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Murder and passion meet head-on
in the steamy jungles of Belize
Hunky Trey Zacco, gritty survivalist and host of the Miami-based Holiday Channel’s hit "Wildman" series and glitz and glamour girl, Erica Kingsley, host of the channel’s "Lap of Luxury" show, are thrown together in the steamy jungles of Belize as a publicity stunt. Erica’s father, Arthur Kingsley, the owner of the Holiday Channel, has proposed the angle, not only to boost ratings, but also as a way to toughen up his spoiled daughter. And Kingsley wants them to search for Montezuma’s lost gold, presumably moved to Belize from the Guatemalan jungle. Zacco cannot hide his resentment at having to share the spotlight with the flighty fashionista Erica, and he locks horns with her every step of the way even as both try to ignore the strong physical attraction growing between them.
But when Arthur Kingsley’s plane goes down in the jungle on his way to film the opening of the show, Trey and Erica launch a desperate search to find him. And when, one by one, members of the camera crew are killed and the equipment sabotaged, Trey and Erica find themselves stranded in the middle of the jungle with sultry producer Morgana Montez, Trey's ex-lover, where no rescue crew can reach them.
Who is after them? And who is the real target?
Find out the truth in “The Montezuma Secret”
For William
Tenochtitlan
The Aztec Capital
Mexico
1520
She stared at him through onyx eyes, her honey skin gleaming like satin in the starlight. He had never seen anyone quite so beautiful. The flames burning in the earthen pots on either side of her made her black hair glow like spun silk. But she was a princess and he a mere slave. He could not love her. But he must befriend her, charm her, and win over her confidence or his secret mission would fail.
She wore a magnificent headdress of white feathers and a tunic of pale amber, trimmed in gold, its edges covered with images of birds, hearts, spirals and leaves. One shoulder was bare. Her eyes were lightly shadowed in blue, her wide mouth and full lips painted a delicate shade of glistening crimson, her face colored with the faintest hint of yellow ochre. Around her neck hung a gold medallion, emblazoned with the image of a fierce jaguar. A bracelet of emerald and gold encircled each forearm.
Even though she was high-born, one of the Emperor Montezuma’s daughters, and he a lowly slave, at least in disguise, he must convince her of his loyalty. Rumors abounded of her past displeasure with her servants, how she had locked them up in cages and starved them to death or offered them up for human sacrifice. But he had pleased her so far with his many fine works of hand-made jewelry crafted from pure gold inlaid with precious gems and he hoped that this special talent would save him from harm and he would not perish like the others. He must convince her to take him with her wherever she went. Wherever the gold traveled, so must he. Through mountains and valleys, over rivers and streams, by daylight and moonlight, he must follow. Otherwise all would be lost.
Prologue
Belize
The Present Day
Drenching rains, nearly four inches in an hour, pounded on Erica Kingsley’s back and shoulders. Her head was getting bombarded so hard she couldn’t hear herself think. Plodding forward in the thick mud tore at her aching thigh muscles, each step requiring a massive effort, adding to her sodden misery. Her ugly ankle-high hiking boots were covered in muck and her thin T-shirt and shorts clung to her like a second skin.
She felt Trey’s eyes burning into her like a laser from behind. Judging her. Ridiculing her. Refusing to help. Offering no praise. Why did she care what Trey Zacco thought anyway? All that mattered was getting out of here, finishing this stupid publicity stunt, and returning to the life she loved. A life of ease and glamour, lobster quiche and champagne, cocktails at the Ritz-Carlton, cruises to St. Maarten, and doing it all on her father’s dime. Filming her “Lap of Luxury” show for the Holiday Channel took only a few hours each week and after that, she was free to splurge and charge thousands of goodies every day if she pleased. But, she realized, with a sharp jolt as her stomach sank, all that could change in an instant if she didn’t handle this situation just right.
Erica eyed her emerald and diamond bangle and bulky gold charm bracelet, their lovely shimmer clouded in the pouring rain. Refusing to remove them had angered Trey. He’d insisted they were dangerous nuisances, apt to snag and catch and even attract poisonous lizards and snakes, but she had held her ground. They were her shining badge of courage, her only remaining contact with the glittering life in South Beach, Florida she’d left behind. She longed for her funky penthouse condo where she could sit sipping mango Mojito’s all afternoon, then ogle the nearly nude men on the beach cavorting in their skimpy leopard Speedos.
Yet, somehow, even though she hated to admit it, those guys paled in comparison to her ex-boyfriend, Trey Zacco. The brilliant flash of his smile, the sparkling blue eyes, and the way his black T-shirt hugged his broad shoulders and rippling muscular arms, set her heart ablaze, no matter how hard she tried to stifle the impulse. She wanted him. And down deep she longed for his approval. But he was dangerous. Dangerous because he threatened her way of life, the way she thought, what she believed in and she couldn’t allow him to take over her mind. Yet she couldn’t stop thinking of his lips on hers, his chest pressed tightly against her soft breasts, his hands doing a crazy dance across her thighs, moving upward…
“Kingsley!”
A large slippery hand gripped her arm.
Trey. Hunky and gorgeous, oozing gallons of male sexuality despite the driving rain. Even cold, soaked to the bone and irritated, he still had the ability to arouse her. The raw power of it gushed into her veins like hot lava.
“Can’t you see you’re about to walk into the side of a cliff?” he barked, his handsome face flecked with spots of mud.
Surrounded by a sodden green maze of vines and dense underbrush, she was completely disoriented, not only from the incessant downpour, but from Trey’s wet body hovering so close to hers.
“Up!” he pointed. “And make it good.” He gestured to the camera balanced on his shoulder, a heavy sheath of vinyl protecting it from the rain. “I’m filming.”
Trey Zacco eyed Erica Kingsley’s mascara-stained face. Her wide violet eyes fluttered, blinking away rain and he wanted to feel sorry for her. But couldn’t. Didn’t want to get involved anymore, though her shivering figure and every curve still tempted him. The sharp points of her nipples poking through her wet T-shirt, the gorgeous round globes straining the fabric and her long shapely legs drew him towards her like a magnet. But he’d had enough of sassy little kewpie dolls like her and he quickly put his libido on hold. He’d be nothing but her errand boy again, fetching her drinks with little umbrellas and carrying her shopping bags around, loaded with hot pink stilettos from Nordstrom or Saks Fifth Avenue. He’d spent too many punishing years in the military building up his self-esteem to surrender it all now.
But her frothy hour-long “Lap of Luxury” did have high ratings, almost as high as his own “Wildman” show. He had to give her that. She knew how to wow a crowd, though he sure as hell couldn’t figure out her secret.
“Up?” she pointed, unable to believe her ears.
Trey gave her a hard shove.
“Get going!”
“But how?”
“Grab the vines and pull yourself up!” he shouted over the thundering rain.
“You must be joking! It’s got to be one hundred feet high!”
“Good calculation. Now move!”
She stood her ground. “But why?”
“A. There’s no other way. B. I’m ordering you to. And you’ll listen if you ever want to get out of here.”
Trey stifled an urge to smack her luscious wet bottom and watched in amusement as she struggled to grab hold of the slick vines, then smirked as she scrambled up a few feet and then landed in the muck with a splat. Her thick mane of blonde hair, once so splendidly coifed, was heavily matted and caked in mud.
“Again!” he yelled.
Raindrops, big as bullets, pelted her mercilessly. “I can’t do it. It’s impossible.”
“Watch the master,” he said, stowing the camera in his backpack.
He brushed her aside and grabbed one of the sturdier vines, then pulled himself up arm over arm with the agility of a spider monkey until he reached the top of the cliff where he had a perfect view of the lush jungle canopy and could see for miles.
“Now you know how it’s done. Get your ass up here or I’ll leave you behind.”
“You can’t do that. You wouldn’t.”
“Pull yourself up, Kingsley. If you have to, use the side of the cliff to push off and boost yourself higher. But watch out for the holes. There may be spiders and bats hiding in those nooks and crannies.”
Erica re-tied her sagging ponytail and pinned it to her scalp. Her breath was ragged, her heartbeat erratic.
From above, she heard the sudden monotonous drone of a plane’s engine cutting through the rain splatter, then listened to the sputter as the motor spit and coughed, struggling to stay aloft. Wings slashed through the jungle over her head five hundred feet from her, both turbo props flaming. The plane wobbled and rolled before hitting the ground with an ear-splitting shriek of steel against steel followed by a blinding explosion of light that knocked her off her feet.
A sickening sensation shot through her and she suppressed the urge to vomit. The stench of black smoke as dark as blood filled her nostrils. She knew what had happened. She hoped to God she was wrong, but more than ever she wished with all her heart and soul that she was still safely home in Miami Beach and that she had never come.
From a safe distance, comfortably positioned to witness the entire spectacle, a smiling figure breathed a sigh of relief. It had all gone according to plan. On schedule and on time. They were right where they needed to be. Soon they’d both be dead and no one would be the wiser. Untimely accidents. Marauding terrorists. Ancient Mayan curses. Any excuse would do. Completely believable, considering the dangers of the jungle. They’d just disappear. Perfect. Simply perfect
Chapter One
Miami Beach
Three Weeks Earlier
It had been a jarring morning. First, the meeting with her attorney, followed by the hearing with the judge granting the restraining order against the frightening stalker who had been badgering her for the past six months. He’d started with love letters, then progressed to hate mail when she refused to answer. After the stalker started shadowing her on trips and forcing his way past the doorman at her condo, Erica Kingsley took swift action. Meeting him face to face in the courtroom gave her a creepy violated feeling. Even his name, Gordon Gosich, had a creepy serial killer ring to it.
He weighed in at just over two hundred pounds, was bespectacled, about thirty-five, sporting a heavy brush moustache that obscured all of his upper lip. His watery brown eyes had a serene, other-worldly quality to them, like he wasn’t firing on all eight cylinders or had a lifeline to the planet Pluto no one else knew about. Erica was glad her estranged sister, Claire, had been there, along with her husband, Mitchell St.John, a successful mystery writer, who’d been down on his luck lately. She was glad they’d mended fences over an unpaid loan several months ago. Forgiving them the debt was a small price to pay to have her little sister back.
“Thanks for coming, both of you,” she said, warmly hugging Claire and giving her brother-in-law a reassuring pat. “I needed some support when Dad couldn’t make it.
“Glad to help, hon,” Claire said. “I hope you’ve gotten rid of that creep for good.”
“I’m keeping my fingers crossed.”
“You never know, Erica. Sometimes these guys find a way to thwart the law,” Mitchell warned.
Claire jabbed her husband in the ribs and puckered her full mouth in annoyance. She was taller than Mitchell and he meekly complied with her wish to keep quiet, turning his head and keeping his blue eyes fixed on the ground.
Erica first studied her sister, then glanced over at Mitchell. Claire had certainly made a strange love match with the reclusive St. John. He was short and dark, a decade older than she, with an omnipresent stubble of beard, tinged with grey, that made him look scruffy and unkempt instead of sexy. And Claire, five years her junior, with her long raven hair, willowy figure and pretty sea green eyes, could have done so much better.
“I need you to drop me at the office,” Erica said. “I came with my attorney and I don’t have my car.”
“Of course,” Claire said, grabbing her hand and leading her down the courtroom steps towards a waiting silver Lexis. Like all the cars in Florida, it looked freshly washed and waxed.
Erica glanced at her gold Rolex. It was nearly eleven. “Hurry up,” she said. “Dad’s got some really big meeting planned. I don’t know what it’s about, but I’ve got a bad feeling.”
“Is it true what the papers say? Is the Holiday Channel in financial trouble?”
“Isn’t everyone these days?” Mitchell snapped.
Claire shot him a savage glance.
“I try not to worry about things like that,” Erica said. “I live for today.”
“So do I,” Mitchell mumbled. “But sometimes tomorrow catches up with you.”
The minute Erica set eyes on Trey Zacco again, she knew he was trouble. Sitting in that padded leather chair, with his feet up propped up like he owned the place made her groan, then sent a shudder of disgust rippling through her. “Wildman,” they called him. Ugh. She no longer found that appealing. Or did she? Without thinking, she ground her fingernails into her palm.
He had an annoying arrogance about him that made her grimace. She didn’t care how many mountains he had climbed, how many jungles he had wangled his way out of, he just didn’t strike a responsive chord with her, personality-wise. She’d learned that the hard way after he’d ended their relationship six months ago, one she once believed had been destined for greater things.
Body-wise, though he was something else. Tall, toned and tanned from years of exposure to the elements, his body still looked as hard as granite and the tight shirts and pants he wore only accentuated his attributes. Today, dressed in black jeans and a checked long-sleeved shirt unbuttoned halfway, he appeared every bit the stud.
What the hell was he doing here anyway? My God, she wasn’t going to have to have him on her show, was she? What a revolting prospect. If that was what she was here for, she’d certainly nix that option fast.
She kissed her father, Arthur Kingsley, who sat at the head of the conference table in the Holiday Channel’s boardroom, surrounded by an assortment of flunky producers and coordinators. After grabbing a chair, she noticed her hands were shaking, a result of this morning’s harrowing courtroom showdown.
She smoothed her thigh-high skirt and adjusted the strap on her Jimmy Choos, trying to avoid making eye contact with Zacco and the eye-popping bulge on his tight jeans, wishing she could wipe that self-satisfied smirk off his face. Suddenly, his broad mouth thinned in irritation.
“Do you think we could do without that?”
Erica suddenly realized he was talking to her. “What do you mean?”
“That.” He pointed to her jangling gold charm bracelet, heavily laden with over a dozen glittering mementos from her many trips to the Caribbean and several large coins her father had given her.
She jangled it even louder and eyed his dirty boots resting atop the gleaming mahogany table. “I’m surprised my father hasn’t asked you to leave your shoes at the door or at least have the courtesy not to stick them in our face.”
“Fair enough.” He swung his long legs down, kicked off his boots, then put his stocking feet back on the table. “Better?”
“Not much. Where were you taught manners?”
“I’ll match my army training with that fuss-budget charm school education of yours any day.”
“I’m glad you think I’m charming. Sorry I can’t return the compliment.”
“Enough sniping, you two,” Arthur Kingsley interrupted with a brusque wave of his hand.
Kingsley, in his early fifties, had a generous mop of prematurely grey hair, dark green eyes like Claire and wore horn-rimmed glasses perched precariously on his nose. Looking up from a stack of dog-eared spreadsheets laid out in front of him, Kingsley scowled, trying to control his legendary temper.
“I hate budgets,” he said. “Even worse, I hate accountants. Bean counters, some call them, and the bean counters tell me our company needs a big shot in the arm if we’re to survive financially. And fast. So I had an idea. An idea to boost ratings and advertisers. Are you with me?”
“That depends,” Erica said warily. “What did you have in mind?”
“Everybody loves a publicity stunt, especially one that involves a challenge.”
“Not everybody,” she said.
“Trey, your ‘Wildman’ show is the top-rated program on this network,” Kingsley said. “Erica, ‘Lap of Luxury’ comes in a close second. Your shows are diametrically opposed to one another. One involves roughing it, big time. The other, living it up, no holds barred. The more comforts the better. What if we combined the two shows, or rather the two hosts?”
“You mean, put Trey in the ‘Lap of Luxury’ and expose his lack of proper social graces?”
Kingsley pounded the table. “Erica, stop it! I know you two have a personal history, but put it behind you. This is business. Very serious business.”
The moment she said it, she was sorry. “Father, I…”
“What I was talking about,” Kingsley continued, “was your going on a survival safari with Trey instead. You’re the fish out of water, Erica. It’s much more appealing to the viewer than the other way around. See how you adapt, that sort of thing.”
Erica thought she was going to lose her lunch. The quick burger she had scarfed down with Claire and Mitchell was doing a nasty little tango in her stomach. “You can’t mean it. I don’t want to do it!”
“It would be a ratings smash,” Kingsley added.
Trey removed his feet from the table and sat bolt upright. “Just where and when would this little escapade take place?”
“The jungles of Belize in three weeks. Half of the country is pristine wilderness, you know. Can you prepare your camera crew?”
“Belize! That’s downright dangerous! How primitive can you get?” Erica wailed.
“Where in Belize?” Trey asked.
“I hope I’m insured in case I don’t come back,” Erica muttered to herself, tugging absently at her fingernail.
“Your destination is an ancient Mayan ruin called Bolontiku,” her father said, ignoring her. “I’ve done some research and if you’re game for an adventurous side trip, you could hunt for Montezuma’s long-lost gold. I know superstition forbids it, but it adds to the allure.”
“My show is about survival. I’m not a treasure hunter,” Trey protested.
Erica watched Trey struggle to keep his composure.
“But think of it, Trey. Montezuma’s gold.” Kingsley reached for several printouts, obviously generated from the Internet, and began reading. “Some of the missing pieces include two gold collars, a huge crocodile’s head made of gold, and birds covered in feathers, gold and precious gems. All priceless archeological finds.” He looked up for a second, waiting for a reaction, then continued reading. “There were also wheels of gold and silver with embroidered leather works--”
“Sir,” Trey interrupted, “I’m not a historian. But I believe Montezuma was Aztec, not Mayan. Mayan relics are the ones usually found in Belize.”
“Here’s the fascinating thing.” Kingsley removed his glasses. “Archeological studies have shown Montezuma’s treasure was sent south into the jungles of Guatemala to keep it from falling into Spanish hands, near the ancient Mayan city of Tikal. That’s only sixty miles from Bolontiku! Further studies have shown it was smuggled out of Tikal and into Belize and placed in some of the Mayan’s ancient caves and pyramids hidden deep in the jungle. Places the Spanish would never find, hidden near or beneath Boluntiku, the ones they’d be afraid to enter because of ‘El Duende’. Spanish for ghost or hobgoblin. And if you’re willing to investigate them, who knows what might happen next? Can you imagine the worldwide furor if you actually stumbled onto something? It’s certainly worth a try.”
“Tikal is the sacred city of the Bolontiku, the Mayan gods, is it not?”
Kingsley nodded.
“I’ve never heard of a place called Bolontiku in Belize.”
“Again, a newly discovered find. One that shows there may be some truth to the rumor about Montezuma’s gold being in Belize. That there’s a connection between Tikal and Belize. And one just ripe for your exploration.”
“Sir, it’s beyond the scope of the show,” Trey said, his fingers splayed on the table, his face reddening.
“You’re only going to do some exploring!” Kingsley’s voice rose. “You do that on the show all the time.” He passed the pages to Trey. “Here’s all the information I have about Tikal. You’re welcome to do more research if you choose. Now make it happen.”
“Father, I refuse. I absolutely refuse!” Erica snapped, kicking the table with her heel. “How can you do this to me?”
“I’ll hear no more of it. The financial future of this network as well as your future and mine are tied up in the success of this thing. And I expect you to do your part. For too long, I’ve allowed you to take the easy way out, but now you must help me or I may choose to forget you’re my daughter.”
“Father!” Erica, shamed by the outburst in front of all the hired help, jumped up and raced for the door.
“Oh, and there’s one more thing,” Kingsley said. “Because of the difficult economic climate, only one of your shows can survive. We’re going to have a live call-in vote after the show. The audience favorite wins.”
Chapter Two
Erica’s jaw dropped, one hand frozen on the door handle. “Whaaat?”
“Sorry, sweetheart. Those are the grim facts.”
Her face hardened, her gaze zeroing in on Trey. “So we’re like two dogs fighting over the same bone?”
“Ugly analogy, but true.”
“Isn’t there another solution?” Trey asked, passing the printouts to an assistant seated beside him.
“I’m afraid not.”
Trey watched Erica fight back tears and teeter out of the door on her high heels, nearly twisting her ankle in her hurry to exit. She slammed the door behind her. For once, he understood how she felt. His stomach was twisted in knots already, his brain hurtling in a dozen different directions.
Kingsley dismissed the rest of the staff and Trey waited until they had all left before speaking.
“Arthur, you must be joking,” Trey said. “Only one show can survive?”
Kingsley reached for the coffee pot sitting near his elbow and filled his mug up to the top. Trey noticed the man’s hands trembling. “I’ve re-worked the budget six times, Trey. It’s not even a possibility.
He raked a hand through his hair. “How did this happen?”
“Too much competition. Not enough sponsors. A bad economy. What can I say? Maybe a series of specials will come out of this starring the two of you, if we’re successful.”
“That’s a real gut-buster, Arthur.”
“I agree. And you must forgive me for speaking so frankly about Erica before,” Kingsley said to Trey, his complexion growing florid even through his deep tan. “She must do this. It’s for her own good as well as the network’s. She’s a spoiled, indulgent child of twenty-nine. She’s been allowed to run wild since her mother died and that’s my fault. That girl has almost $100,000 in credit card debt. She spends constantly, day in and day out. For too long, I’ve overlooked it. She needs toughening up and has to learn how to be a responsible adult and face life. I don’t want you helping her down there. She will learn on her own. No matter how hard it seems, you must promise me. The future of your show rides on the success of this too. You’ve both got to put your best foot forward, even if only one of you can win.”
What impressed Trey most of all was the man’s intensity. A former adventurer himself, the host of his own treasure hunting show years ago, Kingsley understood the ways of the wild…and women.
“But she’s a handful, Arthur. It’s a dangerous and irresponsible stunt,” he said with a flash of exasperation.
Kingsley’s grip tightened around the coffee mug and his face flushed tomato red. “Well, don’t let her die, for God’s sake! I’m counting on you!”
“You’re putting me in a very difficult position. How do you expect me to walk such a delicate line?”
“It will improve the honesty of the show.”
“Honesty! The whole thing’s a sham! You want to watch two people kill each other?”
“That does have a certain appeal,” he said after taking a sip of coffee, a wicked grin spreading across his mouth.
“You can’t force her to go.”
“I can cut off her money supply and cancel her show!” He slammed the mug down on the table. “That’s reason enough.”
Trey still felt hesitant, uncomfortable with the prospect of babysitting Erica as well as the new treasure hunting angle of the program Kingsley had just sprung on him. He hadn’t even begun to deal with the raw shock of the impending cancellation of his own television show.
“Why don’t you take my daughter out for a drink, and convince her of the necessity of doing this to help her poor old Dad?”
“I can’t lie to her.”
“Schmooze her.” He leaned in closer. “Tell her what this will do for her image. That ought to do it. She does have an ego, you know. All women do.”
“But we’re still rivals. Not to mention ex-lovers. Sorry, Arthur, I know that’s a sensitive subject with you.”
He steepled his fingers. “I don’t approve of office romances. You two were a mis-match from the start.”
Trey squirmed in his chair. “I found that out the hard way. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”
“But you still have to maintain some sort of personal chemistry for this show to work. And you’re going to have to use your powers of persuasion, not to mention your charms. I’ve scheduled a black-tie dinner and cocktail party to announce the show to potential advertisers next week. That’s as good a time as any to start building your new, albeit platonic relationship. Until then, I’ve got some publicity photo shoots lined up. Two days from now. I’ll see to it that Erica’s on time.”
His jaw tensed and he gripped the chair’s armrest. “That girl can grate on my nerves. Look, I’m no Prince Charming.”
“I know, but fake it. Do whatever you can to make this thing work!”
“But you want me to go hard on her once we get into the jungle. That’s not going to sit well with her and will only add to our mutual dislike for one another.”
“Just convince her she has to go. That’s my top priority right now. By the time she gets to Belize it will be too late for her to back out and then the sparks can fly.”
Trey crossed, then re-crossed his legs, his fingers nervously tapping the arm of his chair. “What should I say?”
“Make it plain she’s on her own. That’s the appeal of the show to see how well she does, in spite of the adverse element. Everybody roots for the underdog. She could be the ultimate winner with the viewers, even though she may not be the best survivalist in the world. Reason with her, Trey. Down deep, she’s an entertainer. She’ll understand.”
“Sounds like trouble no matter what I do.”
Kingsley grinned. “That’s women, Trey. You should know that by now.”
Chapter Three
Ten minutes later, Arthur Kingsley appeared at Erica’s office door. He knocked twice, then edged the door open a few inches. She was slumped over her gleaming silver and glass desk, sobbing.
“Guess this really threw you, honey. I’m sorry. But I do have a little something for you to chew on that should give you an edge. May I come in?”
Erica raised her head. Her makeup was smudged, her eyes stinging and streaked with red.
She nodded and Kingsley entered, then closed the door.
“This is going to ruin me,” she wailed. “I’ll look like a fool.”
“You might surprise yourself.” He sat down opposite her and reached over to jangle the coins on her charm bracelet.
Her head shot up, her expression both startled and confused. “What are you doing?”
“Have you ever really looked at those coins I gave you?”
She shook her head.
“Ever read any of the inscriptions?”
“No. All I know is that you told me they were old Spanish doubloons.”
“That’s right. From one of my jaunts in the jungle when I was a dashing young explorer. When I could get any girl I wanted, just like Trey.”
She reddened. “Don’t remind me. All right, I fell for his charms. Maybe I still feel something. I don’t know. But I won’t get sucked in again, I promise.”
“You don’t need to run after any man. You’re too good for that. Haven’t you ever heard the story about the princess and the little bird?”
She shook her head.
“Well, a princess found a little bird. She took it home and put it in a cage. She loved it so much she took it out every day and held it tight. Though the bird struggled, she never let it go. In fact she held it so tight, she killed it. Then, distraught, she found another little bird. This time she held it gently in her hand and it didn’t die. In fact, she was brave enough to let it go. And you know what happened? It returned to her again and again. And she never used the cage. She had that little bird all to herself for life. Do you know what that means regarding men?”
“Don’t put them on a leash and hold them tight?”
He nodded. “If you dare.”
Erica rolled her eyes. “Where did you get that one, Cosmopolitan?”
He laughed heartily before returning to her bracelet. “Those coins are special ones, Erica. Given to me by Professor Peter Goczynski when we were on the hunt for buried treasure years ago. He was the show’s technical adviser, if you recall.”
“You mean when you were doing ‘Treasurehunters’ on the Conquest Channel?”
“That old show was good to me for a long time. Even though I made a life-long enemy out of Zak Follett when I left.”
“The owner of the Conquest channel?”
“Yes, but he’s never forgiven me for leaving him and the show in the lurch, not to mention taking half of his staff with me so I could start the Holiday Channel with his own money from all of the advertisers I stole. And to support you in grand style, my dear.”
“A style you apparently want me to abort,” she said, flaring.
“Moderate it, Erica. That’s all I ask.”
“Tell me about the coins,” she said, abruptly changing the subject.
“Goczynski and I found the four coins in Belize. You’re right. They’re old Spanish Doubloons. Special ones that depict ‘The Golden Caravan’, the secret journey taken to hide Montezuma’s gold. Each one represents a specific treasure marker. But the last one, the fifth doubloon, is still missing. I believe, like Goczynski did, that the last coin is the key to the treasure’s final location. The latest research indicates the treasure could have been moved from Guatemala to Belize. That’s what I want you to try to find.”
Erica’s heart roared in her ears. “But how can I if everyone else has failed?”
“No one else had the coins. That gives you the edge.”
“Why did Goczynski give them to you?” She swallowed hard. “Did they have anything to do with his death? I mean, they’re not cursed, are they?” She snatched off the bracelet in horror and threw it on the glass desk in front of her where it landed with a heavy metallic thunk.
He reached for her wrist. “Of course not, my dear. I’ve heard nothing to that effect. Not even a rumor.”
“But Goczynski is dead, isn’t he?”
His grip tightened and his face darkened into a somber mask. “Actually, he disappeared. Went into the jungle without a guide, against my advice, to look for that fifth coin and never returned.”
“Then it is cursed.” She wrenched out of her father’s grip and buried her face in her hands, whimpering. “I’ll never come back either.”
“This could catapult you over the top in the viewers’ eyes, even if you only found a trace of the treasure!”
“Is that all you care about?”
“I care about you, Erica. I want you to succeed. Trey can always find another show on another channel. You’re another matter entirely.”
“Why?” Her heart twisted painfully as she slowly raised her head to meet his eyes. “Because you don’t think I’m as talented as he is?”
“It’s just that his skills are, well, you know, more transferable.”
Her lips parted in surprise. “And mine are what, diddly-squat? Air headed and vapid? What?”
A muscle twitched in his clenched jaw. “Stop being so childish! I’ve given you the opportunity of a lifetime and I don’t want you to blow it.”
“You still haven’t told me how you got those coins.”
“Goczynski turned them over to me for safekeeping before he left on that last trek into the jungle. I kept them after he died. No one else knew. And I wasn’t about to share my find with that bastard Zak Follett. He’d have grabbed the treasure for himself and killed off any witnesses. I still see Goczynski’s son Donald occasionally, but he never mentions the coins and neither do I.”
She noticed his dour face, wrinkled brow and troubled eyes. “Wow, that bad?”
Kingsley nodded. “I kept them in a safe here at the Holiday Channel for years. They always reminded me of poor Goczynski, for God’s sake. The show we’d planned to do about the coins never materialized after his death. It seemed in bad taste to resurrect it any time soon. No one knew what we’d found. And many people thought the story about the treasure being moved to Belize was a myth anyway. The treasure could be in any number of places: the Sierra Madre mountains, Kanab, Utah, even underneath Mexico City itself.
“But after we had those break-ins at the station last year, I decided to hide the coins in plain sight, always the best place for anything valuable and so I gave them to you.” He paused and drew a deep, ragged breath. “I stand to lose everything if we can’t make this show a hit. So I’m turning to you, on bended knee, and pleading for your help.”
Eyeing her father’s desperation made her heart soften. “All right,” she sighed in weary resignation, moistening her dry lips. “I’ll help you.”
“Not a word to Trey about these. They’re our secret.”
“How can I get away to look for the treasure? He’ll have a camera crew, won’t he?”
“Steal a camera and shoot the footage yourself. I expect no less.”
She bent over the bracelet and laid the first coin out flat. “Tell me what the engravings mean.”
“All right. Here’s what I want you to do…”
After he had finished, Erica blanched. “I don’t think I can!”
“You can try.”
“You’re asking me to attempt something you were never able to accomplish! That’s not fair!”
His mouth curved into a smile and he held out his hand, but she didn’t take it. “I have higher hopes for you. I always did.”
“No, you don’t. You never had any faith in me. Never!” She smacked the glass top. “And I hate you for asking me to do this on top of everything else!”
“Erica, calm down and look at this rationally.”
“I’ve never forgotten how you blamed me for what happened to Michael.”
“He asked for your help, Erica, and you refused him. Will you refuse me too?”
“He was hooked on painkillers and antidepressants.”
“Because of that nasty fall he took shooting on location in Mexico and because he was being stalked by some crazy, like you are now.”
She covered her face with her hands. “Don’t remind me. Please don’t remind me.”
“And you didn’t believe him because you thought it was the drugs talking. You called him a coward, unable to face life. And you had him committed to that mental facility where he killed himself.”
She dropped her hands and glowered at her father. “They were going to treat his addiction!”
“He loved you Erica. He wanted your love in return and you didn’t give it. He killed himself because he thought you didn’t love him.”
She squeezed her eyes shut. “Stop it! Don’t make me remember!”
“You deserted him just when he needed you most. Even his own family said so. And they blamed you, Erica. You know they did.”
“Please don’t do this!”
“It’s my fault you’re so spoiled and self-centered, unable to give love. I even favored you over your sister, just because your mother wasn’t around to guide me. I knew you were more talented than Claire and wanted to encourage you. How naïve I was. Instead of encouraging you, I only held you back.”
Erica’s heart was about to burst. The pain of remembering Michael Roth’s tortured face was too much to bear, a grim burden making it hard for her to breathe, even harder for her to focus on anything else. She began trembling and pressed her knees together to stop them from wobbling as her stomach plummeted, sending her to the brink of nausea.
Michael Roth.
“Is that what started you on this hedonistic journey of self-destruction?” her father asked.
“That’s cruel. Just because I was trying to find a little happiness.”
“There are other ways. Service to others, hard work.”
“I work damn hard on my own show. I only make it look easy.”
“By hanging around the Ritz-Carlton drinking Mojitos and videotaping chefs making soufflés?”
“That was your formula for success, not mine. I just perfected it.”
“You can’t buy happiness, Erica. Remember that. What’s hot today is old tomorrow.”
“Is there anything else? Or are you through?”
“I’m sorry if I offended you. I only wanted to help.”
“Help? You’re ruining my life! I hate you for it. I’ll hate you forever!” she shouted, losing control. She shot to her feet and turned her back on him, staring out the window. “Please leave me alone.”
After she heard the door slam with a ferocity that made her flinch, her thoughts returned to Michael. She watched the traffic on Highway One speeding beneath her, the Atlantic Ocean shimmering like a blue diamond in the distance. Her throat tightened and her eyes stung. Shaken and fighting off tears, her head screaming with painful memories she could no longer repress, Erica began replaying the sickening chain of events.
Once the handsome host of a military history show on her father’s rival station, the Conquest Channel, Michael had killed himself with one of the weapons he used on his own show. The gun had been smuggled into the hospital by an unwitting producer who didn’t know the weapon had been hidden inside the luggage stuffed full of clothing Michael had requested. But Michael Roth did not go quietly. He’d called Erica first and pleaded with her to get him released. She didn’t pick up the phone, just sat nearby and listened, then left the room before he’d finished, leaving him mumbling incoherently into the darkness. He’d begged her to visit, even for a moment, declaring his undying love for her, but Erica didn’t believe him, thinking he’d only wanted her to bring him more drugs as he had done in the past.
His finances were in bad shape and the stress of that, coupled with the psychotic rants of a mysterious stalker, threatened to tip him over the edge into madness. They’d dated for six months two years ago. She’d thought she loved him at first, but then the feeling slipped away, as it always did, especially when he spiraled into a deep depression. The last time she’d seen him, he’d deteriorated both physically and mentally, making her reluctant to return.
Michael frightened her. But was it because he’d offered her his love? Was that what she couldn’t cope with or was it the fact that he was no longer perfect in her eyes? Damaged goods. Whatever the reason, she had failed him and his death hung heavily on her conscience like a black fog. A fog so thick and gloomy it cast a debilitating pall over her thoughts, sometimes rendering her unable to function.
By ignoring his pleas for help and shutting out his declarations of love, she’d been just as guilty as if her own finger had been squeezing the gun’s trigger. Sometimes the fear consumed her. And when it did, she sought solace in liquor. Usually after two drinks, she’d relish the mindlessness the alcohol provided, freeing her from the torment of guilt and fear that the horror of what had consumed Michael would consume her as well. Maybe the stalkings were related somehow. Lying there in the dark, comforted by the soothing alcoholic glaze coating her frazzled nerves, she was able to forget. But not for long.
Tikal, Guatemala
1520
Under the glare of the hot sun many poor souls died, the slaves ill-prepared for the rough terrain and punishing temperatures. Their bodies were nourished sparingly, with meager rations and small quantities of water, which did little to sustain them. But still he pressed on, undaunted, satisfied he had tricked the beautiful princess. His skin was dark like hers, his features similar to those of the men around him. And he had learned Nahuatl, the Aztec’s native language. But he was a Spaniard, her sworn enemy, and loyal to his own king.
In his homeland, he was called Bernal, though she called him Toltecatl, which meant ‘artist.’ He was a skilled metalworker by trade, so skilled, in fact, royalty often clamored for his unusual pieces. So it was fitting, then, that Hernan Cortez, the leader of the Spanish expedition to the Aztec world, had chosen him to evaluate the Aztecs’ vast collection of decorative and priceless objects.
Unbeknownst to her, he was secretly recording every step of his journey. While he fashioned her little trinkets from the gold they were transporting, he also made Spanish doubloons, marked with cryptic symbols documenting each leg of the trip as they made their way to the final resting place of Montezuma’s great treasure. Then his people could use the coins as treasure markers to find the gold and claim it as their own once more.
He thought the artifice clever. If he were ever caught with the fabricated coins, he could merely say he had picked them up from Spaniards in Tenochtitlan. As long as they were not studied too closely, he would remain safe. And he had to be very careful, making the most of whatever opportunities came his way, since he often fell under the watchful eye of the princess’ guardian, a spindly, evil-looking man, who wore the fine clothing of an Aztec lord.
Though Bernal’s feet burned through his sandals and his skin blazed with heat, his mind soared with a growing elation. She had kept him well-fed, dressed him in the guise of a lord rather than a slave and she had not killed him—yet. And the trinkets he had crafted both distracted and amused her, helping her to forget her grief and bury any suspicions she might have had about his true purpose.
While the slaves were barefoot and clad only in thin loin cloths tied around their waists, he had been given strong sandals and a fine tunic of white cotton, which protected his skin from the strong heat, though he often removed it at night to remain cool. She had taken him to her breast then, caressed his bare skin and gazed at him in wonder. He feared she had seen through his ruse, but when she held him close and drew him toward her lips, he realized something far more dangerous had occurred. He embraced her with a fury and she did not resist, wrapping her arms tightly around him in submission. But the advance had ended there. She merely stroked his forehead afterward, then soothed his sunburned face and feet with a comforting salve, her touch magical, the fingers electric, her eyes like those of a sorceress, casting their bewitching spell upon him. Only then did he feel guilt about his devilish trickery, only then did he want to claim her for his own. But he still had his duty, though the desire for it had quickly faded and he soon wished circumstances were otherwise.
The great Emperor Montezuma had been stoned by his own people, then killed by the Spaniards, and his daughter had wept, until no more tears remained. Now he saw only the fire of determination burning in her glittering black eyes and a fierce desire to right the grievous wrongs the Spaniard invaders had inflicted on her people. They would not plunder her father’s riches any longer. She would see to it that the treasure was carried far away and hidden so deeply under the earth it would take men centuries to find it. She had watched the slaves loading up the caravan—the Golden Caravan—and beamed in pleasure, a pleasure derived only from a zealous desire for vindication, one last opportunity to make things right. He knew she would react with the ferocity of a mother lion at the first hint of danger if the treasure or her father’s final remains were ever threatened.
She rode in the back of the procession with the regular army, borne on a litter like her father’s, far away from Montezuma’s cremated ashes so as not to remind her. She sat beneath a rich canopy of green feathers, patterned in gold and silver, with pearls and turquoise embroidered upon it. She wore a gown of snow white, adorned with precious stones and sandals made of solid gold, the straps winding around delicate ankles and shapely calves. In the lead were the bare legged scouts, who were dressed in loin cloths and shirts of white cotton, their faces painted with yellow ochre, carrying spears and conch-shell trumpets. The priests followed next, then the top warriors and the military elite. The troops and the princess brought up the rear. She kept a vigilant eye on her father’s priceless treasures the slaves carried on their backs or on litters, and made sure no one followed them, a very brave thing for a woman to do. Indeed, she was the bravest woman he had ever known.
As he gazed on her beautiful face, infused with the mark of royal blood, he knew only one thing and it both disturbed and elated him. He loved her with all his heart and there was no turning back. But he also knew something else. Everyone on this caravan must die. And he feared that even the princess herself would not survive the grisly bloodbath once the appointed time came.
Chapter Four
Miami, Florida
Erica poked her head inside the darkened photo studio, her heart flip-flopping as she strained to catch sight of Trey. Her stomach felt like canned worms struggling to get out as she wondered if she had the wrong day marked on her calendar. She was still reeling from the vicious argument she’d had with her father and hadn’t spoken to him since. She didn’t know if she could ever forgive him. And then there was Trey.
Erica wasn’t looking forward to this meeting, being close to him again. Why did she still have such mixed emotions? Trey had ended it and that was that. His obvious disapproval of her free-wheeling, frivolous spending lifestyle was one of the reasons. Her desire to dominate him was another. He rebelled being called upon to run errands, shuttle her to the mall, carry her packages. He didn’t like her friends, her music, her taste in clothes.
He was also judgmental, opinionated and a bit of a slob. A slob she’d fallen in love with, one she could still be in love with, despite the odds and her best intentions. Footsteps pounded behind her and before she could turn around, she felt the warmth of a hard male chest brushing her back.
Trey.
“Hello,” he whispered in her ear. “You’re early. Your father said you might be.”
She spun around. Clad in a V-necked sweater with no shirt underneath, tight khaki pants and boots, he looked good enough to eat with a spoon. “You’ve been talking to my father about me?”
“I didn’t know if you’d speak to me directly. We’ve got to get along or at least pretend to, for the camera’s sake.” He gave her a conspiratorial wink. “You know that, don’t you?”
“Of course,” she said with a twinge of disappointment.
The photographer, a pot-bellied dark-haired man with a heavy beard barged past them into the studio and began rearranging lights and staging backdrops. “Come on,” he urged. “I’ve only got fifteen minutes.”
Amused at his lack of tact and overbearing manner, Erica started to protest, but Trey restrained her with a familiar squeeze of his fingers into her shoulder. The innocent touch lit a smoldering ember inside her. If he kept that up, she’d go off like a firecracker.
“You two. Over here.” The photographer motioned with his hand. “In front of the jungle backdrop.”
Erica tip-toed over the many criss-crossing wires and cables, careful not to snag them on her high heels, then stood awkwardly next to Trey, uncertain where to place her hands.
“Put your arms around him,” the photographer said. “Don’t be shy.”
“C’mon,” the photographer barked and forcefully spun her to the left so they were facing each other. Then he grabbed both of her arms and flung them around Trey’s waist. “You,” he gestured to Trey. “Here.” He placed Trey’s arms around her waist. “Now, cheeks touching,” he ordered, returning to the camera. “And smile.”
Trey’s hip playfully prodded her own. When their cheeks met, his felt hot and sweaty and smelled like Mennen shaving cream. Her heart pounded in a sharp staccato beat, skipping, then hammering painfully against her rib cage as Trey’s chest made contact with her breast, pressing it slightly.
“Now kiss,” the photographer instructed, snapping constantly, blinding her with his flash.
Erica was dizzy, dizzy and hot, not just from the lights, but from Trey’s body burning hers, hip to hip, thigh to thigh. And with their skin touching and his lips so near, his face tilting towards hers, she thought she might faint.
Trey quickly steadied her. “You OK?” he whispered, still holding her close.
Nodding briefly, she gazed up into his eyes. She’d worn a tight knit dress, long-sleeved, covered in gold chains, with a wide black belt, a decision she now regretted. It was too warm, too clingy and Erica caught both Trey and the photographer gaping at her nipples poking through the thin fabric and silk bra she wore underneath. She extricated herself from Trey’s grasp and fanned herself nervously, unwilling to let him see how much he upset her.
“Too hot,” she murmured. “Sorry.”
“We’re wasting time,” the photographer complained. “Arms around each other, kissing. And make it good or we might have to keep this up for hours,” he said with a teasing smile.
Trey’s arms curled around her waist. They were strong as tree trunks. She put her hands on his shoulders and he drew in close, eyes shut. His mouth looked so beautiful, such a strong mouth, such a handsome face. She leaned in, chin up, expectant. His lips brushed hers and she felt that same wild thrill, that blinding rush of uncontrollable emotion that swept through her body like wildfire. Trey responded by deepening the kiss. She opened her mouth and let his tongue slide inside, mating with hers, dead slow and soulful. It took her breath away.
“Break it up, you two. The champagne’s here.”
Erica abruptly jerked back and disengaged herself from Trey as a tuxedoed waiter entered pushing a brass cart loaded with champagne, caviar and French pastries. Another man hauling a turquoise and white Harley Davidson motorcycle followed. Emblazoned with black tiger stripes, the license plate on the cycle bore the name ‘Wildman.’
“Why the kiss?” Erica finally found the presence of mind to ask the photographer.
Still breathless, she smoothed down her skirt and rearranged her hair, sure her lipstick was ruined. She glanced over at Trey’s mouth smudged with her trademark ‘Carmelita Red’ lip gloss and suppressed a smile.
“Teaser shots,” the photographer replied. “On orders from your father. Viewers want to see if a romance will bloom.”
“Been there, done that,” Trey said, smirking, wiping the lipstick off with the back of his hand.
Erica shot him an icy glare.
“How about some champagne?” Trey asked, sensing her anger. Quickly reaching for the bottle, he peeled off the foil and popped the cork with a sharp twist.
“One more thing,” the photographer held out a small canvas bag.
Erica grabbed it and peered inside at a skimpy gold lame bikini.
“Put it on,” he said. “You can change behind the screen. And you, Wildman, take off your shirt and get on the cycle.”
Erica hesitated, feeling trapped, though still intrigued and strangely exhilarated. All because of Trey. She couldn’t help herself. His kiss had stirred a primitive lust within her, reawakening all the desires she had fought so hard to control.
Here was the reaction she’d longed for, dreamed of. Trey Zacco still wanted her. It was obvious. There was no denying it. She felt it, here in his arms. No words needed to be spoken. His kiss said it all. For the first time in six months, her hopes soared, strength pulsed through all of her veins, zinging her back to life. She’d have her way with him again, but first, she’d tease him, torment him, tempt him, use every trick in the book until he’d beg her for it, and then she’d have him back. And on her own terms this time.
Chapter Five
Reappearing ten minutes later, dressed in a tiny gold lame bikini with a fresh layer of lip gloss applied, Erica stopped short at the sight of a half-naked Trey astride his Harley, a pair of sleek wraparound Rayban sunglasses perched atop his head.
Without his shirt and his shoulders buffed to a bronzy glow, he looked like a young Adonis. He fixed her with a mesmerizing gaze, his peacock blue eyes piercing hers, an obvious sexual come-on, she was sure of it. A shock of thick wiry hair flopped forward onto his forehead, adding a charming touch of boyishness that only added to his alluring all-male appeal.
And the way he ogled her in that bikini, she knew he liked what he saw. It hugged every curve, accentuated her ample cleavage and made her legs look as long as an Amazon’s. She felt like one too, brazen, aggressive and totally lacking in inhibitions.
She got on the motorcycle behind him, riding it sidesaddle. This time she needed no encouragement. Her arms flew around his naked waist and she let her long legs dangle so they made contact with his thigh. She leaned forward so her breasts caressed his bare back and when the photographer turned on the wind machine, her long hair flew behind her in the breeze. His body heat and strong muscles acted like an instant aphrodisiac.
The photographer handed them each a glass of champagne in tall crystal flutes and began snapping. Trey could not keep his eyes off her legs, she noted with pride, as the photographer had to keep reminding him to stare into the camera. Finally, he asked them to clink glasses and stare into each other’s eyes. She knew she had him then. She’d apologize to her father later for reneging on her promise not to fall prey to Trey’s charms again.
After a few more shots, the photographer motioned them off the cycle, then removed the vehicle and the backdrop, leaving them awkwardly standing next to one another, half-dressed, champagne glasses still clutched in their hands.
Trey broke the stalemate first and grinned mischievously before downing his champagne in one gulp. Erica copied him and they both laughed. Trey walked over to the food cart next, slathered some caviar on a cracker and popped it into his mouth before pouring himself more champagne and re-filling Erica’s glass.
Suddenly feeling wanton and not the least bit self-conscious, Erica picked up one of the sinfully rich pastries loaded with whipped cream and fed it to him. When some of the cream landed on the corners of his mouth, she wiped off the excess with her index finger and made him lick it off. She watched his tongue slowly swirl off the cream and take her finger in his mouth until he stopped at her knuckle.
“Mmmm,” she purred in approval.
“All right, you two. I don’t want to get out the fire hose,” the photographer joked.
He’d changed the scenery again. An oversized wing chair, one big enough for giants, sat where the motorcycle once stood. The Paris skyline, complete with the Eiffel Tower and the Arc de Triomphe, now served as the new backdrop.
“All right, Trey. Climb up into that chair and Erica, you sit on his lap. Get it? ‘Lap of Luxury.’ And fill those glasses again.”
After pouring them more champagne, Trey clambered up onto the huge chair while Erica held the glasses for him. He gave Erica a careful boost so as not to spill any of the champagne and then she maneuvered herself onto his lap, throwing an arm around his bare shoulder. The liquor had loosened his inhibitions and that was just the way she wanted it. Getting him back again was going to be easier than she’d planned.
Standing on a ladder, the photographer prepared to film some additional promotional spots, this time using a hand-held video camera.
“Feel free to ad lib some dialogue, guys,” he instructed, zeroing in on both of them with his lens. “So far, it’s looking great.”
“Contrary to public opinion,” Erica began, a little giddy, as she downed another glass of champagne, “Trey and I do get along. Even though we’re from opposite sides of the program guide. As a matter of fact, I like wild things and I think wild things like me. Tune in to see the fur fly.”
Trey laughed uproariously at the pun.
“Cut!” the photographer yelled.
Erica inched up higher on his lap, feeling Trey’s swelling erection poking her bottom.
“Do you like it wild, Trey?”
He shifted uncomfortably, suddenly eager to remove her from his lap. He shimmied off the chair, leaving her sitting alone and feeling foolish perched atop the gargantuan thing, still wearing the tiny bikini. She wondered what she’d done to cause such a strange transformation.
Straining to see what was behind Trey’s agitation, she scooted off the chair seat and leapt down, then followed him to the doorway, her high heels clacking on the slick hardwood floor.
Morgana Montez, Trey’s beautiful producer and his most recent ex, stood in the door way. And behind her lurked the threatening hulk of Gordon Gosich.
Chapter Six
Morgana wound her arms around Trey like ivy—poison ivy—Erica thought with a venomous rush of jealousy. She wanted to pry Morgana’s hands away, but didn’t dare because of her proximity to Gosich.
At first, Morgana seemed unaware of the danger and she was still hanging onto Trey and eyeing Erica’s scanty costume with disdain, her dark eyes tracking up and down her body like she was judging a prize cow at the state fair.
“Well, what have we here?” Morgana said to her, dripping sarcasm.
Suddenly Gosich lunged past Morgana, unable to control himself any longer at the sight of Erica in her tiny bikini and roared past Trey, lust blazing in his watery brown eyes.
Erica sought refuge behind the photographer, using him as a shield. “Stop him, Trey!” she shouted. “That guy’s been stalking me!”
Spurred into immediate action, Trey clamped down on Gosich’s wrist, halting him in mid-sprint with a clothesline tackle.
“Call security!” he shouted to Morgana.
She turned on her heel, exasperated, and Trey beckoned to the photographer to help him subdue Gosich, still struggling like a slippery worm in Trey’s grip.
Before Gosich could squirt out of his grasp, two beefy security guards built like defensive ends dashed to Trey’s aid.
“I’ve got a restraining order on this guy!” Erica yelled.
“All right, buddy, you’ve had it.”
Gosich wriggled one arm out of the guard’s grasp and pulled out a small revolver. Erica gasped when he pointed it directly at her.
“I love you Erica!” he yelled and fired before she could duck.
Time froze. Her mind froze. She remembered the flash, saw the smoke, braced herself for the impact and flinched, expecting jets of blood and searing pain when the bullet smacked into her body. But nothing happened.
The guard snatched the gun away from Gosich and quickly examined it. “Just a toy,” he announced, shaking his head. “Sure looked real, though.”
After they led him away, Erica collapsed on a nearby folding chair, shaken and drained of emotion. Trey found his shirt and wrapped it around her shoulders. A nice gesture, she thought. Comforting.
“You OK?” he asked.
She nodded, unable to stop shivering.
“Get dressed,” he said. “I’ll take you home.”
* * * * *
“He could have killed me,” Erica whimpered, leaning on Trey’s shoulder as he opened the door to her penthouse condo a half hour later.
“With a toy gun? Not likely.”
“Next time it’ll be a real one.”
“Get some rest,” he said, his fingers protectively caressing her waist. “You’ll need it.”
He walked her into the bedroom, decorated in shades of ocean blue and pale green and helped her off with her shoes. His warm hands felt soothing on her aching bare feet. Even though she lived in those silly heels, she had to admit they inflicted killer punishment and more often than she liked to admit, she longed to forgo them in place of more sensible flats and comfortable sandals. His fingers lingered on her arch, kneading the sensitive flesh back and forth, caressing her toes, massaging her stiff ankles. She melted at his gentle touch and searched his eyes when he lifted them to meet hers.
Uncomfortable with the intensity, he suddenly released his grip on her foot and picked up one of her strappy beaded stilettos. “I don’t know how you can wear these,” he joked.
Erica smiled, ignoring the jibe. “Thank you, Trey. For being here, I mean.”
He pushed her shoulders back onto the bed, then lifted her legs onto the mattress, and covered her with a silken throw lying on a nearby chair. “I’m out of town until next week doing some publicity. But I’ll be back in time to take you to the black tie dinner your father has planned.”
She nodded.
“Good night.” He kissed her forehead.
After she heard the door close, she jumped up to lock it and activated her alarm system. Then she returned to bed, shut her eyes and tried to sleep. At first, all she saw was Gosich. Gosich with a gun. Gosich firing at her. Gosich in her bedroom. Then she forced herself to focus on Trey and think about how sweet he’d been with her, how warm and loving. Did it take some crazed maniac making a threat on her life to get his hard head to soften? Or was he only play acting for the camera?
Trey was quite the showman and she noticed how quickly he’d turned it off the minute Morgana had entered the room. Even though she was Trey’s ex, that didn’t mean she didn’t want him back, judging from the possessive way she pawed at his chest and the fawning glances she gave him, all the while batting her lashes and dripping with the kind of sexual energy any man would have trouble resisting.
Once again Erica was thrust into the dubious position of two dogs fighting over the same bone. And had anything really changed between her and Trey? She doubted it, but it was too early to tell.
Troubled and confused, she drifted off into an uneven sleep, full of fitful dreams and frightening images, of monsters, Morganas, and venomous snakes in Belize. The snakes crawled all over Trey at first, completely obscuring his face and body. Then the snakes disappeared and Morgana materialized in their place with Erica joining her as their hands roamed all over Trey’s body, desperate for his attention in a fight to the death. Clinging to Trey and clawing at Morgana’s face, Erica awoke with a start.
She listened intently, puzzled over what had awakened her. Nothing seemed amiss at first. Just the usual sounds—the soft purr of the refrigerator, the whirring of the dehumidifier, the faint click as the central air conditioning turned itself on.
But then she heard it again, more distinctly this time. A footfall. A subtle scraping of metal against brick. Someone was outside on her balcony trying to get in.
Chapter Seven
Erica bolted upright in bed, paralyzed, her heart thundering in her ears. Listening to the ominous thumps and chicken scratchings against her metal patio door, her terror grew. And yet she still couldn’t move. Fully awake now, her senses suddenly kicked into overdrive. Every sound became enhanced and exaggerated in agonizing slow motion. Somewhere in the distance, cool ocean waves beat against the shore and the wind moaned, slapping little showers of mist against the floor-to-ceiling aquarium style windows.
Seized with panic, Erica glanced into the living room where she could see ghostly finger-like shadows stretching across the shiny marble floors. And one of those shadows belonged to a nameless, faceless intruder bent on destroying her.
Had she locked the patio door? Her mind swum with haze, almost drug-like, and she couldn’t remember. But she must have, otherwise the intruder would have been inside already, not outside, still trying to pick the lock. And she had activated her security system, though it offered little in the way of comfort if the intruder knew how to disarm it.
Had someone climbed down from the roof? Clammy with sweat, despite the air conditioner’s high setting, she focused on the fire alarm, located beside the front door in the living room. Pulling it would not only summon security, but also scare the prowler away as well. Picking up the phone might be easier, she reasoned, glancing at the bedside table, though ineffective if the intruder gained entry before security did.
Swinging her legs over the bed, she placed both feet down on the freezing marble floor and shivered. Slowly straightening up to a standing position, she put one foot in front of the other, walking zombie-like, as though in a trance. Just ten feet more and her hand would be on the handle. The scratching became a long drawn-out screech. She froze. Had he broken the lock?
Blind panic took possession of her and the next thing she knew her hand was wrapped around the alarm. An ear-splitting wail filled the room. She covered her ears and instinctively twisted her head to stare out onto the darkened balcony. An eerie fascination drew her towards it. Closer and closer. She couldn’t stop. She finally flicked the switch next to the alarm, flooding the patio with dazzling yellow light.
No one. Not a trace. Had she imagined it? Unbolting the door and cracking it open an inch, she scoured every corner to satisfy herself no one was lurking outside. Then she heard pounding and ran to open the front door.
Two guards dressed in blue and grey uniforms stood outside, guns drawn.
“Miss Kingsley, are you all right?”
“Yes,” she nodded, hugging herself, suddenly realizing all she had on was the thin nightgown she’d thrown on when she couldn’t sleep. She reached for a sweater lying on a nearby chair and hurriedly wrapped it around her shoulders. “A man was out on my balcony. I heard noises.”
They dashed out to the patio and glanced upward. “He must have escaped over the roof. There’s a maintenance ladder nearby.”
Erica examined the patio door and ran her fingers over two fresh grooves. “These are new,” she said, her alarm rising.
“The police are on their way.”
How she longed to call Trey, but when she reached for the phone, her hand froze in mid-air. They were no longer lovers, just barely friends. How would he react? Did she even have the right to ask him for anything anymore? She glanced at the clock. It was just after midnight. Her hunger for human contact and a warm comforting voice got the better of her. Thinking it might be a good idea to break the ice in light of their upcoming trip, she dialed his number.
“Hello?”
She recognized the voice at the other end instantly.
Morgana.
Erica hung up, devastated, and sunk into a leopard print chair waiting for the police to arrive.
Chapter Eight
One Week Later
Trey Zacco arrived at Erica’s door, uncomfortable in the rented black tuxedo. Snug and neatly pressed, with shiny satin lapels and a stiff bow tie that choked and chafed him, the elegant suit didn’t reflect his true style and he wanted nothing more than to just go home.
After he rang the bell, he kept smoothing the creases in his pants waiting for Erica to appear. He dreaded dealing with her again, adding to his nervous demeanor. To make matters even worse, a vicious storm was brewing outside. Gale force winds rocketed in off the coast accompanied by thick curtains of driving rain while big bursts of thunder rattled the walls, setting his teeth on edge. Luckily he’d had an umbrella-toting acolyte hovering around to protect him on the way from the limo to the door, a guilty pleasure he indulged in every so often that still, nevertheless, rankled him no end. He hated slaves and underlings doting on him like he couldn’t take care of himself.
Thinking back to the photo shoot last week, he cringed, remembering how Erica had thrown herself at him in the skimpy gold bikini. She was clearly trying too hard, a huge turnoff for any man. It would take more than that for him to change his mind about the flighty and ball-busting Miss Erica Kingsley. And between tussling with her and trying to fend off Morgana’s aggressive advances, he had his hands full. But he didn’t want to hurt Erica. After all, he had promised her father he’d try to get along with her. A lot rode on this, not to mention saving his own hide as well as the “Wildman” show he loved.
Then there was the matter of the stalker. He’d had his share of twisted admirers over the years, but lately he’d been receiving death threats of his own from some wacko he’d been unable to trace. So he owed her some sympathy, at least. When he’d heard about the attempted break in at her condo, he wondered why she hadn’t called. Her restraint had puzzled him.
When the door opened, Trey tried keeping his libido in check. Dressed in a beautiful red strapless gown, slit up the thigh, with a jeweled bodice and a flowing skirt, Erica looked gorgeous. Her long blonde hair was piled high up on her head, kept in place by two jeweled combs in the shape of tiny butterflies. Her lavender eyes, framed with thick lashes, were rimmed in smoky kohl eyeliner and her full lips moistened with a succulent bright red gloss. With her luscious breasts nearly popping out of her tight gown and those sexy, sky-high stilettos, an erotic charge, strong as a torpedo, jolted through him. Flaunting her power like a sorceress, his willpower crumbled and his restraint slipped away.
Diamonds, big as blueberries, twinkled at her wrists and throat. And her entire body shimmered—her bare shoulders and arms, the luscious slice of thigh that poked out from between the deep slit of her skirt, even her face. She’d coated herself with some kind of sparkly kickass fairy dust from head to toe and the end result was spectacular.
“You look…great,” he said lamely before taking her arm.
She gave him a quick peck on the cheek, a strangely restrained greeting, Trey thought, compared to her usual sassy, aggressive behavior last week. He could see from the taut way her jaw was set and the troubled, almost frightened look in her eyes that something was wrong. He waited until they were seated in the back of the limo to ask her about it.
“I heard about the prowler. Did they ever catch him?”
She shook her head and the diamond drop earrings she wore wobbled against her long, swan-like neck.
“Do you think it was your stalker?” he asked.
“Can’t say. No one can until he strikes again.”
“That’s if, remember? The police probably scared him away.”
“It just leaves me in the most god-awful limbo, Trey.” She turned to face him, her eyes wide and forlorn. “Like my life’s on hold and with this trip and all the pressure, I don’t know if I can make it.”
He took her hand. “Your father wouldn’t put you in this kind of situation if he thought you couldn’t handle it.”
She looked at him askance. “Oh, wouldn’t he?”
“And I’ll be there. But you’ll do fine on your own. The audience will love you,” he added, parroting her father’s words.”
She removed her hand. “And what about Morgana? She’ll be there too, won’t she?”
“It’s part of her job.”
Her eyes drilled into him like needles. “Was it part of her job to be at your house last week at midnight? I called you after the break-in and she answered the phone.”
Oh, so that was it. Now he understood the reason why she was acting so strangely. Morgana had shown up at ten that night on the pretext of discussing some production problems with the upcoming shoot in Belize. She’d had difficulty finding the right cameramen and had several options to present to him. She was in a mild state of panic over the situation, as he recalled, and once he’d suggested a few drinks, he’d regretted it. The discussion turned to their relationship and things had threatened to get out of hand. While nothing happened, he doubted if Erica or anyone else would ever believe his story.
“She had some concerns about Belize she needed to discuss with me,” Trey said.
“I see,” Erica said, her tone clearly indicating she did not.
“Nothing happened.”
“Uh huh,” she said again in that same skeptical tone.
“Believe me.”
The limo jerked to a stop just before the light changed. Strong winds rocked the car and thunderclaps made the seats vibrate. When they arrived at the Crestwood Hotel a few minutes later, conditions had deteriorated even further. Weather reports predicted hurricane force winds and heavy rain for the duration of the night.
The Crestwood was one of those charming old South Beach art deco hotels painted in warm shades of pink and blue, populated with a cast of memorable characters who met every night on the front porch to drink and commiserate with one another over the sad state of their daily lives. Even the bad weather didn’t keep them away, Trey noted, greeting the assembled group with a friendly wave.
Inside, the round foyer was lit with glowing sconces, set on a soothing backdrop of rich burgundy and cream. A wrought iron staircase swept upward in a graceful curve. Leather wing chairs placed in conversational squares around a blazing fire pit added a warming, homey touch in contrast to the chilling rain outside and behind them, a massive aquarium stood against one wall.
Decorated with a tropical theme, complete with large fans, waterfalls and exotic plants, the huge cocktail lounge off to the right was packed with an odd array of doting admirers and shark-like paparazzi who blinded them with a barrage of flashing lights from their cameras the moment they entered. Trey wondered whether Erica’s stalker might be somewhere in the crowd watching. He also wondered about his own stalker. He forced the thought from his mind and carefully guided her through the tangle of outstretched arms and welcoming faces.
After an hour of schmoozing with potential sponsors over mounds of jumbo shrimp and spring rolls and another hour and a half of dining on haute Mexican cuisine, Trey was ready to call it quits. Exchanging small talk with slick shysters dressed in Armani suits wearing too much Polo who called him Mr. Zooko and didn’t know shit about his own show wasn’t his idea of a good time. And he’d grown tired of Arthur Kingsley’s monotonous kiss my ass banter in his efforts to win over some of the more reluctant corporate sponsors.
He grabbed Erica and made a beeline for the exit. This was his last chance to make peace with her before the trip and he invited her for a drink at a cocktail lounge next door. With a grateful and relieved look in her eyes, she agreed and they ducked under striped awnings, holding hands, to avoid the splattering rain still sluicing down outside. He crossed his fingers and hoped for the best.
Chapter Nine
The Silver Bolt Lounge was located on the first floor of the Miranda Hotel that stood next to the Crestwood. Art deco inspired, done in a jungle motif of black and white, it was filled with zebra striped couches, African masks and leopard print bar stools. Flashing silver lightning bolts and funky paper mache crocodiles dangled from the ceiling.
After seating themselves on a comfortable couch in the rear, far away from prying eyes, a waitress clad in a tight black mini dress and knee high leather boots arrived to take their drink order.
“I’ll have a Blue Moon,” Erica said.
“What the hell is that?” Trey said.
“It’s a blue martini with gin, triple sec and curacao,” the waitress offered, unfazed by their formal attire, apparently unfamiliar with the popularity of either one of their television shows.
Trey couldn’t keep his eyes off of the ample cleavage peeking out of Erica’s satiny, red gown. “I’ll have a beer,” he said without looking at the waitress.
Suddenly loud eightie’s music blared over the speakers. Several waiters carrying silver balloons and black and white streamers appeared and began taping them up all over the club.
The waitress returned with their drinks and a big bowl of salted peanuts in the shell.
“What’s going on?” Trey asked.
The waitress pointed to a dark-skinned Israeli leaning against the bar. “It’s Avi’s birthday. He’s 29 today. So we’re throwing him an 80’s party. Everyone’s invited. Drink up.”
“I’m not in the mood for a party,” she said, hungrily lapping up her drink. “But he is the same age as me. Maybe I should raise a glass,” she said. “To Avi and me! Shalom!”
“All right, Erica, let’s start all over and really get to know one another this time.” He leaned in closer and hoped he sounded sincere. “My name is Trey Zacco and I host the ‘Wildman’ show. So far, it’s been a smashing success. People love the survival aspect, how I’m dropped into the wilderness and struggle to get out all by myself. It’s been on two years now.” He cracked a peanut and popped it into his mouth. “I’ve grown fat and wealthy with additional product endorsements and speaking gigs. I don’t know how long it will last but I’m playing it for all it’s worth. One thing I do know is that I don’t want it to end. How about you?”
“Lap of Luxury’ has been my dream come true,” she confessed with a sly smile. “You know that. I get to travel all over the world, go to the most expensive places—cruise ships, penthouses, state dinners—you name it. I wallow in all the wealth and glory. Fans like me. Sometimes too much.”
He sipped his beer, grabbed a handful of peanuts, and began cracking them. “You mean Gosich?”
She nodded and explained about the stalker’s activities from start to finish.
“Whew. Restraining order. Sure hope it works.”
“You and my brother-in-law both.”
“Wasn’t a stalker bothering you when we first met?” Trey asked.
“You mean when I was filming my show on the Corinthian Pearl?”
Trey remembered he was returning to the United States from a shoot in Mexico when the cruise ship picked him up in Cabo San Lucas. He’d been instantly smitten with Erica’s looks the moment they’d met.
She nodded.
“I helped you when you fell down the stairs.”
“Someone pushed me,” she said with a shudder.
“You mean Gosich?”
“I don’t know. All I know is that he was waiting for me once we got off the ship.”
“It’s not all tinsel and glamour for me either. I’ve gotten several death threats recently too.”
She looked up from her martini, her lavender eyes luminous in the half-light. “Really?”
“Police haven’t been able to trace them. Yet.”
Trey witnessed the martini’s smooth warmth begin to lessen Erica’s tensions. She slipped off her heels and tucked her long legs beneath her. He tried to keep his eyes off the generous length of creamy thigh she exposed to him. If he wasn’t careful, this might end up going in a direction he hadn’t intended. He felt himself going hard and knew he’d better watch his drink consumption before something really bad happened.
Before he could stop her, she’d ordered another martini and this time the waitress bought one for him too. “It’s on the house,” she said. “In honor of Avi.”
Trey sniffed the blue concoction, fearing it was too sweet and girly for him, but after he took a sip, he realized it was good, in fact, downright decadent.
The place smelled of Thai food, pungent and erotic aromas of curry, coconut and lemongrass. Suddenly he felt ravenous, not only for more food, but for more Erica. Her thick blonde hair tumbled out of its glamorous updo, then fell across her bare shoulder and he felt his erection growing.
Trey tried talking to get his mind off it and increased his peanut intake, attempting to stay sober. “Tell me more about your past. Start from the beginning. I don’t think you ever told me much about it before or if you did, I may have forgotten. It will help our new…arrangement.”
He knew they’d never spent much talking in their past relationship. All they ever did was eat, drink, and make love. And afterward, usually at Erica’s request, go shopping.
Trey listened as Erica began with her childhood, explaining about growing up with a younger sister and losing her mother to a car accident at an early age. College life came next, along with stints at several rowdy sororities. He remembered how surprised he was to learn that she’d graduated with a Bachelor of Arts degree in mass communication from the University of South Florida and was actually first runner-up in the Miss Florida contest.
“And in your spare time, you still shop. Tell me that hasn’t changed.”
“I shop,” she said, clearly amused at the pile of shells stacked in front of him and the mess of peanut shavings strewn across his shirt, not to mention the floor.
“You mean ‘I shop, therefore, I am.’”
“It gives me a rush. I spend at least a thousand dollars a day.”
“Isn’t that a little excessive?”
“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. You could spend a little more on your wardrobe, you know. Although tonight I must admit you look pretty amazing.”
He laughed and brushed the peanut shells from his shirt. “The tuxedo is rented, but it’s not my style. I don’t approve of any spending unless I absolutely have to.”
“What about the Harley?”
“A necessary expense. Transportation.”
Her eyes narrowed. “A minimalist.”
“Do you think you could ever stop spending?”
“Maybe. But I don’t think I’ll have to find out anytime soon.”
He scowled and spit out a peanut shell as the lights flickered, went out, then came back on again.
“You’re judging me,” she snapped. “I don’t like that.” She dove into the nearly empty bowl of nuts, cracked the shells, then popped a few into her mouth.
“So approval doesn’t mean anything to you?”
“Only my own.”
They ordered more martinis.
“What about men? Has anything changed in that department?”
“They either bore me or want to own me. I feel like I’m having sex with Gomer Pyle, if I let it go that far, which lately, hasn’t been often, I’m ashamed to admit. I’m rarely excited. Until recently,” she added suggestively.
“Really?” He arched his brow skeptically, stifling a laugh, wishing he could test the theory.
“What about the treasure hunting aspect? Doesn’t that excite you?”
“Those old ruins are dangerous,” Trey said.
“But just think if we’d find something. All that gold. Wow.”
“Right up your alley.”
“What about you? Is there anything I don’t know?” She batted her lashes and smiled, and Trey sensed her becoming more flirtatious by the minute.
“I’m thirty-two and most of my life before ‘Wildman’ was spent in the Army. Special ops forces. Top secret, where I learned a lot of survival techniques. Never been married, but played around a lot. Too much. But then you know that too, don’t you?”
“You mean Morgana Montez?”
Trey noticed how jealous Erica became at the mere mention of the dark-eyed Hispanic beauty. Her shoulders stiffened and her eyes grew cold, like two marbles floating in a sea of ice.
“She’s gorgeous,” Erica muttered begrudgingly. “I’ll give her that.”
“Morgana is my producer, that’s all. Our personal relationship is a thing of the past.”
She nodded, absentmindedly tugging at one of her long red fingernails, but he knew she didn’t believe him. And nothing he said could change her mind. He was in for trouble.
Chapter Ten
Erica’s stomach flipped. If Morgana was the producer, that meant her survival skills were going to be a hell of a lot better than her own. And she hated being shown up. She gulped her martini and cracked more peanuts. “While I do enjoy playing first date with you,” she blurted, suddenly gaining courage, “let’s cut to the chase,” she said. “How is this going to help my image?”
“They’ll sympathize with what you’re going through and root for you. I might even come off as the heavy.”
Erica mulled over the prospect while she stared at him, getting drunker by the minute. She marveled at the fact that he had the most amazing blue eyes, they seemed to twinkle and bubble like sparkling champagne every time he spoke. He was so animated, so into what he did, what he believed in, that she had to admire him for that, at the very least. And when she wasn’t staring into his eyes, she was ogling his long legs and strong hands, studying how his full mouth twitched a little when he smiled, how his front tooth was just a little crooked. His half-open shirtfront where he’d loosened his bow tie revealed a broad chest covered in dark hair that she fantasized about running her fingers through and if she had another martini, she just might.
What was happening? She hadn’t expected to fall so hard. Again.
Trey’s hand reached for hers. “Dance with me,” he said and led her to the crowded parquet dance floor where dozens of patrons joined the waiters and waitresses as overhead music pumped in Michael Jackson and Queen. After several minutes, the music slowed and the smooth tones of Lionel Richie wafted through the darkened lounge. For a moment, Erica stared at Trey, uncertain how to react, until he took her in his arms and began swaying to the sensuous beat.
His body melded softly with hers and her insides felt like mushy caramel when he dropped the traditional dance pose and threw his arms around her waist, forcing her to clasp her hands tightly around his neck. His bronzed skin smelled of Mennen after-shave and sunscreen and his close-cropped brown hair nuzzled her cheek. She clung to his powerful shoulders, as though she could remain here forever. His body felt as hard as marble, his thighs firm as concrete and she groaned when his growing erection pressed against her groin.
“Let’s eat something,” Trey volunteered abruptly when the music stopped.
Erica had only picked at her dinner earlier, too upset to eat. But now, with Trey’s comforting presence beside her and a healthy dose of strong alcohol pumping through her veins, the prospect of food suddenly looked much more attractive.
She gobbled down a mound of Pad Thai noodles, nibbled on crispy spring rolls and afterward, washed it all down with two glasses of complimentary champagne. And when the room started spinning, Trey suggested taking her home. He put an arm out to steady her and she fell into his embrace with a grateful smile.
The howling winds tore at Erica’s skirt and blasted her hair apart as she waited outside under the awning of the Miranda Hotel while Trey fetched the limo for her. A fine spray hit her face and she huddled further inside the shelter of the hotel’s front steps.
“I can’t seem to find the driver or the limo,” he shouted, returning a moment later, out of breath.
“Why don’t you borrow my father’s car?” She struggled to keep her hair out of her eyes. “I’m sure he won’t mind.”
“He’s probably pissed at us for ducking out early.”
“He’ll get over it. Go ahead and ask him. My guess is he’s still in the ballroom where we had dinner trying to make a deal.”
Erica opened the door and entered the lobby to stay out of the biting wind.
Trey came back five minutes later jingling a set of car keys. He borrowed an umbrella and sprinted across the street to the parking lot, dodging huge puddles along the way.
A brand new white Cadillac Escalade pulled up in less than two minutes with Trey sitting behind the wheel. Erica darted outside into the rain, covering herself with another borrowed umbrella. She slid into the front seat beside him and the wind slammed the door shut before she could close it, nearly catching her dress, her half-crumpled umbrella and her right foot in the process. Erica scowled at the wet splotches spreading across the front of her gown. Disgusted, she tried blotting the stains away with a wadded mass of Kleenex in her purse, but jerked up suddenly when Trey hit the brakes hard.
“What the hell?” Erica shouted angrily.
“Someone’s been right on my bumper ever since we left the hotel,” Trey said, glancing in the rear view mirror, adding to Erica’s uneasiness. “Can’t seem to shake him,” he muttered to himself.
Streaks of lightning criss-crossed the night sky amid the persistent growl of thunder and the whining, shrieking wind. Big pellets of rain pounded the windshield and the wipers raced double time trying to keep up. Erica had never seen so much rain and when they turned onto Ocean Drive, the waves crashing against the beach seemed ten feet tall.
She glanced over her shoulder. Headlights blazed into her eyes, blinding her. “Is that the same car?”
Trey nodded, his face pinched into a tight grimace.
Accelerating, he roared down the boulevard, doing fifty in a thirty mile an hour zone. Luckily, because of the heavy rain and the late hour, few pedestrians walked the streets in this busy tourist area and traffic was minimal. Trey rounded a corner with a screech and when he hit the brakes, nothing happened.
Erica screamed and braced for impact.
Somewhere in the Guatemalan Jungle
1520
Bernal came to the princess every night now, as though in a forbidden dream, one filled with exotic delights far beyond anything he had ever experienced before. He had never known a woman whose love could be so fierce, so all-consuming, so driven. His heart beat only for her and he longed to lie by her side always.
Tonight she looked lovelier than ever, clad in a gorgeous gossamer shift that shimmered like the moon, the threads leaving tiny specks of golden dust sparkling on his fingers and her shoulders. He wore only a thin loincloth wound around his hips, as she had requested, and his near-nakedness aroused him further yet. She smelled of flowers and fresh herbs and looked like a goddess in the flickering torchlight of her tent, a structure that slaves had fashioned for her out of reeds and long sheets of cotton.
He buried his face in her neck and kissed it tenderly, his fingers caressing the soft curve of her breast as her breath came faster. She clutched his hand and pressed it tighter, than urged him to lift the thin fabric so their skin could touch. He gently removed the tunic over her head, revealing the ripe golden mounds he loved to place his mouth around and flick with his tongue. He rested his head on her chest and listened to her heart racing like a bird’s. The fire burned within her and begged for release as it always did, unleashing a primitive fury wherever he touched her.
She stroked his hair and then ran her long nails over his bare back as her desire for him increased. He felt himself swelling beneath the thin loincloth and ripped it off, eager for the delights of their coupling. Naked, every fiber in his being pulsing for her, he tore away her long golden skirt and licked her luscious body from head to toe, lingering between her shuddering thighs, while she murmured her special name for him.
Toltecatl. Artist.
Moments later, his fingers replaced his tongue and soon after she surged between his hands, once again crying out, her hips undulating. His lips crushed hers before he plunged deeply inside her, parting the delicate wall of flesh with his own and entered her throbbing womb. She cried out, locking her legs around his waist, drawing him closer. His soul stirred, striving to reach hers, as they soared to the heavens on wave after wave of pleasure.
Their pleasure. Their love. Only theirs.
And after they had rested, lost in each other’s arms, as the warm air blew across their moist skin, he wondered if she would save his life when the moment came. Did she truly love him or was he only a mindless amusement to her, something to pass the idle time, in the same way his gifts of gold had pleased her? And how would she react if she ever learned the ultimate truth—how he had tricked her and spied on her, all to further his own ends? She would never believe their love—his love—had been real. Never. He knew that with certainty. She would hate him forever and put him to death with nary a thought.
Then the judgement of her eyes on him would cut deeper than any blade. Such knowledge sent shivers fluttering up and down his spine. The guilt he felt was raw, overpowering. He regretted his involvement with each passing hour every day. He never imagined love would release such passion in him, leaving him weak as a kitten afterward, yet still lusting for more. He could never get enough of her luscious mouth clamping down on his, never tire of her soft voice spurring him onward, telling him how much she loved him.
Her artist. Toltecatl.
He balled up his fists and fought back an impulse to confess everything. If he did indulge in such a rash act, it would be over in seconds. All over. Though the guilt would not disappear, just because he had said the words. Terrible words. Each one piercing his brain, each one dooming him further. It would be easy. Just words. But he couldn’t bear to shatter the moment.
Not yet. Not now.
Wanting to revel in the sweet peace of their union a while longer, he held her close, but even through the quiet, harsh reality intervened. For he suspected, that the evil lord acting as her guardian, had already learned of their coupling. And he feared such bitter knowledge would only doom him further. And her as well.
Chapter Eleven
Careening wildly down the street, dodging parked cars, Trey struggled to keep the heavy car from fishtailing on the rain-soaked pavement.
“The accelerator’s stuck and the brakes are out!” Trey yelled.
Erica gripped the armrest, terrified, thankful she’d buckled her seat belt. The rain, still falling in driving sheets, made it impossible to see.
Trey veered across the center line into the path of an oncoming pick up. He whipped the wheel sharply to the right, swearing, narrowly missing the truck’s front bumper. He tapped the brakes, then pumped them in hopes of gaining some traction, but the big car didn’t respond.
Erica’s grip tightened around the arm rest. Breathing became an effort. Her heart rocketed into her throat and lodged there, as big as a baseball. Even with her seat belt tightly fastened, the forces of gravity still tossed her around the car like a rag doll.
Obviously someone had sabotaged her father’s car. But why? Was he also a target of the stalker’s twisted admiration? Was Gosich driven to destroy everyone around her that she cared about? And ironically, Trey, the ‘Wildman’, so at home in the jungle, so adaptable to any and every emergency, was having difficulty surviving a home-grown threat thrown at him in the middle of one of the most civilized cities in the world.
Trey jerked the wheel again and her sequin clutch bag fell to the floor, spilling its contents at her feet and sending her charm bracelet clattering against the dashboard.
“What the hell was that?”
“Just my bracelet,” Erica said.
“You carry that damn thing everywhere?”
Yes, she did, after what her father had told her about the history of the doubloons. She felt guilty keeping the secret from Trey, but it was her ace in the hole. Her ticket out of this whole mess. And she needed a little extra leverage if she wanted to beat Trey and Morgana in this blasted survivalist contest of wills.
Desperate to retrieve it, but unable to because of the seat belt which she didn’t dare unbuckle, she sat stock still, unwilling to let it out of her sight.
A ripple of terror swept through her.
Flashing lights.
Half-sunk in shadow, barely visible in the soft gloom, concrete construction barricades blocked the road ahead. An icy chill slammed down her spine. Her eyes grew wide as saucers.
Trey swung the wheel hard right, aiming for a slew of orange barrels trying to cushion the impact. Erica clasped and unclasped her hands convulsively until her knuckles whitened. In fascinated horror, she watched, stunned, as the car crashed into the barrels head-on, sending them spinning. Two barrels hit the hood with a smack and then cracked the windshield before rolling off. Sparks ricocheted like fireworks. The driver’s side got the worst of it, bashing the door in a sickening rasp as the car rammed into the concrete abutment, crumpling the metal like an accordion before finally rocking to a stop. Tiny slivers of broken glass shot inside the car and she ducked to avoid being hit by the dangerous spray.
Erica sobbed with laughter, amazed she was still alive. Tears cascaded down her face and onto her dress and this time she didn’t mind. But her heart stopped when she looked at Trey. Slumped over the wheel, his forehead covered in blood, he didn’t move.
After brushing the glass from her skirt, she reached over to nudge him. “Trey?”
A low moan escaped his lips.
“Trey!”
She unbuckled her seat belt and leaned over him. His head had sustained a vicious smack and she reached for her purse and found some tissue so she could wipe off the blood. He groaned when she applied pressure to the open wound, then groaned again, as he slowly sat up in the seat, his left hand holding his rib cage.
A tight knot formed in her stomach. “Are you OK?”
His head lolled from side to side as though he were still in a fog. “Think I cracked a rib,” he mumbled after a tense minute of silence. “Why didn’t the air bags inflate?”
Another strange thing. Why hadn’t they? The saboteur had thought of everything.
She peered out the window, trying to get her bearings and checking for headlights, hoping they had lost their pursuers. “We’re not far from my condo.” Though she didn’t relish venturing out into the dark rainy night, the thought of them staying out here, vulnerable to the harsh elements and possibly even more dangerous attacks, wasn’t appealing either. “We should get out of here. Rest another minute. See how you feel.”
She kept dabbing at the blood, grateful to see the flow lessening, then scooped up the rest of the contents of her purse from the floor, making sure her bracelet was nestled snugly at the bottom, and gingerly opened the passenger door.
The wind bit into her face like a scythe. The temperature had dropped below sixty and in Miami that felt damn cold. It cut into her face and bare shoulders and she glanced in the back seat to see if her father had left a jacket inside, but found nothing. She cursed his obsessive compulsive concern for order and walked around the front of the car to the driver’s side. It was badly damaged, scarred like a missile had grazed it, and the door handle was frozen. She couldn’t budge it.
Aside from the keening wind, it was silent. Luckily the car horn had not gone off. Glancing up and down the street, she saw no one.
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