinned. Eve was going to get an unexpected visitor tonight. He’d get his answers once and for all. Gathering what he needed from his company’s supplies, he was equipped and out the door in less than twenty minutes, on the road to the address he had memorized. 

 


 As darkness fell, Mitch was already in place. He’d been watching her townhouse for the past two hours and was satisfied when he saw the lights to her bedroom flick off, indicating that she was in bed. Exactly where he wanted her to be.

 




 Chapter 4

 


 Eve fell into a fitful sleep where once again, Mitch joined her in her dreams. He was so strong, so dependable and yet so sexy and devastatingly handsome. And she missed him with an ache that was painful. The dream tonight was more vivid than usual. It was like she was really touching him, feeling him and he was kissing her. But that was impossible, she told herself as she sighed in her dream. His mouth was moving down her neck and she whispered his name softly, wishing he really were here. 

 


 The chuckle startled her initially. Then she recognized his voice and her tension eased someone, her mind not understanding that he was real and not a very vivid dream at first. “Wake up, Eve,” Mitch’s deep voice said to her ear, nipping at her ear lobe. 

 


 She sighed sleepily and moved her arms to wrap around his neck. “You’ll go away if I wake up.”

 


 “No, I won’t,” he said and kissed her neck, his hand slipping under her night shirt and finding her soft, full breasts. 

 


 She smiled, wiggling as her body tensed in anticipation of his touch. “Yes. You do each morning and I don’t like it. Stay here with me, Mitch.”

 


 He laughed softly. “If you would open your eyes, you’ll see that I’m not a dream.”

 


 Eve sighed and shook her head, rolling onto her side. “You are.”

 


 Mitch groaned in frustration and need. He was just going to have to do this a different way. His hands pulled off her night shirt and his mouth covered her breast, lathing the nipple with his tongue. He loved her gasps and moans, her sighs and cries. He couldn’t get enough of them, or of her. 

 


 When he nipped at her nipple, she finally awoke with a start and looked at him. “Mitch?” she whispered, her hands reaching out to touch him. 

 


 “Finally,” he chuckled and stood up to take off his black tee-shirt. “You’re a deep sleeper, Eve. I don’t remember that being the case a few days ago.”

 


 Eve laughed, delighted that he was here with her. “You’re really here,” she said, coming up onto her knees. As he took off his shirt, her hands touched his chest, her mouth moved over him, tasting him, feeling him and trying to convince herself that he was real and not a figment of her imagination. “How did you get in here?” she asked, looking at the door to her bedroom which was still closed. 

 


 “Don’t worry about how, but about the why,” he said and lifted her up into his arms so his mouth could latch onto her breast once again. 

 


 Eve couldn’t talk or ask any more questions. As his mouth moved over her body, she wrapped her legs around his waist while her arms captured his neck. He didn’t hesitate but laid her onto her back, pushing his pants and boxers off, then sliding her own underwear down her legs. 

 


 She welcomed him, her head going back in pleasure as he entered her with one, strong thrust. She loved the feel of him, the strength of his arms. His deep thrusts brought her to a climax suddenly and she held onto his shoulders as she cried out her release. He followed soon after but she didn’t know it, too stunned by the power of him and the way he could make her feel. 

 


 “Thank you,” she said softly as he settled beside her, pulling her against his hard length. 

 


 Mitch pulled the covers up over both of them, telling himself he’d just let her relax before he started in on his questions. There was something going on and he didn’t like unanswered mysteries. Eve had other ideas though. Her hands fluttered against his chest, running down his arms, touching each of his muscles in a way that made him feel stronger, more powerful. When her fingers reached his stomach he shook his head and rolled her onto her back. “Eve, don’t…”

 


 “Why?” she asked, her eyes wide with the knowledge of what she was doing to him. She smiled slyly and let her hand dip daringly lower. She still wasn’t touching him, not sure what she should do in that area and afraid she would hurt him but she liked it when he sucked in his breath. It made her bolder. 

 


 “Because I need to ask you questions,” he said and pulled her hand away. 

 


 Eve was having none of that. “Why don’t you just ask me the questions,” she said and smiled, biting her lower lip as her heart sped up. “I’m not stopping you, am I?” she asked, smiling as she kissed his side. She pressed her breasts against his chest and wiggled her hips, wrapping one leg over his. 

 


 “Eve!” he groaned but instead of pushing her leg away, his hand reached down and his fingers trailed a blaze of heat down to her knee. He started the process on the inside of her thigh and Eve knew she’d won this round. 

 


 


 She woke up the following morning and stretched, reaching her hand out to touch Mitch. But he wasn’t there. It startled her into waking faster and she sat up, looking around the room. It was empty but she saw the pillow where he’d slept. She pulled it closer and smelled his aftershave, loving the scent of him on her pillow. 

 


 She smiled into the pillow and stretched. As she fell back against the mattress, she stared up at the ceiling. How had he gotten in here? She looked at the window but it was still locked. The door to her bedroom was closed and she pulled on a robe, rushing down the front stairs. Both her front and back doors were still locked. She had no idea how he’d gotten in to her house but she was glad he had. Last night had been incredible! 

 


 Glancing at the clock, she knew she’d have to hurry in order to get into work on time. Mitch must have switched off the alarm somehow, she thought, almost laughing as she went back up the stairs. She’d called her supervisor the day before to let her know that she was back and she was safe. After answering a flurry of questions about her kidnapping, which had apparently been on the news for the whole week she’d been captured and then her astounding rescue, she asked her supervisor if she could start teaching classes again. The answer was an absolute yes so Eve needed to get into her classroom and work out the details on what she’d missed while she was out. 

 


 She needed to make one phone call on her lunch break though so she walked quickly to her office and sat down in front of her computer. After clicking several buttons, she finally found the phone number she needed. Writing it down, she stored it in her purse for later that day. She wanted to be sure and reach a specific person and Eve didn’t think they started work this early in the day. 

 


 Eve was an art instructor at the high school and she loved it. Since her class was an elective, she only got the students who were genuinely interested in art and she showed each of them how to bring out their painting skills. There were the occasional group who joined the class hoping for an easy A but they soon found out that the class was extremely difficult for anyone not genuinely interested in art, and they quickly dropped the class and adjusted their schedule. 

 


 She loved painting herself, itched to do so on a constant basis but had always known that she’d never be able to show her work. Her father had hated that she’d been artistically inclined instead of business oriented. He’d wanted someone to follow in his footsteps, or at least marry someone who could do that for him. What he got instead was a daughter who liked to draw. In his mind, she was useless. As a child, she’d been skinny and awkward. It wasn’t until she’d become a teenager that her father had found any use for her at all. And it took her mother dying before he could convince her that she should meet the men he introduced her to. 

 


 He’d tried over and over to convince her to marry one of them, explaining the benefits of each, how much money each had, what they could offer. Edward Peterson was the worst sort of snob though. He only wanted her to associate with the men he deemed appropriate and had basically interviewed all the men she’d intended to date. It had been horrible, dating the men who were either interested in her father’s money, or what she could do to help them make more. She wasn’t a human, she was simply arm candy. It was demeaning. 

 


 Her father had pushed her to enter business, but she’d been completely uninterested. She’d snuck into community college art classes, telling him she was shopping. But she’d learned so much from those teachers, one of which was that her father’s efforts were wrong. 

 


 Eve didn’t care. As long as she had enough of an income to buy her own art supplies, pay for her house and have a little leftover for savings, she considered herself lucky. 

 


 Now, showering for her first day back in school, she wished she could push it aside and draw Mitch. Her heart was aching to get him down on paper, to capture him as he was in the jungle, or even last night. Or maybe…her mind whirled with all the possibilities. 

 


 The day was fun with the kids excited to see her. Eve was a minor celebrity in the high school for the day and it wasn’t easy to get them to focus back on their artwork. 

 


 As soon as she got home though, she rushed to her closet full of supplies and pulled out her sketchpad. Sitting out on her deck, she poured herself a glass of white wine, then settled back in a cozy wicker chair and started to draw. Four hours later, she was still drawing and her wine was still full but the light was disappearing. Looking up, she had no idea how the time had passed so quickly but she stood up and stretched. She took her sketches inside and while a can of soup warmed up in the microwave, she considered which of the angles she liked the best. She couldn’t decide which one she’d paint and until one of them struck her, she wasn’t going to start. It had to be perfect, she thought. 

 


 Curling into bed that night, she thought about Mitch, wondering, hoping, if he would come to her again tonight. 

 


 She wasn’t disappointed. It was almost midnight, but she felt something, she wasn’t sure what, but knew that Mitch was here, in her bedroom. She sat up and looked around. When she didn’t see anything, she called out softly, “Mitch?” 

 


 Her bedroom door opened and there he was. “How did you know I was here?” he asked, walking toward the bed with desire lighting his eyes in the moonlight. 

 


 She smiled as the dark shadow developed into her lover. It wasn’t a secret smile, but one of welcoming, adoration and she hid her secret love for him deep inside her, knowing that Mitch wouldn’t want to hear the words that were dancing on her heart. “I don’t know. I just knew. I felt you.”

 


 Mitch wanted to smile but he couldn’t. He wanted her in his arms too painfully to wait. He slowed only long enough to discard both of their clothes before pulling her into his arms and kissing her. 

 


 The same thing happened each night. He’d arrive stealthily in the night, make passionate love to her, then ask her about her day while they laid in bed together. He never gave her enough time to ask him about his day although she was very curious. Eve anticipated her secret meetings with Mitch more and more but each morning, when she woke, he was gone and she was alone once again. 

 


 Three weeks after her return, she was looking at her calendar, contemplating the weekend. She was going to sleep in the afternoon so she’d be wide awake when Mitch came to her. She didn’t understand why he had to sneak into her house and disappear before she woke but this weekend, she was going to learn more about him. 

 


 The dates looked off though. Flipping back in her desk calendar, she found her small notation. Her period was late! Very late, she realized. She’d had it the week before her kidnapping so she should have had it again two and a half weeks ago. Could she really be seventeen days late? She was never late! Her period ran like clockwork. 

 


 Her hand covered her stomach as she did the math once again. Mitch always used protection but there had been that twenty-four hour period in the jungle. Her first time, she smiled. He’d thought her period had started but it had been her first time, not her period. 

 


 She was pregnant? 

 


 Impossible, she thought and glanced through her calendar one more time, counting back several months, then going forward. It was true! 

 


 That morning while she was getting ready for work, she felt as if she were walking on a cloud. The traffic didn’t bother her, the antics of the more restless students didn’t even phase her. She passed through each of her classes, a smile on her face and a warmth glowing inside her. 

 


 Eve couldn’t wait until the last class of the day. She was impatient with the slow ticking of the clock and all her students teased her about wanting the weekend more than they did. She laughed, but it was true. She didn’t deny it and her eyes glowed as the last bell rang. As she gathered her purse and supplies, closing up her class for the weekend, her heart was pounding wildly. 

 


 When three o’clock finally rolled around and the final bell rang, the students rushed out of the school. Eve was right behind them. She’d gathered all her materials, packed away the classroom and hurried to her car. It took ten minutes to get to a drug store and another ten to purchase the pregnancy test and get home. Taking the test was difficult since her hand was shaking so badly but it didn’t even take the full five minutes before her pregnancy was confirmed. 

 


 She danced around her small family room, glancing at the stick over and over again to see if it was true. She wanted to call Mitch on the phone and tell him, or run over to wherever he worked or lived and throw her arms around his neck, tell him the news and have him make love to her as they celebrated this incredible moment. 

 


 He’d be happy, wouldn’t he? Eve’s dancing slowed. Doubts were a horrible thing, especially when she’d been on such a joyful high only moments before. 

 


 Why would he be excited about that kind of news? He wouldn’t even come to her front door or take her out to dinner like on a normal date. Why then, would he be excited about creating a new life with her? 

 


 Was he only with her because she was an easy lay? She was emotionally involved but was he? He asked her questions about her day each night, and when she didn’t give him enough details, he questioned her until he was satisfied. He knew everything about her, down to the students names in her classes. Yet she knew nothing about him except that he was some sort of covert agent named Mitch. 

 


 This had to stop, she told herself. 

 


 When he came to her that night though, he didn’t give her time to ask any questions or even tell him her incredible news. He simply took her into his arms and made wild love to her. Eve wanted to take it slow, to be careful with her new knowledge, but Mitch demanded everything of her, not allowing her to hold anything back. And she was defenseless against his onslaught and happy to go along with his pace. 

 


 Monday rolled around and she was no better off than she had been on Friday afternoon. All her efforts at questioning him had been answered without giving her any information at all. Why was he so secretive? What had she done to deserve this lack of trust? 

 


 Enough was enough. On her first break, she logged onto her computer and found the phone number she was looking for. 

 


 “Hamilton Security. How may I direct your call?” a friendly receptionist asked. 

 


 Eve wasn’t sure but she wasn’t giving in. “I’d like to speak with someone who can help me find someone,’ she explained. 

 


 The agent who answered her call was friendly and considerate and by the end of the conversation where Eve had explained what she wanted, she had an appointment for that afternoon. She promised to bring pictures of the man, thinking of the sketches she’d been doing of Mitch each afternoon. 

 


 When she arrived at the offices of Hamilton Security that afternoon, she was impressed with the large building that housed the international security agency. She’d always pictured private investigator offices looking like shabby, worn down, out of the way offices with a lone desk in the middle of a dirty looking office building with yellowed windows and a guy with a cigar hanging out one side of his mouth. This was as far away from that image as it could be. The receptionist who greeted her was friendly and efficient, offering her coffee or tea. Eve declined both and waited for only a moment before a man approached her. 

 


 “You must be Eve Peterson,” he said with a warm smile and an outstretched hand. “I’m Ted Miller. I’ll be working on your case for you. It’s nice to meet the woman behind the press clippings,” he joked. 

 


 Eve laughed along with him, still not comfortable with all the information that had been given to the press about her kidnapping and rescue. She was a private person but her father had wanted the publicity. Several of her father’s acquaintances had thrown lavish parties those first few days to celebrate her safe return. Cynically, she wondered how much money he’d received, or what stock tips he’d been able to garner at those celebrations. “I haven’t seen them so I can’t talk to them but I’m sure they were exaggerated.”

 


 “They usually are but after our phone call, I pulled up the report on your rescue. Impressive. And knowing the people involved, I’m guessing the mission wasn’t exaggerated at all.” He released her hand and said, “Let’s go to one of the interview rooms and you can tell me how we can help you this time.”

 


 “Of course.” She followed him through hallways where others were talking and everyone looked extremely efficient. He settled her into a very nice room with two comfortable looking chairs. “No table with metal chairs?” she joked, thinking of the interrogation rooms she saw on the police television shows.

 


 He laughed as well. “Nope. Just a place where you can tell me more about this man you’re looking for and I can take notes. You mentioned you had pictures of him?”

 


 Eve sat down and pulled out her sketch pad. “Yes. Here are some of the pictures,” she explained and handed him the sketches of Mitch. “Like I said on the phone, I only know his first name but nothing else about him.”

 


 The man took the pictures and scanned them quickly, a confused look coming across his face. “Are you kidding?” he asked, looking from the sketches to her face, then back down again.

 


 Eve blinked, not expecting disbelief. “I’m sorry? Is there a problem?” 

 


 The investigator looked painfully uncomfortable. “This is the man you’re looking for?” 

 


 “Yes. His first name is Mitch.”

 


 Ted swallowed and looked back down at the pictures. “Mitch,” he repeated. 

 


 Eve thought he looked a little….ill. She plowed ahead, unconcerned that he might be daunted by the potentially difficult task ahead of him. “Yes. I’m sorry. That’s not a lot to go on.” She considered mentioning that he came to her every night but that was a little too intimate. She didn’t want this man, this stranger, to know about her own personal life. She just wanted to know how she could get in touch with Mitch. And it had to happen outside her bedroom because as soon as he touched her, she was unable to think about anything other than kissing him and the fire he ignited within her body. 

 


 “I’ll need a phone number and even better, an address upon which I can call on him but I know that’s asking a lot.” She smiled at the man’s wary expression. “I just need to talk to him,” she finally said, trying to hide her desperation but the look on the investigator’s face seemed to indicate that this might be more difficult than she’d been anticipating. 

 


 Ted nodded his head. “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

 


 Eve now knew she had to venture into dangerous and potentially embarrassing territory. “I need to ask up front how much this is going to cost me.” She looked down at her hands, trying to figure out the best way to broach the subject. “You see, I don’t really have a lot of money so maybe there’s a way to do this incrementally.” She comforted herself with the assurance that others probably had the same concerns about the costs of their services. Money was always an issue, she knew. 

 


 “Incrementally?” 

 


 She nodded her head enthusiastically. “Yes. I don’t know if your agency would allow this but maybe I could just pay an hourly fee and your investigators could work as much or as little as I can afford each month.”

 


 Ted cleared his throat. “Ma’am, aren’t you Eve Peterson? Edward Peterson’s daughter?”

 


 Eve shuddered inwardly but she nodded her head. “Yes. That’s correct but I’m independent from my father. And I would appreciate it if you didn’t mention any of this to him if he were to ask for some odd reason. Not that I think he will, but, just in case, you know.” She shrugged her shoulders, feeling ridiculous telling a stranger that she, a woman of twenty-four, didn’t want her father to know about something. It was silly and childish but it had to be said. “I can’t move forward with this unless your agency can guarantee complete confidentiality without any pressure from outside sources.”

 


 Ted nodded his head, still looking at her strangely, then back down at her sketch as if he wasn’t sure exactly what to do or say. “Ma’am, I can guarantee that no one will ask about this investigation. Confidentiality will be guaranteed.”

 


 That gave Eve a great deal of relief. “Oh, thank you,” she gushed, clasping her hands together. “Good, then there’s only the question of the fee. What’s the going rate for this kind of investigation? And would it be possible to do it on an hourly basis as I suggested?” 

 


 Ted blushed and dropped his eyes. “I’ll...uh, need to speak with my supervisor about the fee. How about if I do a cost analysis, approve it with my superiors and then give you a call. We won’t do any work until you give us the go ahead.”

 


 Eve’s shoulders relaxed. “That sounds wonderful.” She stood up and extended her hand. “Thank you so much for your help and care in this instance. I’m sure you get some very odd requests in your line of work.”

 


 Ted smiled and nodded his head. “I’m not sure I believe some of them myself,” he agreed, shaking Eve’s hand firmly. “I’ll show you out.”

 


 Eve left the agency with a renewed sense of calm. She wanted so desperately to talk to Mitch, to let him know about the child they’d conceived together but she wasn’t exactly sure how to go about doing it. What did one say to a secret lover? How did one tell the person who snuck into her house in the middle of the night to make love to her that they were going to have a baby. It was a very odd situation, one she was relatively sure her newly acquired investigator wouldn’t believe either even after all his years in the industry.

 


 Ted watched the beautiful woman drive away in her tiny economy car, then looked back down at the file in his hand. He wasn’t sure exactly how to approach this subject but he guessed he should tell his boss immediately. 

 


 Back in his office, he walked into Dave’s office. “Dave, I’ve got a situation.”

 


 Dave looked up from his desk and back down. “I thought you had a new case this afternoon,” he said dismissively. “What’s going on with it?” He looked across the desk suspiciously at the young private investigator. “Don’t tell me there are already problems with the case. You just met with the woman five minutes ago,” he mentioned, checking his watch impatiently. 

 


 Ted smiled slightly, knowing that his boss was the impatient sort unless he was actually working on a case. At that point, the man was patience personified. “I did. I’ve already met with her,” he said, quickly to reassure Dave. 

 


 “And?” Dave asked impatiently, pulling another folder forward to cross reference some information. “What’s the problem? From the register I saw earlier, I thought it would be a pretty straight forward case. Didn’t you even tell me the woman had pictures of the guy? That narrows it down significantly.”

 


 Ted didn’t smile this time, too nervous about what he had to say. It wasn’t every day that a woman tries to find this guy, he thought to himself. Most people steered clear of him. From the stories he’d heard, Mitch was a scary dude. “Yeah, she had pictures all right. Drawings actually. Here, take a look.”

 


 Dave rolled his eyes but took the sheaf of papers his investigator handed him. “Ted, if this one’s too much for you, just let me know.”

 


 “Just look at who she’s asking me to find,” Ted replied, leaning back in the office chair smugly. 

 


 Dave looked down, then did a double take. “But this is…” 

 


 “Exactly,” Ted replied, almost laughing at his boss’s expression. 

 


 “But…”

 


 “So what do you think I should do? Call her back and tell her she should make an appointment with the owner of our agency?” 

 


 Dave looked up, then down again, then back at Ted’s face. A moment later, both men burst out laughing. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

 


 Ted had to hold his sides, he was laughing so hard. “I wish I were!”

 


 Dave stood up and walked to the office. “Come on, we’ve got to tell the big guy this one ourselves.”

 


 That sobered Ted up. “Uh…Dave, are you sure you want to do that?”

 


 Dave laughed at his investigator’s trepidation. “Come on. Mitch will get a kick out of this one too.”

 


 Ted shook his head but followed after his boss. “If you say so.”



They took the elevators to the executive floor. “Stella, is Mitch free at the moment?” 

 


 Stella looked up and grimaced. “He’s in a foul mood,” she replied. “But you can go on in.”

 


 Dave walked into Mitch’s office, knocking at the doorway. “Excuse me, sir,” Dave broke into Mitch’s concentration.

 


 Mitch looked up, irritated at the interruption. “What do you want, Dave?” he asked impatiently. 

 


 Mitch didn’t want to talk to his agent. He didn’t want to talk to anyone except Eve. He was working frantically, pushing himself harder to finish up work so he could leave and escape to Eve’s house. He hated this feeling but couldn’t fight it. Eve had become like a drug in his blood. He needed her like he needed breathing. How one, slender beautiful woman could do this to him, he couldn’t figure it out. And it wasn’t just about the sex although that was pretty incredible in itself. No, he needed to see her, feel her and hear about her day. He loved going through her house and looking at the paintings she’d done where they hung on the wall. Each of them were incredible and he didn’t understand why she didn’t sell them. Why did she teach kids about art when she was so obviously talented? 

 


 And that was more of the mystery. He needed to find out the answers to all of his questions before he could formulate a plan of action. He wanted to claim her as his own but until he discovered what was going on with her and her father, he didn’t trust the situation. 

 


 There was also the undeniable breach in protocol. He’d preached to his agents never to get involved with a case. And he’d violated that sacred rule. And he continued to violate it each night when he entered her house and made love to her. How could he tell his agents one thing, then break that rule himself? It didn’t create a whole lot of faith in him as a leader and in this kind of industry, trust in the people you worked with was essential. It could mean the difference between life and death. 

 


 “Sorry to interrupt you but I thought you’d like to know about the case Ted just received.” He continued to walk into the office, a wide grin on his face. 

 


 Mitch stood up and tossed his pen down. “Fine. What’s the case about?” He waved the two other men over to the sofa and chairs, getting ready to brain storm with them on how to resolve the case. “Missing person?” he asked. 

 


 “Sort of,” Dave chuckled. “This pretty woman wants Ted to find some guy named Mitch. Here’s what he looks like.”

 


 Mitch’s eyes flashed up to his agents, then to the other guy he’d never met before. “What do you mean?” 

 


 “Take a look at the pictures,” Dave replied, smiling and leaning back in the sofa cushions. 

 


 Mitch picked up the file and opened it, then stared at a picture of himself. He looked back up at Dave and the other guy, his eyes furious. “Is this some sort of joke?” he asked. 

 


 “Nope. Pretty woman, blond hair, great smile, name’s Eve Peterson.”

 


 Mitch stared in stunned surprise at the file. As he flipped the pages, his heart melted. Each picture was of him in various times during their short relationship. All of them he could see a softness in him he never knew existed. It was something only Eve could see, something he’d thought had died years ago when he’d gotten into this business through black ops military missions. 

 


 Suppressing the emotions that chocked him, he closed the file firmly and looked up at the men. “What did she say?” he demanded. 

 


 Ted cleared his throat, terrified of the man with muscles Ted could only dream of building and experiences Ted considered would be another man’s nightmare. Ted only knew of Mitch Hamilton by reputation but it was one of those reputations that was so chock full of harrowing tales, he didn’t want to even consider competing. And now the man was demanding answers of him and he was mumbling. 

 


 Clearing his throat, he explained, “She wants me to find you. At least a phone number but preferably an address where she can meet you and talk to you.”

 


 Mitch didn’t move a muscle. “What else?” he asked. 

 


 “She wants to be on a payment plan, sort of an hourly rate where she can pay by the hour as she can afford it.”

 


 “You didn’t tell her we didn’t do that, did you?” 

 


 “No, sir,” he said, sitting up straighter. “I didn’t say anything. Just that I would talk with my superiors and get back with her.”

 


 Mitch stood up and paced the office, considering all of his options. “Okay, call her back and tell her the case will be a flat fee of one thousand dollars. She can pay it over several months but tell her she has to be patient with the search efforts.”

 


 “Yes sir,” he replied. 

 


 “And don’t let her know who I am. I’ll reveal that to her when I’m ready.”

 


 “Yes sir,’ Ted replied once again. 

 


 “Dave, don’t let wind of this out to anyone.”

 


 “You got it,” he replied. 

 


 The two men left the office and Mitch picked up the file once again. He stared at the pictures, struck once again by her talent. She had caught him in several different poses, in different light and those subtle changes came through even with the charcoal drawing. 

 


 That night, as he slipped through the darkness, he realized he was angry with Eve. Why was she trying to find him? Why didn’t she just talk to him at night? It wasn’t like he hadn’t been with her every night for the past month. 

 


 He slipped the wire into the latch and entered her house from the back door. This night, he didn’t stop and admire the paintings but walked directly to her bedroom. His eyes searched for her and found her but she wasn’t under the covers as she normally was. She was laying on top of her comforter, dressed only in a white satin negligee. His body instantly hardened and all the questions he’d been intending to ask her went out of his mind. Nothing mattered but possessing her. He’d ask his questions later, he told himself. Much later. 

 


 Eve woke the moment she felt his presence in the room. Initially, she thought he was angry but then he kissed her and she felt his passion overwhelm everything else. Just like always. 

 


 “We have to talk, Mitch,” she said a moment before his mouth covered hers. 

 


 “Later,” he told her. 

 


 As his hand skimmed along the edge of the silk covering her breast, she was unable to form any words of protest. And when his finger slipped inside the silk, she didn’t even want to. All she wanted was to feel this incredible passion for him which both scared her, and comforted her. 

 


 A long time later, Eve rolled over and touched his hand which was wrapped around her waist. “Mitch, I hired an investigator to find you today.” She felt him tense and her sleepiness dissipated. “Please don’t be angry.”

 


 “Why are you trying to find me?” 

 


 “Because I need to talk to you.”

 


 “What about? And why can’t you talk to me now?” 

 


 She smiled in the darkness. She could see the scowl forming over his features and almost laughed out loud. He tried to be scary but Eve wasn’t fooled. Underneath all those layers of muscle was a sweet, gentle, kind man and she loved him with every fiber of her being. “Because usually I’m asleep by this time.” Her fingers entwined with his and she gasped when he rolled over on top of her once more. 

 


 He considered her words and wished that the light was on so he could see her features. “True. Why aren’t you now?” 

 


 Pulling her hand free from his, she wrapped both arms around his neck and snuggled closer, kissing him tenderly on his left shoulder and smiling when she felt his indrawn breath. “Because I took a nap earlier today so that I could stay awake a little bit longer than normal. I have to talk to you.”

 


 “So talk,” he said and kissed her shoulder just as she’d done a moment ago. He didn’t really want to talk. Talking was usually a bad thing, he thought, pushing aside the reminder that he wanted to interrogate her about her afternoon hiring as well. Talking only raised questions and right now, he didn’t want the answers. He just wanted to feel her against him, to reassure himself that she was his, she was alive and she still responded to him the way she had in the past. He loved the way he could make her gasp with just the smallest touch, or kiss. 

 


 When she felt his hand move higher, Eve knew she had only moments before he was into a full onslaught of passion. She knew the signs by now and relished the idea with anticipation, but also knew she needed to get her news out before he disappeared in the morning. “I’m pregnant,” she blurted out and instantly regretted telling him that kind of news so abruptly. His body tensed and the arm around her waist tightened. She laid a hand on his arm and instantly he relaxed his hold. Relaxed being a relative word. His arms might have relaxed from around her, but everything else about him was definitely not relaxed. She could feel his eyes boring into hers through the darkness, even with only the light from the moon shining through her windows. 

 


 “How do you know?” he finally said and Eve could hear the emotion in his voice. 

 


 She rolled over so she could see him and smiled at the darkness. “Because I’m almost three weeks late. And I’m never late,” she told him. 

 


 He rose up on an elbow to stare down at her. “Three weeks?” 

 


 “Yep.” She touched his cheek gently. “It had to have happened when we were in the jungle.”

 


 His mind frantically worked through the details before he shook his head. “That’s impossible, Eve. You started your period that day. You can’t be pregnant.”

 


 She shook her head. “Mitch, I didn’t start my period.”

 


 He sighed and pushed up on one elbow. “Eve, don’t be embarrassed. I saw the blood. You don’t have to pretend.”

 


 Eve laughed softly. “Mitch, didn’t you think it was odd that I didn’t bleed more the next day?”

 


 He hesitated before he shrugged one massive shoulder. “I didn’t really think about it. What happened?” 

 


 “You were the first, Mitch. I didn’t bleed because I’d started menstruating. I bled because you were the first man to make love to me.”

 


 Mitch couldn’t believe it. His soft, gentle, beautiful Eve was untouched before he’d met her? “How is that possible?” 

 


 She shook her head. “No man had ever tempted me until you came through the roof. I’ll admit, no man has ever had the audacity to gag me either. You were the first on so many levels, Mitch.”

 


 “You’re kidding!” 

 


 She shook her head, then pulled his hand down to cover her stomach. “No, Mitch. We created a baby that day. I didn’t plan that, nor did you but that’s the reality of the situation.”

 


 He stood up and walked to the end of the bed, hands on his hips, gloriously naked and unconcerned about it, as he worked through her words. “You’re pregnant?” 

 


 She pulled the sheet up over her nakedness and smiled at him. “Yes. We’re pregnant.”

 


 “We’ll get married.” He said it with a grimness that he couldn’t hide. He’d never wanted to get married. Marriage was a bad idea in his business with all the risks he had to take and the long hours that would take him away from a family. But he couldn’t deny the joy, the exhilaration, that was spiraling through his chest at the idea of putting his ring on her finger. And he’d protect her, he thought to himself as he looked at her shyly trying to cover up all the skin that he’d so recently touched and tasted. 

 


 Eve, on the other hand, was absolutely crushed by his command. She’d been hoping for so much more. Some emotion, something different besides a simple statement of fact. Of all the romantic things he could have said at that moment, he fell far short of her dreams. Taking a deep breath, she shook her head. “No, Mitch. We can’t do that.”

 


 Mitch was speechless for a very long moment, watching her, trying to figure out what had just happened and why this beautiful woman who had been smiling gently at him only moments before and was now unable to even look at him through the darkness. 

 


 He’d never wanted to get married, but what the hell? She wasn’t supposed to say no when he finally got around to proposing. Didn’t she know how much he hated the idea? This was a huge sacrifice for him. Okay, well not that he really hated the idea with Eve. In fact, he didn’t even think of it as a sacrifice, not if she was going to be by his side for the rest of his life. In fact, he really liked the idea of sharing his life with her, waking up to her every morning. The thought of her growing large with their children was making his chest expand with pride and excitement. 

 


 “Why the hell not?” he demanded. Wasn’t he supposed to be relieved that she’d said no? Didn’t that give him the out he needed? Surely, she hadn’t heard him correctly. “Eve, I said we need to get married. If you’re pregnant, and I don’t doubt that with you, then I’ll need to protect it.”

 


 Eve couldn’t believe her ears. “First of all,” she said, standing up and pulling on her robe, “this is a baby and don’t you ever refer to this child as ‘it’ again. Do you understand?” she said, pointing her finger into the middle of his chest. “And furthermore,” she continued, in a full rage by now, “Why would you think I’d marry someone as cynical and irritating as you are? You won’t even come to my front door and take me out on a date! You sneak into my house and treat me like I’m your…”

 


 “Don’t say it,” he roared back, just as furious, bending down so his face was only inches from her own. “Don’t ever say anything like that again!” 

 


 She wasn’t backing down in the face of his anger. She knew he’d never hurt her no matter how angry he became so she wasn’t going to be intimidated by his bellowing. “Well, what would you call me?” 

 


 He tried to think quickly but his mind was still reeling with the news that she was pregnant and that she wouldn’t marry him. Still stunned, he fell back on what he knew was right and what he needed to happen. “Eve, we have to get married.”

 


 She took a deep breath, trying to calm down. “No, Mitch. We don’t. I won’t marry a man I don’t know. What kind of emotional suicide are you asking me to endure?”

 


 He pulled her against him, angrier than he could ever remember being. “Are you saying I’ll hurt you?” he asked, livid at the implication. He’d never hurt a woman in his life and he didn’t plan to start with her. She was too tiny, too beautiful and much too delicate. 

 


 “You wouldn’t hurt me physically, no,” she replied, noticing the way he held her arms firmly. It didn’t hurt, but nor did she delude herself into thinking she could get away from him unless he allowed it. “But right now, you’re hurting me emotionally.” Her words achieved what brute strength against him never would have. He released her and took a step back. “I know you don’t mean to, but,” she shrugged as if she wasn’t sure what else to say. 

 


 He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “How? I’d never hit you.”

 


 She turned away from him. She was glad that the lights were still off. She didn’t want to see his face too clearly, nor did she want him to see the tears forming in her eyes. She’d been so excited about telling him her wonderful news and now he was ruining it with his callous demand that they would marry. Whatever happened to romance? To getting down on one knee and asking? What about him showing any kind of caring or emotion about the life they’d created together in such a magical way? “There are worse kinds of pain than physical, Mitch.”

 


 “What do you mean?” 

 


 She walked silently across the cream carpeting and settled into the overstuffed chair she kept for reading and thinking. It was worn and comfortable and she needed that right now. “I mean, I’ve spent my life with a man I didn’t know and who didn’t really like me. Why would I marry into that same kind of relationship?” 

 


 “Who said I didn’t like you?” he growled, pacing back and forth across the room. 



“You’ve never said it.” She said it simply, without any additional emotion in her voice. She was proud of herself for maintaining a composed expression under the circumstances. 

 


 “I like you just fine,” he stated flatly. 

 


 Eve was exasperated with the man as well as the situation. Standing up, she threw her hands in the air and glared at him. “Great. So I’m going to promise my life and my love to a man who ‘likes’ me. That’s just wonderful! What are you going to tell our son or daughter when they’re born? ‘Hey, good job’ when they do something extraordinary?” she replied cynically. “That’s not good enough, Mitch. I want a full partner. Someone who is going to love me just as much as I love…” she almost said, “you” but was glad she caught herself in time. 

 


 He suddenly stopped and smiled, crossing his arms over his chest. Eve watched him, not sure about this smile. It wasn’t good, no matter what. Mitch never smiled. 

 


 “What are you smiling about?” she asked, taking a step back. 

 


 “You just said you love me,” he replied. He took several steps forward and lifted her into his arms, ignoring her hands which were pressing against his shoulders as he carried her back to the bed. “That means you’re going to have to marry me.” 

 


 Eve couldn’t believe his arrogance. “No, Mitch, that means that I can’t help myself around you but I won’t marry you.”

 


 “Why the hell not?” he demanded, standing over her, hands on his hips and his anger building. He couldn’t believe how furious he was. He was considered by most to be the ice man, never allowing emotions to interfere with anything. When others lost control, he was the one that could bring order to chaos and he did that by controlling his emotions relentlessly. How could she do this to him? He was furious and couldn’t regain control which only made him more livid. 

 


 He loomed over her, his eyes daring her to challenge him once again. “Eve, you’re pregnant with my child,” he said and pulled the belt lose on her robe. His eyes flared and his body instantly hardened at her incredible beauty and softness. He didn’t want to argue with her. He wanted to make love to her. Gently though, he thought as his hand trailed from her breast to her stomach, his palm flattening against her still flat abdominal. 

 


 “Our child,” she interrupted him, pressing her body into the bed and pulling the sheet over her nakedness. She didn’t want to lose control again. She wanted to get through to him and make him understand her position without sex getting in the way. “Mitch, we’re not having sex again,” she said and held his wrist in her hand. He could have tossed her hand away but he didn’t. 

 


 Sighing, he leaned down, looming over her as he tried to understand what the issue was here. “Eve, you love me, you’re having our baby, we need to get married.”

 


 Eve slid out from underneath him, retying her robe. “No, Mitch. We don’t need to do anything.”

 


 He rubbed his hand impatiently over his face and looked up at the ceiling. He knew she was walking into the bathroom and heard her turn on the shower. As he listened to the water running, he thought about what was going on. Examining all the comments, he let his mind work through the argument. His mind went over every comment from the moment she’d said she was pregnant, trying to decipher what, exactly, she didn’t like about getting married. 

 


 When it hit him, he could have kicked himself. He was furious that he’d made such a horrible mistake but wasn’t going to delay the resolution a moment longer. 

 


 Storming into the bathroom, he ignored her startled surprise and managed not to chuckle when she tried to hide her glorious curves with her hands. How she thought she could accomplish that, he’d like to know but her small, wet hands just weren’t doing anything, except turning him on even more. 

 


 “I thought you would leave,” she said with an accusing tone, glaring at him as water dripped off her long lashes. “Please leave,” she said as firmly as her trembling voice could convey.

 


 “I love you,” he said softly and pulled open the shower door, stepping into the small shower stall. Grimly, he pulled her up against his body and kissed her gently. “I love you and I’m going to love this child,” he explained between melting kisses. “I’ll cherish you, and protect you, especially from your father and believe me, I can do that for you, Eve.”

 


 “You what?” she gasped, still not sure what he’d just said to her. 

 


 “I love you. And you’ll make me the happiest man alive if you’ll just become my wife. We’ll get to know each other over the next fifty years and I promise we’ll be happy.”

 


 She laughed softly at his earnest expression. “How can you promise me something like that?” she asked, her fingers gliding over his chiseled jaw, then down to touch the muscles in his shoulders. 

 


 “I’ll make love to you every day, and make sure you don’t have anything to be unhappy about,” he said as if that covered all the bases. 

 


 And as Eve thought about it, she realized that it did. Oh, she knew they wouldn’t always be happy. The man was just too big and arrogant for constant peace but she loved him. Every irritating, huge, delectable muscle in his body. And then his words struck her. “You love me?” she asked, a grin breaking out over her face. 

 


 The tension in his shoulders eased, to be replaced with tension in other parts of his body. “Yes, you lovely woman. I love you very much.”

 


 “You’re wonderful.”

 


 “Will you marry me?” he asked, bending down so her breast was in line with his mouth. 

 


 Eve gasped as his mouth covered her nipple, sucking hard and her head fell backwards against his arm. “Yes,” she gasped. 

 


 His deep chuckle sent shivers down her body. “Are you saying yes to what I was doing or to my proposal?” he asked, nipping her shoulder with his teeth and sliding a knee between her legs. 

 


 “Both, I think” she said and her fingers dove into his hair. “Say it again,” she demanded, her blue eyes staring up at him with all the love in her shining out. 

 


 “I love you,” he replied easily. “I’m sorry I didn’t say it immediately. But know that I need you like a drug. Seeing you makes my day complete and I love hearing all about you and learning more about what makes you special. And I intend to do that for the rest of my life if you’ll let me,” he said with feeling. 

 


 Eve’s heart, which had already been putty, turned to liquid gold at his words. “Well, when you put it that way, I guess I could marry you.” She said it with a grudging tone but knew that she wasn’t going to get away with that. Sure enough, he picked her up and lifted her to his eye level. “Say it, Eve,” he demanded roughly. 

 


 “I love you,” she laughed, wrapping her arms, and legs, around him to emphasize her point. 

 


 “And you’ll move in with me tomorrow,” he said, stating it instead of forming it as a question.

 


 “What’s wrong with my house?” she asked, but didn’t really care. 

 


 “For starters, your shower is way too small,” he growled and pulled them out. He held her against him with one arm while he grabbed a towel with another. 

 


 Eve laughed as she snuggled into the towel. “Mitch, my shower isn’t too small, you’re just too….” She gasped when he pressed his body into hers, her mouth falling open as the sensations roared through her body. 

 


 “I love you,” he growled. 

 


 “I love you too,” she said, and realized that he wasn’t too big after all. 
  
images/calibre_cover.jpg
The Intimate,
Intricate Rescue

By Elizabeth Lennox,

ww4RomanccNovclsOnlineAnct






