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    "So, how do I compare to one of your heroes?"


    Gideon had asked the question teasingly, but the way his hands roamed over her body left no doubt in Sarah's mind about what was to come next.


    "You're stronger," Sarah murmured, kissing the tip of his nose. "Bigger." She kissed the hard line of his jaw. "Sexier." She kissed his mouth. "Much sexier…"


    "Is that all?" Gideon was nuzzling her neck.


    She leaned back against the couch, as if to postpone the inevitable moment of their union. "Well, the reality is much better than the fantasy version."


    "And you're convinced I'm real?"


    "I know the effect you have on me." She felt Gideon's hand tangle in her hair, forcing her to look straight into his eyes. Suddenly his mood had changed into one of stormy passion.


    "I'm no hero," he warned, dragging Sarah on top of him.


    "Yes, you are," she whispered passionately as waves of anticipation rolled through her. "You're the perfect hero…"
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    At the heart of every powerful romance story lies a legend. There are many romantic legends and countless modern variations on them, but they all share one thing: they are tales of brave, resourceful women who must gentle and tame the powerful, passionate men who are their true mates.


    Those of us who love romance novels, readers and writers alike, understand that it is because women are willing to accept the difficult challenge of bonding with men that civilization itself continues. That, of course, explains the basic appeal of our legends.


    In the Ladies and Legends trilogy, I have written three tales that are modern-day versions of three classic romantic myths. I have created The Pirate, The Adventurer and The Cowboy, all with heroes of mythic proportion, tamed by women who understand romance.
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    Prologue
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      "DOES IT OCCUR to you that you might have become a little obsessed with this matter of the Flowers, Sarah?"


      "Kate has a point, Sarah. During the past few months, you've talked about nothing else except the Fleetwood Flowers and that man Gideon Trace. Trace may be real enough, but I'm sure the Flowers are just an old legend. There are probably thousands of tales just like it and none of them has much basis in truth. Why get excited about this one?"


      Standing at the window of her bright, cheerfully cluttered apartment, Sarah Fleetwood gazed at the street ten stories below and smiled to herself. "Because this legend is mine," she said enigmatically.


      "You mean, because the woman who once owned the Flowers is a distant ancestress of yours?" Margaret Lark shook her sleek head. "That's no reason to think there's any more truth in this tale than there is in any other lost treasure story."


      "If you ask me," Katherine Inskip Hawthorne said with a knowing wink, "it's not the tale of the Fleetwood Flowers that has you enthralled, Sarah, it's this man, Gideon Trace, the one you've been corresponding with lately, who really interests you."


      Sarah felt the familiar little glow of excitement that always accompanied the sound of Gideon's name. Gideon Trace. She had never met the man but already she knew a great deal about him. After four months of exchanging letters with him she was quite certain he was the real-life version of one of her own heroes, a man straight out of one of her novels of romantic suspense. Dark, enigmatic, mysterious and rather dangerous—the Beast waiting in a haunted garden for Beauty to rescue him from some curse.


      Sarah knew she was no great beauty but she figured she could handle whatever curse had been put on Gideon Trace. In fact, she looked forward to the task with her usual boundless self-confidence and optimism. She glanced over her shoulder to where her two best friends sat on her shiny new, black leather Italian sofa.


      "I can't explain it, Kate, but I know that the legend of the Flowers and Gideon Trace are linked. I'm going after both of them," Sarah said.


      "You have no experience in treasure hunting."


      "Gideon Trace will help me. I have a feeling about this particular treasure. It's mine. I'm going to find it with Trace's assistance."


      Margaret raised her eyes to the ceiling. "Out of all those treasure hunters and salvage operators you contacted five months ago when you were researching Glitter Quest, why on earth did you fixate on Trace?"


      "Something in his letters told me he was different from the others."


      "Well, who am I to discourage you?" Kate said. "I wish you luck, my friend. I've had enough good fortune of my own recently. It's time you had a little, too."


      Kate was dressed for travel in a flower-splashed turquoise cotton dress. She looked remarkably fit and healthy, Sarah noticed with great satisfaction. Her friend's eyes sparkled vivaciously and her tawny-brown hair gleamed. The tense, stressed-out look that had been hounding Kate had gone. There was nothing like a couple of months on a tropical island and marriage to a pirate to give a woman a shot of energy and the sheen of happiness.


      "I suppose Kate has a point," Margaret said slowly. "We probably shouldn't try to talk you out of this. If a treasure hunt is what you want, go for it. Your intuition has always been extraordinary. Maybe it will lead you to the Flowers."


      "Or at least to Gideon Trace," Sarah said, thinking, not for the first time, that her friend Margaret had that wonderfully elusive, subtle quality known as panache. Margaret managed to appear casually elegant just sitting there with one leg tucked under the other. She was dressed with her usual restrained flair, the collar of her pale yellow silk blouse turned up to frame her attractive face. Her black slacks had been beautifully tailored by an expensive designer and her fashionable black pumps had been made in Italy.


      "And meeting Trace is the more important goal?" Margaret asked, her gaze shadowed with faint disapproval.


      "Oh, yes, definitely. There's something in his letters, something I must…" Sarah paused to glance out the window again, her eye caught by a flash of yellow on the street. As she watched, a cab pulled over to the curb and a lean, dark-haired man dressed in jeans and a casual cotton shirt got out. He was followed by a miniature version of himself. "Jared and his son are here, Kate."


      "So much for their whirlwind tour of the Space Needle and the waterfront. Guess it must be time to head for the airport." Kate got up to walk over to the window. Her eyes were warm and soft as she watched Jared Hawthorne lean down to say something through the window to the driver. Then he vanished with his son into the lobby ten floors below.


      "How does it feel to have found your pirate?" Sarah asked softly.


      "What can I say? I'm a new woman."


      Margaret laughed from the couch. "That's certainly true. I take it Sarah and I are forgiven for having shanghaied you into that trip to Amethyst Island three months ago?"


      "Given the way it all turned out, I'm more than willing to let bygones be bygones. What's a little matter of kidnapping and impressment among friends?" Kate's wedding ring gleamed in the reflected glow of a late afternoon sun. "I just wish you two could be as fortunate." She looked at Sarah. "Do you really think this Trace person is going to be someone special?"


      "Yes." Sarah knew her sense of serene assurance was evident in her voice. "Very special."


      "Don't be mislead by a few cryptic letters," Margaret advised. "The man publishes a low-budget, treasure-hunting magazine, for goodness sake. It caters to a bunch of gung-ho males of questionable intelligence who actually believe they're going to find a lost gold mine or Amelia Earhart's plane. Frankly, that puts Gideon Trace just one notch above a con artist."


      "That's not true," Sarah said quietly. "He sells dreams. Just like I do."


      "Never discount the value of a good dream," Kate added with a note of satisfaction as the doorbell rang. "I'll get that."


      Sarah watched her friend walk across the room to open the door for her husband. No doubt about it, Jared Hawthorne was just right for Kate. Those gray eyes and that wicked grin made Hawthorne a real-life, walking, talking pirate who could have stepped straight from the pages of one of Kate's historical romance novels. What was more, he had the forceful personality a man needed to run a tropical resort or deal with a woman like Kate. Jared did both very well.


      "Hi, honey," Jared bent his head to give his wife a brief, enthusiastic kiss. "All set? I told the cab to wait. We've got a plane to catch."


      "I'm ready." Kate smiled at her stepson. "How was the Space Needle?"


      "It was great. You could see the whole city and the mountains and everything," David Hawthorne enthused. "I told Dad we should build one on Amethyst but he said all we had to do was climb to the top of Hawthorne castle and look out."


      "He's got a point."


      "Yeah, but I like it here. I hope we come back to Seattle, soon."


      "So do I," Sarah said from the other side of the room.


      "You and Margaret will have to come on out to Amethyst one of these days," Jared said easily. "Don't worry, we've got plenty of room."


      "A whole resort," David clarified. "I'll show you how to snorkel, just like I showed Kate."


      "Sounds terrific," Sarah said.


      "Promise me you'll both make plans to visit us soon," Kate said. "I miss you both."


      Jared's brows climbed as he glanced at his wife. "I don't see why. You spend enough time on the phone talking to them."


      "Got to keep in touch with the business," Kate informed him loftily.


      Jared grinned at Sarah and Margaret. "As I said, come on out for a visit. The airfare's bound to be less than the phone bills the three of you are running up."


      Kate wrinkled her nose. "That's not true."


      "Wanna bet?" Jared moved toward the pile of luggage in the corner. "Come on, Dave, give me a hand with this stuff. You know Kate never travels light."


      "Okay, Dad." David threw a quick grin at Kate as he hurried toward the luggage.


      Sarah hugged Kate at the door. "Don't worry, we'll get to Amethyst, one way or the other," she promised as she blinked back a few tears.


      "Thanks," Kate whispered. "And thanks again for sending me on that first trip to the island. I owe all my happiness to you and Margaret."


      "Oh, Kate, I'm so happy for you." Sarah smiled mistily and stepped back as Jared and David started through the door with the luggage.


      "It's been great to see you these past two weeks, Kate," Margaret added, getting to her feet to give her friend a farewell embrace. "It's good to know we'll be able to visit with you at least once a year when Jared brings his son to the States to see his grandparents."


      "Don't worry, you'll see her more often than that," Jared said from the doorway. "But right now I'm taking her home to Amethyst. I've got a resort to run. Place has probably started crumbling into the sea during the two weeks I've been gone."


      "It wouldn't dare." Kate slung her purse over her shoulder and followed Jared and David through the doorway. "Goodbye, you two. It's been a wonderful visit. Can't wait to see you on Amethyst. Sarah, good luck with your treasure hunting. Margaret, take care. And thanks again."


      Sarah went out into the hall to wave the small family into the elevator and then she returned to her apartment. She shut the door behind her with great care and walked over to where Margaret stood at the window.


      "Well, you were right when you said Amethyst Island was the place to send Kate," Margaret remarked. "She looks radiant."


      "She's happy and relaxed." Sarah watched Kate, Jared and David pile into the waiting cab.


      "Good for her. Now, about your plans for the immediate future…"


      "What about them?"


      Margaret frowned, turning away from the window. "You're really going to look him up?"


      "Gideon Trace? Absolutely. I'm driving over to the coast at the end of the week to try to find him."


      "You've got an address?"


      "Just the post office box number on the envelopes he's sent me. The towns on the coast are all small. The one he's in is barely a dot on the map, the kind of place where everyone knows everyone else. Someone will be able to tell me where the publisher of Cache magazine lives."


      "You haven't told Trace you're coming, have you?"


      "No, I plan to surprise him."


      Margaret looked at her ruefully. "You're always so blissfully sure of that intuition of yours, aren't you?"


      "It's only failed me once. And that was my own fault. I wasn't paying attention to the warnings it was giving me." Sarah walked toward the kitchen. "How about a glass of wine before dinner?"


      "Sounds good. Well, at least Trace hasn't tried to talk you into investing a few thousand dollars in some crazy expedition to find a lost World War II plane that supposedly crashed on a Pacific island with a load of gold on board."


      Sarah giggled. "You mean the way that guy Slaughter did?" Jim Slaughter, owner of a business called Slaughter Enterprises, had been one of the professional treasure hunters she had contacted five months earlier. She had found his ad along with several others in the back of a sleazy adventure magazine for men.


      He had written her several letters on impressive letterhead and tried phoning a few times in an attempt to interest her in his scheme to find the plane full of gold. Sarah had politely declined several times.


      "He was a slick one, wasn't he?"


      "I'll say. But that's my whole point, Sarah. People involved in the business of treasure hunting are probably all borderline hustlers or outright crazies. They just want you to pour thousands into their projects to find lost gold mines or something. Then they take your money and disappear."


      "Not Gideon Trace. He's different." Sarah managed to find two clean wineglasses in the cupboard. She made a mental note to run the dishwasher soon. She was almost out of clean dishes. "Trace certainly hasn't tried to convince me to invest a dime in any crazy treasure-hunting scheme. In fact, he's tried to discourage me from wasting my time going after the Flowers."


      "I don't know, Sarah. I just don't like the whole idea. But it's your decision." Margaret sauntered after her, pausing to glance at the evening paper that was lying on the counter amid a motley collection of yellow pads, romance novels and pens.


      Sarah felt a twinge of uneasiness. Hand on the refrigerator door, she turned her head just as Margaret flipped through the newspaper to find the business section, "Margaret, wait, I don't think you ought to read that section."


      But it was too late. Margaret was already staring down at the photo of a hard-faced man in a western-style business suit. "Don't worry about it, Sarah," she said quietly. "He makes headlines in the business world. He always has. You can't expect me to stop reading the paper just because I'm occasionally going to run across an article about him." She refolded the paper and raised her head, smiling grimly. "Besides, that's all in the past."


      "Yes." Sarah busied herself with a bottle of Chardonnay and sought a way to change the subject. "Want to go out for a bite to eat in the Market?" she asked as she tossed the cork in the vague direction of the trash basket. It missed. Sarah promised herself she would pick it up later.


      "All right. Then I think I'd better go back to my own apartment and get some writing done. I haven't accomplished much in the two weeks Kate's been visiting us and I've got a deadline coming up next month."


      "You'll make it. You always do." Sarah poured two glasses of the clean, polished Washington Chardonnay and handed one to Margaret. "Here's to Kate and her new family."


      "And here's to your treasure-hunting expedition," Margaret added as the glasses clinked. She took a sip and her gaze turned serious. "Promise me you'll be careful, Sarah."


      "Hey, my middle name is Careful."


      "No, it's not. Your middle name is Impulsive and I'm afraid that one of these days that intuition of yours, which you trust entirely too much, is going to land you in a heap of trouble."


      "I'm thirty-two years old, Margaret. Trouble is starting to look promising. Now, no more lectures. Let's get down to serious business. What do we want for dinner and where do we want to go to eat it? I vote for pasta."


      "You always vote for pasta."


      


      


      TWO HOURS LATER, pleasantly stuffed with hazelnut tortellini, Sarah turned the key in the lock of her front door. She wandered through the cheerful, vividly decorated one-bedroom apartment, turning on lights as she went.


      When she reached the desk where her computer sat like some ancient monolith rising from a sea of notes, magazines, empty tea mugs and research materials, she stopped.


      It only took her a minute to find the stack of Gideon Trace's letters. Margaret was right, Sarah thought with a small smile as she reread one of them. Gideon's notes did tend to be a bit cryptic. An uncharitable observer might even call them somewhat dry. There was certainly very little hint of the fascinating man she just knew he had to be.


      


      Dear Ms. Fleetwood:


      In regard to your most recent inquiry concerning the legend of the Fleetwood Flowers, I'm afraid I have very little to tell you that you don't already know. The tale dates from the late eighteen hundreds and is not unlike many other stories of lost treasure. Such stories tend to become greatly exaggerated over the years.


      The Flowers were supposedly five pairs of earrings fashioned from gemstones. According to the legend, Emelina Fleetwood, a spinster schoolteacher, spent a summer searching for gold in the Washington mountains near her cabin. It was not unknown for women to try their luck at gold mining on the frontier and some gold was found in Washington, as you probably know.


      At any rate, she is said to have discovered a small vein, worked it all summer and then went back to teaching the following year. She never told anyone where her strike was or if she'd gotten anything out of it. But the legend claims she had the earrings, which she always referred to as her Flowers, made up by a San Francisco jeweler and that she paid him with gold nuggets.


      Before she died, Emelina Fleetwood is said to have buried her earrings somewhere on her property and drawn a map showing the location. If there ever was a map, it has long since disappeared.


      I'm surprised you are familiar with the legend. It is an extremely obscure one. My professional opinion is that there is not much merit to the tale. Any search for the Flowers would probably be a waste of time.


      If I can be of any further help, please feel free to contact me. Thank you for your check. I have renewed your subscription to Cache for another year.


      Yours,


      G. Trace


      P.S. Thank you for the recipe for pesto sauce.


      


      "Well, Mr. G. Trace," Sarah said as she put the letter back down on the desk, "I appreciate your professional opinion but I'm not going to abide by it. I'm going to find the Flowers and what's more, you're going to help me."
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        IT WAS THE BIGGEST, ugliest cat Sarah had ever seen. A true monster of a cat, twenty or twenty-five pounds at least and none of it fat.


        Its fur was a mottled, blotchy color somewhere between orange and brown with here-and-there patches of black and tan for added color interest. It had one torn ear and a few old scars, but otherwise looked to be in excellent physical condition. Sarah decided this particular cat probably won most of the fights it chose to start. She doubted it had ever purred in its life.


        "Excuse me," Sarah said to the cat, which was sprawled across the top step, effectively blocking the entrance to the porch. "Would you mind if I knocked?"


        The cat did not bother to lift its head but its tail thumped once in warning. It opened its eyes to mere slits and regarded her without enthusiasm. Sarah found herself pinned by a stone-cold, green-gold gaze.


        "I can see you're not the eager, welcoming type. Somebody should have traded you for a Beagle years ago. What are you? Some kind of guard cat?"


        The cat said nothing but continued to watch her with its remote, gemlike gaze. Sarah glanced around, hoping for signs of human habitation, but there weren't many.


        The big, weather-beaten Victorian-style house she had finally managed to locate after much diligent searching was perched on a bluff overlooking the sea. The view of the Pacific was hidden this morning behind a veil of fog that hung over the water like a sorcerer's dark spell.


        The house with all its aging architectural embellishments was as faded, forbidding and aloof as old royalty.


        The nearest neighbor was some distance away, concealed by a heavy stand of trees. The distant roar of the sea and the whisper of restless pines were the only sounds. For all intents and purposes, Gideon Trace's home was isolated in a universe of its own, with only the cat to indicate that anyone actually lived here.


        Sarah took another look at the large cat. "I'm very sorry," she said firmly, "but I am going to knock on the door, whether you like it or not."


        The cat stared at her.


        Sarah cautiously moved to the farthest edge of the steps so that she would not have to actually step over the creature. She went briskly up to the wide porch, ignoring the irritated thumps of the cat's tail. But the animal made no move to stop her as she went over to the door.


        She had her hand poised to knock when a faint tingle of awareness went through her. The door was suddenly opened from the other side. Sarah looked up and found herself pinned for a second time that morning by a pair of icy, green-gold eyes. This time, at least, the eyes were human. Sort of.


        "Who the hell are you and what do you want?"


        For an instant Sarah felt as if time had been temporarily suspended. She stood there on the porch, staring up at the man in front of her, mesmerized by his jungle eyes and the gritty, rough-textured sound of his voice. For the first time since she had set out on her quest it occurred to her that she might have bitten off a little more than she could chew.


        Gideon Trace looked large, cold-eyed and dangerous.


        "Yes, of course," she said finally. "It makes sense that you would look a little like the cat."


        The man's gaze narrowed in a way that reminded Sarah of the beast on the porch step. He did not move—just stood there in the doorway, big and unwelcoming. He was clad in jeans and a faded blue work shirt. "Are you selling something, lady?"


        Sarah rallied quickly and summoned up her most engaging smile. She held out her hand. "In a way. I'm Sarah Fleetwood. I've been looking forward to meeting you. You are Gideon Trace, aren't you?"


        His gaze dropped to her outstretched hand as if he didn't know whether to shake it or bite it. When he glanced up again Sarah thought she saw a barely concealed flare of surprise in his eyes. "Yeah, I'm Trace." His big hand closed briefly around hers, nearly crushing her fingers. He let go of her instantly, frowning. "You're the Fleetwood woman who's been writing to me for the past few months? The one who wrote me about the legend of the Flowers?"


        "That's me." Sarah clutched the strap of her oversized black, white and yellow shoulder bag. "I wanted to talk to you in more detail about the legend because I've decided to look for the Flowers. To be perfectly honest, I'm hoping to convince you to go with me as a sort of consultant. That's what I meant when I said I was here to sell you something. In a way, I am. I'm hoping to sell you on this great idea I've got. You see, I…"


        "Hold it." Trace held up a hand to silence her.


        Sarah ignored the upraised palm, much too excited to stop now that she had located her quarry. "I haven't had any experience with treasure hunting and I thought you could advise me. I'll pay you, naturally. What do treasure-hunting consultants go for these days? Is there a price break if I buy you for a week at a time, or is it the same as the day-to-day rate? I'm sure we'll be able to work something out. I've given this a lot of thought and I…"


        "I said, hold it." Gideon Trace's expression was as austere and forbidding as that of his cat. "Are you always this, uh, enthusiastic?"


        Sarah blushed. "Sorry, I was kind of rushing into things, wasn't I? My friends say I'm sometimes a little too impulsive. But what do they know? At any rate, I'm so glad to have found you, Mr. Trace, because I just know our association is going to be an extremely advantageous one for both parties." She gave him another of her most winning smiles.


        The smile appeared to make Gideon Trace more wary than ever. His strong face was set in distinctly unenthusiastic lines. His green-gold eyes glittered as he looked down at her. "How did you find me?"


        "I asked at the gas station."


        "Maybe I should go ask someone at the gas station what I'm supposed to do with you now that you're here."


        "I think what you should do next is invite me in for a cup of tea."


        "Is that right?"


        Sarah swallowed. "I think it would be an excellent idea."


        "I don't drink tea. I haven't got a tea bag in the house."


        "No problem. I always travel with my own." Sarah plunged a hand into her oversized shoulder bag and whipped out a tea bag with the words English Breakfast on the tag. "All I need is some hot water. You do have that, don't you?"


        Gideon was clearly searching for an appropriate response to the question when a soft, inquiring meow sounded from the vicinity of his feet. Sarah knew that gentle tone could not have emanated from the great beast on the front steps. She glanced down to see a small, delicately built silver-gray cat watching her with warm, golden eyes.


        "Oh, isn't she lovely?" Sarah crouched and offered her fingers in greeting.


        The silver-gray cat stropped her tail once or twice against one of Gideon's well-worn boots and then glided forward. Politely she investigated Sarah's fingers and then rubbed her sleek head against the proffered hand.


        Sarah looked up a very long way to where Gideon was scowling down at the scene taking place around his legs. "What's her name?"


        "Ellora."


        Sarah was delighted. "After the mysterious cave temples in India?"


        "Yeah." There was another flicker of surprise in his eyes.


        Sarah scratched Ellora's ears and the cat began to purr. "I hardly dare ask the name of that monster on the front steps."


        "Machu Picchu."


        "Oh, yes, the lost city of the Incas." Sarah turned to look at the big cat who hadn't moved from his position in the middle of the step. "The name sort of fits, doesn't it? Massive and immovable."


        Gideon ignored that. "I take it you drove over from Seattle this morning?" He made it sound as if she had done something exceedingly stupid.


        "Yes, it was a lovely drive. Hardly any traffic."


        "Well, as long as you've made the trip, you might as well come in for the tea."


        "Thanks." Sarah gave Ellora one last pat and rose to her feet. "Your two cats certainly have different personalities, don't they? How do they get along?"


        "Ellora keeps Machu Picchu wrapped around her little paw." Gideon sounded resigned to the situation.


        "Hard to believe," Sarah muttered.


        "What do you expect? He's just a simple-minded male. Ellora has no trouble with him at all. This way." Gideon Trace turned to lead her into the house.


        Sarah followed quickly, glancing around with deep interest. The inside of the old Victorian seemed dark and forbidding. It was also chilly.


        "Must cost a fortune to heat one of these old houses."


        "Yeah, but I don't need a lot of heat."


        Sarah eyed the faded drapes, unpolished wooden floors and aging furniture. It was obvious publishing Cache did not provide a high profit margin. Either that or Gideon Trace simply didn't believe in investing in his personal surroundings. The place did not appear neglected, she finally decided, just dark and gloomy.


        It was also incredibly tidy.


        Magazines were filed in a terrifyingly orderly fashion in a rack. There was a huge assortment of books but they were all arranged with great precision in the floor-to-ceiling bookcases. The surface of the coffee table was completely clear, unmarred by so much as one empty coffee mug.


        Even the chess game that had been set up on a table in one corner looked neat and orderly. Sarah glanced at the carved wooden pieces and wondered who Gideon played chess with. From all appearances he was a very solitary man.


        She hurried after her reluctant host as he went through the living room into the kitchen. Here the windows all faced the sea, providing a ringside view of the dark fog that hovered over the water. The room itself was spacious in the manner of old kitchens and somewhat lighter and more inviting than the living room. But the impression of grim orderliness still prevailed.


        Sarah realized she had not anticipated that her hero would be quite so organized. But she refused to be daunted by petty details.


        "Have a seat."


        Sarah needed no second urging. She dropped her huge bag onto a ladder-back chair with a thud and took a seat at the old claw-footed table. "This is certainly an interesting place you have here."


        "I like it." Gideon filled an old steel kettle at the sink.


        "Have you lived here long?"


        "Almost five years."


        "Is that how long you've been publishing your treasure-hunting magazine?"


        "About."


        The man obviously was not good at small talk. That didn't surprise Sarah. Gideon Trace was not a small talk kind of person. "I certainly have appreciated your help during the past few months, Mr. Trace. The inside information you provided on the subject of treasure hunting was invaluable to my story. You'll be happy to know I sent the manuscript of Glitter Quest off to New York on Tuesday."


        "Delighted," he agreed caustically. "You said in one of your letters that it was some sort of romance novel?"


        "That's right. I write romantic suspense."


        "Sounds like a contradiction in terms."


        "Not at all. I think romance and suspense go together beautifully. Danger and adventure heighten the sensual tension in the story and vice versa."


        Gideon looked distinctly skeptical as he set out two cups and spooned instant coffee into one.


        "I take it you don't read in the genre?" Sarah ventured, a little disappointed after all these months of corresponding with her he had apparently not bothered to buy one of her books and read it.


        "No, can't say that I do." Gideon put the kettle on the stove.


        Sarah studied him as he turned to face her. He leaned back against the edge of the counter and folded his arms across his broad chest. Either a forbidding scowl was habitual for him or else she had interrupted something important. Perhaps he had been in the middle of one of his articles for Cache. She knew how it felt to be interrupted in the middle of writing.


        "Look, if I've caught you at an awkward moment, I could come back later," she offered.


        "Good idea. How much later?"


        "In a couple of hours, say?"


        The edge of his mouth lifted faintly. The hint of amusement vanished almost instantly. "Forget it. Might as well get this over and done. I get the feeling you're the persistent type. Tell me why you've suddenly decided to go treasure hunting, Ms. Fleetwood."


        "It's time," Sarah said simply.


        "What do you mean, it's time?"


        "I just have a feeling about it."


        "How long have you known about the legend of the Flowers?"


        "Almost a year. The story has been handed down through the women of my family for years but no one ever paid much attention to it. When my aunt died a year ago, however, she left the map to me."


        Gideon didn't move but there was a new intensity in his eyes. "What map?"


        "The map Emelina Fleetwood made. You mentioned it in your letter, remember? You said you doubted its existence, but it's quite real. My aunt had it most of her life until she willed it to me." Sarah reached for her purse and started scrabbling about inside. "I made a dozen copies and put the original in a safe-deposit box. I brought one of the copies with me." She hauled out a clear plastic envelope that protected a sheet of paper with a crude sketch and some words written on it.


        Gideon reached for the envelope with the first show of genuine curiosity he had yet exhibited. He frowned over the cryptic drawing. "Treasure maps are a dime a dozen. Someone's always claiming to have one or trying to sell one. Ninety-nine point nine percent of them are fake. What makes you think this one is genuine?"


        "My aunt once had the map analyzed by a lab to make sure the paper at least dated from the right period. It did."


        "That doesn't mean the map is genuine or even that it was ever meant to lead anyone to the Flowers. It could have been drawn for any number of reasons."


        "It's the real thing."


        Gideon's head came up, his eyes brilliant. "You sound very sure of that."


        "I am. I have a feeling about it." And I've also got a feeling about you, Gideon Trace, but we'll get to that eventually.


        "Even if it's genuine, what makes you think you'll be the Fleetwood to find it?"


        "I've got a—"


        "A feeling. Right. Do you get these feelings often, Ms. Fleetwood?"


        "Often enough to know I should pay attention when one hits." There was a soft meow from the floor. Sarah looked down as Ellora jumped lightly into her lap and proceeded to curl up.


        "I think I should point out that I don't do the kind of consulting work you're looking for," Gideon stated, his gaze on Sarah's hand as she stroked his cat.


        "I know you're in the business of publishing Cache, but I thought you might be interested in this project. Right up your alley. It's such a fascinating legend. Think what a great article it would make for your magazine."


        "I've heard plenty of other tales just as fascinating, if not more so. Few of them ever lead to a real find. The most anyone ever actually uncovers is an old bit of rusted metal or a button or a stray rifle ball. Treasure hunting is just a hobby for most people. No one gets rich. Believe me, there's more money in publishing Cache than there is in actually hunting for the goodies."


        "Well, I'm going to give this a whirl and I really think you should consider coming along with me, Gideon."


        He blinked. "Me? Why?" Then he quickly held up a palm to forestall her answer. "Wait, don't tell me. You've got a feeling, right?"


        "Right," she said, delighted he understood. "Now, how soon can we leave? I've got enough stuff packed in my car to last for a couple of weeks. I figure if you're not particularly busy on an issue of the magazine, we could take off tomorrow morning."


        He stared at her. "Just like that? Are you out of your mind? You don't even know me. I could be a mass murderer, as far as you're concerned."


        "Don't be ridiculous. I feel like I've known you for months. Ever since I got your first letter, in fact."


        Gideon looked slightly stunned. "You're either incredibly naive of amazingly foolish. You shouldn't be allowed out except on a leash."


        "I promise you, I'm neither particularly naive nor foolish. I know what I'm doing. I usually do."


        "You're serious about this, aren't you? You materialize out of thin air on my doorstep, wave an old map in my face and expect me to immediately sign on for the duration of your idiotic expedition?"


        "I like to think of it as a quest. All quests need a knight-errant. You're elected."


        "Who are you? The beautiful princess or something?" He slapped the envelope with the map down on the table.


        Sarah grinned. "What you see is what you get. I left my tiara at home. How about it, Mr. Trace? Are you available for hire?"


        "No, I'm not available," he muttered as the kettle began to whistle. "I write about lost treasure. I don't waste my time looking for it."


        "But you won't be wasting your time. I'll pay you."


        "Look, lady, treasure hunting costs money. A lot of money. People have poured millions into projects aimed at locating sunken ships and lost gold mines." He picked up her tea bag and dropped it into a cup. Then he poured boiling water over it. When he was finished he poured water over the instant coffee in his own cup. Every movement was economical and controlled. It was the kind of motion that indicated underlying strength and power.


        "I'm not suggesting we attempt a major expedition to find a sunken treasure ship. I'm only after Emelina Fleetwood's Flowers. And I've got a map. What could be simpler?"


        Gideon shook his head in disgust as he carried the cups over to the table and sat down across from her. "Listen carefully, Ms. Fleetwood, while I spell out a few facts of life. Treasure hunting is almost never successful. At least not today. A hundred, two hundred years ago it was still possible for an amateur to stumble across something like the temple caves of Ellora or a forgotten pharaoh's tomb. Today, the only people who get that kind of thrill are professional archaeologists and even for them, the thrills are few and far between."


        "I'm only trying to find a few pairs of earrings, not a lost civilization."


        "Then that puts you in the ranks of the hobbyists. You'd be better off buying yourself a metal detector and heading for the beach to hunt for lost change."


        "You're really determined to be difficult about this, aren't you?"


        "I'm attempting to give you a realistic picture of what you're contemplating."


        "Where's your spirit of adventure? You must have a genuine interest in treasure hunting or you would never have started a publication like Cache. Don't you feel the lure of the lost treasure? The excitement of the search? The lust for a dazzling fortune in lost gems?"


        Gideon's eyes glittered briefly behind harrowed lids. "I try to focus my lust on more accessible objects."


        Sarah blinked and then smiled. "Are you trying to frighten me, by any chance?"


        He sighed. "I get the feeling that would be difficult."


        "Impossible," she said crisply.


        He watched apprehensively as she yanked the tea bag out of her cup, squeezed it quickly between thumb and forefinger and glanced around for a place to toss it. When she showed signs of hurling it across the room into the sink, Gideon moved.


        "Here, I'll take that." Gideon plucked the tea bag from her fingers and got to his feet. He went over to the sink, opened a cupboard door underneath and carefully dropped the dripping tea bag into a trash bin. Then he came back to the table and sat down again.


        "Everybody's afraid of something, Ms. Fleetwood."


        "True. And I'm no exception to the rule. But I'm not afraid of you."


        "Because you've got a feeling about me?"


        "Right."


        "You know something, Ms. Fleetwood?"


        "Call me Sarah. What?"


        "You're one very bizarre female."


        "Yes, I know," Sarah admitted humbly. "My friends have often told me that."


        "Wise friends. Have they attempted to diagnose your condition?"


        "They say my problem is that I tend to think sideways. As I said, what do they know? Now, about our project."


        "Already it's our project?"


        "I've been thinking of it as our project right from the moment the idea occurred to me."


        "When was that fateful moment?"


        "I believe I was in the shower at the time. I get many of my best ideas in the shower, you know."


        "No, I didn't know." Gideon looked unwillingly fascinated.


        "At any rate, I suddenly knew that it was time to look for the Fleetwood earrings and that I was the one to search for them. I got out of the shower, put on a robe and walked out into the living room. Your latest letter with the research data on salvage operations that I needed for Glitter Quest was on my desk. I glanced at it and immediately knew I wanted you to help me in my search."


        "This is amazing."


        "Isn't it, though? I expect it will be a lot of fun, too. And very educational?"


        "Educational?"


        "Sure. The material you sent me on treasure hunting for Glitter Quest was extremely interesting, but rather academic, if you know what I mean. This way I'll have a chance to learn about the process of a real-life treasure hunt from the ground up, so to speak."


        Gideon sipped his instant coffee. "What if I tell you I'm not free at the moment to take off for two weeks?"


        "Well, I could come back at a later date, I suppose."


        "How much later?"


        "Tomorrow?"


        "Or the next day, maybe? Never mind. It's obvious you're not going to go away for good."


        "I really could postpone this for a while if it was absolutely necessary. After all, those earrings have been lost for a long time. But I sort of thought this was the right moment to start the search. And something tells me you have to be involved in the hunt. I really can't explain it, but I sense it's inevitable. I trust my intuition."


        "You do realize that financing this little expedition is going to be a major project in itself? Two weeks in the mountains including meals, lodging and gas are not going to come cheap. Can you afford it?"


        "I've budgeted for it. I'm a reasonably successful writer, Gideon, and I assure you I can handle the tab for this venture. I'll consider it my annual vacation."


        "You want to spend your annual vacation digging around in the dirt for something that probably doesn't even exist?"


        "You have to learn to think positive, Gideon," she said earnestly. "The earrings exist and we'll find them."


        "Tell me, Sarah, do you usually have to strong-arm some man into accompanying you on your annual vacations?"


        "Now, don't be sarcastic. To tell you the truth, I've never met one who was worth the effort before. And it does appear to be an effort, doesn't it? I didn't realize it would be quite this difficult."


        Gideon fixed her with a strangely baffled look. "I'm worth the effort because I can show you how to read that map or something?"


        "Sarah pursed her lips and scratched behind Ellora's ears. "Not exactly. Maybe. You've certainly had more experience with treasure maps than I've had. But I'm not sure if that's why I need you along. It's hard to explain. I just know I want you with me. Somehow the Flowers and the map and you are all linked together."


        He frowned suspiciously. "You're not under the impression you're psychic or something, are you?"


        "Of course not."


        "Are you sure?"


        "You're teasing me, aren't you? Don't worry, I'm not weird or anything. Just sort of intuitive. The minute we started corresponding, for example, I knew I was going to like you very much. I certainly hope you feel the same way about me."


        "I'll be blunt, Sarah Fleetwood. I can't even begin to figure out how I feel about you."


        "Well, you don't need to make up your mind this instant."


        "I don't? What a relief."


        She smiled sunnily and dove into her oversized bag for a piece of paper and a pen. "Here's the name of the place where I'm staying tonight. It's a tiny little motel a couple miles down the road." She jotted down the name. "Know it?"


        He scowled at the slip of paper. "Sure, I know it. We don't have that many motels around here. What about it?"


        "I suggest you pick me up for dinner around six o'clock. The motel clerk said there was a nice little restaurant nearby. You'll probably be more relaxed if we settle the details of our association over dinner."


        "Dinner."


        "You do eat dinner, don't you?" Sarah gently lifted Ellora from her lap and set her on the floor. The cat purred more loudly than ever.


        "Yeah, I eat dinner. That's not the point. The point is…"


        "Don't worry, I'm buying." Sarah picked up her bag. "Please, Gideon? This is very important to me and I feel certain that once you've had a chance to think about it all, you're going to want to accompany me on my search for the Flowers. Have you got anything else you have to do tonight?"


        "What if I said I had a date?"


        Sarah was thunderstruck. "Good grief, I never even considered that. Have you got a date?"


        Gideon groaned. "No."


        "Wonderful. Then it's all settled. See you at six." Sarah whipped around and headed toward the front door, digging the car keys out of her pocket. "Just give me a chance, Gideon," she called back over her shoulder. "I know I can talk you into this. And you won't lose by it, I promise. I'm prepared to pay you a very decent wage. You can apply it toward the heating bill for this house."


        She waved from the doorway at Gideon, who was still sitting at the kitchen table, and then she turned to lope down the porch steps. Machu Picchu had not moved from his throne. He slitted his eyes as Sarah stepped carefully around him.


        "It's okay, beast. I know what I'm doing. I'll take good care of him." Sarah grinned at the cat and went down the walk to get into her car.


        Inside the house Gideon sat unmoving until the cheerful hum of the compact's small engine had faded into the distance. Then he looked down at Ellora.


        "You know something? She reminds me of you. She moved right in on us the same way you moved in on me and old Machu a year ago. What the hell am I supposed to do now?"


        He got up slowly and carried the cups over to the sink. He had long ago discovered that if he didn't pick up the dishes, they never got picked up. He was willing to bet that Sarah Fleetwood's apartment would be littered with old tea mugs that needed washing.


        "The Flowers. Why in hell did it have to be the Flowers? And why her?" Gideon stalked into the living room and paused for a moment beside the unfinished chess game. He had carved the pieces himself. They weren't great art, but they were functional. He picked up the queen and turned it over and over in his hand, examining it from all angles.


        He was interrupted in his contemplation of the queen by a grumbling roar from the front door. Gideon went to open it. Machu Picchu ambled inside, pausing briefly to slap his tail heavily against Gideon's boot before he heaved himself up onto his favorite indoor position on the back of the sofa.


        "Dinner. I'm supposed to drop everything and pick her up for dinner. Where does she get off giving orders like that? Who the hell does she think she is?"


        The cats blinked lazily and watched as Gideon strode along the hall to his study. There, carefully weighted down by a big chunk of rose quartz, he found the stack of letters he had received from one Sarah Fleetwood. For some reason he couldn't explain why he'd kept them all.


        The earliest dated from four months ago when she had first contacted him for information on modern treasure hunting. The latest dated from last week. He picked it up and scanned it again. It was in the same style as all the rest, breezy, enthusiastic, cheerful and inexplicably captivating.


        


        Dear Mr. Trace:


        It's midnight but I had to let you know I am nearly finished with Glitter Quest, I want to tell you how much I appreciate your research assistance. It really made a difference. The plot is much more intricate and involved because of some of the details you provided. It's been fascinating working with you. This has been such a fun book to write.


        I must tell you I have truly enjoyed our correspondence these past few months. In fact, I have been inspired, but I'll explain just how at another time.


        By the way, if you're still suffering from that cold you mentioned in your last note, I suggest you try hot tea with a shot of lemon and honey. Works wonders.


        Yours,


        Sarah


        P.S. Am enclosing a cartoon I cut out of the paper this afternoon. I thought you would enjoy it.


        


        The cartoon featured a pair of cats. It was only a coincidence that the cats, one beefy and one quite small, vaguely resembled Machu Picchu and Ellora, Gideon told himself. After all, he'd never mentioned either feline in his letters to Sarah.


        He glanced at the old clock in the corner. It was still early in the day. Plenty of time to find an excuse for not taking Sarah Fleetwood to dinner.


        But the woman knew too damned much about the Fleetwood Flowers, Gideon reminded himself. And now she had managed to locate him. That made her a distinct threat to the quiet, well-ordered existence he had carved out for himself.


        Gideon had learned long ago that it was good policy to neutralize potential threats before they got to be real problems.


        He'd better take the lady to dinner.
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          IT WASN'T as if he had anything better to do, Gideon told himself as he climbed out of his car in the motel parking lot. It was either this or another evening alone with Ellora, Machu Picchu and a good book. Not that the evenings alone were all that bad. For the most part he found them comfortable.


          But a part of him still hankered after an occasional shot of excitement and, for better or worse, Sarah Fleetwood had managed to whet his appetite. He had to admit it was the first time in a long while that a woman had been this interesting. What few relationships he'd gotten involved in since his divorce had tended to be quiet and extremely low-key.


          There was nothing quiet or low-key about Sarah Fleetwood.


          The door of one of the motel rooms was flung wide as he started toward the office to inquire about Sarah's room number.


          "Hi, Gideon," Sarah called out across the parking lot. "I'm ready."


          He turned at the sound of Sarah's voice and saw her furiously locking the door behind herself. She must have been watching for him from the window. Gideon couldn't remember the last time a woman had waited impatiently for him at a window. Leanna had always been much too poised or preoccupied with her work for that sort of thing, at least when it came to waiting for him.


          Of course, he should bear in mind that Sarah Fleetwood was not just waiting for a dinner date. She was after five pairs of jeweled earrings known as the Fleetwood Flowers. That was bound to make any woman eager.


          "You're late," Sarah informed him as she hurried across the parking lot. Her high heels clicked on the pavement in a way Gideon found surprisingly sexy. The sound made him think of soft feminine sighs and sudden passion in the middle of the night.


          Annoyed with himself, he took his mind off sex and glanced at his watch. "Five minutes. You going to fire me for a lousy five minutes?"


          She gave a gurgle of delighted laughter as she hopped into the car without waiting for him to get the door. "Does that mean you've decided to let me hire you in the first place?"


          He slid behind the wheel and turned the key in the ignition. "I'm thinking about it."


          "Then it's all set." Sarah sat back, clearly bubbling over with satisfaction.


          "Not quite." He spun the wheel and drove out of the small lot. "I said I'm thinking about it. I'll let you know my answer when I'm ready."


          "Okay, okay. Be that way. In the meantime, I'm hungry. Does this place called the Wild Water Inn have pasta?"


          "I've never noticed. Whenever I go there, I order fish. That's the house specialty."


          "Maybe they have some pasta and fish dishes. Linguine with clams or something."


          He slanted her an appraising glance. "I wouldn't be surprised. Even if it's not on the menu, I'll bet the chef will bend over backward to make a special."


          Sarah's eyes widened in surprise. "Do you really think so? He must be a very accommodating chef. What's his name?"


          "Mort."


          "Mort. I'll remember that. What a nice man."


          "You've never even met him and you don't know for sure yet if he'll go to the trouble of preparing something special for you." But Mort probably would do it, Gideon conceded. There was something about Sarah Fleetwood that made a man want to please her just to see the delight reflected in her face.


          Any man or just him? he wondered with a sudden sense of foreboding.


          Gideon studied her out of the corner of his eye as she watched the rugged coastline sweep past. He knew he was checking to see if his first impression had been wrong. But his earlier reactions this afternoon did not undergo any drastic revision now.


          He guessed her age at around thirty, give or take a couple of years, although she might have been younger. Those clear, deep hazel eyes were just as unsettling now as they had been when he'd first opened his door to her, her small, elfin features just as piquant.


          The red silk sheath she wore played lightly over a slender, surprisingly sensuous body. There were veins of gold running through her light brown hair. She had brushed the heavy mass straight back from her forehead and tied it in a cascading ponytail that somehow managed to look chic instead of youthful. There was a sleek delicacy about her that would make anything she wore look stylish.


          All in all, she still reminded him of Ellora. Gideon briefly regretted that he hadn't put on a tie. He suddenly felt vaguely underdressed in his jeans and white shirt.


          "This scenery is magnificent, isn't it?" Sarah said, turning away from the window reluctantly. "I'm going to have to set a book here. It's the perfect backdrop for a romance with intrigue and suspense. Lots of drama and impending danger. Where did you live before you moved to Washington, Gideon?"


          "Here and there."


          "Ah-ha. A world-weary wanderer who's finally decided to settle down. I knew it. What did you do before you started publishing Cache?"


          "This and that."


          "Real-life treasure hunting, I'll bet."


          He gave her an irritated glance. "What makes you say that?"


          "Well, we already know you're not a mass murderer and I don't see you as a sales rep. So what else would give you a background in this and that?"


          "The inability to hold a good job for any length of time?"


          "Nah. You could do just about anything you wanted to do. If you wanted to hold down an ordinary job, you'd have done it. But I don't see you as an ordinary sort of man, Gideon. You're like one of the heroes out of my books and I never write about ordinary men."


          "Look, Ms. Fleetwood, we'll probably get along a whole lot better if you don't try to romanticize me."


          "How can I help it? You're a very romantic figure."


          "You call being forty years old and living alone in an old house with two cats romantic?" He glanced at her in sheer disbelief.


          "Very."


          "You've got the wrong man. You want someone like Jake Savage."


          She was immediately fascinated. "Who?"


          "Jake Savage." Gideon wasn't surprised by her reaction. Women always reacted that way to Savage. Just the sound of his name was enough to do it for this particular female, apparently.


          "What a terrific name. Do you think he'd mind if I used it some day in a book?"


          "I doubt it, he's dead."


          "Too bad. What was he like?"


          "He was the kind of guy you're trying to make me into. Savage was a real-life adventurer. Liked to live life on the edge. Ran a business called Savage & Company."


          "What did Savage & Company do?"


          "Just about anything in and around South America and the Caribbean that paid enough. Flew supplies into the jungles for various governments, including our own. Transported equipment up rivers for tourists, photographers and scientists. Handled shipments of medicine and clothing for charitable organizations. Acted as guides and outfitters for archaeologists and the occasional team of journalists. And once in a while Savage and Company did some actual treasure hunting. Oh, you'd have loved Jake Savage, all right."


          "What happened to him?" Sarah demanded.


          "The story is he went off on a particularly dangerous job one day and never came back out of the jungle."


          "And thus passed into legend. Great story."


          "Thought you'd like it."


          "Did Jake Savage go alone on his last expedition?"


          Gideon hesitated. "Savage had a partner who usually accompanied him."


          "Did the partner die in the jungle, too?"


          "Apparently. He didn't return, at any rate, but hardly anyone noticed. Savage was the big name."


          "So his obit got all the attention."


          "Right. Without him the company folded."


          "All very interesting, but we don't need Jake Savage along on our expedition. We've got you."


          "You must drive people nuts with all this boundless optimism and enthusiasm."


          She bit her lip. "Am I driving you nuts?"


          "Yeah. But don't worry about it. I haven't got anything better to do tonight."


          She grinned. "I didn't think so."


          Ten minutes later when he walked into the restaurant with Sarah Fleetwood beside him, it seemed to Gideon that every head in the place turned in his direction.


          That wasn't strictly true, of course. The customers from out of town had no interest whatsoever in the very ordinary sight of a man walking into a restaurant with a woman. But all the locals, from the hostess to the busboy, were instantly intrigued. Gideon swore silently. He was not accustomed to being the center of attention and he didn't like it. It was all Sarah's fault.


          "Nice to see you again, Gideon. It's been a while. Follow me, please." Maryann Appley, the young hostess, smiled very brightly as she led the way to a seat by the window. "I hope you enjoy your dinner, ma'am," she added to Sarah as she pulled out the chair.


          "Thanks, I will," Sarah said cheerfully, reaching for the menu. "Look, they do have linguine and clams. What luck." As soon as the hostess disappeared she leaned forward. "Why is everyone staring?" she asked in a stage whisper.


          "It's been a while since I brought a lady here." Gideon picked up his menu.


          "Oh." She looked thoughtful. "Does that mean you don't date much?"


          "It's a small community. Not many single women around. They all head for Portland or Los Angeles because there aren't many single men around here, either."


          "There's you."


          Gideon looked up. "What are you trying to do? Figure out why I'm not married?"


          Sarah blushed a charming shade of peach and looked down at her silverware. "I suppose so. Frankly, I couldn't believe my good luck when I realized from your first letter that you weren't married."


          "I don't recall mentioning the fact."


          "No, but I could tell. In my age group the men always seem to be married. Or if they're single it's because they've just recently been divorced and are all messed up in the head. Or they're gay." She looked briefly anxious.


          "I'm not gay and I'm not recently divorced."


          She relaxed back into her infectious smile. "Perfect."


          "You think so?"


          "Definitely. Have you ever been married, Gideon?"


          "You get real personal, real quick, don't you?"


          "Not normally but I feel like we've known each other for four whole months."


          "Funny. I feel like I just met you today."


          "I'm going too fast for you, aren't I?"


          "That's one way of looking at it. What is all this personal stuff leading up to? You planning to propose marriage to me?"


          Sarah cleared her throat delicately and studied her menu. "Don't be ridiculous. It's much too soon for that."


          Gideon stared at her, his head reeling. "Maybe we'd better take this one step at a time."


          "My thoughts exactly. We don't want to terrorize you."


          "I'm beyond terror. I'm in the Twilight Zone. I feel the way Machu Picchu did the day Ellora arrived on the doorstep."


          Sarah laughed and closed her menu with a snap. Her eyes sparkled as she studied him across the table. "What did Ellora do first?"


          "Moved right in on Machu's feed bowl. Normally, Machu would have bitten off the head of any intruder who got within twenty yards of his food."


          "But not Ellora."


          "No. That's when I knew we were done for. I think she baffled him at first. By the time he figured out what was going on, it was too late. She was a permanent resident. You ever been married?"


          That caught her off guard. Gideon experienced a definite twinge of satisfaction at having finally achieved the near impossible. He had a feeling Sarah was almost never caught flat-footed. She was too quick, too animated, always one step ahead. A sideways thinker. He watched as she played with a fork for a minute.


          "I was almost married once," she said finally. "About four years ago."


          "What happened?"


          "Got stood up at the altar."


          He was astounded. "Literally?"


          "Literally. Very embarrassing, to be honest. Church full of people. Spectacular dress. Reception waiting. And no groom. It was all very dramatic, I assure you. Enough to put a woman off marriage for life. But nothing is ever wasted for a writer. One of these days, I'm going to do a romance that starts out with the heroine being left at the altar. Snappy beginning, don't you think?"


          "How's it going to end?"


          "At the altar, of course. With the right man this time."


          "But you're not ready to write that story yet?" he asked on a hunch.


          "No. The whole experience left me feeling a little raw, if you want to know the truth. Even if it was all my own fault."


          Gideon scowled. "What do you mean, your own fault?"


          "You're suddenly full of questions. Does this mean you're not bored?"


          "You might be a pain in the neck at times, Sarah, but I seriously doubt you could ever manage to be boring."


          "I'll take that as a compliment."


          "You didn't answer my question."


          She sighed and appeared to be marshaling her thoughts. Gideon got the feeling she was just about to open her mouth when Bernice Sawyer, the waitress, arrived to take their order. He swore silently.


          "I'll have the linguine and clams," Sarah announced. "And please tell Mort I was thrilled to see it on the menu. I love linguine and clams."


          Bernice blinked. "Uh, sure, I'll tell him. How about you, Gideon?"


          "The salmon," he told her dourly, wishing she would go away so he could get the answer to his question.


          "Right. Salmon. As usual." Bernice smiled, undaunted by his obvious irritation. "Glass of wine?"


          "Yes, please," said Sarah instantly.


          "Why not?" Gideon thrust the menu at Bernice, hoping she'd take the hint and leave quickly.


          "Be right back," she promised and sauntered off in the direction of the kitchen.


          "Really, Gideon, there's no need to be rude," Sarah murmured in a low, chiding tone.


          "Was I?"


          "Yes, you were."


          Bernice materialized again with the wine. Gideon possessed himself in patience until Sarah had taken a sip. When her gaze went toward the view of rocks and crashing surf, he tried again. "So why was it all your fault?"


          "I beg your pardon?" She looked politely blank, as if she hadn't followed his train of thought.


          Gideon knew instantly she was faking it. "Getting left at the altar. Why was it your fault?"


          "Umm. Well, I should have seen it coming." She took another sip of wine.


          "You've already told me you're not exactly psychic. How could you have seen it coming?"


          "For a man who thought I was coming on a little too strong a while ago, you're awfully interested in my private life all of a sudden."


          "Think of this as an interview. I'm still trying to make up my mind about whether or not to accept your offer of a job."


          Sarah smiled. "How is my answering your question going to tell you what sort of employer I'll be?"


          "I won't know until I hear the answer."


          She drummed her fingers on the table, contemplating that. "It's hard to explain. I just knew later that I should have understood Richard didn't really want to marry me. He was on the rebound and he only thought he wanted to marry me."


          "How did you feel toward him?"


          "Well, you have to understand that I was at a point in my life when I was trying to be terribly realistic about relationships. I had convinced myself that the man of my dreams was pure fiction and I would only get hurt looking for him. Richard was sexy and charming and very nice, really. We had a lot in common and he gave me a whirlwind courtship. Very romantic."


          "What happened?"


          "The night before our wedding his ex-wife decided she had made a mistake and called him up. He went to meet her. I thought he was going off to his bachelor party. Some bachelor party. At any rate, he didn't show up the next day in church. All for the best, of course. Imagine getting married and then having him change his mind."


          "Richard sounds like a real son of a—"


          "That is, naturally, one point of view. I'm inclined toward it, myself." Sarah's eyes gleamed with mischief. "The reason the whole thing shook me up so much was that I'd never really made that kind of mistake before. I had plenty of warning and enough hints that he was still emotionally tangled up with his ex-wife, but I didn't pay any attention to them. I felt like an idiot later."


          Gideon eyed her thoughtfully. "It threw a scare into you, that's what really happened. You'd always relied heavily on your intuition and it failed you."


          "No. I keep telling you, my intuition was fine. I just wasn't paying attention."


          "You got a scare. It should have taught you a good lesson about trusting your so-called intuition, but I'll bet you didn't learn a damn thing from the experience."


          For the first time since she had landed like a whirlwind in his life, she looked genuinely annoyed with him. "Look, Gideon…"


          "Forget it," Gideon said. "This brings us to the little matter of your hiring me as a treasure-hunting consultant."


          "It does?"


          He was finally beginning to feel like he was catching up with her. At this rate, he might even gain the upper hand for a few breathless minutes. "It does," he confirmed. "It's obvious that you can't really be any more sure of me than you were of this jerk, Richard."


          "Not the same thing at all."


          "How do you know?"


          "I know."


          "Got a feeling, right?" he mocked.


          "Yes, I do, damn it. Don't make fun of me, Gideon."


          "I wouldn't think of it."


          She glowered at him. "And don't, whatever you do, turn out to be one of those people who lectures."


          "God forbid." He sat back and swirled the wine in his glass. So much for trying to make her think twice about the whole project. He wasn't sure why he had bothered. Maybe just to see how deep her certainty ran.


          "That was the only thing that worried me a tad, you know," she said finally.


          "I've lost you again. What was the only thing that worried you?"


          "That you might have a tendency to lecture. I picked that up here and there in some of your letters. But it's a relatively minor flaw and one I'm sure we can work around."


          "You think so?" Gideon met her mischievous gaze and the vague tension that had been gnawing at him for several hours suddenly coalesced into a powerful urge to take her into his arms and wipe some of that feminine assurance out of her eyes. He knew just how he would kiss her. Hard and deep and very thoroughly.


          "I think so. Say, I've been meaning to ask, did you ever try that recipe for buckwheat noodles I sent you last month?"


          "No. The local stores don't run to fancy stuff like buckwheat noodles."


          "You should have told me. I'd have sent you some."


          "I was thinking about it," he admitted. "But you showed up on my doorstep before I got around to writing the letter." No point telling her that all the recipes she'd sent him during the past four months were neatly filed in a kitchen drawer. He took them out and read through them regularly but he had never actually tried one.


          "I see."


          Gideon watched her closely. "You're determined to go after the Flowers, aren't you?"


          "Absolutely."


          "What will you do if I don't agree to come along?"


          "Gideon, I'm counting on you to help me."


          "Forget the big-eyed approach. I don't respond to it." Like hell. His whole body was responding. "Any idea how much the earrings are worth?" he asked casually.


          "Not really, but I'm sure it's a great deal. Each pair was made out of a different gemstone. One pair was made out of sapphires, one out of rubies, one out of diamonds, one out of opals and one out of pearls. The story is that Emelina Fleetwood knew she would never marry and she was determined to give herself the kind of jewels a rich husband would have given her. She wanted to prove she didn't need a man to shower her in luxury. She could do it all by herself."


          "And you want to follow in her footsteps?"


          Sarah frowned. "Not exactly. I don't think you understand. The Fleetwood Flowers are a piece of history, my personal history."


          "You're really fixated on those earrings, aren't you?"


          "They're family heirlooms. Naturally I'm interested in them."


          "Sure. Family heirlooms. They hold no monetary interest for you at all, do they? Just pure historic value. I suppose you're going to tell me you're not going to sell them if you find them?"


          Sarah put down her glass of wine with great care. The laughter had completely vanished from her eyes. "What is this?" she asked quietly. "You think I'm some sort of opportunist? A gold digger? A scheming little hussy trying to get rich quick?"


          "I didn't say that."


          "You don't have to say it." Her gaze narrowed. "Look at it this way Gideon. Unlike most treasure hunters, I'm at least going after a fortune that belongs to me."


          "You think that because those earrings belonged to someone in your family who lived way back in the late eighteen hundreds that you now have a claim on them?"


          "More of a claim than anyone else."


          "I've got news for you. Treasure that old belongs to whoever is clever enough to dig it up."


          "I plan to be the one who's clever enough to dig it up."


          "Take it from me. Amateurs never find real treasure. You'll be wasting your time, Sarah."


          "I was right. You do have a tendency to harangue."


          Gideon glanced up and saw Bernice heading toward the table. "Let's change the subject. Here comes our fish."


          Sarah lifted her eyes ceilingward in an expression of utter disgust and snapped back in her chair. "Wouldn't want to spoil your appetite."


          "You won't."


          Five minutes of oppressive silence followed. Gideon decided he wasn't going to be the one to break it. The salmon was good, as usual. Mort really could cook.


          "Gideon?"


          "Yeah?"


          "You don't really think me a cheap, scheming opportunist just because I want to find the Flowers, do you? Do you genuinely believe I'm just trying to use you?"


          He put down his fork. "I'm not sure what to think. It's possible you've spent the past four months establishing a sort of relationship with me so that when you finally asked for help, I'd be more likely to say yes and work cheap."


          "Damn. It never occurred to me you'd see things in that light. I was so sure…"


          He picked up his fork again. "You're an unusual woman, Sarah. And that's putting it politely. I don't know what to make of you, yet."


          "I really have got you terrorized," she said, her voice unnaturally flat.


          "I wouldn't say that."


          "Does this mean you truly aren't interested in helping me find the Flowers?"


          "I didn't say that."


          "Well, what are you trying to say, for heaven's sake?"


          "Don't get mad."


          "I'm not mad. I just want to know where I stand. Are you going to help me or not?"


          "I'm still thinking about it."


          "Was your ex-wife a gold digger?" Sarah demanded suddenly. "Is that why I'm making you nervous? Do I look like her or something?"


          "No, you definitely do not look like her. Leanna liked success in whatever form it took and she liked flash. But I wouldn't call her a gold digger. She had too much class for that."


          "Flash? What do you mean by flash?"


          "Never mind. Eat your linguine."


          "Gideon, are you going to help me with my treasure hunt or not? Tell me now. I don't take suspense well."


          "You should, since you write it."


          "That's different. What's your answer?"


          "I don't know yet. I'll let you know later."


          "Oh, yeah?" She glowered at him. "I'm not so sure I need or want your answer now or later."


          "Okay."


          "Don't be so bloody difficult, Gideon. Let's just forget the whole thing."


          "Fine."


          Her fingers clenched around her fork. "I can't believe I was so wrong about you. Can't we at least talk about this some more?"


          "Not right now. I said I'd give you my answer later and I will. Let's talk about something else."


          "Like what?"


          He shrugged. "Pick a topic."


          She paused. "All right. What kind of academic background do you have?"


          "Does it matter?"


          "I was just curious. You said to pick a topic. I picked a topic. If you don't like it, you're free to choose another."


          "School of hard knocks. I graduated with honors." When she said nothing in response, Gideon began to feel guilty. He had only himself to blame for sabotaging her buoyant spirits. "What about you?"


          "Does it matter?"


          He winced. "No. Just trying to make conversation."


          "I've got a better idea. Let's not try. I think it would be best if we both shut up for a while."


          This time the silence that hung over the table stretched until Bernice arrived with the check.


          Well, Trace, you've managed to dazzle her with your usual devastating charm, haven't you? You're hell on wheels with the female of the species, all right. You had to work real hard this time, didn't you? She didn't get discouraged easily. You had to really push. But now you've done it. You've managed to turn her off completely. Nice going. Even Machu had the sense not to screw up this badly when Ellora turned up on the doorstop.


          Gideon was startled at the unexpected sense of loss he felt.


          


          


          THE MAN MUST HAVE BEEN MAULED rather thoroughly at some point in the past, Sarah decided some time later. She sat quietly in the passenger seat of Gideon's car as he drove back to her motel. She no longer knew what to say. She couldn't believe she had been so wrong about him, but there was no doubt he didn't seem to want to have much to do with her. Had she misjudged him completely?


          It was possible. She had managed to fool herself once before.


          Another curtain of fog was closing in from the sea as Gideon parked his car in front of Sarah's room. A yellow lamp illuminated the number on her door. She started to dig out her keys without much enthusiasm.


          "Good night," Sarah made herself say without any emotion. "Sorry I took up so much of your time. Good luck with your magazine. Maybe I'll contact you again some day if I ever decide to do another treasure hunt story."


          Gideon didn't move from behind the wheel. He just sat there, large and forbidding in the deep shadows. "Is the offer still open?"


          Sarah's hand froze on the door handle. "Yes."


          "I'll take the job."


          "Gideon." All the doubts of a moment before dissolved in a second. Without a moment's hesitation she threw herself across the seat and into his arms.
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            IT CAME AS A DISTINCT SHOCK to Sarah when Gideon's arms abruptly tightened around her in a crushing grip. His mouth came down over hers with devastating swiftness as he pinned her against the back of the seat.


            Belatedly she tried to pull away from the overwhelming embrace as she realized what she had initiated. She had been intending only a quick, impulsive, friendly hug. She should have known better than to let herself get this close to him. She was too vulnerable.


            It had finally dawned on her over dinner that Gideon had not fallen for her during the past four months the way she had fallen for him. Her letters had meant nothing to him. He had not been thinking about her as anything more important than just another Cache subscriber asking for assistance. He was nowhere near ready for a relationship.


            But now she found herself trapped in an embrace that was more shatteringly intimate than any she had ever known. It was only a kiss, her mind cried out. But she had never been kissed like this. It was, after all, her first kiss from Gideon. Gideon with whom she had slowly, surely fallen in love during the past few months.


            Gideon, her own personal dream hero come to life.


            Except that he didn't see himself in quite the same light. What's more, he saw her as a nuisance.


            "Gideon?" She could barely speak his name. She gripped his shoulders with feverish intensity as four months of gathering desire welled up inside and threatened to swamp her.


            "You're so delicate and fragile," Gideon muttered against her mouth. His hands moved over her with incredible sensitivity, learning the shape and feel of her. "I could crush you."


            "You won't." She could not think clearly now that he had finally touched her. She clung to him even more tightly, her arms curving around his neck, her head tipped back against the seat. He was so wonderfully solid and substantial—so real. She'd known all along she couldn't have been wrong about him. Perhaps he was finally beginning to realize it, too.


            His mouth moved against hers again. The kiss was far more satisfying than she had dared to dream it would be. There was an exciting, intoxicating hunger in him that she responded to instantly. She felt the edge of his teeth nibbling on her lower lip and she trembled.


            He held her in a grip of iron, as if he was afraid she would evaporate. One of his hands slid down to her hip, squeezing gently. She splayed her fingers over his broad shoulders, savoring the strong, smoothly muscled contours. The masculine power in him drew her like a magnet. She moved beneath his crushing weight.


            "Sarah?" His voice was ragged.


            She murmured softly, a small, choked cry of delight and need.


            "It's okay, Sarah," Gideon said harshly. "You don't have to fake it."


            Sarah froze as if someone had just poured ice water over her. Frantically she tried to pull her scattered senses back into a coherent pattern of thought.


            "Fake it?" she gasped. "What do you mean, fake it?"


            "I've already said I'll help you look for the earrings. You don't have to pay me off with sex."


            She struggled frantically to wriggle out of his arms. When he didn't release her, she managed to get one hand free. She swung wildly, aiming for the side of his face.


            The blow never landed. Gideon caught her wrist when her palm was less than two inches from the target. "There are limits, lady. I'll be damned if I'll let you slap me."


            "Let me go." She was frightened now, thoroughly aware for the first time of just how vulnerable she was.


            "You started this, remember?"


            "Get away from me, Gideon. Go back to your big, cold house and your cats. I don't need you to help me find those earrings. I'll do just fine on my own."


            He looked down at her as she lay trapped and helpless in his arms. His eyes glittered with dangerous, unreadable emotions. Sarah held her breath.


            Then, very slowly, he released her.


            Sarah didn't hesitate. She scooted rapidly across the seat and yanked at the door handle.


            "Wait." Gideon leaned across the seat and snagged her wrist, effectively chaining her when she tried to get out of the car.


            "Let go of me."


            His hard face tightened. "You're a temperamental little thing, aren't you? Simmer down. I've said I'll help you and I will. What did you expect me to think was going on a few minutes ago when you threw yourself into my arms?"


            "You weren't supposed to think anything sordid or cheap or tacky about me, that's for sure." Sarah stared stonily ahead at the yellow light over her motel door. "I tend to be impulsive when it comes to things like affectionate little hugs."


            "That was no affectionate little hug we had going there."


            "You're the one who tried to turn it into something more. And then you had the nerve to throw it in my face when I… when I… Never mind."


            He swore softly. "Would it help if I said I'm sorry?"


            She slid a sidelong glance at him. "Are you?"


            "Yeah."


            "For kissing me or for what you said afterward?"


            He was silent for a heartbeat. "Not for kissing you."


            "How about for calling me an opportunist and a gold digger earlier?"


            His mouth kicked up wryly at the corner. "I didn't call you those things."


            "You implied them. Are you sorry for that, too?"


            "I guess."


            She wrinkled her nose. "You sound like a five-year-old. I guess I'm sorry for that, too. But you aren't. Not really. Because deep down you still wonder if I am just a cheap, hustling bimbo looking for a fast buck. You have sadly disappointed me, Gideon."


            "I can see that," he said dryly. "Obviously I'm not turning out to be heroic material. Let's forget about the personal side of this for a minute. Do we still have a deal?"


            She tried to tug her wrist out of his grasp and got nowhere. "I don't know. Now I'm the one who will have to think about it. Your attitude is changing everything. I'll give you my answer in the morning."


            "You do that. And one other thing. If I go with you on this treasure hunt, it won't be as your employee. I don't work for anyone. We'll be partners. I won't be taking salary from you."


            "What do you want?"


            "I'll want a share of whatever treasure we find."


            She scowled at him. "But you've already said we probably won't find anything."


            "I'll take my chances. Are you willing to split the profits?"


            "Well, I don't know. I hadn't actually planned to sell the earrings. I was going to keep them."


            "Fine. You keep four pairs. I'll take the fifth. My choice of the lot."


            "I'm not sure that's fair. What if one pair turns out to be far more valuable than the others in today's market? The diamond pair, for instance?"


            "That's the risk you take."


            "I don't have to take any risk at all, Gideon. I'm the one with the map, remember?"


            "Expert advice doesn't come cheap."


            "You've already told me you're not a professional treasure hunter. You just write about treasure hunting."


            "I'm a lot more professional than you are."


            Her resentment flared. "Too bad I can't get hold of the famous Jake Savage, isn't it? Then I wouldn't need you."


            His mouth thinned. "You said you thought I'd do just fine, remember?"


            She wrenched her wrist free of his grasp at last and shoved open the car door. "I'll make my decision in the morning."


            He didn't try to stop her as she stalked toward her room, flexing her hand to see if her wrist still functioned. It did. He hadn't really hurt her. He was a powerful man but one who was very much in control of his own strength.


            Just like one of her heroes.


            She refused to give Gideon the satisfaction of glancing back over her shoulder as she opened the door of her room. He didn't start the car until she was safely inside. Hurrying over to the window, she peeked through a small opening in the curtains to watch as he drove off into the night.


            When the parking lot was silent again she switched on a light and sank down on the edge of the bed to think.


            No doubt about it. Her impulsiveness and blind faith in her own intuition had gotten her in trouble again. She had moved too fast without taking the time to analyze just what she was dealing with.


            Just because she had started to fall in love with Gideon Trace from the moment she had opened his first letter did not mean that she understood him. The man was turning out to be much more of an enigma than she had anticipated. The fact that he could even begin to suspect her motives was proof of that. She did not see how he could possibly doubt her.


            Sarah twisted her hands in her lap, aware of a chilled feeling in the room that was not entirely a result of the gathering fog outside. She did not want to face the obvious, but she had to force herself to do so.


            She had to wonder if she was making the same kind of mistake she'd made with Richard. She had to wonder if she was turning a blind eye to the obvious warnings.


            Margaret was right. Impulsiveness was a dangerous quality.


            With a wretched sigh, Sarah got to her feet and went about the business of getting ready for bed. There was nothing she could do tonight. She would wait and see if dawn brought a clearer notion of how to handle the situation.


            


            GO BACK TO YOUR BIG, cold house and your cats.


            Hours later it occurred to Gideon that he had been sitting for a long time in the darkened living room. There was a half-empty glass of brandy on the table in front of him. Ellora was curled up against his thigh, purring contentedly. Machu Picchu was stretched full length across the back of the sofa.


            Gideon hadn't bothered to turn on any lights. It was almost midnight. And the house was cold. He wondered if it was worth building a fire.


            "The place was just fine until she arrived. It didn't seem cold at all until after she'd been in it and left," he told the cats.


            Machu flicked his ears, not bothering to open his eyes. Ellora slithered around a bit until she was more comfortable.


            "No offense, but you two aren't the world's greatest conversationalists."


            Gideon got up off the sofa. He picked up the brandy glass and walked over to the table where the chess pieces had been set out. Idly he fingered the wooden figures for a moment and then he set them out in a slightly different pattern.


            Machu rumbled inquiringly.


            "Think she'd have made the deal with Jake Savage if the bastard was still around, Machu? Savage always had a way with women. He sure wouldn't have screwed up the way I did tonight. He'd have charmed her straight into bed."


            Machu didn't answer but his gem-hard eyes watched Gideon intently.


            "You and me, we're not exactly loaded with charm, are we, pal?" Gideon studied the new positions of the wooden figures. The balance of power had now shifted to his side of the board. "But Savage isn't here. I am. And she wants the Flowers. I can lead her to them. The question is, do I really want to get mixed up with her? We've been doing pretty well here on our own."


            Ellora lifted her head and meowed silently.


            "So why does the house seem cold, damn it? It's almost summer."


            


            GIDEON TRACE was at Sarah's door before she had even finished dressing for the day in a pair of white jeans and a lemon-yellow shirt. Deliberately she made him wait while she anchored her hair in an off-center twist over one ear. Then she went to open the door.


            "Hi." She offered nothing further. He looked larger than ever standing there in the cold, gray light of a new day.


            "Good morning." Gideon braced himself with one hand against the doorjamb. "Make up your mind, yet?"


            "I had no idea you were waiting on pins and needles."


            He gave her his faint, twisted smile. "I know I'm early. I was afraid if I left it too long, you'd sneak off to go after the Flowers without me."


            "I was only going to sneak as far as the coffee shop." She turned to pick up her windbreaker, aware that he was scanning her room from the doorway. She was suddenly very conscious of her nightgown lying in a heap on the bed, the open suitcase with a sock trailing out of it and the collection of toilet articles littering the dresser. She closed the door very quickly.


            "I'll join you for breakfast," Gideon said. "I didn't get a chance to eat before I left the house this morning."


            "Your own fault." She locked the door behind her and started across the street to the small coffee shop. The lights were just coming on inside. To the right, the narrow, two-lane road vanished around a bend into the fog-shrouded trees.


            "You hold a mean grudge, don't you?" Gideon paced beside her. His hands were thrust into the pockets of a sheepskin jacket.


            Sarah said nothing more until they were seated in a booth in the corner of the coffee shop. She studied Gideon for a long moment, remembering all the fleeting thoughts, hopes and dreams that had come to her in the night. She fought back the sense of longing that threatened to overwhelm her and tried to make herself speak coolly and logically. There would be no more impulsiveness on her part, she vowed silently.


            "Let me get this straight," she said. "You think I'm an opportunist who uses sex to get what she wants, but you're willing to help me search for the earrings if you get to keep one pair for yourself, right?"


            His big hands folded around the mug in front of him and his eyes met hers in a level gaze. "I'll help you search for the earrings. Let's leave it at that."


            "All right. I guess that makes us both opportunists, doesn't it? At last we have something in common."


            He stared at her unblinkingly, the way Machu Picchu would stare at a mouse. "We're in this together? We've got a deal?"


            "Sure. Why not? I came to you in the first place because I don't know anything about treasure hunting. You do. That makes you very useful to me and I'm willing to bargain with you for your talents. Since you claim it's unlikely we'll ever find the earrings, I'm getting a heck of a deal, aren't I? If there aren't any profits in this, I won't have to split anything with you."


            "I see you've decided on the role of tough little cookie this morning. Just for the record, it doesn't suit you." Gideon took a swallow of his coffee.


            "You like me better as a scheming little seductress?"


            He grinned reluctantly. "I really ruffled your feathers, didn't I?"


            She glared at him. "I made a serious mistake in dealing with you the way I did yesterday. I can see that now. I should have been restrained and businesslike right from the start. Unfortunately that's not my normal nature."


            "I gathered that much."


            "That does not mean, however, that I can't behave in a restrained and businesslike manner when I put my mind to it."


            He looked frankly disbelieving. "Think so?"


            "Of course. And a restrained, adult, businesslike manner is precisely what I will project from now on. No nonsense. I shall just think of you as a business partner and deal with you as I would with one." She put her hand across the table. "Very well, Mr. Trace, we have a deal."


            He stared down at her extended palm and then slowly reached out to solemnly shake her hand. She allowed him to crush her fingers for about two seconds and then she quickly withdrew her hand to safety. "What about your cats?"


            He shrugged. "They'll be fine for a week or so. I've left them on their own before. My neighbor will check their food and water."


            "How long will you need to pack?"


            "I packed last night."


            "You're suddenly very eager for the hunt."


            "When do you want to leave?"


            She took a breath. "I'll be ready as soon as I settle the motel bill."


            "Fine. We'll take my car. You can leave yours at my place."


            Sarah looked at him and wondered if she was really intuitive or just plain crazy.


            Half an hour later she signed the credit card slip in the motel office while Gideon waited out in the parking lot, leaning against the fender of his car.


            "You a close friend of Trace's?" The inquisitive-eyed little clerk glanced out the window and back at Sarah. He was a thin, balding man in his sixties, dressed in brown polyester pants and an aging polo shirt. He had been pleasant enough, but it was clear he had a keen interest in local gossip.


            "We're business associates," Sarah said crisply. She finished her scrawling signature with her usual flourish.


            "Business associates, huh? Didn't know Gideon had any business associates. Thought he worked on that treasure-hunting magazine of his all by himself."


            Sarah smiled loftily. "He's acting as a consultant for me. I'm doing some research on treasure hunting for a book."


            "That right? Interestin'. Never met a real-life writer before. Except for Gideon, of course. And he don't exactly write books, just articles for that magazine of his. The two of you goin' somewhere together?"


            "A business trip."


            "Right. A business trip." The clerk chuckled knowingly. "Wished we d had business trips like that in my day. Well, at least this time Trace won't be goin' off alone on one of his business trips."


            That stopped Sarah just as she started to turn away toward the door. "He's gone off on trips before?"


            "Well, sure. 'Bout once a year he just ups and disappears for a while. Sometimes as long as a month." The clerk winked. "I asked him once where he went and he said on vacation. You the one he's been vacationin' with all these years?"


            "I don't really think that's any of your business." Sarah closed the door behind her on the sound of the desk clerk's cackling laughter.


            Gideon straightened away from the fender and unfolded his arms. He scowled. "Old Jess give you a hard time?"


            "Not really."


            "Why's he falling all over himself laughing in there?"


            "He thinks he's a stand-up comedian."


            They drove both cars back to the big old house on the bluff. Machu Picchu sat placidly on the top step watching as Gideon transferred Sarah's luggage from her car to his. Ellora flitted about with an air of delicate concern. The silver-gray cat hung around Sarah, tangling herself up between Sarah's feet and asking to be picked up and held.


            When Sarah obligingly lifted Ellora into her arms, the cat purred.


            "I think she wants to come along," Sarah announced.


            "That's all we'd need. A couple of cats to keep track of while we're traipsing around the Cascades. Forget it. The cats are just fine staying here by themselves."


            Sarah held the cat up so she could look Ellora straight in the eye. "Hear that? You have to stay behind. But we'll miss you."


            There was a low, grumbling cat roar from the top step. Sarah glanced over and saw Machu looking more cold-eyed than ever. "You, too, Machu. You take good care of Ellora while we're gone."


            Machu Picchu looked away, his ears low on his broad head, tail moving in a slow, restless arc.


            "He hasn't got the most charismatic personality in the world," Gideon said, "but you can count on old Machu. He'll do a good job of taking care of Ellora and watching over the place, won't you, pal?" Gideon scratched the oversized cat briefly behind the ears. Machu tolerated the caress in stony silence.


            "When you're that big, you don't have to be charming, I suppose," Sarah said with a small smile.


            "Does that logic apply to human males or just to cats?" Gideon asked.


            "Just to cats." Sarah made a production out of checking the back seat of her car. "I guess that's everything," she said a little uneasily as she realized she was about to be cooped up with Gideon for several hours.


            "Don't lose your nerve now." Gideon calmly locked his front door.


            "I wasn't losing my nerve."


            "Having second thoughts?"


            "A few."


            "Don't worry. Something tells me you're going to like the treasure-hunting business. It's tailor-made for bright-eyed, gullible types like you."


            Sarah paid him no attention as she patted Ellora one last time. "Goodbye, Ellora. Don't let that beast push you around too much."


            Ellora purred more loudly, looking not the least bit concerned about being bullied by Machu Picchu. When Sarah put her down she trotted over to the steps and bounded up to station herself beside the big cat. Machu unbent so far as to touch noses with her in greeting. Then his big tail curved around her neat hindquarters. Ellora looked shamelessly smug.


            "Are you sure they'll be all right?"


            "They'll be fine. Stop looking for an excuse to delay things. We've got a long drive ahead of us."


            Sarah slid into the front seat and adjusted her seat belt. "I have to tell you, Gideon, that your sudden enthusiasm for this venture is making me nervous. What changed your mind? Did you decide the map and the legend are real, after all?"


            "I figure it's worth a shot." He swung the car out onto the narrow highway. He was silent for a minute or two before he said, "Couple of things you ought to know about treasure hunting, Sarah."


            "And you're going to tell me what I should know, right?"


            "Right."


            "I've told you, I don't like being lectured."


            "You came to me for advice. I intend to earn my share of the loot."


            "If we find it."


            "I thought you were already sure we would." He gave her a fleeting, mildly derisive glance.


            She ignored that. The truth was, she was almost certain they would find the Flowers. The problem now was what might happen when they did. "All right, expert. Tell me the couple of things I ought to know about the treasure-hunting business."


            "The most important thing is that we don't make a public production out of it. The less attention we attract, the better, especially if we do get lucky."


            "Why?"


            "Use your head, Sarah. If we do find the Flowers, we're talking about a tidy little fortune in gemstones. People have killed for less, believe me."


            That shocked her. "Good grief, I never thought of that."


            "Somehow that doesn't surprise me."


            "I can't believe we'd attract the attention of a killer."


            "That's the worst possible case. It's far more likely we'd attract the interest of other treasure hunters, curious tourists and little kids who would want to follow us around and watch while we dig. There might also be legal complications. Do you know who owns the old Fleetwood property now?"


            She smiled, vastly pleased with herself. "Yeah. Me."


            "You do?" That obviously startled him.


            "I bought it two months ago. It was incredibly cheap because it has no real value. It's lousy farmland by today's standards and it's not a good building site for a modern home. I'll sell it right after we find the Flowers."


            Gideon whistled softly. "I'm impressed."


            "About time."


            "All right, you've taken care of the major complication, the legal ownership of the land. But I still recommend we keep our plans quiet. Nothing pulls attention like a hunt for real treasure and attention usually means trouble for small operations like ours. If this were a major salvage operation to find a sunken ship, that would be one thing. We'd want investment money and plenty of media hype. But the two of us operating alone are highly vulnerable. We go in and we get out without making waves."


            Sarah debated briefly the wisdom of confiding that she'd mentioned the Flowers to one Jim Slaughter of Slaughter Enterprises and then decided not to say anything to Gideon. After all, she'd definitely told Slaughter she wasn't interested in either hiring him to help her find the earrings or in financing his downed-airplane-full-of-gold project. He was definitely out of the picture and if she mentioned him to her new consultant, Gideon might get nervous. Things were tricky enough at best right now.


            "Okay," Sarah said easily. "Very low profile. I understand. I figure we'll just check into a couple of rooms at a motel in the little mountain town that's near the property. We'll make the motel our home base. Who's going to notice our coming and going?"


            "Probably everyone in town," Gideon said.


            Sarah thought about that. "You really think so?"


            "Yes."


            "Well, what do you suggest we do?" she asked, irritated. "Camp out? I warn you, I'm not big on roughing it."


            "We don't need to go as far as setting up a tent."


            "Thank heavens." Sarah shuddered.


            "My suggestion is that we act like a couple of city folks on vacation in the mountains. You know, tourists who've come to take photographs of the spring wildflowers."


            "I didn't bring my camera."


            "I brought one."


            "That was very clever of you," she said with genuine admiration.


            His brows rose. "Thanks. Wait until you hear the rest of the cover story."


            "Cover story." Sarah tasted the words, her excitement reawakening rapidly. "I've always wanted to have a cover story. What's ours?"


            "As I said, a couple of people on vacation." He shot her a cool, assessing glance. "But it's going to look strange if we don't act like a real couple. A man and a woman traveling together are either lovers or business associates. Since we don't want anyone to know we're business associates, we have to look like lovers."


            Sarah turned her head to stare at him in amazement. "What on earth are you trying to say, Gideon?"


            His expression hardened. "We can't risk taking separate motel rooms the way you planned. Someone might notice and start asking why we always take off together during the day but don't sleep together at night."


            "Oh." She tried to absorb that slowly.


            "The legend of the Flowers is not unknown in the region where we're going. Someone with enough curiosity might put two and two together and decide to follow us. If they did, they'd see us head for the old Fleetwood property to dig every day and then we'd have problems."


            "You're suggesting we pass ourselves off as a couple of lovers? You think I'm going to share a room with you? After the way you've been treating me? Forget it, Gideon."


            "Don't get upset. This is business, remember? I'm not saying you have to sleep with me."


            "How very accommodating of you." Sarah crossed her arms under her breasts. "I don't like this cover story. Come up with another one."


            "It's the best one I can come up with at the moment." He glanced at her again. "Oh, hell, Sarah, don't act like I've just threatened your virtue. All I'm saying is that the best cover we can have is to look like two people involved in a relationship who are on vacation in the mountains. Nobody will pay any attention to us."


            "You do this a lot?"


            "Hell, no. What makes you say that?"


            "Old Jess, the motel clerk, said you have a habit of disappearing on vacation at least once a year."


            "A man's got a right to get away for a while."


            Sarah eyed him thoughtfully. Gideon looked annoyed but otherwise innocent of any lecherous intentions. "You're sure that traveling as a couple is the only good way to handle this?"


            "I think it's the best way under the circumstances." Gideon concentrated on watching a car in the side mirror. "Also the simplest. Simple explanations always work best."


            "You sound very knowledgeable on the subject."


            He shrugged. "Just using a little logic. Don't forget this is my field of expertise."


            She chewed on that for a moment. "You guarantee separate beds?"


            "For a woman who was convinced yesterday that I was the romantic hero of the century, you've sure changed your tune."


            "Gideon, I'm warning you—"


            "Sure. Separate beds. I've already taken care of it."


            She sucked in her breath. "You have?"


            "A friend of mine has a cabin up here that's not too far from your property. I called him last night. He said we could use it for a week.


            Sarah felt dazed. She had the distinct feeling that she was somehow losing control of the situation. She tried to imagine what it would be like sleeping under the same roof with Gideon Trace and her mind reeled. If he'd been falling in love with her during the past four months the way she had with him, that would be one thing. But this business of a one-sided attraction was very dangerous.


            On the other hand, the situation was fraught with tantalizing possibilities if she could just keep her head. She would have a chance to work on Gideon, a chance to let him get to know her.


            "All right. I'll go along with your idea for the sake of our cover story," Sarah said with sudden decision.


            He glanced at her and then shook his head in silent wonder. "You really are something, aren't you?"


            "Why do you say that? Because I trust you enough to share a cabin with you?"


            "Uh-huh."


            "This is now a business relationship, right?"


            "Right."


            "Well, I've known you long enough to be quite certain you'll be an honest, dependable, reliable business partner."


            "Amazing. As I said, you shouldn't be allowed out without a leash."


            "Stop complaining. This is all your idea and you are the expert, aren't you?"


            "I keep telling myself that."
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              GIDEON RISKED A FEW GLANCES at Sarah's face as he set the luggage on the bare floor of the rustic cabin. He closed the door carefully, unable to tell what she was thinking. He wondered if she was wrinkling her nose in that interesting fashion because she didn't like the looks of the old, run-down place or because she was starting to have a few additional reservations about sharing it with him.


              Personally, he was still stunned by his own daring and astounded by the success of his small coup. He couldn't quite believe he'd pulled it off. She was here with him under the same roof. In fact, she'd hardly put up any argument at all.


              He still didn't know whether to be insulted or delighted or irritated by her ready trust, though. It was possible she'd gone along with the idea of posing as a couple on vacation simply because she had written him off completely as a potential lover.


              Or had she abandoned the notion of seduction as a tactic now that he'd agreed to go on the quest for a share of the profits? Either way, he had no reason to feel so euphoric. But he did.


              The fact of the matter was that, after blundering in where an intelligent angel would fear to tread, Sarah had tried to pull back to safe territory and he had rather neatly prevented her from doing so. Gideon was quite pleased with himself. He had managed to salvage the situation after nearly wrecking it.


              "Not much, is it?" He followed her glance around the cabin they had rented for a week. There was one bed in a small room off to the left and a sagging couch near the old brick hearth. The kitchen was tiny but it had a refrigerator and a stove and all the necessities. They wouldn't be forced to locate a restaurant every day.


              "Actually it's quite picturesque." Sarah set down the bag of groceries she had bought en route to the cabin. She wandered over to the hearth, her hands thrust into the back pockets of her jeans. "Very atmospheric, in fact. A lonely cabin in the woods. Who knows what might have happened in a place like this in the past? Maybe one of these days I'll—"


              "Use it in a book?"


              She smiled briefly. "Yes."


              "Think you'll ever use me in a book?"


              "I already have. Several of them."


              He wasn't sure how to take that, but it sounded positive. "The guy who rented this place to me said the couch pulled out into a bed. I'll take that."


              "It doesn't look very comfortable."


              "Is that an invitation to share the other bed with you?"


              "Of course not," she snapped. "Don't tease, Gideon. This is a business relationship now, remember? That's the only kind of relationship you seem to want."


              Sure. That's why I spent an hour on the phone last night trying to locate the owner of this place. That's why I agreed to pay him in-season rates even though it's not summer yet, Gideon thought. "Sorry about the cabin," he muttered gruffly. "I guess the motel rooms would have been more comfortable."


              Sarah turned her head, her fey eyes registering surprise just before she stepped into the bedroom. "There's nothing wrong with the cabin. It's a perfect location for an adventure. This may be a business deal to you, Gideon, but for me finding the Flowers is still an exciting idea."


              She closed the door before he could think of an adequate response.


              Some time later, after a meal of ravioli with pesto sauce that Sarah had somehow magically produced in the kitchen amid incredible chaos, Gideon wandered around the cabin, checking the locks on the windows. They were about what he'd expected—not much better than paper clips.


              Things seemed to have gotten off to a promising start. Of course there had been that one brief moment of panic on Sarah's part when she'd realized the kitchen didn't have a dishwasher but she'd calmed down when Gideon had made her an offer she couldn't refuse.


              "You take care of the cooking and I'll handle the cleanup," he'd suggested.


              "It's a deal. I told you that you had all the makings of a real hero," she'd retorted cheerfully.


              He studied the decrepit sofa, wondering if it would fall apart completely when he pulled it out into a bed. He gave it a tentative yank.


              It survived the jolt but the lumps did not look promising.


              He stood looking down at it while he listened to Sarah rustling around in the bathroom. It had been a long time since he'd shared quarters with a woman. The realization of just how long it had been made him feel old.


              On the other hand, the fact that he was getting aroused just listening to Sarah undress behind the closed door had definite youthful implications. You're only as old as you feel, Trace. Right now he felt he could hold his own with any young stud of twenty. Too bad the lady was no longer throwing herself at him.


              He had what he'd decided he wanted last night as he'd sat brooding in the shadows of his aging house. He'd set up this scene in his own heavy-handed way but now he wasn't certain how to play it. Sarah no longer showed any signs of wanting to be swept off her feet by him.


              As usual, his timing was excellent with everything except women.


              Gideon wondered if he'd lost his only shot at playing hero.


              The door of the bathroom opened.


              Sarah stood there enveloped in a green velour robe that she'd belted around her small waist. Her hair was loose around her shoulders and her face was freshly scrubbed. She looked touchingly vulnerable and at the same time incredibly sexy.


              "It's all yours," she said as she headed toward the bedroom.


              He figured she meant the bathroom, not the body in the velour robe. "Thanks." He knew he was staring. The bedroom door closed firmly.


              Gideon sighed, picked up his shaving kit and headed for the bath. The small room was still warm and moist. He felt big and awkward standing in the middle of the tiny place, as if he had accidentally invaded a medieval maiden's private bower. A bright yellow toothbrush stood at attention in a glass on the sink and a hairbrush lay on the counter next to the toothpaste tube.


              The top had been left off the toothpaste. Automatically Gideon replaced it.


              Ten minutes later he went back out into the main room. No crack of light showed under the bedroom door. He stood for a moment, trying to think of something clever to do next. The only action that came readily to mind was to open the bedroom door and that was out of the question.


              Business partners.


              "Damn." So much for sweeping her off her feet. He wondered if she'd brought along any of her books that featured his doppelganger as a hero. Maybe he could figure out how to proceed if he saw himself in action.


              His mouth quirked ruefully as he undressed and slid into the cold, uncomfortable bed. It was disconcerting to think of himself as a hero in a novel of romantic suspense. Be interesting to read the sex scenes.


              Half an hour later he was still awake, his hands folded behind his head, his mind playing with the image of Sarah wearing nothing but a pair of. antique earrings, when the bedroom door opened softly. He went very still.


              "Gideon?" Sarah's voice was low and hesitant.


              "Yeah?"


              "Are you asleep?"


              "Not any more."


              "Good. Because I've been thinking."


              She came farther into the room. Gideon turned his head and looked at her in the shadows. He could just barely make out the fact that her feet were bare on the hardwood floor. Her hands were thrust into the sleeves of her robe.


              "Something wrong?" he asked, wondering if she'd already seen through his flimsy excuse for sharing a cabin and had decided to complain.


              "Yes." Her chin came up determinedly. "Yes, there is something wrong. Very wrong."


              So much for his cleverness. "What is it, Sarah?"


              "I have to know something." She started pacing the length of the room, looking more medieval than ever in the darkness as the robe floated around her small, bare ankles. "I realize that I should probably just let it go, but I can't. I have to find out what went wrong. I can't believe I was this mistaken a second time."


              "Sarah…"


              She stopped him with a raised hand. "Just tell me the truth and I promise I won't ask anything personal again." She went as far as she could in the small space available, swung around and started back in the other direction. "Why don't you trust me?"


              That caught him off guard. "It's not a matter of trusting you," Gideon said cautiously.


              "Yes, it is. You don't. Why?" She was still pacing. "I mean, is your inability to trust me based on some significant event in your past? Do you distrust all women? Did your marriage sour you on the female of the species? Or is it something about me, personally. Did I just come on too strong? Was that it? I know I'm not always subtle."


              Gideon groaned. "Look, I'm not real good at conversations like this."


              "Talk, Gideon. I've been your friend for four months. The least you can do is tell me why you still don't trust me."


              "Damn it, why do you have to take it personally?"


              "Because it is personal."


              He began to get annoyed. "You're a demanding little thing, aren't you? Demanding and arrogant."


              '"Arrogant."


              "Yeah, arrogant. Who do you think you are, Sarah Fleetwood? You just explode in my life like a firecracker. You tell me you think we're meant for each other on the basis of a handful of letters as if you're my mail-order bride or something and, oh, by the way, would I help you recover a fortune in lost jewels. And you wonder why I've got a few questions about your motives?"


              She paused at the far end of the room again. He could see she was nibbling on her lower lip. "Put like that, it does sound a little strange, doesn't it?"


              "Strange is right."


              "I still think there's more to it than that." She resumed her pacing. "Are you sure there isn't something in your past that's making you extra cautious about trusting me?"


              "Sarah, I'm forty years old. I'm not exactly a naive, trusting innocent. And if you had any sense, you wouldn't be, either. The world does not reward naïveté. I would have thought getting left at the altar would have taught you that much."


              "I am not naive, damn it. And leave Richard out of this. You're evading the point."


              "What do you want? A complete history of my life to date so you can psychoanalyze my reasons for being cautious about you? Don't hold your breath."


              "What was your wife like?"


              "Good Lord, you don't let go of something once you've glommed onto it, do you?"


              "No. Was she pretty?"


              "Yeah."


              "Was she kind?"


              That made Gideon flounder for a split second. He had never thought of Leanna as kind. She had been too wrapped up in her career and her own emotional problems to be kind to others. She had needed kindness, but she hadn't dispensed much of it. On the other hand she certainly hadn't been vicious, he reminded himself. Just a little mixed up about what she wanted.


              "You think kindness is important in a beautiful, sexy woman?" he asked derisively.


              "Of course, it is. It's important in anyone."


              "What cloud have you been living on? Look, everyone liked Leanna and, as I recall, she was fond of small animals so she certainly couldn't have been unkind, right? She was also very intelligent, very attractive and very sophisticated."


              "Oh."


              Gideon smiled grimly in the darkness. Sarah sounded woefully disappointed. Obviously she'd been hoping to hear that Leanna was a bitch. But Leanna had not been a bitch, just an unhappy, confused young woman who'd turned to Gideon at a low point in her life and then realized her mistake.


              "She was also published," he added, not knowing why he felt compelled to twist the knife. It was as though he had to find a way to rip through the iridescent veil of Sarah's bright-eyed optimism and discover what lay underneath.


              "She wrote?" Sarah sounded more wretched than ever. "Like me?"


              "No, not like you. She was an assistant professor at a small college in Oregon when I met her. She wrote articles on archaeology for academic journals."


              "I see. Important, scholarly stuff." Sarah was obviously getting more depressed by the minute.


              Gideon suddenly felt as if he'd been pulling wings off a fly. "The only problem Leanna and I had was that she wasn't in love with me. She just thought she was for a while. She tried, I'll give her credit for that."


              "What happened, Gideon?"


              "We split when she realized she loved someone else."


              "Someone with flash, you said?"


              "Did I?" Gideon frowned, remembering the brief conversation on previous marriages he'd had with Sarah yesterday. "I did say that, didn't I? Yeah. She found someone with flash and she went for it the way a trout goes for a bright, shiny lure."


              "Did you try to stop her?"


              "I tried to tell her she was making a mistake. The guy she fell for didn't have it in him to be faithful to any woman for long. I warned her she wasn't going to be happy with him. But she thought she could change him."


              "She married him?"


              "No. They got engaged as soon as our divorce was final, but he was killed before the marriage could take place."


              "How sad. For all of you. But maybe that way Leanna never had a chance to find out what a louse he really was."


              Gideon shrugged. "Maybe. I never saw her again after the divorce. I heard she remarried a couple of years ago. A college professor. With any luck she picked the right man this time."


              "That's very generous of you," Sarah said with obvious admiration. Her voice glowed with approval.


              "It is, isn't it?" He grinned briefly and was surprised by his own amusement. It was certainly the first time he'd ever found anything at all humorous about his divorce. Something about Sarah seeing him as benevolent, kind and generous was very entertaining, however.


              "Does this mean you're not carrying a torch for her?" The hope in Sarah's voice was unmistakable.


              "Carrying torches is a waste of time."


              "Well, that's certainly true. Unless, of course, you're thinking of someday trying to fan the flames?"


              "I'm not. I learned a long time ago never to look back."


              There was silence from the far end of the room. Gideon could feel Sarah mulling over the information he had given her. Her head was bent in concentration.


              "This man your ex-wife married," Sarah said at last, "the one with flash, was he a friend of yours, by any chance?"


              Gideon didn't move. His momentary flare of amusement evaporated. "I knew him."


              "Ah. So he was a friend of yours. A close friend?"


              He didn't like the sound of that. "It's not what you think, Sarah."


              "Sure it is." She obviously felt she had hold of something important now. She started pacing the floor again. "Your wife betrayed you with your best friend. Very simple. Tragic, but simple. It explains everything, especially your inability to trust me."


              "What the hell are you talking about? Do you always leap to conclusions like this?"


              "Sometimes. Gideon, having your wife betray you with your best friend is not a minor event. Wars have been fought over less."


              "I'm not planning on starting any wars. Besides, I told you, the guy's dead and Leanna's remarried. There's nothing left to fight over even if I was so inclined."


              "Which you're not. A very hopeful sign. Okay, now I think I've finally got a handle on our relationship. This is the curse from your past that needs lifting, isn't it? Just like in the story of 'Beauty and the Beast.' "


              "What the hell are you talking about?"


              "Relax, Gideon. I was just using a familiar metaphor from the old fairy tale. Put in modern terms, the fact is, I was missing some of this information from the beginning. That's why I botched up our initial meeting. It was all my fault. I rushed things."


              Gideon was beginning to get that uneasy sense of being left behind in her dust again. "Sarah, don't go flying off on some new tangent, okay?"


              She ignored him as she paced faster and faster. A fresh sense of anticipation was radiating from her in waves of energy Gideon could almost feel.


              "I realize now you need plenty of time to get to know me so that you'll be able to see how totally different I am from both your best friend and your ex-wife," Sarah said.


              "You've never even met either of them."


              "That doesn't mean I can't figure out what their problems were."


              "What is this? Instant psychoanalysis?"


              "Common sense and a touch of intuition. I know a lot about you now, so I can make some good guesses about the other two people who were involved in this mess." Sarah spun around at the far end of the room and buzzed past Gideon, robe flying. "Let's take Leanna first: neurotic with problems of her own that she was trying to use a husband to resolve."


              Gideon blinked owlishly, taken back by the accuracy of that comment. "Of all the idiotic conclusions," he growled. "You don't know what you're talking about. You don't know any of the people involved, except me."


              "Knowing you is enough. Any woman who couldn't see what a terrific husband you'd make is immature, neurotic and probably trapped in her own emotional problems. I'm sorry to have to tell you that, Gideon, but I'm afraid it's the truth. How old was Leanna when you married her?"


              He propped himself up on one elbow, scowling at her as she went whizzing past the bed again. "Twenty-five, I think, why?"


              Sarah was nodding to herself. "Twenty-five going on seventeen. Some people, male and female, are still awfully immature at twenty-five. They often don't know what they really want. Some people go through their whole lives never knowing what they really want. Add to that immaturity a certain lack of brainpower or a lot of personal problems and you've got a powder keg of a marriage."


              "I've already told you my ex was not exactly a dummy."


              "I'm talking about common sense, not academic ability. There's a world of difference. It's common sense that makes people act intelligently, not education. All education does is give you a wider frame of reference to utilize when you're using your common sense to go over your options. A lot of people with Ph.D.'s make stupid decisions because they lack common sense. Now, then. Give me a minute to think this through."


              "Take your time." Gideon was exasperated. He wondered how he'd ever gotten involved in this crazy discussion.


              "Don't be sarcastic. This is important. Critical to our whole future together, in fact."


              He shook his head, watching her in disbelief as she went to stand at the window. He was suddenly out of patience. If she came waltzing by the sofa one more time he was going to grab her and pull her down beside him. "Sarah, I don't know what's going through that weird brain of yours, but I think it would be best if you went back to bed."


              She turned to face him. "Yes, you're probably right. I can finish thinking about this in my own room. No need to keep you awake while I go over all this information in detail. Good night, Gideon."


              Anger surged through him. How dared she presume to analyze and dissect him like this? He made a grab for her as she glided past him on her way back to the bedroom.


              He heard her soft gasp of surprise as his fingers locked around her wrist. "You think you know it all, don't you?" he muttered. He drew her inexorably toward him, playing seriously with the idea of dragging her down onto the bed. It would be so easy. She was so small and delicate.


              "Gideon?" Her eyes were very wide now.


              "Somebody ought to give you the lesson you need."


              "You may be right," she agreed tremulously. "But, please, not tonight. I'm not sure I could handle it." She leaned down and gave him a quick, fleeting kiss on his cheek.


              Gideon jerked back as if he'd been burned. Unthinkingly he released her. Sarah instantly sailed on past him into the safety of her bedroom. Gideon rubbed his cheek and scowled into the darkness as her door closed softly behind her.


              Intent on inducing a little healthy fear in her, he had been expecting a struggle, not the small, gentle caress he had received. Her reaction had startled him and he'd let her go before he'd realized quite what he was doing, he told himself, thoroughly irritated.


              He lay there for a moment, aware that he was breathing a little heavily and feeling baffled. Then he rolled onto his back and stared at the shadows on the ceiling. This must have been how poor old Machu Picchu had felt in the first days after Ellora's arrival.


              


              SARAH ROSE AT DAWN the next morning, feeling very much her normal cheerful, optimistic self again. After several intense hours of close thought during the night, her mind was clear and serene once more. She was back on track at last and she knew what had to be done. Hurrying over to the wooden chair in the corner, she grabbed her robe, slipped into it and opened the bedroom door.


              Gideon was still asleep, sprawled on the sofa bed, the sheets and blankets bunched at his waist. He was lying on his stomach and the sleek expanse of his well-muscled back was a riveting sight in the early light. Sarah longed to stroke him, the way she would have stroked one of his cats.


              But she knew that would be a mistake. He would only assume she was still trying to seduce him for her own nefarious purposes. Which she was, of course, she thought with a grin. She was determined to make him fall in love with her. But the seduction was going to take a slightly different form than originally planned. This was not the time to be obvious.


              She hurried through her morning routine in the bathroom, trying not to use up all the hot water. Gideon would not appreciate a cold shower. On the way back to her own room, she saw that he had not moved. She took one last, wistful look at his powerfully built shoulders and went to finish dressing.


              A few minutes later, wearing jeans and a shirt, her hair tied up out of the way at the back of her head, she made her way into the kitchen. It didn't take long to locate the pans she needed. She opened the refrigerator.


              Within minutes she had filled the cabin with the inviting aroma of fresh-brewed coffee. The counters were cluttered with utensils, plates and a frying pan she had set out.


              She was humming to herself as she whisked pancake batter in a large bowl when she realized she was no longer alone in the kitchen. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Gideon standing in the doorway. He had put on his jeans and nothing else. He scanned the kitchen, rubbing absently at the dark shadow of his beard.


              "Do you always make this much of a racket in the morning?" he asked.


              "Uh-huh. Are you always this grouchy?" She put a pan of syrup on the stove to heat.


              "One of the things about cats is that they don't complain about my mood in the mornings. What are you making? Pancakes?"


              "Yep. With real maple syrup. None of that caramel-colored sugar water for us. Run along and take your shower. Everything will be ready as soon as you get out of the bathroom."


              "Why?"


              "Why what?"


              "Why the fancy breakfast?"


              She debated briefly how much to tell him and then decided he might as well know what he was facing. "Because it's the first step in the courtship, if you must know the truth."


              "Courtship." He looked dumbfounded. "What the devil are you talking about now?"


              She stopped whisking the pancake batter and turned around to face him. "I figure your problem is that I went too fast."


              "My problem, huh?"


              "Right. Thanks to our conversation last night and all the thinking I did afterward, I have a much better idea of how to handle you now."


              His eyes flashed with something that might have been amusement. "That's certainly a relief to hear."


              "Laugh if you must, but it's true." She pointed the dripping whisk straight at him. "I can see that when I arrived on your doorstep, I was already light-years ahead of you in terms of my position within our relationship."


              "Hell. Are you still on that kick?"


              "Of course. What we need to do is let you catch up with me. Your progress has been severely retarded by the fact that you've got a few unpleasant events in your past that have made you gun-shy when it comes to relationships. In short, you're afraid I might be as foolish and as uncertain of what I really want as your ex-wife was. You don't trust my judgment."


              "I didn't say Leanna was foolish or uncertain."


              "No, but it's obvious she was if she actually thought she wanted someone else instead of you."


              "I don't know what makes you think I'm such a hell of a catch, but—"


              "On top of having your wife desert you, you also had the traumatic experience of being betrayed by a close male friend. In short, you've got a legitimate fear of being betrayed by people you trust. You're carrying some serious scars. You've obviously learned to keep yourself aloof from people who try to get too close to you. You've gotten in the habit of questioning everyone's motives. It's entirely understandable."


              Gideon stared at her. "No kidding?"


              "Don't act so insulted. We're all shaped emotionally by our pasts even when our rational mind tells us we don't have to repeat our mistakes. If we're reasonably intelligent, we're afraid we might repeat those mistakes. If we're not too intelligent or self-aware we go on repeating them. Either way, it's hard to break the cycle."


              Gideon propped one shoulder against the doorjamb. He looked fascinated. "What hang-ups have you got from your traumatic experience of being left at the altar?"


              "Well, for one thing, you'd never find me waiting in a wedding dress in front of a church full of people again, that's for sure."


              "You don't plan to marry?" he asked slowly.


              "I didn't say that. I just wouldn't risk a big wedding with all the trimmings. Believe me, if I ever decide to try it again, it'll be a quick trip to Vegas or Reno." She grinned. "See? We all have our scars. Rationally I tell myself that I wouldn't screw up and make such a major error in judgment again. I'll be sure of what I'm doing the next time and it will be perfectly safe to plan a big wedding if that's what I wanted."


              "But you won't plan one?"


              She shook her head swiftly. "No, I won't. Emotionally I couldn't face it. I couldn't bear to risk that sort of humiliation again, no matter how sure I was of the man I was marrying. Just the prospect of addressing invitations to all the people who witnessed the first fiasco is enough to make me cringe." She shook off the old pain and smiled reassuringly. "You see? That's how our mistakes affect us. We try to learn from them, to protect ourselves and in doing so we sometimes err on the side of caution."


              He watched her intently. "If I'd have been there, I'd have nailed the bastard's hide to the wall."


              Sarah was instantly warmed by the unexpected words. She smiled mistily. "Gideon, that's about the nicest thing anyone's ever said to me. Thank you."


              "Forget it." He came toward her.


              Sarah felt the immediate tingle of sensual awareness ripple through her. She wasn't sure what the determination in Gideon's eyes meant, however. Instinctively she stepped back and found herself up against the kitchen counter. "Gideon?"


              He didn't halt, just kept coming toward her until he was looming over her, crowding her against the counter. He was overwhelming when he was this close. Sarah was mesmerized by the pattern of crisp, curling hair on his broad chest. She gripped the whisk handle as if it were a lifeline to sanity.


              Deliberately he reached out and removed the bowl of pancake batter and the whisk from her frozen fingers.


              "Gideon, I don't think…"


              "Sarah," he muttered, his voice lower and grittier than usual as his hands slid up her arms to her shoulders, "let's get something understood here. You don't have to go through a lot of crazy rationalization or try to see me through rose-colored glasses if all you really want is for me to take you to bed. I'll be glad to lay you down on that sofa over there right now."


              Sarah panicked. "Don't you dare do this to me, Gideon Trace. This is a relationship we're building here. I'm not about to let you reduce it to nothing more than a roll in the hay."


              "I wasn't going to do that."


              "Yes, you were. That's exactly what you were going to do and I won't have it, do you hear me?"


              He winced as her voice rose hysterically. "Believe me, I hear you."


              "I mean it. Every word. This is very important to me. I gave it hours of thought last night and I know how I'm going to handle everything. Things are back on track now and I won't let you mess it all up with sex."


              He smiled faintly, his mouth very close to hers. "I kind of like the thought of messing it up with sex. I'm not the knight in shining armor you seem to think I am, but I'll certainly do my best to give you what you want in bed."


              "No."


              He kissed her before she could find a way to deflect him. Sarah struggled furiously for a moment and then capitulated with a small, trembling sigh as his mouth moved on hers. He was so real, this man who had filled her thoughts and her heart for the past four months. How could she resist his kiss?


              It was no wonder she was vulnerable on this front, she thought fleetingly. Everything felt so right when he kissed her. She flexed her nails experimentally on his shoulders and he responded with a heavy groan.


              She could feel his strong thighs pushing against her and there was no mistaking the solid evidence of his early morning desire. His beard scraped along her cheek in a way that was unbelievably sexy.


              "Gideon." His name was torn from her in a breathless gasp. She could feel his teeth on her earlobe now. The sensation was driving her wild. Frantically she fought to hold on to her common sense. "Gideon, no. Not like this. Not until you're ready."


              "I'm ready. Believe me, I'm ready."


              "No, damn it, not yet. Please."


              He broke the kiss at last, but he didn't release her. His eyes were as green as emeralds as he looked down into her upturned face. She knew she was trembling and she also knew the heat she felt was probably evident on her flushed cheeks.


              "You really want me, don't you?" Beneath the blatant, masculine desire in his gaze was an odd, bemused look. "You really do want me. I've never had a woman look at me quite the way you're looking at me now."


              "Of course, I want you." She glowered at him, trying to hide her flustered emotions. "I've never made any secret of that. But that's got nothing to do with it. You need time to realize you want me, too."


              "I do want you."


              "I mean, really want me."


              "I really want you." Sexy amusement lit his eyes again.


              Sarah grabbed the dripping whisk and threatened him with it. "Stop teasing me and go take a shower, you beast. And when you come back into this kitchen, you are going to behave yourself, is that clear?"


              He grinned slowly, his eyes alight with a sensual promise that made her ache to throw herself back into his arms. "Real clear. Be interesting to see how you enforce your own rules." He turned and sauntered out of the kitchen.
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                TWO DAYS LATER, Sarah again succumbed to serious self-doubts. Conducting the courtship of a man might be a feasible notion if the object of the effort was shy and retiring by nature but Gideon was definitely not shy or retiring.


                What he was, was difficult and maddeningly unpredictable. He was also proving dangerous on a sensual level.


                Having discovered just how vulnerable she was to his kisses, he tormented her with them. He seemed to delight in catching her off guard and pulling her into his arms for a quick, stolen caress that inevitably left her feeling giddy and breathless.


                But whenever she tried to introduce a serious, personal topic or questioned him about his past, he became as silent and uncommunicative as a mountain.


                She could not tell if she was making any progress at all.


                And the courtship wasn't the only area that wasn't progressing with satisfying rapidity. They had not broken the code on the map and Sarah was getting frustrated. She had expected the actual treasure hunt to go smoothly.


                "You're too impatient," Gideon remarked as they tromped back and forth across the heavily wooded acreage that had once been owned by Emelina Fleetwood.


                There was very little left of Emelina Fleetwood's home, just a tumbledown cabin that was completely bare inside. Some distance away from where the house stood was the collapsed wall of what might have been the barn. A few feet from the back door of the cabin itself were several boards left from what might have been an outhouse. Rusty nails and a couple of pieces of metal from some old farm equipment were scattered around the ruins.


                Almost everything had long since been reclaimed by the forest. The multitude of owners who had tried to farm the place since Emelina's time had not made any noticeable improvements.


                "Two whole days, Gideon, and we've gotten nowhere."


                "People spent most of the century looking for the Titanic, They're still looking for Kidd's and Laffite's gold. And they still haven't found Amelia Earhart's plane. Treasure hunting requires time and effort and plenty of patience."


                "But we've got a map."


                "You keep saying that. Your precious map isn't a magic talisman, you know. It's just a crude sketch that could have been made by almost anyone at any time and mean almost anything."


                "I'm sure the map is genuine. It's a family heirloom."


                "You got any idea of how many family heirlooms are nothing but junk?"


                "This isn't junk. There shouldn't be any problem. Darn it, this is your area of expertise. Why can't you figure out what this code means?" She scanned the odd notes in front of her. "Sixty, ninety and a straight line connecting two dots with the number twenty-five beside it. Then the phrase, 'White rock at intersection of B and C. Ten paces due north.' I tell you, Gideon, we're overlooking something obvious here."


                "Yeah. A white boulder."


                "That, too. Where do you suppose it is?" She looked around as she had countless times during the past two days and saw nothing of a white rock.


                "It probably got washed away or covered up with mud and debris years ago. People who bury treasure expect to dig it up again within a few months or years at the most. They often use transient points of reference like an outhouse or a tree or something else that could easily be gone by the time the next generation comes looking for grandpa's gold."


                Sarah wrinkled her nose. "An outhouse?"


                "Sure. That was a favorite place to bank the retirement funds in the old days. Who would go looking for gold in an outhouse?"


                "You, obviously." She laughed up at him. "Ever find any that way?"


                "I refuse to respond to that on the grounds that it may make me look like an idiot."


                Sarah giggled. "You did, didn't you?"


                "It was a long time ago." Gideon came to a halt. "Isn't it time for lunch, yet?"


                "You know, Gideon, there are times when I get the feeling you're only in this for the food. You've been showing an uncommon interest in mealtimes since I cooked that first dinner for you."


                "Hey, how was I to know you could cook? And what are you complaining about, anyway? The way to a man's heart is through his stomach."


                Sarah slid him a sidelong glance. "Is that true? Am I getting closer?"


                He threw a heavy arm around her shoulders and pulled her against his side for a moment. His lips moved sensually in her sun-warmed hair. "You're welcome to get as close as you want, Sarah."


                "Unfortunately your idea of close is not the same as mine. Not yet, at any rate."


                "Are you sure of that?" He boldly let his hand glide over the curve of her breast.


                "Positive." She pushed free of the tempting embrace and stalked across the small clearing in back of the old cabin to where she had left the picnic basket.


                Gideon followed more slowly, his eyes thoughtful. "What happens if we find the earrings, Sarah?"


                "When, not if, we find them." She knelt on the ground and spread out the red and white checked cloth she had brought along in the basket. "And what happens is that you get one pair and I get the other four. Just like we agreed."


                "And then you go back to Seattle and I go home to my place on the coast?" He settled down on the ground, one leg drawn up.


                She thought about that as she unwrapped tuna fish sandwiches. "No, of course not. This is a long-term plan I'm working on here. But I haven't made all the decisions. I'm not exactly sure how to handle our relationship after we find the earrings. I can't just move in with you, yet. You're not ready for that."


                "I'm not?" He took a big bite out of his sandwich.


                "No. So it looks like it'll be a long-distance commute for a while. Which won't be easy because I'm scheduled to start a new book next month. Once I start working on it I won't have a lot of free time."


                "And I've got a magazine to get out by the first of every month."


                "Things will get complicated, won't they? But we'll manage somehow."


                "More likely once we find the earrings you'll go back to your real world and that'll be the end of my courtship," Gideon said flatly. He took another large bite of his sandwich.


                "No, that's not the way it will be."


                "I think it will be exactly that way, Sarah."


                "Damn it, you really do think I just brought you along so you could help me find my treasure, don't you? You think that once we've found it, I'll give up courting you."


                "I think I'd assign a high probability to that scenario."


                "Is it so hard for you to develop a little faith in me?"


                "I'm supposed to have faith in you after knowing you for all of three days?"


                "Stop saying that. We've known each other for four whole months."


                "We were pen pals for four months, not lovers."


                Without any warning, Sarah found herself very close to losing her temper. "Pen pals. Yes, that's what we were and you liked it that way, didn't you? In fact, I'll bet you preferred it that way because you didn't have to take any risks or make any commitments. Letter writing is a very safe way to conduct an affair, isn't it?"


                "It has a few advantages," he agreed, obviously satisfied at having provoked her. "But it also has a few distinct disadvantages." He leered cheerfully at her. "Now that I've met you in the flesh, I can see what I was missing when all I was getting were recipes."


                With a supreme act of willpower, Sarah pulled herself back from the brink. She had been on the verge of flying into a genuine rage, she realized, shaken. Gideon had done this deliberately.


                "Stop teasing me, Gideon."


                "I'm not teasing you. I mean every word. What do you say we make a deal? You've had your four months of letters. Let me have four months of you in bed, regardless of whether or not we find your earrings. Then we'll decide what sort of relationship we've got."


                Sarah refolded the sandwich wrapper with shaking fingers. "Don't talk like that, Gideon."


                "You don't like the terms?" he asked, voice hardening. "That doesn't surprise me. You don't get much out of it under those conditions, do you? All right, I'll make the deal contingent on finding the earrings. If we do turn them up, I get my four months."


                "I said stop it damn you." She threw the unfinished portion of her sandwich back into the basket and leaped to her feet. The sunlight still poured into the clearing but the warmth had gone out of the day. She was suddenly feeling very cold.


                There was a long silence during which Sarah stood with her back to Gideon, her hands thrust into the pockets of her jeans. A lazy breeze ruffled the delicate wildflowers scattered around her feet. She could not bring herself to turn around for fear Gideon would see the hint of tears in her eyes.


                The sound of another sandwich being unwrapped behind her finally broke the spell.


                "Sorry," Gideon growled. "I was pushing it, wasn't I?"


                "Yes, you were." Sarah turned back to watch as he wolfed down another of her sandwiches. "Why?"


                "Why?" He looked momentarily blank. "Because I want to take you to bed. Why else?"


                "You're going about it the wrong way."


                "Yeah, I got that feeling. Sit down and eat the rest of your lunch, Sarah. I'll work on keeping my mouth shut."


                Moodily she dropped back down onto the ground, folding her legs tailor-fashion. Her appetite was gone. "I was so sure this was going to work, but I'm not getting anywhere."


                "You've only been looking for the earrings for two days. There's a lot of territory left to cover around here."


                "I didn't mean the treasure hunt."


                "I see. You meant our famous relationship. Well, don't get impatient about that, either. You haven't given it any more time than you've given the treasure hunt."


                "I've given it four whole months."


                "More like three whole days."


                She dropped her forehead down onto her updrawn knees and took ten deep breaths. When she raised her head again, her emotions were calmer once more. "Let's talk about the treasure, since we don't seem to be able to discuss our relationship."


                "That'a girl. Stick to the real stuff. The stuff you can count on. Nothing like knowing you're sitting somewhere near a cache of jewels to take your mind off a courtship, is there?"


                Sarah lost it then. All the self-control she had been practicing for the past few minutes disintegrated in a


                flash. "You sarcastic, hateful, son of a… Don't you dare talk to me like that. Do you hear me? Not ever. I won't tolerate it. I'm trying to give you a proper courtship—trying to give you time to catch up with me in this relationship. The least you could do is be polite."


                Gideon narrowed his eyes, his expression suddenly fierce. He reached for her, caught her arm and dragged her across his lap to cradle her in a grip of steel.


                "I'm sorry," he muttered over and over again as his big hands stroked her. "I'm sorry. You're right. I'm not used to trusting people and I'm not any good at dealing with women. If you want gallantry and charm and trust, you're going to have to look somewhere else."


                She huddled against him, aware of the tension that was tightening his whole body. Her fury evaporated. "You really are a beast, aren't you? Your first instinct is to bite that hand that's trying to feed you."


                "I said I'm sorry," he said again. His fingers moved in her hair.


                "I don't know if I can believe that."


                "It's the truth. I shouldn't have pushed you like that." He drew his head back to look down into her glistening eyes. "But I can't guarantee you it won't happen again."


                "You have a long way to go to catch up with me, don't you? A lot further than I thought at first."


                "So? Are you going to give up on me?"


                She shook her head slowly. "No."


                "Sarah…"


                She put her fingers over his lips. "And don't, I warn you, make any cracks about me not giving up on you until you've helped me find the Flowers. If you say anything even close to that, I swear I won't be responsible for my actions."


                He shut his mouth and squeezed her so tightly she thought her ribs would crack.


                


                THE NEXT MORNING Sarah awoke with more doubts. The gentling of Gideon Trace was proving to be a formidable task.


                The man was like a wild animal that had once been wounded. The bleeding had stopped long ago and he had recovered physically, but the scars would forever make him cautious about trusting anyone.


                The coffee was brewing and the biscuits were in the oven. In a few minutes she and Gideon would sit down to breakfast just like two people who were involved in a real relationship.


                She was deliberately trying to give Gideon a taste of what living with her would be like but she couldn't tell yet if she was having any impact.


                Perhaps the treasure hunt had been a bad idea. She considered that thought very seriously as she slipped outside to taste the morning air while she waited for Gideon to finish shaving.


                It was beginning to dawn on her that she might have made a drastic mistake in using the treasure hunt as an opening for contacting Gideon Trace.


                Perhaps the truth was, she had only herself to blame for some of his wariness.


                How would she have felt if some stranger with whom she had conducted only a casual correspondence suddenly showed up on her doorstop and said he wanted to have a relationship while they searched for a fortune in jewels?


                Sarah grimaced and dug her toe into the ground. Perhaps she should call a halt to the treasure hunt for now and go back to square one. She had been convinced somehow that the Fleetwood Flowers and Gideon were linked and it had seemed natural to pursue the two of them together. But she might have been wrong about that part of things.


                Certainly her relationship with Gideon was the most important part of the equation. Perhaps she should give it her full attention for now.


                Equation.


                Sarah blinked in the morning light, inhaling the sweet scent of the evergreens. Equation.


                She stood staring a moment longer at the stand of trees that edged the clearing. Then, moving slowly, she turned and went back into the cabin.


                Gideon was just emerging from the bathroom, tucking his shirt into his jeans in an intimate, somehow very sexy gesture. But, then, Sarah reminded herself, everything about Gideon was sexy to her. He took one look at her face and his brows rose questioningly.


                "What's wrong?"


                "Nothing. I just thought of something."


                "What?"


                "Emelina Fleetwood was a schoolteacher."


                "So?"


                "So in those days a good schoolteacher emphasized the basics, reading, writing and arithmetic."


                "And?" He went into the kitchen to help himself to a cup of coffee.


                "Gideon, it just hit me that one very logical way for a retired schoolteacher to make the directions to her treasure was with a classic mathematical equation. One she was never likely to forget. The most likely sort of equation to choose for that kind of thing would be one from geometry. You know, triangles."


                "Triangles?"


                "You can make all sorts of measurements if you know just a little bit of information about a particular triangle. Heck, the Egyptians built whole pyramids based on stuff they knew about triangles."


                Gideon regarded her for a moment as he sipped his coffee. His eyes were very green. "It wouldn't be the first time someone used that technique. It requires that whoever hid the treasure be familiar with geometry, but you're right, a schoolteacher would have been."


                "We're sitting here with a map that's just loaded with info that could be elements of an equation." Excitement flowed through Sarah as she moved over to the kitchen table to look down at the map in the plastic envelope. "Look at these numbers. Sixty and Ninety and twenty-five. A ninety-degree triangle is a right triangle. Right?"


                "Right."


                Sarah frowned. "So maybe what we've got here is a right triangle. Maybe the sixty refers to the size of one of the other angles. Right triangles with sixty-degree angles in them are common in geometry."


                "What about the number twenty-five? My geometry is rusty but I seem to recall that the angles of a triangle have to add up to 180 degrees. Sixty, ninety and twenty-five don't add up to that."


                "Maybe twenty-five is the length of one of the sides of the triangle. The distance between the two small squares on the map, perhaps." Sarah was getting more excited by the minute as she examined the markings on the copy of the Fleetwood map. "Given a couple of angles and the length of one side, you could solve for the remaining two sides, right?"


                "Sounds like we're talking your basic Pythagorean theorem here."


                "Yes, of course. The square of the length of the hypotenuse of a right triangle is equal to the sum of the squares of the lengths of the other two sides."


                "Congratulations to your memory."


                "Don't congratulate me, congratulate Mrs. Simpson. Math was not my strong point in high school," Sarah said as she continued to study the map. "But Mrs. Simpson drilled some of the basics into me. Little did she know I was going to become a writer and never need the stuff. Until now, that is. I guess you never know. Now, if we assume twenty-five is the length of one side…Gideon, we're going to need a calculator. I'm not that good at the basics. Got one?"


                "Not on me, but we can pick up a cheap one in town this afternoon. We're almost out of milk, anyway."


                "Let's go now."


                "Sarah, it's only seven o'clock. The stores won't be open until nine or ten."


                She sat back, disgusted with the delay. "This is it, Gideon. I know it. I have a feeling."


                "Uh-huh. I have a feeling there's something getting very close to being done in the oven."


                Sarah's eyes widened. She leaped to her feet. "My biscuits."


                "First things first," Gideon said. "The Flowers can wait. I'll get the honey."


                


                LATER THAT MORNING, with the help of a five-dollar calculator, they ran the numbers. Sarah was beside herself with excitement. She practically danced around the table as they drew triangles and labeled the sides.


                "We've got the length of all three sides and we know there's supposed to be a white rock at the point where B and C intersect," she said, delighted with the results.


                "None of this does any good unless we can figure out what points Emelina used to measure her triangle," Gideon noted.


                "Well, she gave us the length of one side of the triangle, twenty-five feet. She must have been using familiar points of reference. You said yourself, people tended to do that. Gideon, this is so thrilling. I've never done anything like this before." She looked up when there was no response from his side of the table. "But you have, haven't you?"


                "Once or twice." He sat watching her with an unreadable expression in his eyes.


                "Like once or twice a year when you go off on one or your mysterious vacations?" Sarah asked shrewdly.


                He exhaled heavily. "Magazines are expensive to run. Cache needs an infusion of cash periodically."


                "So you go out and dig some up. Wonderful."


                "It's not quite that easy, Sarah. More often than not, you don't get lucky."


                "Still, you know more about second-guessing someone like Emelina Fleetwood than I do. What do you think she used as points of her triangle?"


                He hesitated for a long time. Then, as if he had reached a decision, he pulled the map closer. "We're assuming that all these figures apply to a right triangle. We could be totally off base with all this. The numbers might mean something else entirely."


                Sarah shook her head. "No, I don't think so."


                His mouth curved faintly at her air of certainty. "Yeah, I know. You've got a feeling. All right, we'll assume your intuition is valid and go from there." Gideon leaned over the map. "My first hunch is that she was using the distance between the outhouse door and the back door of her cabin. Twenty-five feet sounds about right for that. But she might also have used a clothesline or a tree as a marker."


                "No, no, I think you're right. Brilliant idea. Lucky you've had experience with outhouses, isn't it?"


                He gave her a warning glance. "One more outhouse joke and I'm through as a consultant."


                She grinned, undaunted. "Let's go see if we can find enough left of that old outhouse to tell us where the door was."


                "It probably faced the main house." Gideon glanced wistfully toward the kitchen counter. "What about lunch?"


                Sarah started to protest any further delay and then thought better of it. There was something in Gideon's expression that made her think another picnic lunch was important today. "I'll make us some sandwiches."


                Forty minutes later they paced off the distance between the toppled outhouse and the sagging back door of the cabin. Sarah held a tape measure in one hand and Gideon took the other end.


                "Twenty-five feet," he called from the back door of the cabin.


                "All right," Sarah sang out. "I'm sure this is it, Gideon. Now, if we assume that the right angle was at her back door, then the one at the outhouse door was the sixty-degree angle."


                "She could have drawn the triangle to either the right or the left of her base line," Gideon remarked.


                "We may have to measure it twice and see which point is near a white rock." Sarah glanced to the side. "Let's try it off to the right, first. The woods on that side of the house look promising. Got the measuring tape?"


                "I've got it."


                Five minutes later they came to a halt in a grove of pine and fir.


                "I only hope we're walking a reasonably straight line," Sarah said as they started to pace off the remaining side of the imaginary triangle.


                "I think we can gauge it fairly accurately this way. You getting hungry yet?" Gideon was carrying the picnic basket and seemed more interested in its contents than he did in locating the white rock.


                "No. I'm too excited. Aren't you feeling any thrill at all? We're so close."


                "Ninety-nine times out of a hundred you end up with nothing but a pile of dirt at the end of this kind of hunt."


                "Don't be so pessimistic."


                "Sarah, we walked all over this section of ground yesterday and found nothing."


                "We'll get lucky today. Today we know what we're doing."


                "I'm glad one of us does."


                But when they finished, there was no white rock at the point where the B and C of the triangle supposedly intersected. Sarah looked around, utterly baffled.


                "I don't understand it. I was so sure we'd find it using the triangle formula. Maybe we should try the other side of the clearing."


                "Maybe." Gideon glanced up at the sky. "Lunch-time"


                "Is it?"


                "Yes, it is. I vote we take a break and eat right here." Gideon settled down on the ground right at the point where the intersecting lines of the triangle should have revealed a large white boulder. He spread the checkered cloth on the thick carpet of dried pine needles and started unwrapping sandwiches.


                Reluctantly Sarah plopped down beside him. "Do you think maybe this really is a wild-goose chase, Gideon?"


                "How should I know? You're the one with the map and the sense of intuition. Here. Have some carrot sticks."


                She took a carrot and munched absently. "I wonder if I've blown this whole thing out of all proportion. This morning I was wondering if I'd been mistaken in thinking that you and the earrings are linked."


                He slanted her a glance. "Which is more important? Me or finding the earrings?"


                "You, naturally." She wrapped her arms around her knees and gazed straight ahead into the forest. "But I can't quite figure out why meeting you seemed so bound up with my finding the earrings. It's kind of weird when you think about it."


                "It was Cache that put the idea into your head. The coincidence of the fact that I publish a treasure-hunting magazine is probably what made you connect me to the idea of hunting down the earrings. It's logical."


                "Yes, but I don't usually operate on logic."


                "I've noticed. Have some lemonade." He poured her a cupful from the Thermos.


                "Things are getting confusing, Gideon."


                "I can see your problem. It always gets confusing when you mix a fortune in gems with the great romance of the century."


                She took that seriously. "Yes, it does. I'm worried that if we do find the jewels, you'll think I used you. How am I going to convince you that you're more important?"


                Gideon leaned over her and brushed his mouth against hers. "You are one wacky female."


                "Interesting. I'm an interesting female. Not wacky."


                "If you say so." He kissed her again. "You taste like lemonade."


                "So do you."


                He rolled onto his back. "What do you say we take a nap?"


                She shook her head automatically. "I never take naps."


                "I do. When I'm lying out in the middle of the woods on a warm afternoon, that is."


                She smiled. "Do you do that a lot?"


                "No." Gideon folded his arms behind his head and closed his eyes. In a moment he was sound asleep.


                Sarah watched him for a while, the sweet longing deep inside making her feel unaccountably sad. She wished he belonged to her so that she could touch him; make love to him.


                A few minutes later she pillowed her head on his strong shoulder and fell asleep.


                When she awoke a long while later, Gideon's fingers were on the buttons of her shirt and he was leaning over her with a compelling passion blazing in his gemlike eyes.


                "You want to prove to me that I'm more important than finding the earrings?" he challenged softly. "Let me make love to you. Here. Now."


                Dazed with sleep, sunlight and a sudden, searing sense of longing, Sarah reached up to put her arms around his neck.
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      AN ALMOST UNBEARABLE SENSE of excitement washed through Gideon as he watched Sarah awaken with a smile of sensual welcome in her eyes. It suddenly occurred to him that he had been waiting all of his life to see just that look in a woman's gaze. The feel of her arms stealing around him was more satisfying than finding hidden treasure. His hand trembled from anticipation and desire as he touched her.


      "Gideon? What is it?"


      "I want you. So bad I can taste it."


      He winced inwardly at the sound of his own voice. It was harsh and raspy in his throat. He wanted to murmur in her ear; he wanted to charm her; coax her into making love with him; persuade her into sensual surrender. He longed to reassure her—to tell her he would be careful with her, infinitely careful. He would do everything he could to make it good for her.


      But the only words he could get out were the ones that told her he was starving for her. He wondered if he'd frightened her.


      "I'm glad you want me," Sarah said. "So glad."


      She wasn't trying to pull away from him, he realized. She still wanted him as much as she had seemed to want him whenever he had kissed her during the past few days.


      Gideon relaxed slightly. He touched her throat, inhaling the scent of her, and felt her fingers move in his hair. The gentle caress sent passionate chills down his spine.


      When he finally got her shirt open he thought he would lose what remained of his self-control. He lifted his head to stare down at the curves of her small, full breasts. His whole body was tight, hot and heavy now.


      "So sweet." He bent his head to kiss the soft, inviting fullness of her. "Soft. Hot." He caught her nipple gently between his teeth. It grew taut and firm almost instantly and his whole body clenched in response.


      "Oh, Gideon."


      Her leg shifted, sliding alongside his, and Gideon was suddenly impatient with the clothing. He splayed his fingers over her warm belly and slid his hand down to the fastening of her jeans. He hesitated, waiting to see if she would resist this next step.


      She didn't. She simply lifted her hips so that he could push the jeans off entirely. When he saw the scrap of red lace she wore as panties, he thought he would go out of his mind.


      "I've never seen anything sexier in my life," he whispered as he slipped one finger beneath the elastic edge of the delightfully shameless undergarment.


      She laughed softly and buried her flushed face in his shoulder. "Good. I wore them just for you."


      "Does that mean you intended to let me make love to you today?"


      "I've got six other pairs just like these with me. I bought them in Seattle before I came to meet you. I've worn one of the pairs every day since I found you. I never knew when this was going to happen, you see. I wanted to be prepared."


      He was torn between laughter and a frustrated groan. "What about your famous intuition? Didn't that warn you when this would happen?"


      "My intuition is always at war with my common sense when I'm around you," she complained softly. "You make it hard for me to think straight. Things aren't always clear for some reason."


      "I'm glad. And I can't wait to see the other six pairs." He covered her mouth with his own, his tongue surging intimately between her lips. He knew he was seeking advance knowledge of what it would be like when he claimed her completely. The sample he got was enough to make his head whirl.


      His fingers found the hot, flowing warmth of her and he almost came unraveled.


      "I love the feel of you," Sarah said, her eyes narrowing with desire. "Your hands. Yes, please, touch me, Gideon. Such wonderful hands." She sucked in her breath. "That feels incredible."


      Gideon watched her hair spill over his arm, the soft, thick strands turning to honeyed gold in the splintered light. He was enthralled with her response, mesmerized by it. He'd never had a woman come alive like this under his touch. She was literally melting for him. He could see the heat in her cheeks and feel her racing pulse.


      A glittering host of emotions rocked him as she twisted and lifted herself against his probing hand. He was at once filled with a sense of raw, masculine power and great tenderness. He wanted to bury himself in her and find his own release before the gathering pressure drove him out of his mind. But at the same time he longed to bring her such pleasure that she would never even want to look at another man.


      "My jeans," he muttered abruptly. "Give me a second, honey." He released her to fumble with his own clothing. All his actions seemed unbelievably awkward suddenly. She was so sleek and sinuous and delicate. He felt like a great, rutting male animal next to her.


      But Sarah didn't seem to mind. In fact, she seemed to find him endlessly fascinating. Her eyes were glowing with a shimmering heat as she helped him tug off his pants. When she saw him reach into one pocket for a little plastic packet she grinned teasingly.


      "Obviously I'm not the only one who's been running around prepared for this," she said.


      He felt himself redden as he busied himself for a few seconds but he merely shook his head. "No, you're not. But I wasn't relying on intuition, just hope." He took a deep breath and tugged off the red panties. For a long moment he could only stare at the tangled triangle of hair that was revealed. He was held in thrall by the promise of what awaited him.


      Sarah seemed equally enchanted. She touched him, wonderingly at first and then more boldly, stroking him as if he were a big cat. Under her fingers Gideon began to feel like one. A sense of his own fluid grace and power filled him, washing out the awkwardness.


      She did this to him, he thought. She made him feel this way, made him glory in his own manhood.


      "I don't know if I can wait very long for you," he warned her. "I'm going up in flames. You have a hell of an effect on me."


      "That's only fair. Because you have the same effect on me."


      She kissed his throat and shoulder. He felt first her tongue and then her small teeth on his skin and he shuddered.


      She seemed to sense when he was at the end of his tether. When he grasped the ripe curve of her thigh and pushed tentatively, she went easily onto her back, reaching up to draw him down to her.


      Gideon fought for control as he watched her part her legs for him. Her silent invitation was the most compelling action he'd ever witnessed. It said without words that she was giving herself to him—that she was his.


      He could no more have resisted the siren call of her in that moment than he could have flown into the sun.


      With a short, muttered exclamation of need he slid between her thighs, astounded at the silky feel of them. He hesitated an instant, afraid once more that he was going too fast, that he might hurt her.


      But she was beckoning him into her with that ancient summons in her hazel eyes.


      He pushed slowly against her hot, damp opening, seeking an easy, gentle entry. But she was small and tight, in spite of her obvious willingness.


      "Sarah?"


      "It's all right." She stroked him gently when she felt his hesitation. "You're just right for me."


      She lifted her hips, urging him to complete the union. Gideon groaned as the last of his control left him. He surged into her, pushing through the brief resistance of small, tight muscles and on into the clinging warmth that awaited him.


      He went still for a few seconds, savoring the sensation of being inside Sarah. It was like nothing else he'd ever experienced.


      "Buried treasure." He kissed her breast.


      "What?" She was breathing quickly through her parted lips, her eyes glittering as she adjusted to him.


      "Nothing. Never mind."


      He began to move in her, slowly, powerfully. He got his hand down between their bodies and found the tiny nub hidden in her soft thatch of hair. She went wild when he touched her then.


      "Gideon."


      Suddenly she was clutching at him, her eyes widening briefly with distinct surprise before they squeezed shut. Gideon held her as she shivered in his arms. The emotions that flooded through him in that moment were chaotic and indescribable.


      Before he could even begin to sort out his feelings, the full force of his own release roared through him. The power of it drove out all other sensation.


      He heard himself call Sarah's name and then there was only a sweet, blissful exhaustion.


      


      SARAH DRIFTED SLOWLY up out of the dreamy web of satisfaction that had held her for several minutes. She was aware of the great weight of Gideon Trace on top of her. The deliciously crushed sensation made her smile. Her hands moved slowly on his smoothly muscled back, exploring the powerful, lean contours. He felt so right.


      There had never been any real doubt. Gideon was her knight in shining armor, her moody, taciturn, difficult hero whose grim facade hid a passionate, loyal heart.


      She had been wrong to worry about letting the lovemaking happen too soon. There had been no reason to hold off until she was sure of him. She was already sure of him. She had been since the beginning. Her intuition had not failed her.


      And even if it had, it was too late to worry about it. She was head over heels in love with the man. She had been in love with him for months.


      Sarah looked up into the trees, aware that it was now midafternoon. Branches rustled overhead. The sun that filtered through the leaves was still warm. The rock digging into her back was getting very hard.


      Gideon exhaled heavily and raised his head to gaze down into her eyes. Satisfaction and an amusing, rather arrogant, vaguely leonine contentment gleamed in his eyes.


      "You look a little like Machu Picchu," Sarah said.


      Gideon smiled slowly. "Fair enough. You look like Ellora." He kissed her lightly on the mouth. "Any regrets?"


      "None."


      "That's good because I don't think I could go back to playing your courtship game."


      "It wasn't a game. I just wanted to be sure you knew what you were doing."


      He kissed her shoulder. "How'd I do?"


      "Beast. You knew what you were doing, all right."


      He raised his head again, laughing down at her with his eyes. "Thanks. I'll assume that's a compliment."


      "The resemblance to Machu Picchu is getting stronger by the minute."


      "How's that?"


      "Well, you're getting quite heavy, for one thing." She wriggled her shoulders, trying to find a more comfortable spot on the ground.


      "And you're such a delicate little thing, aren't you? Wouldn't want to squash you." Gideon moved, rolling over onto his back and dragging her with him so that she sprawled on top of him. "Now about this treasure hunt we're on… "


      She shook her head, framing his hard face between her palms. Frowning with serious intent, she looked deep into his eyes. "Forget the treasure hunt. As of this afternoon, the earrings are no longer important. I'm still not sure why searching for them was so linked to finding you, but everything is much clearer now than it has been for the past few days."


      His brows rose in silent laughter. "Sex has made it clearer?"


      She smiled. "I suppose so. The point is, you're my important discovery, Gideon. I don't need the earrings now. They can wait." She brushed her mouth against his.


      His arms closed around her, hard and tight and strong. Sarah was sure that his kiss was saying everything he did not yet seem able to say with words. He wanted her, needed her, loved her. It was enough, more than enough for the present.


      When he freed her mouth, she was breathless again. She saw the look in his eyes and laughingly shook her head. "Oh, no. Not a second time on the ground. Not unless you're on the bottom."


      "Not that comfortable, huh?"


      "Like being trapped between a rock and a hard place."


      He grinned wolfishly. "So how did I compare to one of your heroes?"


      "Bigger." She kissed the tip of his nose. "Harder." She kissed his cheek. "Stronger." She kissed the strong line of his jaw. "Sexier." She kissed his mouth. "Much sexier. To sum it up, the reality was much better than the fantasy version, but I like to think that creating you over and over again in my books prepared me for the real thing when you walked into my life."


      "I didn't exactly walk into your life. You walked into mine."


      "Details, details. Same result. A happy ending."


      The wicked satisfaction in his eyes was echoed in his laughter. "Are all romance writers experts at happy endings?"


      "It's our stock and trade. You only get two fundamental choices in the world when it comes to philosophies: optimism or pessimism. Romance writers are basically optimists at heart, just like treasure hunters."


      He gave her an odd look. "I've never thought of myself as an optimist. God knows, I'm no Pollyanna."


      "Nonsense. Under that gruff, grouchy, bristly exterior beats the heart of a man who secretly believes in the same things I do. You're just too macho to admit it."


      "You think you know me so well, don't you?"


      She smiled serenely. "Naturally. I've been studying you since I was old enough to figure out the basic differences between men and women. That's how long you've been in my head."


      He touched her hand. "You were studying a fantasy creation, not a real man."


      "I know the difference between fantasy and reality," she assured him as she sat up and reached for her shirt and jeans.


      "And you're convinced I'm real?"


      She paused in the act of buttoning her shirt, aware already of the faint soreness in her thighs. She flashed him a rueful grin. "Very real. I can still feel the effects."


      His gaze grew serious. "Did I hurt you?"


      "No, of course not. I was just teasing." She patted his cheek and began struggling into her jeans.


      "Sarah?"


      "Umm?"


      "Never mind." Gideon got slowly to his feet, pulling on his own clothing with quick, efficient movements.


      She watched him out of the corner of her eye as she began to pack up the picnic basket. Something important was going through that inscrutable mind of his but she couldn't begin to guess what it was. Perhaps he was searching for a way to tell her he loved her, she thought happily.


      Gideon leaned over to catch hold of one corner of the red-checked cloth. He pulled it back slowly, as if not sure how to refold it.


      "Here, I'll do that," Sarah offered, taking the corner of the cloth out of his hand. She shook out the old tablecloth as Gideon walked around, kicking at pine needles. "What are you doing?" she asked finally.


      "Just making sure we don't leave any sandwich wrappers behind." He used the toe of his boot to sweep back another layer of needles.


      Sarah glanced down and saw the tip of moss covered rock thrusting up out of the earth. "That's what was digging into my back when you were making love to me. No wonder I felt as if I were trapped between a rock and a—" She broke off. "Oh, my God. A rock. Gideon, it's a white rock. Look at it."


      He glanced down. "It looks like a green rock to me."


      "Rocks aren't green. It's just got a lot of moss growing on it." Sarah dropped the red cloth and knelt on the ground for a closer look. Experimentally she scraped off some of the moss with her fingernail. "It is white."


      Gideon crouched beside her. "Think so?"


      "I'm sure of it." She looked up at him with growing delight. "Gideon, this is so exciting. Maybe we've found the jewels after all. Help me dig away some of the dirt."


      Obediently he reached out and pulled away a few clods of dirt. More of the white boulder was revealed. "If this is your famous rock, it's no wonder we didn't see it when we went looking for it. It got covered up long ago in a mud slide."


      "Yes, that's exactly what must have happened." Sarah sat back on her heels, frowning. "We'll never be able to uncover it with our bare hands. We'll need tools."


      "An excellent observation." The distant sound of an engine shattered the stillness of the forest. Gideon was on his feet instantly, tugging Sarah up beside him.


      "What's wrong?" she asked, taking the picnic basket as he thrust it into her hands.


      "Nothing. But it sounds like we may have company coming. The cardinal rule of treasure-hunting expeditions is you don't reveal the location of the treasure to strangers."


      Sarah hugged the basket to her and hurried to follow him out of the woods, past the old Fleetwood homestead and on to the cabin they were renting. The sound of the engine in the distance grew louder. "Do you really think we might have found the white rock that marks one of the points on Emelina Fleetwood's triangle?"


      He threw her an amused glance over his shoulder. "What does your famous intuition tell you?"


      She frowned, trying to sort out the jumbled impressions in her head. "I'm not sure," she said slowly. "I think that white rock is the one we've been looking for, but…"


      "But what?" The engine roar was closer now.


      "But I just don't feel much urgency about the whole thing." She grinned. "Not that finding a fortune in gems is totally uninteresting, of course. I'm not that laid back about it all."


      "I'd wonder at your sanity if you were."


      "Well, it certainly would be great fun to turn them up. But like I said, they're not as important as they once were." Sarah abandoned the effort to explain. "Never mind. Here comes our visitor and you're right about one thing—I don't want some stranger to get his hands on them. Those earrings are Fleetwood earrings."


      A black Jeep roared around the bend in the road. Instead of going on past the isolated cabin, it turned into the long, winding drive as if whoever was behind the wheel knew exactly where he was going.


      "You tell anyone else you were coming up here?" Gideon asked, his gaze on the Jeep as it drew closer to the cabin.


      "Sure, a couple of people, including my friend Margaret Lark. But she doesn't own a Jeep and neither does anyone else I know. Maybe it's our landlord."


      "No, I don't think so." Gideon reached the front step of the cabin and drew her to a halt beside him as the Jeep entered the yard. His gaze never left the vehicle.


      The Jeep came to a halt in a cloud of dust. Sunlight glinted on the windshield, obscuring the view of the driver. Sarah experienced a sudden shaft of deep uneasiness.


      "Gideon?"


      He didn't respond. His whole attention was on the Jeep. She sensed the tension in him.


      The door of the Jeep cracked open with a flourish. A black boot, so brilliantly polished that it caught the sun, hit the ground. Something silver glinted at the heel.


      "Hell," Gideon said.


      The man who got slowly out of the Jeep was as spectacular as his boots. He moved with laconic grace, well aware he was making an entrance and obviously enjoying it. His hair was as black and gleaming as his footwear. His eyes were blue, a bright, devilish sapphire blue.


      There was no doubt the stranger had been ruggedly good-looking at one time. He still was, to be perfectly honest. The chin and nose and cheekbones were all well chiseled. But Sarah could see that there had always been an underlying weakness and the years were starting to reveal it.


      He wore khaki pants tucked into the tops of the high, dashing boots and a shirt that had a large number of pockets, epaulets and flaps on it. The clothes fit him so precisely they might have been hand-tailored.


      "He looks like something out of a men's fashion magazine," Sarah whispered.


      "Plenty of flash, all right. But, then, he always had that."


      She frowned up at Gideon but he was still watching the newcomer. The stranger smiled, an easy, knowing, charming grin that revealed sparkling white teeth. Sarah's sense of unease grew a hundredfold. She knew she was not going to like this man, whoever he was.


      "Hello, Gideon. I hear the last name is Trace now, is that right? Nice touch. That's all you left behind when you changed your identity, wasn't it? Just a trace. It's taken me a while to find you but it looks like I finally did it with the help of Ms. Fleetwood here. Long time, no see, Gid. How's it going, buddy?"


      "Sarah," Gideon said, "meet Jake Savage."


      "My pleasure, Ms. Fleetwood. But I believe we already know each other."


      She stared at him. "We do?" But her intuition was already giving her the answer. Something about this man was awfully familiar even though she knew she had never met him. That voice…


      "Jim Slaughter, owner and operator of Slaughter Enterprises, at your service. We had the pleasure of exchanging a few letters and a couple of calls regarding an expedition to find a downed plane full of gold, remember? You declined to invest. I'm still hoping to change your mind on that subject, by the way. I think we could do a lot for each other, Ms. Fleetwood."


      "You're Slaughter?" She was horrified. It was beginning to dawn on her that she was the one who had led him to this place. She'd mentioned the Fleetwood Flowers to him. "Why did you change your name? I don't understand any of this."


      "I had to change my name about the same time as Gideon here changed his, ma'am. But that's all in the past now."


      "I thought you were dead, Mr. Savage," she said.


      Savage chuckled. "So did a lot of people, including my old partner, here, right, Gid?"


      Partner. Sarah looked at Gideon. "You were his partner? The partner you said disappeared in the jungle along with Mr. Savage?"


      Gideon didn't bother to reply. His eyes were still on the swashbuckling figure of his former associate. "What brings you back to life after all this time, Jake?"


      "Got some big plans, Gid, old pal. Thought you might be interested in going back into partnership. Like I said, I've been looking for you for a while. I had a hunch you weren't any more dead than I was. You're a hard man to kill. Who'd have guessed I'd have found you through the charming Ms. Fleetwood? Piece of luck, huh?"


      Gideon's brows rose sardonically. He slid a speculative glance toward Sarah. "How did you find me through the charming Ms. Fleetwood?"


      "Simple enough," Jake said easily. He grinned his engaging grin at Sarah. "The little lady contacted me five months ago wanting to know if I'd be interested in helping her do some research. I did a little research myself and decided Sarah and I could be very useful to each other. So I offered her a chance to participate in a real-life search for lost gold."


      "At a price," Sarah muttered.


      "Well, naturally," Jake said, still smiling. "A fine investment opportunity. And just picture the publicity we could get: romance writer and one of her heroes go hunting for a fortune in the South Pacific. We could have drawn money and media like crazy. We'd have had people lined up for blocks wanting in on the deal."


      "I take it you declined the offer, Sarah?" Gideon glanced at her.


      "Yes." She clutched the picnic basket more tightly to her chest.


      "I was pretty sure I could talk her into it, given a little time," Jake said with irrepressible self-confidence. "I mean, it's easy money, right? Hey, we take the investment cash but we don't actually have to find anything. How many treasure-hunting expeditions get lucky? Almost none. None of the investors squawk too loudly because they all know the odds going in."


      "Easy money," Gideon agreed dryly.


      "But in the meantime, she's led me to you, Gid. And that changes everything. I've got a deal for both of you."


      "Forget it. I changed my name for a reason, Jake. I'm out of the business."


      "I don't believe it for a minute. If you're out of the business, what are you doing here looking for the Fleetwood Flowers?"


      "This is personal," Gideon said softly.


      Sarah risked a quick glance at Gideon. He was grim-faced, his eyes very cold.


      "Hey," said Jake, "so it's personal." He winked at Sarah. "I can understand that. But that doesn't mean the three of us can't do a little business. I've been thinking this through and I've got it all planned out."


      "I'll bet," Gideon said.


      "Now just listen, pal. Here's how it shapes up. Slaughter Enterprises gets a nice splash of publicity by turning up the Fleetwood Flowers for a pretty little romance writer, see? Lots of press on that. Then, when we're riding the wave of that announcement, we let it be known that Sarah is going to join us on an expedition to the South Pacific to find a plane full of gold. Like I said, money and media will pour in. It's dynamite, Gid. Dynamite. Better than the old days, huh? No risking our necks in some godforsaken South American jungle this time. First class, all the way. And get this—with you along, we'll probably find the damned gold."


      "No thanks," Gideon said.


      "Think it through," Jake urged. "Give it a chance to sink in, that's all I ask. We made a hell of a team in the old days. You know it and I know it."


      "What makes you think we're going to find the Fleetwood Flowers?" Gideon asked.


      Jake Savage looked at him in astonishment and then to Sarah's surprise, he burst out laughing. "Hey, Gid, this is me, your old buddy, Jake, remember? I know you, pal. You never go after anything but a sure thing. If you've agreed to help Ms. Fleetwood here, it's because you've cut yourself in for a slice of the action and you're damned sure there's going to be some action. Neither of us ever worked for free, even when it was personal."
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        I DESERVE A FEW ANSWERS, Gideon." Sarah took the tops off several stalks of fresh broccoli with a few ferocious strokes of her knife. She dropped the broccoli into a colander and picked up a carrot and a peeler.


        There had been a taut silence in the small cabin after Jake Savage had driven off to find a motel in the nearby town. He'd seemed unoffended by Gideon's failure to offer him a bed for the night. Sarah had the feeling that it took a lot to offend Jake. He was so accustomed to wowing people that it would never occur to him that he was being insulted.


        "What do you want to know first?" Gideon was sitting at the kitchen table, a cold beer in front of him. He looked remote and austere, the way he had the day she'd arrived on his doorstep.


        "Well, we could start with your real name, I suppose," Sarah said tartly as she whacked strips off the carrot.


        "My real name is Gideon."


        "Gideon what?"


        "Does it matter?"


        "It matters, damn it. What's your legal name?"


        "My legal name is Trace. I've got a bunch of credit cards, a social security number and a driver's license under that name. How much more legal does it get?"


        "What was it before it was Trace?" she asked through set teeth. "Back when you were the partner of the famous Jake Savage?"


        He ran a hand through his hair. "Carson."


        "Carson." She tasted that for a minute. "Not bad. But I like Trace better. Maybe it's because I met you under that name." Maybe because you made love to me under that name. "All right, let's go on to the next question. What really happened back in that jungle where the two of you were supposed to have disappeared? What jungle was it, anyway?"


        Gideon was quiet for a moment. "It doesn't really matter now. I told you Savage & Company occasionally did odd jobs all over South America."


        "And?"


        "And this was one of the odder ones. The kind where you don't ask a lot of unnecessary questions and you take your pay in cash. On delivery. Savage and Company never got involved in anything illegal on general principle, but there were times when it walked a fine line."


        "You would never do anything illegal," Sarah declared.


        Gideon's mouth twisted faintly. "The problem is that the definition of legal varies a lot once you get south of Tijuana."


        "I can imagine. Okay, go on."


        "As I said, it was a job. For which Savage and Company was supposed to be paid a great deal of money. We were to take a shipment of supplies to a group of archaeologists excavating an old Indian ruin deep in the jungle. But it turned out the folks waiting for the supplies weren't legitimate researchers. They were in the business of smuggling antiquities. We saw more than we should have seen and they didn't want any witnesses."


        "Dear heaven," Sarah breathed. "What happened?"


        "We were ambushed on the way back out of the jungle"


        "By the so-called archaeologists?"


        Gideon nodded. "It had to be them, although I didn't stick around to take a close look."


        Sarah stared at him in shock. "How did you escape?"


        "With a little luck and the usual advance research on the terrain that I had done before we went in. That was my speciality, Sarah. My contribution to Savage and Company. I did all the research on a job, made all the preparations, checked out all the people involved. I went over every detail ahead of time, envisioned all the worst case scenarios and planned for them. Getting stiffed by the client is one of the worst case possibilities. I always allowed for it."


        "What did Jake Savage contribute to the company?" Sarah asked dryly.


        Gideon gave her a derisive look. "Flash. What else? You've seen him. He brought image and style to the team. A natural salesman. He was everything people wanted to see when they hired a professional adventurer of any kind. He made people think we could handle anything. And we did. We had a hell of a reputation down south. We always got the job done."


        "And you always took a cut of the action," Sarah concluded quietly.


        Gideon shrugged. "It was business. At least for me. Jake liked the money, too, of course. He needed a lot of it because he tended to go through it like water. But the truth was, he got most of his kicks from being a living legend. He was addicted to his own image. He could walk into any bar from Mexico City to Buenos Aires and the women would fall all over him. And the men all wanted to be able to say they'd met him and bought him a beer."


        "But you were the one who really made Savage and Company work, weren't you?" Sarah said, knowing she was right. "You were the strategist, the planner, the one who knew the terrain."


        "Jake had his uses as an image. He drew business and investors like flies. But the truth is, he couldn't find candy on Halloween night without help."


        Sarah started to giggle before she could stop herself. When she realized Gideon was watching her curiously, she took a swallow of wine to give herself time to regain her firm demeanor. She was not going to stop grilling Gideon until she got all the answers.


        "So Savage and Company wouldn't have lasted a week without you behind the scenes."


        "It was a partnership. And for the most part it worked well for both of us. We made a lot of money. Did a lot of fast living. You can get addicted to adrenaline just like you can to anything else."


        Sarah eyed him sharply. "Do you still crave the excitement?"


        Gideon smiled slightly. "Nothing more than what I can get once a year when I go on vacation and do a little treasure hunting."


        "All right," Sarah continued forcefully, determined not to be sidetracked, "what happened at the scene of the ambush? Why did you and Jake get separated and each think the other might be dead? What went wrong?"


        Gideon took a mouthful of beer and thought about the question. "I don't know."


        "What do you mean, you don't know? You were there."


        "I was there, all right. But that doesn't mean I know what went wrong. All I know is that one minute we were alone in a Jeep on the trail. We were carrying the cash the so-called archaeologists had paid for their supplies. The next minute I just sort of knew we weren't alone."


        "You knew it?" Sarah's attention was caught by the odd phrasing. "What does that mean?"


        Gideon moved his hand impatiently. "Just what it sounds like. There was no one in sight ahead or behind us, but I had a feeling we were in deep trouble. I told Jake I thought we'd better get out of the Jeep and get into some cover. I knew a place we could disappear to until the coast was clear. Usually he trusted my instincts. In fact he always did. This time he insisted I was crazy. But I was driving. I stopped, picked up the suitcase full of cash and headed into the jungle. Jake didn't have any choice but to follow."


        "But he didn't want to go with you?"


        "No." Gideon was quiet for a moment, reflecting on some private vision. "About two minutes after we had left the Jeep we heard gunfire back on the trail. Then a lot of noise in the undergrowth. Whoever had attacked the Jeep had realized it was empty and was looking for the principal stockholders of Savage and company. I took off in the direction of a cave I had found on one of the maps. Jake kept stalling. I couldn't figure out why he was having such a hard time keeping up with me, why he kept arguing."


        "He was probably disoriented and scared."


        "Hell, I was scared, too, but at least I wasn't disoriented. I never get disoriented."


        "Instinct again?"


        "Whatever. At any rate, I got Jake and the money into the cave and we found the cavern tunnel that an old guide had told me about. It led through the heart of a small mountain and out the other side. The perfect escape route. I'd earmarked it for just that kind of emergency."


        Sarah momentarily forgot about her need to stay firm. She was enthralled with Gideon's story. "That was brilliant of you."


        His mouth quirked. "Well, it was the best I could come up with under the circumstances. Unfortunately there was a narrow ledge over a gorge on the other side of the cave. Only room for one man at a time to cross it. I went first with the money and Jake started to follow. Then he seemed to lose his nerve. He told me he'd take his chances hiding in the cave. I yelled back that he was a fool and I tried to throw him a vine to use to steady himself. But he panicked and raced back into the cave."


        "And you never saw him again," Sarah concluded.


        "Not until today. When I walked out of the jungle a few days later, I discovered we were both supposed to be dead. The local gossip, though, was that there was a price on our heads if we did happen to show up. The smugglers wanted us to stay dead. I obliged. I got off the island on a fishing boat and that was the end of it."


        "Why did you change your name and create a whole new identity for yourself?"


        Gideon turned the beer can in his hands. "It's hard to explain. The truth is, I saw it as an opportunity to start over. I wanted out of the kind of business Savage and Company did. Twelve years is long enough in that line. Thirteen years in it could get a man killed. But it's not always easy to walk away. I wasn't famous like Jake, but a lot of people knew me, knew the kind of work I'd done in the past. Some held a few grudges, like those smugglers who had tried to get rid of us after the last trip. All in all, it was simpler to just start fresh."


        Just like one of my heroes, Sarah thought with a surge of empathy. Gideon had turned his back on the past in search of another life. "What about Jake?"


        "I wasn't sure Jake was dead. In fact, I figured there was a good chance he wasn't. It took several months and a lot of research but I eventually found out he was very much alive and doing business under the name of Slaughter."


        "You've known who he was and where he was all this time?"


        "I told you, I like to cover all possible contingencies," Gideon explained quietly.


        Sarah picked up her wine and sat down across from him, thinking quickly. "You didn't want him to find you again, did you?"


        "No."


        "Because you were afraid he'd pressure you into going back into business with him and you wanted out of that kind of work?"


        Gideon hesitated. "That was part of it, I guess, but not all of it. I could have resisted the pressure easily enough. But the truth is, I just didn't want to deal with him ever again. Or any of the people from that old life." He searched her face. "Does that make sense?""


        "Of course. You had a right to try a new path. What better way to do it than under a new name? But why did Jake change his name when he came out of the jungle? Oh!" Sarah clapped her hand over her mouth as the realization hit.


        "What is it, Sarah?"


        "Yes, I see now. He had to change his name, didn't he? He thought you were either dead or determined to stay missing and he knew that with you gone Savage and Company was effectively out of business. He knew he couldn't run it without you. Better to go out a legend than to go on as a has-been who can't hack it on his own. He had his image to think of and from what you've said, his image was everything to him. He couldn't bear to destroy it by proving how incompetent he was to run Savage and Company without you."


        Gideon studied her. "You really think that was the reason he changed his name?"


        "It makes perfect sense when you think about it."


        "I always figured he used a new name because he was afraid of running into those smugglers again," Gideon said slowly. "Or someone like them. Who knows what other deals he had cooking behind my back?"


        "That may have had something to do with his decision to change his name, but I doubt that's the reason he made it permanent." Sarah leaned forward. "Tell me something. You say you've been keeping tabs on him. What's he been doing in the past five years?"


        "Small-time stuff for the most part. Nickle and dime guide jobs for tourists who want to picnic in the jungle near an old ruin. That kind of thing," Gideon said vaguely. "I haven't paid close attention. All I cared about was having him stay out of my way."


        Sarah bit her lip. "But now he's very much in your way, isn't he? And it's all my fault. I led him straight to you."


        Gideon gave her a wry look. "Just how many so-called treasure hunters, salvage operators, amateur adventurers and assorted riffraff did you contact when you first started doing research on Glitter Quest?"


        "A couple of dozen, at least," she admitted. "I wasn't sure what I was looking for at first, you see."


        "A couple of dozen. Hell."


        "Don't worry," Sarah assured him hastily, "I only mentioned the Flowers to you and Slaughter, or Savage, or whatever his name is."


        "That's something to be grateful for, I guess." Gideon gave her a direct look. "Two dozen. What made you pick me out of the pack?"


        "Two reasons. First of all, I knew as soon as your letter arrived that I wanted you and no one else to help me in my research."


        "The famous Fleetwood intuition strikes again."


        "Don't laugh. It was true. But there was a second reason I picked you. You didn't ask for money. In fact, after I mentioned the Fleetwood Flowers, you actually tried to talk me out of wasting my time, remember?"


        "I remember. For all the good it did me."


        "All of the others turned out to be screwballs or outright frauds who wanted me to invest in their various schemes. I was invited to pour money into every lost gold mine from here to Australia. Jim Slaughter, I mean, Jake, turned out to be more persistent than the rest, though. He liked the idea of teaming up with a writer. I got the feeling that, in addition to wanting me to finance him, he had visions of me doing a book on him or something."


        "Or something," Gideon agreed coldly.


        She ignored that, frowning intently. "What did your family think about you changing your name?"


        "That wasn't a problem."


        "No family?"


        Gideon shook his head. "No."


        "And no wife," Sarah said as she put the rest of it together for herself. "Because Leanna had already divorced you by that time, hadn't she?"


        "Yeah."


        "And she was waiting for Jake Savage, wasn't she?"


        Gideon was silent for a long moment. "That's about the size of it."


        "Savage and Leanna. Those were the two people who betrayed you."


        "Don't make it sound so melodramatic. Leanna fell in love with Jake and I was in the way. That was all there was to it."


        "Hah." Sarah was incensed all over again. "It was an outright betrayal. The worst kind. How dare they do that to you? Your wife and your best friend. Impossible to forgive or forget."


        "I wouldn't put it that way."


        Sarah glared at him. "Have you forgotten?"


        "No, but that doesn't mean I'm still holding a grudge."


        "You've got every right to hold one. No wonder you never wanted to see Jake Savage again."


        "If you say so. Look, could we change the subject?"


        "To what?" Sarah asked.


        "How about we discuss the little matter of Emelina Fleetwood's earrings? We've got some decisions to make now that we've located that white rock."


        Sarah scowled and got up to go back to peeling carrots. "Good point. What are we going to do about Jake? I don't want him hanging around the Flowers."


        "I agree. He's got his eye on those earrings, all right. And on you."


        "You mean because he thinks he can use me for publicity purposes? You may be right. In any event, he's definitely the type who will step in at the last minute to claim all the credit. I can see him having a photographer and a couple of reporters waiting in the bushes to cover his big discovery of the Fleetwood Flowers."


        "Yeah, that's Savage, all right. He always liked to have a photographer or a reporter around."


        "So what should we do?"


        "Leave."


        "Leave? After finding the white rock? We can't just walk away and let Jake Savage dig up my earrings. It's not fair."


        "I've told you, he won't find them on his own. They're as safe now as they've been for the past few years."


        "You really think so?" Sarah asked doubtfully.


        Gideon watched her, his legs stretched out in front of him. "Trust me on this. I know Jake Savage."


        "I'm not so sure he's as incompetent as you say he is."


        "Those earrings are getting more important again, aren't they?" Gideon asked softly. "This afternoon you said you weren't very concerned about them at all, but now you're getting downright agitated on the subject."


        "It's the principle of the thing. This afternoon I didn't know Jake Savage was going to pop up. He has no right to get his hands on those earrings."


        "He won't"


        "You sound awfully confident," Sarah said resentfully. "But I have a funny feeling about him. I know he's going to try to claim the Flowers, Gideon." She shivered as her intuition conjured up an image of Jake Savage reaching for the earrings. "I just know it. He has no right."


        "I was his partner for a long time," Gideon said. "I know his limitations."


        "One of his limitations is that he has no scruples. A man with scruples does not steal his best friend's wife."


        "He didn't steal her. She fell in love with him. It wasn't anyone's fault."


        "The heck it wasn't. Neither one of them had any scruples if you ask me. How did you get mixed up with a couple of bozos like those two, Gideon?"


        "The same way you got mixed up with Richard Whatshisface and managed to get yourself left at the altar. These things happen."


        She sighed. "I guess."


        There was silence for a moment as the vegetables cooked on the stove. Sarah drummed her fingers on the countertop and stared at the cloud of steam that drifted up from the pot.


        "Sarah?"


        "Yes, Gideon?"


        "About what happened this afternoon… "


        She glanced over her shoulder and met Gideon's intent eyes. "What about it?"


        "I know I sort of pushed you into it."


        "You didn't push me into it."


        "Yes, I did. You'd been trying to resist for the past few days."


        She smiled. "Not very successfully."


        "Are you sure you don't have any regrets?"


        "I'm sure. What about you?"


        He looked surprised at the question. "Hell, no. Why would I have any regrets?"


        "Why, indeed?" she muttered as she dished up the vegetables.


        Three hours later Gideon won another hand of gin rummy. He had been winning steadily since they'd begun the game shortly after dinner. "You're not concentrating," he accused.


        "I know." Sarah propped her elbows on the table and rested her chin on her folded hands.


        "Thinking about the earrings again?"


        "No."


        "Savage?"


        "No."


        Gideon leaned back in his chair. "Then what were you thinking about?"


        "Us."


        His eyes narrowed. "What about us?"


        "I'm wondering what to do next, if you must know. Nothing has gone quite the way I thought it would since I met you."


        "I knew it," Gideon said swiftly, "you are having regrets."


        "I am not having regrets," she snapped. "I'm just feeling confused about a few things."


        "Such as?" he challenged roughly.


        "Such as what to do with this courtship."


        "The courtship's over," Gideon announced, getting to his feet.


        Sarah looked up in astonishment. "It is?"


        "That's right. We're no longer involved in a courtship. It ended this afternoon when I seduced you on that white rock. We are now involved in an affair."


        He came around the table, bent down and scooped her up out of her chair.


        "What do you think you're doing?" But her pulse was already racing with anticipation.


        "What does it look like I'm doing?" He stalked out of the kitchen, carrying her weight easily. "I'm taking you to bed."


        "Oh."


        "Is that all you can say—oh?" He carried her through the bedroom door and dropped her lightly down onto the bed.


        She smiled in the shadows. "The truth is, it's so terribly romantic, I'm left speechless."


        He grinned as he began stripping off his clothing. "You're bound and determined to think of me as a romantic hero, aren't you?"


        "It's not a fantasy, you know. You are a fascinating, romantic man and I—" She broke off abruptly as he came down beside her on the quilt. It was not yet time to tell him how passionately in love she was. He was not yet ready to let himself believe in love even though she was certain he was in love with her.


        "You what?" Gideon gathered her close, nuzzling the delicate curve of her shoulder.


        "I think you're also the sexiest man I've ever met." She leaned over him, tasting him with her tongue, tangling her legs with his.


        "I don't know about that," Gideon said as he began unfastening her jeans, "but I do know for a fact that you're the most exciting thing that's ever walked into my life." He stopped working on her jeans and framed her face between his big hands. "Sarah?"


        "Yes?"


        "Promise me you won't walk out again for a long time."


        "Never, Gideon. I swear it."


        "Don't make impossible promises," he advised. "Just swear you'll give me a little time."


        "All the time in the world." She brushed his hard mouth with her own.


        He took the silent offer of reassurance, his arms closing fiercely around her and then there was no more talk.


        


        SARAH WAS MIXING THE BATTER for blue corn griddle-cakes the next morning, listening to the sound of the shower so she could gauge when to start cooking when she heard the roar of the black Jeep in the drive.


        "Damn him, anyway," she said beneath her breath as she went to the window and watched Jake Savage step out of the vehicle. The man looked as rakishly handsome as ever. She wondered if he traveled with a valet. No normal man could keep such a perfect crease in his khakis or such a polish on his boots.


        As he walked to the steps, Sarah saw that Savage had something in his hand. It was a bunch of flowers. She groaned as she went to open the door.


        "Good morning. Ms. Fleetwood." Savage held up the flowers with a flourish. "I thought these might brighten up the place a bit. This cabin Gid rented isn't exactly the Ritz, is it?"


        Automatically Sarah took the flowers. "The cabin suited us perfectly." Behind her the shower was still going strong. She wished Gideon would hurry and get dressed. She did not like being alone with Jake Savage. "What can I do for you, Mr. Savage?"


        "Invite me in for breakfast? I can't remember when I last had a real home-cooked meal. Is that coffee I smell?"


        Sarah wondered if there was any civilized way to refuse him a cup. But it was difficult to think of an excuse while she was holding the flowers he had brought. "I'll get you some. Gideon should be out of the shower in a minute."


        'Thanks." Jake's smile had just the right touch of boyish masculine charm and gratitude as he followed her into the kitchen. "I guess I make you a little nervous, don't I?"


        "Yes, you do."


        "Relax. I'm not after the earrings, if that's what's worrying you," Jake said as he took Gideon's seat at the table. "But I can arrange some great publicity for you as well as myself when you find them. A little PR never hurt a writer, did it?"


        Sarah felt chilled. Very carefully she put the flowers into a pan of water. "How did you find me up here in the mountains?"


        "One of your neighbors told me you'd gone over to the coast to meet the publisher of a magazine called Cache. After that, one thing led to another. I talked to a few of Gid's neighbors, including the one who was letting you use this cabin. It finally hit me just who Gideon Trace really was. When I showed an old picture of him to the guy who runs the motel where you stayed, I knew for certain. Hell of a coincidence, huh? Turning up Gid along with you?"


        "Amazing."


        Jake looked briefly contrite. "Hey, I didn't mean to scare you."


        "You didn't scare me." She poured a cup of coffee and put it on the table in front of Jake. "Where have you been living since you got out of that jungle?"


        "Gid told you the story, huh? Did he tell you about me getting trapped in that cave while he escaped?"


        "He told me you didn't make it out with him," Sarah said cautiously.


        Jake shrugged. "No hard feelings. I don't blame Gid for leaving me behind. That's the way it goes. Sometimes you've got to look out for number one and let your partner take his chances. Who knows? If I'd been in his place, maybe I'd have done the same." But his wry smile and clear blue eyes said he'd never abandon a partner in a million years. A man could count on a guy like Jake Savage.


        Sarah watched him with increasing fascination. She poured herself some tea and sat down. "That's very broad-minded of you, Mr. Savage."


        "Call me Jake. Or Jim. Doesn't matter. Hey, this coffee's terrific. Trust old Gid to find himself a woman who could cook this time around. He never makes the same mistake twice. You and Gid been together long?"


        "We've known each other for over four months," Sarah said.


        Jake nodded. "When did you tell him about the Fleetwood Flowers?"


        "Why?"


        "Just curious. Wondered if Gid was still doing business in the usual way. Did he ask for up-front money and a cut of the action? That was the usual policy."


        Sarah stirred her tea, thinking of Gideon's demand for one pair of earrings—his choice. "I haven't paid him a dime."


        Jake grinned, showing an expanse of sparkling white teeth. "Fair warning, little lady, Gid never works for free. If he didn't take any up-front money from you, then that means he really does believe in the treasure and it means he's got his eye on a chunk of it. You sure you don't have a contract guaranteeing him a slice of the pie?"


        "We have a verbal understanding," Sarah said stiffly.


        "Hell. That's too bad." Jake gave her a pitying look. "Then my advice is to be very careful, Sarah. Very, very careful. Gid and I had a verbal understanding before we went into that jungle five years ago. I not only didn't get my cut, I nearly died in that damned cave."


        Sarah heard the shower stop but her entire attention was on Jake Savage. "You're trying to frighten me, aren't you? Trying to make me distrust Gideon."


        "All I'm saying is, watch your back. And your treasure. If you don't know how to do either, hire me. I'll do it for you. I've had experience in both departments."


        "Hire you?"


        "Why not? Call me a consultant. I'll handle the media and Gideon for you. Gideon's useful but you've got to keep your eye on him."


        "And in return all you'll take is a nominal fee and full credit for finding the Flowers?"


        "I think you'll realize that I'm worth every penny, Sarah. Just ask any of my old clients." Jake reached across the table and covered her hand with his own. His blue eyes were serious and full of understanding. "All you want is the Flowers. All I want is the publicity so I can attract some really big investors. This downed-airplane-full-of-gold thing is going to be a major score. You and me, we can work together, even without Gideon. Like I said, we don't actually have to find the treasure."


        "What about Gideon?" Sarah removed her hand from under Jake's.


        "Yeah," said Gideon from the doorway. "What about me?"


        Sarah jumped and turned her head to see him buttoning his shirt as he walked into the room. She saw the cold expression in his eyes and knew he'd seen her hand under Jake's. She wanted to go to him and reassure him that everything was all right, but he was already helping himself to the coffee.


        "If you join us you'll get your cut, as usual," Jake said easily. "I'm just trying to convince Sarah here to let me handle the press for her."


        "We don't need any attention from the media," Sarah said, her eyes on Gideon.


        "Right," said Gideon. "The last thing we need is an orchestrated media blitz. It's time for you to leave, Jake."


        "We can do each other a lot of favors, Gid. We were big once. We can be again."


        "No."


        "Think about it, Gid. And don't tell me you don't miss the old days. Or the money."


        "Get lost, Jake."


        "Come on, Gid, this is me, your old buddy talking."


        "Get out of here," Gideon said very softly. "Now."


        Sarah froze at the steel in Gideon's voice. She looked at Jake and saw frustrated rage flash for an instant in his blue eyes.


        But the anger was gone almost immediately as the self-assured gleam came back into Jake's gaze. He got to his feet. "Okay, okay. Take it easy. Hey, I'm gone already, right? So much for old times. You've changed, Gid." He turned to Sarah. "Listen, if you change your mind, Sarah, let me know. You can leave a message at this number any time of the day or night."


        Jake scrawled a phone number on the back of a business card and reached across the table to press it into Sarah's hand. He folded her fingers around it with an intimate gesture and then he got to his feet and sauntered out of the room. A moment later the Jeep roared off down the drive.


        Sarah looked down at the card in her hand. Slaughter & Co. James Slaughter, President. There was no address, just a box number in Anaheim, California. That made a certain sense. Anaheim was the home of Disneyland. She looked up and saw Gideon watching her over the rim of his cup.


        "The two of you got involved in a nice, cozy little chat while I was in the shower, didn't you?"


        "Don't get defensive. It's not my fault he showed up this morning."


        "Is that right?"


        "It certainly is. Now stop trying to bully me."


        "Let's eat breakfast and get packed, Sarah."


        "Packed?" Sarah frowned. "Gideon, I did a lot of thinking last night and I still feel we shouldn't leave the Flowers behind. Not now that Jake Savage is hanging around. Something tells me he's going to try to find the Flowers, that he'll come close, maybe even get his grubby hands on them. I've got this feeling…"


        "I've told you he won't find them. Damn it, Sarah, don't argue with me. We don't have the time. The Flowers are safe enough for now. We're getting out of here."


        "Not without the Flowers, Gideon."


        "Forget the Flowers. We'll come back for them. Eventually."


        "But, Gideon…"


        "I want to be out of here by eight o'clock."


        Sarah shot to her feet, exasperated. She planted both palms on the table and glared at him. "I'm in charge of this little expedition, remember? I say we stay and dig up the earrings so Jake Savage won't get his hands on them."


        "No." Gideon sipped his coffee. "You're not in charge. We're partners."


        "Oh, yes, that's right. You're in this for a cut of the action, aren't you? I almost forgot."


        "I'm sure Savage reminded you."


        "He did say something about the fact that you never work for free," Sarah retorted. "But I was beginning to think our partnership was a little more than a mere business arrangement."


        "Did you think I'd give up my claim to one of the Flowers just because we're having an affair? Is that why you're sleeping with me? You figure you can persuade me not to take my cut when this is all over?"


        He might just as well have slapped her across the face. Sarah gasped with shock. She took a step back from the table, her eyes widening in hurt and anger.


        "You're right," she whispered, aware that she was trembling from head to foot. "The sooner we get away from here, the better. I'll go and pack."
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          SARAH STARED at the mountain scenery through the car window. "You can drop me off in Seattle." They were the first words she had spoken since they had left the cabin.


          "I'm taking you back to the coast with me." Gideon's refusal was quiet but resolute.


          Sarah shot him a seething, sidelong glance. "What are you going to do? Kidnap me until you can figure out a way to get your hands on all of the Fleetwood Flowers?"


          "I'm not kidnapping you. I'm giving you a lift back to where you left your car. It's still at my place, remember?"


          "I remember." She sank down low in her seat, her arms folded tightly beneath her breasts. He had a point. "You're right. I'll need my car." She looked at her watch. "We'll be at your place shortly after noon. I'll drive back to Seattle this afternoon. I'll be home in plenty of time."


          "Plenty of time for what?"


          "For whatever I want to do."


          "Planning on going after the Flowers by yourself?"


          "It's none of your business what I do about the Flowers. Our partnership is hereby dissolved. Finished. Terminated. Liquidated."


          "I'm not ready yet to be fired."


          "Oh, yes, you are. You and Jake Savage had both better stay out of my life from now on. If I catch either one of you anywhere near my property, I'll have you both arrested for trespassing."


          "Sarah, you're not being rational about this. How are you going to catch Savage or anyone else hanging around your property when you're in Seattle?"


          "I'm heading back up here just as soon as I can," Sarah vowed. "This time I'll bring my own shovel and a shotgun."


          "Have you got a shotgun?" Gideon asked.


          "No, but I expect I can get one. Guns are readily available these days."


          "You don't need a shotgun or anything else to protect your damned Flowers," Gideon said wearily. "I've told you a hundred times, Savage won't find them."


          "Is that right? Well, what about you?"


          "If you want to make certain I don't dig them up on my own, all you have to do is stick around and keep an eye on me."


          "I'm a busy woman, Trace. I've got more important things to do than try to keep tabs on you. No, the fastest solution to this problem is for me to dig up my earrings before either you or your old buddy gets to them."


          "I don't think that would be a good idea."


          "I don't care what you think any more," Sarah said. "I've told you, you're fired as a treasure-hunting consultant and as my partner."


          There was a long silence from the driver's side of the car. Gideon concentrated on the narrow, twisting road that was taking them down out of the rugged terrain to where the main freeway sliced through the mountain pass.


          "Does it occur to you that you might be overreacting a bit?" Gideon said eventually.


          Sarah gritted her teeth. "Overreacting to what, pray tell? Do you think it's possible I've gone a bit overboard in my response to your insults? Perhaps I should have just laughed off the accusation that I slept with you in order to get you to help me find my treasure. Maybe I overreacted to being accused of trying to use sex to stiff you out of your cut of the action."


          "Sarah…"


          "Or perhaps I'm being just a tad irrational now that I've come to my senses and realized I've been deluding myself about you right from the start. The famous Fleetwood intuition screws up again. I can't say I wasn't warned. Hell, you warned me, yourself."


          "Sarah…"


          "Then again, maybe I'm being a bit petty and overly defensive now that I've discovered I've got to protect the Fleetwood Flowers from not one, but two professional opportunists. Yes, I can see where I might be overreacting. I'll have to watch that, won't I?"


          "Do you get worked up like this a lot?"


          "What do you care? I won't be around you long enough for it to be of any great concern to you." Sarah continued to scowl out the window for a minute. "I wonder if I should just turn around and drive straight back up here this afternoon instead of going back to Seattle for the night. I know you don't think Savage can find the jewels on his own, but my intuition tells me he can and will. And now there's you to worry about, too, of course. Yes, I think I'd better get right back up here today."


          "Forget it, Sarah. You're not coming back into these mountains to dig up the Flowers on your own."


          "Who's going to stop me?"


          "Me."


          "I knew it, you are kidnapping me. Well, you won't get away with it. If you think you can just lock me away in your cellar or something and have no one notice I'm missing, you're crazy. My best friends in the whole world know I went to find you and if I turn up missing, Margaret and Kate won't rest until they've found out what you did to me. And Kate's husband will probably help them look."


          "I'm beginning to see why you're successful at writing novels of romantic suspense. You have a very unique imagination, don't you?"


          "And that's another thing. Better not forget what I do for a living. I've got an outstanding contract to complete. If I don't finish the last book on it, my publisher and my agent will come looking for you, too."


          His mouth flickered suspiciously, but all Gideon said was, "I'll keep that in mind before I do anything rash."


          Satisfied she'd made all the threats she could for the moment, Sarah lapsed back into a brooding silence. She needed her anger. At the moment it was all that was keeping her from tears.


          "Sarah, I know you're in no mood to listen to explanations."


          "You're right."


          "But I'd like to point out that it's not entirely fair to blame me for wondering about your motives. You landed on my doorstep like a small tornado and I feel as though I've been swept up and carried along in a high wind ever since. From the first day you acted as though we were long-lost lovers—as if we'd known each other for ages. You practically begged me to make love to you every time I kissed you. You told me you were going to court me, which is another way of saying seduce me. You went wild when I did finally make love to you, as if I was some irresistible, private fantasy of yours that had come to life. It was crazy, Sarah."


          "So I made a teensy little mistake."


          "That was one explanation," Gideon said dryly. "But the other, more likely one is that you had a few private motives for wanting to ensure you had me tied up in knots. I don't blame you. You figured you needed some expert help finding the Flowers."


          "Shut up, Gideon."


          "I'm not saying you were faking your response in bed. I don't think any woman could give that convincing a performance, although that may just reflect my own lack of experience. I haven't been involved with that many women and none of them ever had sufficient reason to want to—"


          "I said shut up and meant it," Sarah hissed. "If you dig that hole any deeper, you may never be able to crawl out of it."


          "I'm just trying to point out my side of this."


          "You've made your point. Damn. When I think of all the excuses I made for you based on the trauma you'd been through with your ex-wife and Jake Savage, I could just spit. You don't need any excuses for the way you've been acting, do you? You come by it naturally. Let's change the subject."


          "To what?"


          Sarah chewed thoughtfully on her lower lip. "Why didn't you want us to dig up the Flowers before we left this morning? Jake was gone. If we'd hurried, we could have gotten them without him ever knowing. Are you planning to come back on your own and take all of them for yourself?"


          He didn't rise to the bait. "I didn't want to start digging for them knowing Savage was still in the neighborhood."


          She caught her breath. "You mean you think he might wait until we've dug them up and then try to steal them from us? I never thought of that."


          "I know."


          "But he was your partner."


          "I'm aware of that."


          "Of course, he did steal your wife. I can see where you might wonder a bit about his trustworthiness in other matters."


          "It's not because of what happened with Leanna that I'm worried."


          "It's because of what happened on that last trip you two made into the jungle, isn't it?"


          Gideon concentrated on the slow-moving truck ahead of them. "I can't help but wonder bow he survived."


          "You survived."


          "I'm better at it than Savage." There was no arrogance or ego in his voice. It was just a simple statement of fact.


          "So you're wondering how he got out of that jungle?"


          "I'm wondering how he managed to get out of that cave alive, let alone find his way out of the jungle."


          "How do you think he managed?" Sarah asked slowly,


          "I think it's possible he had help."


          "But the only help around from what you've said would have been the smugglers and they were the ones who staged the ambush."


          "You've got it."


          Sarah was shaken by the implications. "You think it was a conspiracy? That Jake was part of it?"


          "I think it's a possibility."


          "That would mean he deliberately set you up that day. That he intended to get you killed. But the plan failed because you sensed trouble."


          "Savage was never very good at the planning side of things. Believe me, it would be totally in character for him to have screwed up the timing on the ambush."


          "I don't get it. Why would he want to kill the goose that lays the golden eggs?"


          "A goose, hmm? I never thought of myself that way, but I guess that's one point of view. To answer your question, all I can say is, there was a lot of cash involved."


          "How much of it did you get out of the country?"


          "All of it except what I spent bribing the captain of the fishing boat. I used the remainder to set myself up in business with Cache."


          "Good heavens. You did lead an adventurous life, didn't you? I see what you mean about adrenaline. So what this all boils down to is you're afraid we'll be standing there plucking the Fleetwood Flowers from the ground and your old buddy Jake might show up to take them away from us at gunpoint."


          "I'd just as soon not take any risks."


          "I can understand that. You've got a lot to lose. Just one pair of those earrings will be worth a lot of money. I've got an even bigger problem, though, don't I? I have to figure out a way to protect the Flowers from you and Savage."


          "Sarah, if you continued to make not-so-veiled accusations about my trustworthiness, I'm eventually going to lose my temper."


          "The way I lost mine when you started making nasty cracks about my reasons for sleeping with you?"


          Gideon shook his head ruefully. "Something like that. For the record, and not that you've bothered to ask, I give you my word I'll abide by our original bargain."


          "We don't have a bargain. I fired you, remember?"


          "I warned you that I don't fire that easily."


          "Which, translated, means you're not going to give up your claim to the jewels."


          "I don't suppose it's occurred to you that I'm more worried about you than I am the Flowers?"


          "No."


          "Sarah, be reasonable. As long as Savage is hanging around, it's dangerous for you to even think about digging up the earrings. Leave them where they are until he gets bored and leaves the vicinity."


          "What makes you think he'll get bored?"


          "I know him. If he believes I've really given up on the Flowers, myself, he'll give up on them, too. He got used to trusting my instincts. And he never hangs around too long if there's no percentage in it. One of these days he'll disappear and leave us in peace. When he does, we'll go back and get the Flowers."


          "It might interest you to know," Sarah said slowly, "that Jake doesn't trust you any farther than you trust him."


          "What the hell does that mean?"


          "We had quite an interesting conversation this morning while you were in the shower. Jake tells a slightly different version of what happened that day in the jungle. According to him, you more or less abandoned him to his fate."


          Gideon's head snapped around, his eyes blazing. "He said I cut out on him?"


          "Yup."


          "And you believed him?"


          Sarah was feeling resentful enough not to respond immediately to that.


          "Sarah. Of all the… You didn't believe him, did you?"


          "What is this? I'm supposed to have complete, unswerving faith in you even though you can have serious doubts about my integrity?"


          "For God's sake, just tell me if you actually believed him."


          Sarah blinked, startled at the intensity of Gideon's reaction. "Calm down. I didn't believe him. Although I have to say I think it's entirely possible that in the stress of the moment each of you could have misinterpreted the other's actions."


          "Thanks for that much, at any rate."


          "You're welcome. How long do I have to wait for my apology this time?"


          "Until hell freezes over."


          "Never mind. I can see your heart's not in it. Getting back to how we deal with Jake Savage. I'm supposed to just twiddle my thumbs until the coast is clear?"


          "Patience is a virtue."


          "I was patient for four long months until I decided it was time to look you up. It turned out to be a futile exercise in virtue from every viewpoint."


          "Give me some credit. I found your white rock for you, didn't I?"


          "After seducing me on top of it."


          He smiled briefly. "It was kind of symbolic, wasn't it?"


          "Of what?" She felt goaded now.


          He shrugged. "Making love to you was a lot like finding buried treasure."


          She shot him a suspicious glance, trying to see if he was making fun of her. But he looked perfectly serious. Sarah couldn't help it. She tried to ignore what he'd said, but she wound up hugging his incredibly romantic words to herself even though she tried not to read too much into them.


          


          MACHU PICCHU and Ellora were waiting on the front porch when Gideon pulled into the drive. Machu stayed posed regally on the top step, waiting for Gideon to get out of the car and come over to be recognized. But Ellora glided happily down the steps and trotted over to greet Sarah.


          "Hello, sweetheart," Sarah murmured as she bent to pick up the cat. "Did you miss us? Did that big, old Machu bully you while we were gone the way Gideon bullied me?"


          Ellora purred and butted her head against Sarah's chin. Then she wriggled free, leaped onto the roof of the car and padded over to welcome Gideon. He gave her an affectionate pat on the head and went back to unloading the luggage.


          "Hold it," Sarah called out as she saw him start toward the front steps with her bags. "You can put those right into my car."


          Gideon was already on the top step. He put down one suitcase and bent to scratch Machu behind the ears. "I think it would be better if you stayed here with me for a few more days, Sarah."


          "No."


          "We already went over this in the car. I don't trust Savage and I don't want you having to deal with him on your own. You told me, yourself, you've got two weeks to play with. You'll stay here where I know you're safe and when the time is right, we'll go dig up the Flowers together."


          "I didn't agree to anything in the car. I'm leaving. I'll be perfectly safe in Seattle."


          "Savage knows where you live," Gideon said patiently. "He's liable to come calling on the old divide-and-conquer theory. If he decides you can lead him to the earrings on your own, he won't hesitate to try to talk you into doing just that."


          "Don't worry, he can't talk me into doing anything I don't want to do. Furthermore, I'm not about to cut you out of the deal and then turn around and let him in, instead."


          "Savage can be very convincing. Especially with women," Gideon said. "I've seen him in action."


          Especially with women. Sarah opened her mouth to protest the idiotic assumption that she could be swayed by someone like Jake Savage, but something stopped her. She was getting a familiar, faint tingling sense of awareness. Her intuition was kicking in again. She stood there, hands on her hips and contemplated Gideon and his big cat.


          All this emphasis on Jake Savage's untrustworthiness was beginning to sound like overkill. Obviously Gideon was not physically afraid of the man. She couldn't imagine Gideon being afraid of anyone. Furthermore, she wasn't at all sure there was anything to Gideon's vague, farfetched theories about Jake having somehow set his partner up with the smugglers.


          But the one thing about Jake Savage that Gideon had genuine reason to worry about was the man's effect on women.


          It was true Gideon had said some terrible, hurtful things back there in the mountains, but for the first time Sarah was calm enough to realize he might have been lashing out from the depths of his own uncertainty. She remembered the look on his face when he'd walked into the kitchen that morning and seen Jake's flowers sitting in the pan of water.


          And Jake's hand covering her own on the table.


          And Jake looking intently into her eyes, telling her they'd make a great team.


          Maybe what Gideon had really seen in his mind's eye was his ex-wife, Leanna, falling so easily for Jake's good looks and easy charm. Gideon should know by now that she, Sarah, was not at all the same sort of woman Leanna had been. But men could be awfully thickheaded about things, especially men like him who had been savaged in the past by people they had trusted.


          "You have nothing to worry about," she told him finally.


          "Nevertheless, I will worry. You're staying here, Sarah."


          "Stop telling me what to do, damn you." Sarah whirled around and raced toward her car, fumbling in her bag for the keys.


          She wasn't even halfway there when Gideon's arm caught her around the waist and jerked her to an abrupt stop. The breath was driven out of her lungs.


          "I said, you're staying."


          Sarah gasped for air as he turned and hauled her back toward the porch. "Gideon, you can't do this."


          "Watch me." He took the keys from her hand and dropped them into his pocket. "We can do this hard or we can do it easy, Sarah, but one way or another, you're staying."


          He meant it. Sarah slanted him a speculative glance out of the corner of her eye and read the implacable determination in Gideon's face. In that moment he looked more than ever like one of her dangerous heroes.


          "If I do decide to stay," she said in her most imperious tones, just as if she had a choice, "it will be for only a few more days and it has to be understood that we're not going back to our old relationship. Is that very clear?"


          Gideon's brows rose as he cautiously released her. "Old relationship? It seems like a fairly new relationship to me. We've barely gotten started."


          "You know damn well what I mean." Sarah started toward the steps. "No sex."


          "You said that once before but you changed your mind."


          "That was different. This time I won't be changing my mind." Her chin was high as she swept past him into the gloomy old house. "I'll pick out my bedroom right now. You can leave my luggage in it."


          Gideon muttered something under his breath. Then he looked down at Machu Picchu. "How the mighty are fallen, huh, pal? Yesterday I was a legendary lover. This afternoon I've been demoted to bellhop."


          "I heard that," Sarah yelled from inside the house. "And you're absolutely right. Furthermore, if I were you, I wouldn't expect much of a tip. Where's the thermostat in this place? It's freezing in here."


          Gideon hoisted the luggage again and followed her into the living room. He glanced around at the familiar bleak, faded, excessively neat interior. It didn't seem all that chilly to him. But he knew that was because Sarah was already running around inside, opening the old drapes to let in the light, putting hot water on the stove for tea and generally warming things up with her effortless, effervescent vitality.


          


          SEVERAL HOURS LATER Gideon sat alone on the sofa, Machu draped in his usual position along the back. Ellora was nowhere in sight and Gideon suspected she had accompanied Sarah to bed.


          "Just us guys left out here," Gideon muttered to the big cat. "But at least she stayed without too much of a fight."


          He was damned lucky she had given in as easily as she had and he knew it. He'd thought for a while there that he'd ruined all his chances when he'd asked her if she'd played sensual games with him in an effort to get him to give up any claim on the Flowers.


          Nearly done in again by his own mouth.


          One of these days Gideon hoped he would learn not to fire from the hip. He was getting too good at shooting himself in the foot.


          But the sight of Savage's flowers sitting in that pan in the cabin's kitchen had rendered him cold with rage. He'd been furious, not only with Jake who was, after all, only acting in character, but with Sarah who'd accepted the flowers. Furthermore, she'd let the bastard put his hand over hers. He'd touched her.


          Gideon knew now she hadn't meant anything by accepting the flowers or letting Jake get close. She seemed to be able to see right through the facade in a way no other woman ever had. Sarah's problem was that she just didn't understand how dangerous Savage could be when it came to women. She was too naive, too trusting.


          Just look how quick she'd been to trust one Gideon Trace, he reminded himself morosely as he took a large swallow of brandy. The little fool had come skipping cheerfully into his life just as if he really were one of the heroes out of her books.


          No common sense, Gideon told himself. That was Sarah's whole problem. She was good-hearted and sweet and fascinating in many ways, but she obviously needed a strong-willed man to take care of her. She needed someone to keep her from getting into trouble. Someone to protect her from the likes of Jake Savage.


          Jake Savage. Why the hell did he have to show up after all this time? Why couldn't he have done one decent thing in his life and stayed dead?


          But it was typical of Jake to come back now, Gideon thought.


          Just when things had been starting to fall into place between himself and Sarah. Just when he'd figured he was getting a handle on her. Just when he'd started an affair with her and he'd begun to realize how important she was to him.


          Gideon got to his feet, brandy glass in one hand, and went up the stairs and down the dark hall to the room Sarah had chosen. She'd picked the bedroom at the far end, the one that would catch the first rays of morning sunshine.


          He tried the antique glass doorknob. It twisted easily in his hand. He wanted to take that as an invitation but he knew it was more likely Sarah simply hadn't found the key in the bottom bureau drawer.


          Gideon cracked the door a few inches and peered into the shadows. Ellora stirred, meowing silently as she watched him from the depths of the big, old four-poster. The cat was curled up against Sarah's leg. Sarah, herself, was a small, curved shape under the quilt. Her hair spilled out in a dark fan across the pillow. She was sound asleep, one hand curled near her chin.


          Gideon wondered what she would do if he got into bed beside her. He stood there for a long while, sipping his brandy while he studied her in the dim light that filtered through the partially opened door.


          Every time he had taken her into his arms, she'd melted for him, even when she'd claimed she didn't think he was ready for a sexual relationship. She'd always responded when he touched her.


          In fact, she couldn't really resist him, Gideon told himself.


          He opened the door a little farther and stepped into the room. She didn't move. He put the brandy glass down on the bureau and began to undress slowly.


          A few minutes later, naked, he started toward the bed.


          "Take one more step and I'll scream the house down," Sarah said from the shadows.


          Gideon halted, feeling like an idiot. The sensation made him angry and fueled his sense of outraged frustration. "Why? You like it when I make love to you in my arms. Don't try to deny it."


          "If you think I'm going to let you sleep with me after some of the things you said this morning, you're out of your mind. Go to bed, Gideon. Your own bed."


          Gideon didn't move. "What do you want from me? Damn it, Sarah, I don't understand you."


          "That's obvious. The answer to your question is that I don't want anything from you tonight. Go to bed."


          "Sarah." He hesitated, some deep, primitive part of him urging him to ignore her protests. He was certain that if he just climbed into bed with her and took her into his arms, she would cling to him the way she always did. "Give it a chance. You want to communicate? This is one way we communicate just fine."


          "Not tonight, Gideon. I mean it."


          "Damn it, you want me to say I'm sorry? To apologize for what I said at the cabin? Is that it? All right, I'm sorry."


          "That's not enough. Not this time."


          "What more can you ask?"


          "I want you to admit why you did it."


          "Why I did it?" he asked blankly.


          "Yes. Why you did all of it. Why you said those things about the reasons I was sleeping with you, why you whisked us away from the cabin and why you're so determined to keep me here instead of letting me go back to Seattle."


          He stared at her, wishing he could see her face. "But I told you why I did all those things."


          "You gave me a fine song and dance about having legitimate reasons to question my motives and how you were going to protect me from Jake Savage in spite of myself, but that's not the real reason."


          "It's not?"


          "No, it's not. I've been doing a lot of thinking and I've finally figured out what's going on inside that thick skull of yours. It's time you admitted to me and to yourself the real reason you've been acting the way you have today."


          "All right, I give up. What is the real reason?"


          Sarah sat up against the pillows, her eyes glinting in the shadows. "Actually, there are two reasons. First, you're afraid to admit how much you've come to care for me, and second, you're jealous of Jake Savage."


          "Jealous?"


          "You're afraid he's going to steal me, not the Flowers, aren't you? Isn't that the truth? Isn't it? Come on, Gideon, say it. You've finally started to realize you're in love with me and you're afraid I'm going to get swept off my feet by Jake Savage. That's the real motivation behind your actions, isn't it?"


          Gideon felt as if he'd been sandbagged. "Is that why you didn't put up much of a fight about staying here with me?"


          "Of course it is. If I didn't think there was hope for you, I'd have gone straight back to Seattle. But I finally realized the real reason you were acting like a lion with a thorn in its paw and I decided to give you a little time to understand your own actions. But I'm not about to sleep with you again until you finally acknowledge how you really feel about me. Then we'll discuss your little problem with jealousy. Don't worry. It's nothing we can't work out."


          For once Gideon managed to keep his mouth shut, although how he managed it, he never knew. Jealous? Jealous of Savage? The blood was pounding in his veins, but not from desire. He hadn't been this furious in a long time. He turned on his heel, picked up his discarded clothes and stormed out of the room. He slammed the door so hard the wall trembled.


          He was damned if he would admit he was jealous of Savage. He would not give Sarah that much power. Never in a million years. He would never again give any woman that kind of power over him.


          Besides, she was a hundred miles wide of the mark. He wasn't jealous, he was just cautious. He was keeping her out of Savage's reach only because he was trying to protect her from her own naïveté. If she couldn't see that, she was a fool and a manipulative one at that.


          If she wanted to think she was in love with him, that was fine, Gideon told himself. But it would be a cold day in Hades before he set himself up to be betrayed again by his woman and his ex-partner. This time around he was going to stay in charge of the situation.


          He'd learned a long time ago that the only safe way to exist was to keep his emotions under rigid control. Sarah Fleetwood was not going to force him to break the rules under which he had been living successfully for the past five years.
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            SARAH TRIED HER BEST to ignore Gideon's foul mood for the next two days. She pursued a variety of activities as if she were on vacation, experimenting with new recipes in the kitchen, taking long walks on the beach, reading books from Gideon's extensive library.


            She was unfailingly good-natured and upbeat, even though she had to grit her teeth on more than one occasion when Gideon turned on her like a cornered cat. In truth, there were some very discouraging moments.


            But Sarah was determined that one way or another Gideon was going to learn that this relationship worked on trust, not good sex.


            "How long do you think you can keep this up?" Gideon demanded as he washed dishes on the second night.


            "Keep what up?" Sarah reclined at the kitchen table, her feet propped on a chair as she recovered from her labors. Dinner had been a particularly spectacular affair, one of her best efforts yet. The Thai-style noodles, hot-and-sour soup and raspberries in filo had been a culinary triumph as far as she was concerned. Gideon had made no comment as he'd worked his way steadily through the meal. He'd risen to do the dishes without a word.


            "You know what I'm talking about." Gideon rinsed the dishes under a spray of hot water. "How long are you going to flit around here acting like you're my roommate or a boarder I've taken in for the summer?"


            "Oh, that. As long as it takes, I guess."


            A pan clattered loudly in the sink. "As long as it takes to do what, damn it?"


            "As long as it takes for you to realize that we're supposed to be building a relationship."


            He swung her a brief, angry glance. "If your crazy intuition is telling you this is the way to create a good relationship, you've got bigger problems than I thought."


            "What do you want me to do, Gideon?" Sarah asked as Ellora plopped into her lap. "Sleep with you on demand even though you don't trust me and won't admit you love me? What's in it for me?"


            "What the hell do you want from me?"


            "You know what I want."


            He snagged a dishtowel and began drying plates with swift, violent motions. "You started throwing yourself at me the minute I met you. I thought for a while you wanted me."


            "I do."


            "You don't seem to be having much of a problem pretending I'm just the landlord lately."


            "That's not true," Sarah said. "This is as hard on me as it is on you. I'm suffering, too, you know."


            "Not as far as I can see." He slung the dishes into the cupboard. "How does this new tactic work? If I go down on my knees and swear I love you and will trust blindly in you forever, do I get to go to bed with you?"


            Sarah held her breath. "That would certainly be a promising start."


            He shot her a scowling look as he put the rest of the dishes away. "Don't press your luck, Sarah."


            She sighed. "It's all Savage's fault. If he hadn't shown up out of the blue when he did, you'd have made much more progress by now. I just know you would have. I wish he'd stayed gone."


            "You and me both." Gideon closed the cupboard door and stalked over to stand in front of her. "Come here." He reached down to grab her hand.


            She looked up warily. "Where are we going?"


            "If you're going to act like a roommate or a summer boarder, you might as well give me a few of the benefits I'd expect from one."


            "Gideon, I told you…"


            Ellora squawked in annoyance as she was dumped unceremoniously from Sarah's lap. It wasn't Sarah's fault. Gideon had yanked her to her feet and was pulling her through the doorway into the living room.


            "Sit." Gideon used a hand on her shoulder to propel her into a chair in front of the chess table. He took the seat across from her and studied her as she sat scowling at him.


            "You ever play chess?" Gideon asked.


            "Nope."


            "Somehow I thought that might be the case. Well, if you're going to hang around here, you'd better learn. I need a regular partner. My neighbor obliges once in a while but he's not always around when I feel like a game."


            Sarah felt a sudden glow of pleasure at his words. Her expression softened instantly. "You want me to play chess with you? Gideon, I'm touched. It's wonderful that you're starting to see me as something more than a convenient sex object."


            "You were never that."


            "Never a sex object?"


            "Never very convenient. In fact, you've been nothing but inconvenient since the day you arrived." Gideon began setting out the chess pieces. "Pay attention. The first thing you're going to have to learn about chess is that you can't rely solely on your famous intuition."


            "Why not?" She surveyed the pieces with deep interest.


            "Because you'll lose if you do. Chess demands foresight, planning and strategy."


            "That's the sort of thing you're supposed to be so good at."


            Gideon smiled grimly. "Right. You're going to have to work hard if you want to beat me."


            "I don't mind learning to play, but I should tell you I don't have the killer instinct when it comes to games. Somehow it's just never seemed all that important to win." Sarah was increasingly fascinated by the carved wooden chess figures. She picked up a knight. It felt good in her palm. "Did you make these?"


            "Yes." He eyed her as she fingered the knight. "One winter when I had a lot of spare time. Why?"


            Sarah shrugged and put the knight back down on the board. "Oh, I don't know. They're just interesting. Unusual. Maybe you have heretofore undiscovered talents as a sculptor."


            "I doubt it. All right, we're all set. You ready?"


            "That depends. Are you going to yell at me a lot if I don't learn fast enough to suit you?"


            "Probably. I'm not feeling real patient at the moment."


            Sarah glared at him. "If you start yelling, I'm outta here. Understand?"


            "Don't bother issuing threats, Sarah. You've already got me tied up in knots. There's not a whole lot more you can do to me."


            She reached across the table and impulsively put her hand on his. "Gideon, I'm sorry. Please believe me, I'm only trying to do what's best for both of us."


            He eyed her laconically. "Sorry's not good enough, remember? You told me that, yourself."


            She flushed and took her hand off his. She stared unseeingly down at the chess pieces. "I get the feeling this is going to be a perfectly miserable experience."


            "Must be your intuition at work again."


            But it really wasn't all that bad, Sarah decided two hours later. Gideon proved to be a surprisingly patient instructor, in spite of his veiled threats. At one point Machu Picchu lumbered over to take up a position in a nearby armchair and Ellora curled up beside him. The two cats supervised Sarah's progress with placid expressions.


            "Not bad for a sex object," Gideon said finally. "I think you've got possibilities as a chess partner."


            Sarah's head came up swiftly, unsure if he was teasing her. Gideon's eyes held a rare spark of humor, however, so she gave him a saucy smile. "Does that mean I have some practical uses, after all?"


            "I could think of ways in which you'd be infinitely more useful."


            Sarah got to her feet and went around the table to kiss him lightly on the cheek. "Good night, Gideon."


            "Sarah?"


            "Yes?" She halted at the foot of the stairs, her attention caught by something in his tone. She looked back and saw that he was toying with one of the chess figures.


            "Never mind." Gideon put down the chess piece and reached for the brandy decanter. "Go to bed."


            She went on up the stairs, Ellora trotting at her heels. Machu Picchu stayed behind, apparently feeling obliged to offer silent masculine support to the other male in the household.


            Sarah lay awake a long time waiting for the sound of Gideon's footsteps in the hall. She did not go to sleep until after she heard him climb the stairs and go past her room to his own.


            


            THE FOLLOWING DAY Sarah awoke to a world of infinite gray. The morning fog blanketed everything just as a strange feeling of uneasiness shrouded her normally exuberant emotions.


            She looked out the window and realized she could not even see the beach. She was not usually depressed by fog. In fact, as a writer, she generally found it curiously exciting and even inspiring. But this morning was different.


            She felt moody and restless. It was as if she sensed something ominous hovering out there in the fog.


            But it made no sense to feel this way, she told herself as she showered and dressed in jeans and a sweater. Last night had gone rather well, all things considered. Gideon had seemed content to teach her chess and she had taken his interest in doing so as a good sign. He was trying to find other avenues of communication.


            So why was she feeling so strange this morning?


            Out in the hall she saw that the door to Gideon's room was half-open but all was quiet inside. Machu Picchu appeared in the opening and Ellora skipped forward to greet him. He touched noses with her and then stalked past Sarah as if she didn't exist. Sarah had the unsettling feeling that the big cat had somehow adopted Gideon's attitude toward her. When Ellora offered a silent apology for her companion's behavior, Sarah smiled.


            "Don't worry about it," she told the small cat. "I understand. Men are very stubborn at times, aren't they?"


            She followed the cats downstairs and went into the kitchen. The old Victorian lacked any semblance of cheerfulness today, even after she got the drapes open. Everything was dark, cold and depressed-looking. None of her plans for sprucing things up appealed this morning. Sarah tried to come up with some interesting ideas for breakfast but failed.


            The fog hung heavily outside the window, drawing her in some strange way. Part of her longed to lose herself in the physical manifestation of the moodiness that seemed to have engulfed her during the night.


            Intuition was sometimes a curse, especially when one didn't know how to interpret the vague warnings it was giving out. Sarah realized she wanted to go for a walk.


            Without questioning the impulse, she found her windbreaker and let herself out into the chilled morning air. A few minutes later she was on the long, craggy beach below Gideon's house. She started walking, her hands thrust deeply into her pockets. The fog ebbed and swirled around her. She felt alone in the world and at the same time, threatened by something she did not yet understand.


            One by one the doubts began to creep in and take root.


            Maybe she was handling everything all wrong, she thought. What did she really know about dealing with a man like Gideon? It was true that in some mysterious way he was the personification of the heroes in her books, but she was also discovering that there was a lot she did not know or fully comprehend about those heroes. They were a part of her and yet they were strangers—alien lovers about whom she understood certain aspects but not others.


            She had the ability to fashion exciting stories around such male characters but the raw truth was that she could not make real life turn out as neatly as a novel of romantic suspense. She had landed on Gideon's doorstep fully prepared to live out the fantasy of 'Beauty and the Beast."


            But in real life a man like Gideon Trace was not so easy to rescue from the curse of his past, not so easy to gentle and tame. He was more complex, more unpredictable and far more powerful than any fictional hero.


            Sarah came to an abrupt halt near a small tide pool as a familiar sense of tingling awareness went through her. She definitely was not alone on the beach. She stood very still, waiting.


            A moment later Jake Savage materialized out of the fog, not more than ten feet in front of her. He was dressed with his usual flair, polished boots and khakis and a leather jacket that, although it appeared to be brand new, was designed to look well worn and extremely macho. His black hair was damp from the fog and his bright blue eyes were alive with an almost feverish anticipation. Sarah suddenly wished that Gideon was not sound asleep in the house.


            "Hello, Sarah. I'm surprised Gid let you out of his sight. Or did you slip the leash?"


            "I just felt like taking a morning walk. What are you doing here, Jake?"


            "What do you think I'm doing here? I came to find you. I've been keeping an eye on the house since yesterday, waiting for a chance to talk to you alone for a few minutes. I caught a glimpse of someone coming down the path through the fog a while ago and decided to see if it might be you."


            "You've been spying on us?"


            "Like I said, just waiting to talk to you. I knew Gid wouldn't let me anywhere near you if he had anything to say about it."


            "Why did you want to talk to me?"


            Jake smiled wryly. "I know it's none of my business, but I thought you ought to be told a few facts. Call me sentimental, but I didn't want to see you go through what Gid's wife went through."


            "Oh, yes, Leanna. She cheated on him with you, didn't she?"


            "Is that what Gid told you?"


            "Isn't that what happened?"


            Jake ran a hand through his hair, tousling it rakishly. "She was a very unhappy woman, Sarah. She turned to me for comfort. I guess I felt sorry for her."


            "But not sorry enough to marry her after she left Gideon for you, right?"


            Jake frowned. "Leanna wanted rescuing and I'm not much into the role of knight in shining armor."


            "You prefer the role of seducer and betrayer."


            Jake's eyes narrowed. "Gid really told you a story, didn't he?"


            "No. I've managed to piece a lot of it together for myself, thought. It's pretty obvious what happened. Leanna was an immature, unhappy woman who was probably initially attracted to Gideon's strength but later dazzled by your flash. I suppose one could say she got what she deserved, which was nothing, but that doesn't make you any less guilty of betraying your partner. Why did you do it? Surely one woman more or less wasn't that important. A man like you can probably have his pick of women."


            "Is that supposed to be a compliment?"


            "No. An observation. Why, Jake?"


            "That's none of your damned business. I took what was being offered on a silver platter, that's all. Hell, Leanna was a beautiful woman. If Gid couldn't keep her satisfied, that wasn't my problem."


            Sarah shook her head thoughtfully. "No, I think there was more to it than that. You were jealous of Gideon, weren't you? Sleeping with Leanna was a way of getting even with him."


            "Are you nuts, lady? Why in hell would I be jealous of Gid?"


            "Because you were nothing except a hustler without him and deep down inside, you knew it. He was the one who made the partnership work. He was the one who had the skill and the talent to find whatever you two went looking for."


            "The hell he was."


            "You knew that you were totally dependent on him and eventually you must have come to hate him. All you brought to the partnership was image and flash. Did you really scheme with those smugglers to betray him? What did you think was going to happen if you did get him killed? Savage and Company couldn't have survived very long without him. But maybe your jealousy was too strong at that point for you to see reason. Or maybe there was enough money involved to make it worth the risk of dumping your partner."


            "You little bitch, I'll tell you what happened that day. Gid left me behind while he escaped with a suitcase full of cash, that's what happened. You think Carson, or Trace, or whatever he calls himself now is the nice, honest, up-front type? You think he's some kind of good guy, a hero out of one of your books who's going to help you find those earrings? Wise up, little girl. He's using you. When he does find your treasure for you, he'll also find a way to keep it for himself. That's his real specialty, you see, looking out for himself. And he's real good at it."


            "You're lying."


            "You think so? Just remember what I told you. When Gid goes out on a job, he never comes back empty-handed. And people who get in the way can get killed."


            "You look very much alive to me."


            "I was damned lucky. You better hope you're equally lucky, hadn't you?"


            Jake swung around and vanished into the swirling fog.


            Sarah waited a couple of minutes, but the tingling feeling of awareness did not ease. Frowning, she turned around to head back toward the bluff path.


            And walked full-tilt into a large, solid object that had been shrouded in fog.


            "Gideon."


            His gemlike eyes were the only sparks of color in the swirling world of gray. "Do you believe him?"


            Sarah took a step back. The depressed, moody feeling she had awakened with closed in upon her more heavily than the fog. "Does it matter?"


            "Yes, damn it, it matters."


            "Why?"


            "Don't play games with me, Sarah."


            "I'm not playing games. I have, however, finally come to the conclusion that I don't owe you anything more than what you're willing to give me in exchange. And I haven't gotten much trust from you, have I, Gideon?"


            He caught hold of her arm as she made to step around him. "Where are you going?"


            "Home."


            "Seattle, you mean?"


            "Yes."


            "He got to you, didn't he? Just like he got to Leanna."


            Sarah's eyes stung with tears. She dashed the back of her hand across them. "No, he didn't get to me the way he got to Leanna. You can't even give me credit for having more sense than your ex-wife had, can you? I've told you once and I'll tell you again. Leanna was a brainless little floozy without an ounce of common sense. Any woman should be able to tell at a glance that Jake Savage is a mirage of a man. All image and no substance. Amusing, perhaps, on occasion and definitely a sharp dresser. The kind who might look good escorting a woman to a fancy party. But that's about the end of it." She pulled her arm free of Gideon's grasp.


            "Damn it, Sarah, you can't just walk away like this."


            "Don't worry, I'm not running off with Jake Savage."


            "You're not running off with anyone."


            "Right. I'm going all by myself."


            "Savage will try to use you," Gideon warned roughly. "Especially if he thinks we've split up. Remember what I said about him using the divide-and-conquer technique."


            "I'm not going to lead him to that white rock."


            "He'll find a way to make you." Gideon's voice was raw. "Tell me, Sarah, is it easy to walk away from me?"


            She paused and looked back at him. His face was harsh in the gray mist. He stood there on the beach, a stark, bleak figure—a man who'd learned the trick of withdrawing completely into himself while he told the rest of the world to keep its distance.


            "I was a fool to think you needed rescuing."


            "Rescuing? What the devil do you mean by that?"


            "Never mind. You like being alone, don't you? You like not having to take the risk of trusting anyone. No, Gideon, it's not easy to walk away from you. But I don't have much choice. Maybe you and my friends were right all along. I really shouldn't rely so heavily on my intuition." She smiled faintly. "At least this time I didn't get left at the altar, though, did I? Maybe things are looking up after all. Or else I'm getting smarter."


            He made no move to stop her as she turned and started up the path toward the house.


            


            GIDEON HUNCHED his shoulders against the chilled fog, his hands thrust into his jacket pockets, and listened to the sound of Sarah's car pulling out of his driveway.


            She had done it. She had left him. A part of him could not accept it and he wondered if he would ever be able to fully accept it.


            He could not believe how much he had grown accustomed to her foolish conviction that they belonged together. She had been so positive that they were made for each other, so convinced he was the hero of her dreams.


            But he hadn't known how to deal with her at first. She had knocked him off balance right from the moment she had descended out of the blue onto his doorstep. And she had moved much too quickly for him. He was, by nature, not the type who could take the risks of real intimacy easily and he knew it. So he tried to resist Sarah at every step along the way, always looking for hidden motives, always searching for the cold reality that he knew had to lie beneath her warm, affectionate surface.


            When they had become lovers that day in the mountains he had relaxed somewhat because he'd finally found a way in which he could trust her, a way in which he could feel sure of her. From the beginning he'd never really doubted the genuineness of her physical response.


            Now, thanks to Savage, he was right back where he'd started. Alone.


            But this time it hurt. He felt as if something inside him was cracking open, exposing him to the kind of pain he had protected himself from for years.


            The worst of it was that even as he began to climb slowly along the path toward the house, Gideon knew he couldn't blame Jake for this latest disaster. He had no one to blame but himself.


            Machu Picchu was sitting at the top of the bluff, tail coiled around his paws. He watched with idle interest as Gideon climbed the last few steps.


            "She's gone, isn't she, Machu? I didn't even get breakfast."


            The big cat followed him into the kitchen where Ellora sat in Sarah's chair. The silver-gray cat glared at Gideon with accusing eyes.


            "Hey, don't blame me. She's the type who appears out of thin air and vanishes the same way. Here today, gone tomorrow. Flighty. Know what I mean?" Gideon put the kettle on the stove for instant coffee. No, not gone tomorrow—gone today. Now. This minute.


            The cats continued to regard him in profound silence. Gideon poured hot water over the coffee and stirred absently. "I shouldn't have let her drive off in this fog," he announced after a minute. "The roads could be real bad."


            The cats licked their paws.


            Gideon climbed the stairs with his mug of coffee in one hand and went to see if Sarah had packed absolutely everything or if she'd left in such an all-fired hurry she'd forgotten a few items.


            In her room he found no trace she'd ever been there. In a totally uncharacteristic gesture, she'd even made the bed up neatly.


            Gideon went back downstairs wondering why the house felt so damned cold again.


            The cats were sitting at the bottom of the staircase, watching him with their otherworldly gaze.


            "I know, I know," Gideon said. "I shouldn't have let her leave alone. Not in this fog. Too dangerous. If she's got any sense she'll stop at a café and have a cup of tea or something until the fog lifts. I'll bet she's at one of the coffee shops in town. On the other hand, common sense is not her strong point. I probably ought to check on her. Make sure she waits awhile before heading for Seattle."


            Ellora started to purr.


            Gideon picked up his car keys and walked to the door. Behind him Machu rumbled plaintively. "You've got enough food and water to last for a couple of days," he told the big cat. "Don't worry. I'll only be gone for an hour or less."


            But there was no sign of Sarah's car at either the coffee shops or the local gas station. The fog was not nearly as bad now as it had been a while ago. Sarah had probably not encountered any great trouble at all in getting to the main highway.


            Gideon stopped at the edge of town and thought about going back to the big, cold, empty house.


            He could not bear the thought. He started driving.


            A few hours later he found himself in Seattle.


            There was no great difficulty in locating Sarah's apartment building downtown. After four months of corresponding with her, he'd long since memorized the address.


            


            HER WARM, CHEERFUL, sunny apartment wasn't nearly as inviting as it ought to have been. Sarah halted just inside the front door, her hastily packed suitcases in her hands. She glanced around uneasily. Something didn't feel right. She stood there a moment longer and then put down the luggage.


            With a gathering sense of disquiet, she wandered around the living room. Everything seemed pretty much as she'd left it.


            Until she got to her desk. It took her a minute or two to realize that the normal, exuberant clutter didn't look quite right. The desk was still a mess, of course, but it looked different somehow.


            Someone had been through her things.


            The maps.


            On a hunch, Sarah gasped and yanked open the filing cabinet drawer where she had carefully stored the ten photocopies of her precious map. They were gone. All of them.


            "Oh, you're back, are you, Sarah? Have a nice trip, dear?" Mrs. Reynolds from across the hall paused for a moment in the open doorway. "There was the nicest man inquiring about you after you left. A real charmer. Did he find you?"


            "Yes, Mrs. Reynolds. He found me." Sarah slowly closed the cabinet door. Jake Savage had stolen the maps.


            "Excuse me. I'm looking for Sarah Fleetwood's apartment." Gideon's gritty tones came down the hall from behind Mrs. Reynolds.


            "Well, bless my soul, it's another one. Never rains but it pours, eh, Sarah, dear?" The elderly woman winked conspiratorially at Sarah. "Right this way, sir. Never knew our Sarah had such an active social life. Call me if you need help entertaining all these interesting young men, Sarah, dear." Still chuckling, Mrs. Reynolds disappeared into her own apartment and closed the door.


            Sarah stared at Gideon as he came to a halt in the doorway. "What are you doing here?" she whispered.


            "What the hell does it look like I'm doing? I followed you. I should have caught up with you long before you got to Seattle. The fact that I didn't means you drive too damned fast, Sarah."


            She ignored that, feeling strangely weak. The stolen maps were forgotten. All the anger and hurt and frustration she'd been feeling since she'd left the coast were forgotten. All that mattered was that Gideon was here, glowering at her in his familiar, lovable, beastly manner.


            "You followed me? All this way? You actually came after me?"


            "Well, I didn't drive this far just to see the Space Needle."


            "You came after me," she breathed, giddy with relief and euphoria. "You tracked me down to the ends of the earth so that you could drag me back to the coast, didn't you?"


            Something warm and tender that was tinged with amusement flickered in Gideon's eyes, softening the grimness that had been there a moment ago. "I never really thought of Seattle as the ends of the earth, but I guess it's all relative, isn't it?"


            "Gideon." She flew across the room and into his arms. When he caught her close, holding her in a grip of iron, she breathed a deep sigh of relief. "I was so afraid. I thought you just couldn't care enough, after all, that I didn't mean enough to you even though in the beginning I was so sure…"


            "Sarah, honey, it's all right."


            She clutched at him. "I don't mind telling you I was scared to death that it really was hopeless. You never seemed to be able to bring yourself to trust me. I couldn't believe I'd been so wrong about us, but you never know for sure. I've been wrong before and all the way back from your place I've been terrified that I'd made another mistake."


            "Sarah, hush."


            "Gideon, I love you so much and I've been so miserable. All those lonely hours on the road. It was the longest drive of my life, I swear. I just wanted to get home so that I could cry in the privacy of my own apartment."


            "Sarah—"


            "I've been telling myself I was a fool. I almost had myself believing it, too. But now here you are. You've come after me just like one of the heroes in my books and everything's going to be all right. I wasn't wrong about you, after all."


            "Sarah, I'm here. Let's leave it at that for a while, all right?"


            She raised her glowing face to his but before she could say anything else, he was kissing her. She parted her lips for him, pressing herself close into the comfort and strength of his big frame.


            Gideon groaned, kicked the door shut with the heel of his boot, and picked Sarah up in his arms. Without breaking the kiss, he carried her over to the black leather Italian sofa.
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              SHE WAS CLINGING TO HIM, holding onto him as if she'd never let him go. Gideon staggered a couple of steps and then fell onto the sofa, dragging Sarah down on top of him. He still couldn't believe the depths of the welcome he'd seen in her eyes when he'd stepped through the apartment doorway. He didn't think he'd ever forget it as long as he lived. He'd been right to follow her. She'd wanted him to come after her.


              The thing inside him that had cracked open and caused so much pain was healing with miraculous speed.


              "I'm no hero," he warned one last time, wondering why he felt compelled to try to set the record straight. It was getting hard to think. Her mouth was so warm and sweet and spicy as she persisted in raining kisses over him.


              "Yes, you are," Sarah whispered passionately. "You're a perfect hero. I always knew it. It just took you a while to figure it out, too, that's all."


              "Hell, who am I to argue? You're the expert." He tugged at her sweater, pulling it off and tossing it down onto the carpet. Her fine, gently rounded breasts tumbled into his waiting hands and he inhaled sharply as his whole body tightened.


              When she wriggled against him, sliding her hips across his, Gideon gave a husky, choked laugh and tugged at the fastening of her jeans. Her small, gentle hands were already fumbling with the buttons of his shirt. As soon as the garment fell open he felt her fingers trailing through the hair on his chest. Waves of anticipation rolled through him.


              He looked down at the scrap of turquoise she wore beneath her jeans. He knew he was looking at one of the seven pairs of brightly colored, sexy panties she had bought especially to wear for him.


              "You knew I'd come after you, didn't you?"


              "No. I just hoped you would."


              "Come here," Gideon whispered, urging her down so that her breasts brushed against his bare skin. He could feel her taut little nipples against him. "That feels so good, sweetheart."


              "I love you, Gideon." She kissed his shoulder and then his own flat nipple. "I've been feeling so awful for the past few hours. I could hardly stand it."


              "You should never have left."


              "Maybe not. But I couldn't bear to stay, either. Not with you refusing to admit that we have something special together. Not when you couldn't let yourself trust me. But now you're here and everything's the way it should be."


              He slid his hands down the length of her back to the sensual curve of her buttocks. He began coaxing the jeans over her lushly rounded derriere, allowing his fingers to stray into all the secret places. She moved delightfully against him once more and he lifted his lips against hers, seeking the sweetness of her. There was still far too much denim in the way.


              "Easy, honey, easy," he breathed, holding her gently away from him so that he could slide off the sofa and stand up long enough to get out of his own clothes. When he finished with the boots and the jeans and all the rest of it he sat down and reached for Sarah.


              She came to him willingly enough as he finished undressing her but when she started to lie down and pull him to her he shook his head.


              "This way," he mouthed in her ear, as he half-sat, half-sprawled against the leather cushions. Hands on her thighs, he parted her legs and eased her down so that she sat astride him. He felt her tremble.


              "Gideon." She braced herself, kneeling on the cushions. Her fingers entwined in his hair. Her eyes glowed with excitement.


              "Yeah. Like that." He took one nipple gently into his mouth and simultaneously touched her intimately. He found her warm and damp and ready for him. When he eased one finger into her she clenched almost violently. Gideon caught his breath.


              "So sexy, baby. That feels so good," he muttered. He drew the tip of his finger across the small pearl hidden in the delicate nest and had the satisfaction of feeling her shiver again in his arms.


              "Gideon, my wonderful, fabulous, Gideon." She nibbled on his ear, moving against his head. "I love it when you touch me."


              He guided himself slowly into her, feeling her open to him and then close tightly around him. She gasped and began to slide up and down as he indicated with his hands on her waist. Then she began to set the rhythm, growing more confident and more forceful until Gideon could think of nothing except the powerful hunger that was sweeping through him.


              When he could stand the ravening forces no longer, he surged into her one last time seeking the full satisfaction that he knew was waiting. Gideon felt Sarah shudder and cry out and then he was lost in the thrill of her release as it mingled with his own.


              


              SARAH SMILED TO HERSELF as she languorously stroked Gideon's shoulders. "I like this position," she murmured.


              "So do I. But, then, I like any position with you." His eyes were closed. He continued to sprawl against the cushions, his well-muscled legs relaxed, his hands moving absently on her thighs. "Sarah, promise me you won't run off like that again."


              Her leaving had shaken him, she realized. He really did care for her. But, then, she had been certain of that the moment she saw him standing in her doorway.


              "What made you come after me?" she asked softly. "You must have left shortly after I did." She was consumed with curiosity now, needing to hear every detail of what he had been thinking when he made the decision to pursue her. "When did you finally realize you couldn't let me go?"


              "Sarah?"


              "Yes, Gideon?"


              "Just promise me you won't do that again. Please."


              She sighed, resigned to the fact that Gideon was never going to find it easy to talk about his emotions. "All right. I promise."


              "I could sure use a cup of coffee."


              She collapsed against him in a fit of giggles. "What a romantic."


              "I try." His smile was slightly lopsided, his eyes bemused as he played with her hair. "But I'd better warn you, there are probably going to be times when I'll mess up."


              "You think so?"


              "I keep telling you, I'm no hero. But you won't run off again if I do occasionally fail to live up to your expectations, will you? Sarah, I don't want to have to be afraid that every time I screw up, you'll leave."


              Sarah's amusement slipped away in an instant as she saw the seriousness in his steady gaze. She shook her head vigorously. "No, never. I won't run off."


              "You did this morning."


              "That was different."


              "How?"


              "This morning I was feeling depressed. I knew somehow that I'd gone as far as I could. It was up to you to make an effort or give me some sign. If you were never going to be able to let yourself love me or trust me I had to find out now. I knew I had to leave." Sarah smiled. "And you came after me."


              Gideon moved his head slightly on the cushions, his eyes warm. "I think you're a little crazy, but that's all right." His gaze shifted to the room around them. "So this is your place? It looks like you. I knew there'd be unwashed cups on the coffee table."


              "Thanks a lot." She rose reluctantly from his thighs and reached for her clothing. "Look at the bright side. Now that I've got you, I'll be able to let my weekly cleaning service go, won't I? I'll make you some coffee while you get dressed. The bathroom's down the hall. Give me a minute and then you can have it." She clutched her shirt and looked down at him. "Gideon, I'm so happy."


              He smiled slightly, his eyes very intent. "The cats will be pleased. They didn't approve of your running off the way you did this morning."


              "You'll all just have to understand that I had my reasons."


              Gideon's eyes hardened. "It was more than depression, wasn't it? We could have talked about that. And more than wanting me to give you some sign that I cared. It was Savage finding you on the beach that made you give up on me."


              "I didn't give up on you."


              "He upset everything. You were all right until he showed up again. You were adjusting to being with me. Getting used to it. But then he cornered you on the beach and it was all over. He always had a knack for being able to throw a spanner into the works."


              "That's not the way it was at all. My feelings had nothing to do with Savage. I left because I wasn't sure I was getting through to you. It was time to give you a strong nudge."


              "You'd have gotten through to me a lot faster if you'd let me make love to you instead of trying to build a relationship without sex," Gideon muttered. "It wasn't natural, Sarah. I felt you were trying to manipulate me by withholding yourself and then when Savage popped up again, I—"


              "Savage." Sarah's eyes widened in belated anger as reality came back with a thud. "Good grief, I almost forgot. How could I? The man's a thief."


              "I'm in agreement with you on that point. But you didn't really believe all those things he was saying about me, did you?"


              "Of course, I didn't believe him. But that's not why I'm furious with him now. I'm mad because he broke in here and stole all my extra copies of the map, Gideon."


              Gideon's eyes hardened. He reached slowly for his shirt. "The bastard."


              "He's going to dig up the earrings," Sarah said with a sigh. "I know he is."


              "He won't find them."


              "Gideon, I keep telling you, I can almost feel him finding them. My intuition tells me he's very close to getting his hands on them. Maybe he couldn't get close without the map, but now that he's got all ten copies of the thing he's bound to figure it out."


              "Sarah, be reasonable. Ten photocopies won't do him any more good than one. They're all the same. I guarantee you he won't get the earrings."


              She gave him a speculative glance. "You're very certain of Jake Savage's incompetence."


              Gideon grinned briefly. "As I've always said, he's got his talents, but finding treasure isn't one of them." His grin vanished as quickly as it had come. "But he's gone too far with this business of breaking into your place."


              "That's certainly the truth. I won't have it. What are we going to do, Gideon? Call the cops? How will we be able to prove it was Jake who broke in?"


              "We probably won't be able to prove it." Gideon shrugged into his shirt. "But I think it's time I had a private chat with my ex-partner. I've had it with him."


              "What are you going to do?" Sarah asked anxiously.


              "I'm not sure yet, but one thing's for certain, I liked him a lot better when he was supposed to be dead."


              "Gideon, you wouldn't, would you? You can't be serious. I mean, you can't actually, uh, that is… "


              "See that he goes back to being dead? Permanently this time? It's an interesting possibility. As a solution, it definitely has its merits."


              "Gideon."


              "Weren't you going to fix me some coffee?"


              Sarah wasn't certain what to make of the blandly innocent expression in his cool green eyes. It occurred to her that on some level she had always understood that Gideon Trace was dangerous. She just hadn't ever expected to see that side of him. She still wasn't sure she was seeing it. There were definitely parts of this man she did not completely know or understand yet. The knowledge was disconcerting.


              "I'll be right out," Sarah mumbled. Clutching the remainder of her clothing, she hurried off to the bathroom.


              Gideon watched her until she disappeared down the short hall. He felt a lot better now than he had when he'd first arrived, he realized. Everything was going to be okay again. He could relax. Sarah had just succumbed to a brief storm of feminine emotion, that was all. She hadn't done anything drastic like change her mind about him.


              She still thought he was some sort of romantic hero and apparently he had only reconfirmed her belief by chasing after her.


              As if he'd had any alternative, he thought as he got to his feet and pulled on his jeans. He would never tell her, of course, but the truth was, it hadn't been any grand, romantic impulse that had brought him to Seattle. He'd been operating on instinct and his instincts had told him that he could not let her disappear from his life.


              Gideon fastened his jeans and began wandering around Sarah's colorful, modern living room. The place fascinated him. It was so completely different from his own home. Everything was bright, breezy and exuberantly chaotic. Magazines that ran the gamut from Cache to Vogue were piled willy-nilly on the second level of a two-tier glass coffee table. A collection of bizarre paperweights occupied the top of the table. An unwashed mug or two stood proudly amid the clutter.


              The furniture all looked as if it had been designed in an art studio, with more emphasis on abstract lines than functionality.


              The walls were filled with posters of the Pike Place Market, photos of Sarah with two other women and framed book covers. He paused in front of one, studying it more closely.


              The cover of Dangerous Talent showed a rugged-looking, dark-haired man braced at the edge of a jungle cliff. The man had apparently forgotten to button his rakish, khaki shirt that morning, Gideon noted. It hung open, revealing a lot of chest.


              In addition to his unbuttoned shirt the guy in the picture was wearing boots and a wide leather belt. There was a knife strapped to his leg. In one hand he held a large revolver aimed at some unseen menace and with the other he embraced a beautiful woman.


              Gideon wondered idly why the heroine had worn a sleek, sophisticated designer gown and high heels into the jungle. The glittering dress was already badly ripped and was probably going to get even more severely torn in the near future. Both characters looked far more concerned with how they were going to make love on the edge of a cliff than they were with whatever threatened them.


              Gideon shook his head in mild amazement and then spotted an open box with a publisher's return address on it. Inside the box were several copies of Dangerous Talent. Unable to resist, Gideon lifted one paperback out of the box, opened it and turned to the first page.


              


              Hilary sat frozen behind the wheel of the broken-down Jeep and watched helplessly as the man with the gun sauntered toward her. Around her the jungle was alive with brooding menace. But nothing it offered seemed even as remotely threatening at that moment as the cold, deadly expression in the eyes of the human predator in front of her.


              Green, Hilary thought fleetingly as she stared, mesmerized through the windshield. She could see that his eyes were emerald-green like those of a jungle cat and just as chilling.


              Her friends had told her Jed Mclntyre was dangerous—a man who made his own rules out here in the wilds of Rio Pasqual. But Hilary, as usual, had refused to listen to good advice.


              She had insisted on setting out to find Mclntyre and now she was very much afraid that she had done exactly that. The man coming toward her with such casual, graceful menace certainly fit the description Kathy had given her.


              Dangerous.


              Jed Mclntyre was perhaps ten paces away from the Jeep when Hilary came to her senses and remembered the pistol she had stuck in the glove box. Jerking herself out of her momentary trance, she lunged across the seat for it.


              She never made it.


              


              Gideon closed the book and put it back in the stack as he heard Sarah's light footsteps behind him.


              "See what I mean?" Sarah asked as she went on into the kitchen. "All my heroes are like you."


              "Other than the color of Jed Mclntyre's eyes, I didn't see much resemblance."


              "Then you didn't read far enough." Sarah switched on the coffee maker and put a kettle of water on the stove.


              Gideon shrugged. If she wanted to see him as dark, dangerous and sexy, who was he to complain? "Just tell me one thing. Do I have to start carrying a gun and wear a knife strapped to my leg?"


              "Good heavens, no. You don't need one. In that sense, you're a lot more interesting than Jed. Jed, I'm afraid, tended to rely a bit too much on brawn instead of brain. But brawn works nicely in a romance novel."


              Gideon smiled at that. "Well, that's a relief. I've never liked guns or knives. Or khaki, for that matter. Stuff wrinkles like crazy." He went down the hall to the bathroom, which smelled of lemon-scented soap. Automatically he plucked the used towel that was hanging askew off the rack and tossed it into the hamper. He located a fresh one in a small closet.


              A few minutes later when he got back to the kitchen he found Sarah pouring freshly brewed coffee. The stuff really was a lot better than instant, he decided. He was getting used to it. He sat down in a high-backed stool at the counter and picked up the red mug.


              In front of him on the counter lay an assortment of odds and ends including a couple of large yellow notepads, a glass jar holding a dozen pens and a stack of romance novels.


              "All right," Sarah said as she plunked herself down on the seat beside Gideon. "What are we going to do about your pal, Jake?"


              "As I said, I'll have a talk with him." Gideon sipped his coffee thoughtfully.


              "But how will you convince him to stop pestering us about the earrings? This little matter of going through my files is more than I can tolerate, Gideon."


              "I agree and I'll deal with it."


              She looked skeptical. "If you say so."


              "Don't tell me you're losing faith now?"


              "No, it's not that." She broke off, her thoughts clearly taking her in other directions. "But I can't help worrying about those earrings. I don't like leaving them buried up there in the mountains. I don't have as much confidence in Jake Savage's lack of competence as you do, I guess."


              "Okay," Gideon said, coming to a decision. This had gone on long enough. Time to end it. "We'll go get them."


              Sarah swung around on her stool and stared at him in surprise. "We will?"


              "I want you to be able to relax and stop worrying about them. Obviously the only way to do that is to dig them up and put them in a safe place. We'll go see if we can find them in the morning."


              "What about Jake Savage?"


              "With any luck, he's still over at the coast, looking for an angle or contacting a talk-show producer. If he saw me leave, he probably assumed I followed you to Seattle."


              "Gideon, this is wonderful. Do you know what this means? Do you realize what you're saying?"


              He eyed her warily. "I'm saying we're going to dig up the earrings. If we can find them."


              "No, no, no." She shook her head with obvious impatience. "That's not what you're saying at all."


              "It's not?"


              She smiled, her bright eyes triumphant. "What you're really saying is that you finally realize it's all right to help me dig up the earrings because you no longer think I'm just using you to get them."


              Gideon absorbed the statement slowly, struggling with the convoluted feminine logic. "You really do have a talent for leaping to conclusions, don't you?"


              "Go ahead. Tell me I'm wrong. Tell me you haven't decided to trust me at last," she challenged happily.


              Gideon studied her for a long moment, enthralled by the warmth and delight in her vivid gaze.


              "You win. I trust you."


              He became aware, even as he said it, that it was the truth. He wondered if he'd known it all along on some instinctive level or if it was some grand realization that had just hit him. He decided not to worry about it. How and when he had come to trust her was no longer important.


              What he couldn't explain to her was that this business of going back into the mountains to dig up the Fleetwood Flowers proved nothing at all about his trust in her.


              


              GIDEON'S SHOVEL hit metal and clanged loudly in the morning stillness.


              "Oh, my God, that's it," Sarah exclaimed. "You've found them. You've found the earrings. Gideon, this is so exciting. I can hardly believe it."


              She leaned closer to examine the small pit they had dug precisely ten paces due north of the white rock. She had dragged Gideon out of bed very early so that they could get to Emelina Fleetwood's old cabin by mid-morning. Gideon had hardly complained at all.


              "Stand back and let me get a little more of the dirt out of the way. It might not be the earrings, Sarah. It could be nothing more than an old tin can that was covered by mud years ago. Or a hubcap. Or a hunter's trap. Anything."


              "It's the earrings. I know it is." Sarah used her own shovel to pry out more dirt. Slowly but surely an old metal box came into view. "Look at that, Gideon. It's a locked chest."


              Gideon studied the rusted metal lid of the box. "An old strongbox. And you can bet Emelina didn't bury the key along with it."


              "Maybe it's not locked."


              "If it's not, then I doubt there's anything valuable inside," Gideon said reasonably.


              Sarah knelt in the freshly turned earth to reach down into the pit and drag out the heavy box. She studied it intently. "Darn it, you're right. It is locked." She brightened. "But, as you said, I guess that means the earrings are still inside."


              "We'll get it open."


              "But how?" Sarah shook the box but it was impossible to tell if there was anything inside. She could hardly stand the suspense. "This is killing me. I can't wait to get it open. This is such an incredible experience. I've never done anything like this before in my life. Imagine. We've actually dug up buried treasure. We decoded the map and found the cache. Just like in a book."


              Gideon leaned on his shovel and watched her with a curiously enigmatic smile. "Don't tell me, let me guess. You're going to use the experience in a romance novel, right?"


              "Probably, but first I'm going to savor every minute of it for myself. I have to get a picture of this." She dug her small camera out of her bag. "Good thing I thought to bring this along, isn't it? Here, you stand next to the box."


              Gideon shook his head and put down the shovel. "No, you're the one who should be in the picture. This is your treasure hunt. I just came along to consult, remember?" He took the camera from her and went to stand a few paces away.


              Sarah hesitated for an instant, wanting him in the shot with her. But that was impossible. She scooped up the old strongbox and held it in front of her. Laughing with delight at her trophy, she stood posing for the shot. Gideon raised the camera to his eye, smiled again and pressed the shutter release.


              "Now all we have to do is figure out how to open this strongbox," Sarah said, examining the rusty container.


              "It will take a little time but we'll find a way," Gideon said, putting down the camera and picking up the shovel. "I've had some experience with that kind of thing."


              "Somehow that doesn't surprise me." Sarah glanced up from the locked box. "What are you doing?" she asked as she saw him lift a spadeful of dirt and toss it back into the hole he had just finished digging.


              "Filling in the hole."


              "Why?"


              He gave her an odd glance. "I don't see any point in advertising the fact that we've been here and dug up something valuable."


              Sarah smiled with sudden appreciation. "Good idea. Why leave tracks for someone who might want to steal our treasure from us? I told you that you were smarter than Jed Mclntyre."


              "As long as I'm a little smarter than Jake Savage, we'll be okay," Gideon muttered.


              "What did you say?" Sarah asked, uncertain she'd heard him correctly.


              "I said, it's going to be a long drive back to the coast this afternoon."


              "We could stay here or in Seattle tonight," she suggested.


              "No," said Gideon. "We'll go back to my place. I didn't have a chance to ask my neighbor to take care of the cats."


              "We'd better get back there, then. Poor things. They'll be starving."


              "Not likely. Machu can still hunt when he has to, although he doesn't much care for the effort involved. He'll see that Ellora eats if it's necessary but he'd much prefer someone opened a can for both of them."


              Sarah grinned. "He's a lot like you, isn't he?"


              Gideon cocked a brow. "Because he doesn't mind eating canned food?"


              "No, because he can still hunt if it becomes necessary."


              


              SHORTLY AFTER MIDNIGHT Machu Picchu landed on Gideon's bare back with a heavy, near-silent thud. Gideon stifled a soft groan. The cat stepped off his back and sat on the edge of the bed, tail moving restlessly as he waited for a response.


              Gideon rolled over slowly so that he wouldn't waken Sarah who was curled up beside him. He eyed Machu's implacable face for a few seconds and then he slid carefully out of bed.


              Machu leaped soundlessly down onto the floor and started toward the bedroom door. Gideon paused long enough to collect the revolver he always kept in a shoe-box under the bed and quickly put on his jeans. Barefoot, he went down the stairs as silently as Machu had.


              At the bottom of the staircase, Gideon turned right and went down the hall to his study. He stopped outside the open door and peered into the shadows. He was not unduly surprised to see the figure of a man hunched over the locked file cabinet where the strongbox had been stored earlier. Keeping the revolver hidden behind the half-open door, Gideon reached just inside the room and flicked on the light switch.


              The intruder jumped and whirled around to face him, his mouth open in shock and alarm.


              "Forget it, Jake," Gideon said calmly. "Even if you managed to get the file open, you'd only find an empty, rusted out strongbox with nothing in it. The Fleetwood Flowers are long gone. Somebody got to them years ago."


              Jake's hands fell away from the file cabinet. "Damn it, Gid, you always did have a way of sneaking up on people."


              "Sarah kept saying she was afraid you'd get close to the earrings. I guess this was what she anticipated, wasn't it? That you'd break in and find the old strongbox. Looks like I've got to start paying more attention to that woman's intuition."


              Jake hesitated, relaxing slightly when Gideon didn't move or say anything else. Then his brashness returned in a rush. With a cocky grin he stalked across the room and threw himself down in Gideon's desk chair. Legs stuck out in front of him, hands behind his head, Jake continued to smile the rakish smile that had never failed to charm.


              "Tell me the truth, Gid. This is your old partner here so you can be honest with me. I know you went back into the mountains this morning. I followed you. And I know you did some digging. I saw where you'd filled in the hole. You really didn't find the earrings?"


              "Just an old strongbox. The earrings might have been stored in it at one time, but the box is empty now."


              "Why keep it in a locked cabinet?"


              "Sarah doesn't know yet that the strongbox is empty," Gideon explained patiently. "She's looking forward to opening it in the morning. I didn't want to spoil the surprise."


              "But you couldn't resist taking a quick look for yourself, is that it?"


              "That's it. You know me. I get curious about locked boxes."


              "And you're telling me there was nothing inside, huh?"


              "Right."


              "I don't believe you." Jake Savage shook his head slowly. "You never came back empty-handed from a job."


              "This wasn't my treasure hunt. It was Sarah's. I just went along as a paid consultant."


              "Bull." Savage suddenly sat up straight in the chair, his eyes glittering with frustrated anger. "I think you found the earrings. I think you found them the same way you always find what you go looking for, you bastard."


              "No. There's nothing inside. Take a look." Gideon opened the file cabinet and removed the strong box. Then he twisted a strip of metal in the old lock until something clicked. Then he raised the lid to expose the empty interior. He waited a few seconds while Jake stared into the box and then Gideon closed and relocked it.


              Jake eyed him uneasily. "Come on, Gid. We can do a deal. Just like old times. All I want is the publicity and a chance to draw in some big bucks. I need a big score.


              "Be content with staying a dead legend."


              Savage slapped his hand on the desk. "Why the hell should I do that? I'm not dead and I've discovered during the past five years that I don't like being a nobody. They don't know who I am any more, Gid. I walk into a bar and no one even knows me."


              Gideon exhaled thoughtfully. "That's not surprising, I guess. You did a good job of disappearing five years ago."


              "As good a job as you did."


              "Tell me something, Jake. What really did happen that day we both supposedly got killed in that damned jungle? Did you set up an ambush with those smugglers? Were you working with them all along and finally decide I'd become a handicap? I was the one who saw too much that day we made the delivery, wasn't I? You already knew what was going on. You were in on it."


              Jake's eyes flickered. He sat very still behind the desk. "You figured it all out, didn't you?"


              "I've had a lot of time to think about it."


              Jake's hand tightened into a fist. "You want to know why I did it? I'll tell you. There was big money involved. Enough to set me up for a long, long time. Enough to ensure that I wouldn't need to rely on you any longer, you bastard."


              "I thought we were supposed to be partners, Jake," Gideon mocked softly.


              "Yeah, but we both knew you were the one with the magic, the one who made Savage and Company a legend. And I was sick of knowing I had to depend on you. Sick of trusting you. Sick of relying on you."


              "So you saw your big chance and decided to end the partnership. Except it didn't quite work out the way you'd planned, did it?"


              "No, you son of a bitch, it didn't. But it will." Jake's hand shot under the desk and Gideon knew he was reaching for the small pistol he'd always carried strapped to his leg beneath his pants.


              "Forget it." Gideon moved his own hand from behind the door and aimed the revolver almost absently at Jake. Savage froze, one hand still under the desk. "You were never that fast or that lucky and we both know it. The truth is, Jake, you were always better as a legend than you were as a reality."
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                GIDEON WATCHED, fighting to hide his amusement, as Sarah paced up and down the living room. The cats had long since grown bored with her diatribe against Jake Savage. Machu Picchu was sprawled in his usual position across the back of the couch, his ears flat against his head and Ellora was curled up, sound asleep, alongside Gideon.


                "We should have turned him over to the police. He was guilty of everything from breaking and entering to being a damned nuisance. And the man lied through his teeth. How could you just let him go like that, Gideon?" Sarah turned and stalked back across the living room, robe flapping around her ankles. Her hair was anchored in a topknot that was coming adrift from it's moorings.


                "He won't bother us again, Sarah."


                "We don't know that for certain. We should have had him arrested. Why didn't you?"


                "Jake would never have survived prison," Gideon said, thinking about it. "Assuming we could have actually gotten him convicted and sent up, which is highly doubtful. We'd have been lucky to make the charges stick. He didn't actually steal anything and he doesn't have a record. The most he would have gotten would have been a few months."


                Sarah reached the far end of the room, spun around and headed back the other way. "I don't think that's all of it. I think you went easy on him for old time's sake."


                "Old times sake?" Gideon cocked one brow.


                "Sure. After all, he was your partner for several years. You'd been through a lot together. And you're the loyal type."


                "I am?"


                "Certainly. Don't laugh at me. It's your nature. I suppose it's one of the things I admire about you. But that still leaves us with a problem. What if he comes after the Flowers again?"


                "He won't."


                "I don't see what's to stop him this time."


                "I told him that if anything happened to that strongbox, I'd destroy the legend I helped him build. That's all he's got left, Sarah. His own legend. It's the most important thing in the world to him."


                Sarah paused and nibbled on her lip. "And you could do it? Through your magazine?"


                "I could do it by sending letters to certain collectors and dealers telling them to take a second look at some of the South American artifacts they've acquired lately through Slaughter Enterprises."


                Sarah's eyes widened. "You said you'd kept tabs on him. That's what he's been doing for the past five years? Selling antiquities?"


                "Uh-huh."


                "And some of them were fraudulent?"


                "Right. Smuggling the real stuff is a better bet. Dedicated collectors and dealers won't ask too many questions about sources so long as the pieces are real, but they'll be mad as hell if they think they've been taken in by a fake."


                "So Jake has been reduced to selling fake South American antiquities. What a comedown for him." Sarah shook her head. "That must have grated. No wonder he was looking for a way back to fame and fortune."


                Gideon stroked Ellora. "Some people would say that publishing a small treasure-hunting magazine like Cache is even more of a comedown."


                Sarah glared at him. "It certainly is not. You're in publishing, the same as I am. You're an author. Just like me. You write for people who can still dream, the same way I do. We perform a very valuable function for a very important group of people, Gideon Trace, and don't you forget it. As this world of ours gets more high-tech and more endangered, it needs its dreamers more desperately than ever."


                "I never thought of it quite that way," Gideon murmured, amazed as usual by her highly biased view of him. It was very heartwarming.


                Sarah turned away again. "I suppose somehow Jake is a dreamer, too, isn't he? Unfortunately he's just kind of screwed up in general."


                "Unfortunately." Gideon yawned. "You were right, by the way, about why he set up that ambush five years ago. He was trying to prove something to himself. Trying to get free of his dependence on me."


                Sarah nodded. "Trying to prove he didn't need you to be a success. You're sure he'll stay out of our lives from now on?"


                "Reasonably sure."


                "What about the Fleetwood Flowers? He wanted those very badly."


                Gideon felt Ellora stretch languidly beneath his hand. "I told him the Flowers didn't exist."


                Sarah stared at him, clearly startled. "But he knew we had the strongbox."


                "I told him there was nothing in it."


                Sarah smiled slowly, with obvious satisfaction. "That was very clever of you, Gideon. Did he believe you?"


                "Not entirely, but I think that after a while he'll convince himself I was telling the truth. He'd rather believe there were no Flowers than that he failed to get hold of them."


                "Yes, exactly. He'll convince himself there was no treasure. And since we have no reason to advertise the fact that we found the earrings, Jake will never know the difference."


                Gideon leaned his head back against the cushions and watched her through narrowed lids. "It's possible that when we get the strongbox open tomorrow it really will be empty. You probably shouldn't get too excited about finding anything inside, Sarah."


                "They'll be in there." She hugged herself happily. "I can't wait to go to work on that old lock tomorrow. It's going to be such a perfect ending to this whole adventure."


                "What about us, Sarah? Does finding the Flowers mean the end of that, too?" Gideon asked quietly.


                She smiled serenely. "Don't be an idiot, Gideon. You and I are just starting our adventure."


                "You really mean that, don't you?"


                She paused and gazed out into the night. "I've told you before, Gideon. In some way I've never been able to explain, the Flowers are linked to you, but they have nothing to do with our relationship. Do you see the difference?"


                "I think I'm finally beginning to understand." Gideon glanced toward the stairs. "It's nearly two in the morning, Sarah. Let's get some sleep. Knowing you, you'll be up at the crack of dawn trying to jam a hairpin into that old lock."


                She chuckled, reaching for his hand. "I don't have a hairpin with me. But that's all right. We'll rely on your professional skills."


                Gideon rose from the sofa and put his arm around her shoulder. With his other hand he lifted her chin. When his mouth closed over hers, she parted her lips for him and wrapped her arms around his neck.


                Gideon picked her up and started toward the stairs.


                "I love it when you do this kind of thing," Sarah said, her eyes cloudy with desire as Gideon carried her into his bedroom. "You're so good at it."


                "You think so?" He put her down on the bed and came down beside her. Slowly he untied her robe and opened it. She was so lovely, he thought as he bent his head to kiss her breast. And she wanted him. Him, not Jake Savage or anyone else. Just him.


                "Yes. Perfect." She caught his head and held him to her, lifting herself invitingly against him. "Absolutely perfect."


                "Perfect," Gideon agreed softly. His hand slid down to her thighs. Gently he parted her legs and made a place for himself near her warmth.


                This was what he wanted out of life, Gideon realized; it was all he asked for of the Fates. He had been cold for far too long. Now he knew he would be content if he could spend the rest of his days warming himself at Sarah's hearth.


                


                SARAH AWOKE SHORTLY after four o'clock when Ellora shifted slightly against her leg. Automatically she turned to find Gideon on the other side of the bed.


                He was gone.


                Sarah listened to the silence of the big old house for a moment or two and then she pushed back the covers and got to her feet. Her robe was on the back of a chair. She put it on, tied the sash and went very quietly out the door. Ellora followed at her heels.


                Sarah crept down the stairs, avoiding the ones that creaked. At the foot of the staircase she hesitated and then turned down the hall toward Gideon's study. There was a thin wedge of light showing through the opening in the doorway.


                Sarah tiptoed to the door and peered through the crack. Gideon was sitting at his desk dressed in only his jeans. Emelina Fleetwood's strongbox was open in front of him. Nearby sat five of the carved wooden chess pieces.


                As Sarah watched, fascinated, Gideon picked up one of the chess pieces, removed the base and pulled out a small object wrapped in black velvet. He put the object into the strongbox and reached for the next chess piece.


                Machu rumbled from somewhere inside the study and Ellora brushed past Sarah's bare feet. The little cat pushed through the crack of the doorway and trotted into the room. Gideon glanced up. He saw Ellora first and then he saw Sarah standing in the shadows of the hall.


                A curious stillness gripped him. He sat as if made of stone, his green eyes glittering with an unreadable expression.


                "Well, well, well," Sarah murmured. She pushed the door open wider, crossed her arms and leaned against the doorframe. She wanted to shout her happiness to the world.


                "Couldn't sleep?" Gideon asked.


                "Something woke me up."


                "Probably your world-famous intuition."


                "Probably." Sarah couldn't stop the smile that she knew was starting to light up her whole face.


                Gideon sighed wearily and leaned back in his chair. "I guess you want an explanation."


                She shook her head violently. "Not necessary."


                "It's not?"


                "No. Gideon, this is the most romantic thing that has ever happened to me in my entire life."


                He glanced at the open strongbox. "It is?"


                "Definitely. It proves you love me. Proves it beyond a shadow of a doubt."


                "It does?"


                "Oh, yes." She walked into the room and came to a halt on the other side of the desk. She planted both hands on its polished wooden surface.


                "Sarah…"


                "Admit it," Sarah said, wanting to laugh out loud at his wary expression. "Go on, admit it. Tell me you love me. Tell me that you're doing this—" she waved a hand to include the array of chess pieces and the open strongbox "—because you're wildly, madly, passionately, head-over-heels in love with me."


                "Well…"


                "Gideon, this is the sweetest, most romantic gift I've ever had. You knew how much I was enjoying my treasure hunt. You know how excited I was about opening that strongbox. And you couldn't bear for me to find it empty, could you? You wanted to give me a gift and letting me find the Fleetwood Flowers at the end of my big adventure was your present to me. Gideon, I am so thrilled, so incredibly touched. You love me."


                Gideon gazed down at the knight still in his hand. "You're amazing, you know that? Some women would look at a scene like this and assume right off the bat that they had been or were about to be robbed, cheated or otherwise swindled out of a fortune. You look at it and assume it's evidence that I'm in love with you."


                Sarah grinned. "It is and you are. Aren't you?"


                Gideon's answering smile was slow. His eyes lost their wariness. A deep, aching tenderness took its place. His hard face seemed to gentle in the lamplight. "I must be to have gotten myself into a situation like this."


                Sarah laughed, her delight bubbling up inside like champagne. She darted around the edge of the desk and threw herself into Gideon's lap. "Tell me," she demanded. "Say the words."


                He touched the side of her face wonderingly. "I love you, Sarah."


                "Since when?" she pressed.


                "I don't know. Does it matter?"


                "No." She put her fingertips on his lips. "It doesn't really matter. The only thing that matters is that you're sure now."


                "I'm sure."


                She put her head down on his shoulder, nestling close. "I figured you must or you wouldn't be putting the Fleetwood Flowers back into that strongbox for me to find in the morning. When did you dig them up?"


                "About four years ago. I needed the money to expand Cache and since I was now supposed to be an expert in treasure hunting I decided to do some. I went through a file I had put together on old treasure stories that sounded promising—the real stuff, you understand, the kind of tales I never print in Cache."


                "The kind you pursue yourself when you go on vacation?"


                Gideon nodded. "The Flowers was a story that had possibilities and it was fairly close to my home here on the coast. So I did a little research, scraped together enough for a down payment on the land and bought the old Fleetwood property for a few months. As soon as I found the Flowers, I sold the land again."


                "Just the way I had planned to do it. I guess this proves that great minds really do run in the same track, doesn't it? Why didn't you sell the earrings if you needed the money?"


                "Believe me, I was going to sell them. It was the reason I'd dug them up in the first place. They'd definitely bring a nice chunk of change. Take a look."


                Gideon unwrapped one of the black velvet packages. A pair of glittering sapphire earrings set in an old-fashioned design tumbled out onto the desk. They lay there like brilliant blue flowers. He opened another velvet bundle and a set of beautifully matched pearl earrings cascaded onto the desk. Then he unwrapped the next three sets of Flowers. Rubies, opals and diamonds winked in the light.


                "Emelina Fleetwood's buried treasure," Sarah breathed. "They're beautiful."


                Gideon gazed down as the small fortune lying in front of him. "I intended to sell them off quietly, a stone at a time, but I kept making excuses not to do it. Then one day I realized I wasn't going to be able to ever sell them at all. For some insane reason, I felt I had to hang on to them."


                "Of course you did. You were waiting for me to come and claim them. It all fits together now. I always knew the Flowers were linked to you. I just didn't understand quite how. But now it's perfectly clear. You were holding them, waiting for me to show up in your life, weren't you? You just didn't know it. You've got intuition, too, Gideon."


                "You think so?" Gideon wrapped his arm around her waist, holding her tightly to him.


                "Definitely. Why do you think you were the one who made Savage and Company a legend? Why did you sense that ambush five years ago? Why do you think you found the Fleetwood Flowers without even a map?"


                He gave her a wry look. "Why did I marry the wrong woman the first time around? Why did I trust Jake Savage to be my partner and friend?"


                Sarah waved that aside. "I guess your intuition works better with treasure and danger and that sort of thing. Mine seems to work mostly with people. We'll make a great team."


                "I think we will." He kissed her throat.


                "You let me go through the whole treasure hunt from start to finish so I'd have the thrill of actually finding the Flowers on my own, didn't you?"


                "I don't know if that was my initial plan," Gideon said. "I wasn't thinking that clearly in the beginning. I just knew I had to keep you around for a while and hiring on as your consultant and partner was a way to do that."


                "And naturally you stipulated that you'd get to keep at least one pair of the earrings. After all, you'd already found the whole bunch. You had some rights in the matter."


                "That's very understanding of you. It's also exactly what I told myself at the start."


                Sarah giggled. "When I think of how you let me tramp all over the Fleetwood property and struggle with that darned map…Oh, Gideon, it's too much. You must have been laughing yourself silly."


                "Treasure hunting is fun. I wanted you to have the thrill." Gideon's eyes turned serious. "And I didn't want the adventure to end too soon. I wanted time with you. I couldn't figure out what was going on between us, but I didn't want to let you go out of my life too quickly. The treasure hunt was a way of stalling you for a while."


                "What about arranging for us to have to share that cabin? That was a deliberate ploy to try to get me into bed, wasn't it?"


                "I guess it could be viewed in that light," Gideon said modestly.


                "And virtually kidnapping me and forcing me to come back here instead of going home to Seattle? That was a ploy to try to keep me around, too, right? Protecting me from Jake Savage was just a convenient excuse."


                "For all the good it did me."


                "They were all terribly romantic gestures, Gideon, worthy of any true romance hero, but I would have to say that seducing me right on top of the white rock was the pièce de résistance."


                "I was rather proud of that move myself."


                She kissed him. "You were going to have great fun watching me discover the earrings in the strongbox in the morning, weren't you? And now I've gone and spoiled your surprise. Sorry about that." She kissed him again. "Gideon, you are so wonderful."


                His eyes held hers. "So are you. What did I ever do without you?"


                "We were bound to connect eventually. After all, you're the man of my dreams. How many times do I have to tell you?"


                Gideon's fingers tightened in her hair was sudden fierceness as he held her still for his kiss. "You can keep on telling me that for the rest of my life. I like being your hero. I like it very, very much."


                "Good. And you won't mind if I continue to use you in my books? After all, I've built a whole career based on you."


                Gideon looked down into her warm, loving eyes. And for the first time since Sarah had known him, he laughed out loud. The cats, sitting side by side on the couch, flicked their ears at the unusual sound.


                "Just so long as you change my name," Gideon said.


                "No problem. I always change your name in each new book."


                Gideon caught hold of her hand and kissed her fingers. "Now, about the wedding…"


                "Yes," said Sarah. "I was thinking of a quick trip to Reno or Las Vegas. What do you think?"


                "I was thinking of something a little different."


                


                MARGARET LARK received the telegram at ten in the morning. Without stopping to calculate the time difference between Seattle and Amethyst Island, she dialed the phone. Kate Inskip Hawthorne answered at once.


                "You got one, too, I take it?" Margaret asked without preamble.


                "Reminds me of the one I sent," Kate said cheerfully. "Looks like we've got a tradition going here. I guess Sarah's intuition was right again, as usual."


                "She was sure of him from the first letter, wasn't she? A Beast waiting to be saved with Beauty's love." Margaret smiled to herself. "The poor man didn't stand a chance."


                "Neither did Sarah, if you ask me. That treasure hunter of hers must be very extraordinary."


                "Why do you say that?"


                "Are you kidding? I would have bet good money that there wasn't a man left on the face of the earth who could have convinced Sarah to go for a big wedding. Not after what happened the last time."


                "Good point. That settles it. It must be love on both sides. Will you be flying to Seattle for the festivities?" Margaret asked.


                "I wouldn't miss this wedding for the world."


                Margaret laughed. "We'll get to be bridal attendants. That should be fun. I've never been one." She hung up the phone a few minutes later and picked up the telegram on the kitchen counter. She reread it with a gathering sense of happiness for her friend, Sarah.


                


                Pleased to report that my adventurer is even better in real life than he is in my books. He's got everything, including a couple of cats. Wedding set for one month from today. Will need lots of help as Gideon insists on the works. Will return to Seattle on Monday to start interviewing caterers and shop for gown. Wait until you see the earrings I'm going to wear.


                Love,


                Sarah


                ^
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