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“ANY PROBLEM IF I KISS YOU, MS. SULLIVAN?”

“That depends,” she said breathlessly.

“On what?”

“I'll tell you as soon as I've figured it out.”

His grin was slow and cool, as much a challenge as the glint in his dark eyes. “In that case, until you figure it out…”

Carly wondered if she was losing her mind. But she couldn't turn away. She rose to her toes and traced his jaw. Her lips brushed his mouth in the merest hint of contact.

Even that left her giddy.

He smelled like soap and wind and the sea. His lips were firm, and she wanted far more than a brief touch.

But she pulled back and ran a hand through her hair, wise enough to know exactly where this kind of curiosity would lead.

“Very nice,” she said softly. “But more than enough, I think.”

“For now.”
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Carolina Sullivan needed a man's body desperately.

  She scanned the humming cruise ship, working a knot in her neck. “What about the muscular guy by the stairs?”

Her design assistant squinted into the streaming Caribbean sunlight, oblivious to the glories of St. Thomas rising in the distance. “Too pretty. He bloody well knows it, too.”

“You're probably right.” The wind ruffled Carly's short red hair as she studied the man in question. Neither the flawless sky nor the shimmering expanse of tropical ocean helped her relax. “What about the young Van Damme type lounging by the deck chairs?”

“Definitely YBG.”


Young blond god.
Carly knew the code perfectly by now:
DDT: Drop dead thighs
CTDF: Chest to die for
HAA: Heart attack abs



“I saw him in GQ last month.” Carly sighed. “We need someone completely fresh.”

“So you keep telling me.” Carly's assistant rolled her eyes. “In the last three hours we've covered every deck on this misbegotten boat.”

“Ship,” Carly corrected her absently.

“Whatever. If we don't find a man here, we're sunk.”

A former model with impeccable taste, Daphne Brandon was also Carly's dearest friend, and she had happily agreed to pinch-hit for Carly's regular assistant, who was enjoying her honeymoon in Tahiti. In the past five years Carly and Daphne had become deeply involved in their own pursuits, forced to maintain their friendship via cell phone and E-mail, and it had been a happy coincidence that Carly's assistant had gotten married just when Daphne had some free time. In the early days of her career, Carly had honed her photographic skills with the help of Daphne's practical experience on the other side of the camera, and being teamed up again now was a dream come true. If it weren't for Carly's current problem, the assignment would have been sheer pleasure.

Instead of absolute agony.

Daphne stared at the crowded deck. “When I agreed to stand in for your regular assistant, I had no idea you'd have me checking out half-naked male bodies.”

“Is that a complaint?”

Daphne grinned. “Not a chance.” She scanned a circle of young athletic types engaged in a noisy game of volleyball. “What about one of them? There's not an inch of flab in sight.”

Carly wrinkled her nose. “No, something's missing. We need someone special, someone who projects complete control. At the same time he has to emanate brooding power, ready to explode under the right conditions.”

“Yum yum,” Daphne murmured.

A ball hurtled past and dropped into the pool, splattering Carly's legs. “Great. There go my snakeskin sandals. I'm glad they're only fakes.”

Daphne didn't answer. She pointed across the deck to a tall, beautifully muscled man climbing the ladder from the pool. Water skimmed down his rigid abs and dotted his powerful shoulders. Every movement he made was smooth, every inch of his body a testament to controlled power.

Carly felt a little punch of heat in her stomach.

This was the one, she thought, mesmerized by those lean, rippling muscles.

“Ground control to lunar lander.”

Carly didn't answer. She was too busy imagining that lean body silhouetted against the warm golden glow of the sunset. She gave a soundless whistle when he tossed a towel over one shoulder, resulting in another display of rock-hard muscles.

“Definitely HAA,” Daphne whispered. “I'd say he's your man.”

After her years as a model, Daphne wasn't easily impressed but this man could inspire awe in the most jaded female heart. His abs were beyond stellar. In fact, his whole body was just shy of illegal.

Carly dragged a hand through her hair. Experience had taught her that sheer looks weren't enough for a successful photo campaign. “I suppose he might work.”

“Might?” Daphne whispered. “If you don't take him, I will. Be still, my beating glands.”

“Heart,” Carly corrected fondly. “And you're married remember?”

“Engaged. And just barely.”

“The last I heard your wedding dress was being designed in Paris.”

“All of which might change any second.” Daphne gave a long sigh. “Just kidding. My misspent youth is behind me, I'm glad to say.” She stared at Carly impatiently. “What are you waiting for?”

“He's got the body, there's no doubt about that.” Carly nodded slowly. “He's got the walk, too. Quiet, with utter focus.” Carly raised her digital camera, framed a test shot, and captured her subject drying his extraordinary shoulders. The image in her viewer made her pulse spike. The man photographed even better than he looked which was saying something.

She rested her camera on her arm, frowning. “What do you think he does for a living?”

“A man who looks like that doesn't have to do anything but stand there.”

“Be serious, Daphne. My whole project is at stake here. I need a completely fresh look for this set of commercials. The cruise people made that crystal clear before we left Miami.”

Daphne clicked her tongue. “Too bad the original model they sent you didn't pan out.”

Carly snorted at the thought of the well-coiffed California actor who had been booked for the commercials. Unfortunately, his body had turned out to be less than impressive, and Carly found out that his portfolio photos had been retouched with a blowtorch. She'd immediately launched her search for a temporary stand-in, all too aware that the close-up shooting had to start immediately if she was to meet the tight deadline. Until now she'd had no luck.

She fingered her camera, studying the man across the deck. “He doesn't look like your usual cruise type. He looks too focused, not like someone who's here for idle pleasure.”

“With a body like that, the pleasure would be anything but idle.” Daphne sighed. “The guy has to work out big-time. I'd say he owns a chain of upscale fitness clubs. Something sleek, all teakwood and mirrors. Hot, hot music.”

“If he's that successful, he won't be interested. He would hardly need the money.”

“Then forget money and appeal to his ego. Gush over his amazing body.” Daphne gave another appreciative glance. “It's certainly worth gushing over.”

“I don't gush,” Carly said irritably, snapping two more quick shots that turned out even better than the first. Did the man ever take a bad picture? “I especially don't gush over men.”

“No, you never did that,” her friend said thoughtfully. “I was always the one going overboard, gaga over some poet or bullfighter. It took me a few years, but at least I

worked it out of my system in time to find my wonderful David.” Daphne smiled wickedly. “Looks as if it's your turn. That man is the answer to all your dreams. You'd be a fool to let him go.”

She was right. Carly knew she had to bag this prospect. Every photographic instinct was on red alert, screaming that he would bring her elegant, atmospheric theme to life.

Now all she had to do was drop the bait and reel him in.

Unaware that he was being tracked the prospect in question stretched slowly, ignoring the noisy volleyball game at the far end of the pool as he slid back easily into the water.

“An Olympic swimmer,” Daphne mused. “Or maybe he tests jet skis for a living.” She watched him cut through the water with silent, powerful strokes. “Better get moving. Otherwise, you'll lose him.”

Carly fought down a wave of anxiety, then squared her shoulders, smoothed her silk blouse, and reminded herself that this wasn't personal. It was strictly business. Emotions had no place in the equation.

So why was her throat so dry?

She grappled with her nerves as the man swam closer. Business, she told herself, bending down to make herself heard above the volleyball game. “Excuse me.”

His head angled up. His eyes were a deep gold framed by surprisingly long lashes. One brow arched in a face of arresting angles and shadows. Carly saw experience, cynicism, and humor in his expression. It was a fascinating combination, especially to a photographer.

“Ma'am?” He stood up slowly, water beading over his shoulders.

Carly cleared her throat. “I'm sorry to interrupt your swim. I—I wanted to ask a question.”

He smiled. “Just one?” There was a trace of a drawl in his voice.

Carly wondered if he was from Texas or somewhere farther west. Wyoming, maybe. Not that it mattered. His body was all she needed. “Actually, it's more of an offer. You could say it's a business offer.” She gathered her courage and rushed on. “I'd pay you, of course. I realize it would be an interruption of your holiday, but if you're good, you could make five hundred dollars for an easy hour's work.”

His eyes went a shade darker. “Sorry. I don't have any free time.”

Carly ignored the frown edging down his forehead. She couldn't lose him now. “Then I could go higher.”

His biceps rippled as he crossed his arms. “You could, could you?” He shook his head slowly. “Do you do this often?”

“Only when it's absolutely necessary.” She tried not to be irritated or nervous. She needed him too much to bail out now. “Sometimes I can't find the right man any other way.”

He laughed darkly. “I see you're honest. Most women wouldn't be. But I'm not interested.”

Desperate, Carly bent closer as she saw success sliding out of reach. “Why not? It would only be for a few hours.” Behind her back she crossed her fingers. If he was as good as she thought, she'd try to persuade him to give her two full days, but she wasn't going to tell him that yet.

“Just call me old-fashioned.” His eyes narrowed. “You see, I like to do the asking.”

She barely heard him, already visualizing those sculpted shoulders against a sunlit deck. “In that case let's say seven hundred fifty an hour,” she said breathlessly.

Pride and anger snapped across that controlled face. “Still not interested,” he curtly. “I don't bed down for money.”

Carly blinked. “Bed?”

“Or any other flat surface where you expect a man to perform.”

She swallowed hard, her face burning. “Now wait a minute, you've got this all wrong.”

“Nobody else available? Well, the day's still young.” He leaned against the pool ladder and studied her trim body, from silk blouse to delicate sandals. “Especially for a woman like you.” His lips curled. “Even without throwing in the money.”

A red-hot haze of fury drove Carly's mission from her mind. “You think I want sex? With you?”

One dark brow rose. “Don't you?”

“You conceited ape. I wouldn't consider sleeping with you—not for a cool million.”

“Got a redhead's temper, do you? I guess that shade didn't come from a bottle.” His gaze brushed her slender thighs and came to rest just above the hem of her short, drifty skirt. “Might be interesting to find out.”

A fresh wave of fury struck as she realized where he was staring—and why. Someone needed to take this Neolithic throwback down a notch or two. “I'd rather get naked and dance with a cactus,” Carly snarled.

He smiled as if he was enjoying the image.

The smile only made her angrier. “Let's get something straight, tough guy.” Carly stood up stiffly, clutching at her silk scarf and the remains of her dignity. She should have known the man was too gorgeous to be true. The last thing she needed on her photo shoot was a walking case of male hormones and unbridled ego. She smiled tightly. “I'll use tiny, little words, so your tiny, little brain can take them all in. I don't want to have sex with you. Not now or ever.”

“Just as well. At seven hundred fifty an hour,” he said thoughtfully, “you must expect a real workout.”

For a moment Carly was speechless. A shadow moved at the corner of the pool, but she paid no attention. “Open your ears and try to understand. You're the last man on earth I'd consider having sex with.”

She was shouting but she didn't care. Dimly she heard water splash. Someone called out across the deck.

The man in the pool rose, reaching out a hand.

“Forget it, Don Juan.”

She turned her head and saw a volleyball hurtling straight at her. As if in slow motion, water sloshed up over the side of the pool as her infuriating Adonis jumped high. In one smooth movement he swung sideways, opened his hand, and captured the runaway ball in midair.

Only inches from her face.
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It was a real shame he didn't have time to accept her offer, McKay thought as he savored the view of wet, clinging silk.

Damned nice breasts, he noted as the redhead glared at the ball locked in his hand then down at the blouse dripping onto her shoes.

McKay wasn't a man who followed the vagaries of women's fashion, but he recognized quality when he saw it. The flirty silk blouse and matching scarf had probably cost her a bundle in some fancy boutique. He had a feeling her strappy sandals weren't cheap either, and now they were probably beyond repair.

Definitely a high-priced package, he decided. Teaching her a lesson might have held a certain appeal under any other circumstances. The lady was clearly spoiling for a fight, and McKay enjoyed a good argument with a woman who knew her own mind.

He palmed the ball and tossed it casually to a deck chair with a withering glance at the collegiate type who had thrown it dangerously off course. “Sorry about your shoes, ma'am.”

The redhead shoved wet hair from her face, oblivious to her clinging blouse.

McKay was far from oblivious.

No bra, he noted. And the lady was firm in all the right places. He took another look, surprised to feel a jolt of

pure lust. The woman wasn't even close to his type. She was too pricey and too polished.

Still, a man could look.

He swung one hand out, brushing her shoulder as her scarf drifted past him in the water. In one easy motion he snagged the bright square before it could float away. “Looks like you're losing your clothes, ma'am.”

She snatched the wet silk with trembling fingers, her cheeks burning. McKay found himself enjoying that too, before he pulled himself out of the water.

He forced himself not to smile as he swept his towel off a deck chair and held it out. “Looks like you could use a towel.”

A vein throbbed at her throat. “I'd chew plutonium first.”

Furious and no mistake. Definitely a natural redhead. He shrugged calmly. “Suit yourself.”

“Oh, I plan to.”

“Carly, are you okay?” A slender blonde in orange capri pants pushed between them, looking worried. “I thought that ball was going to deck you,” she said breathlessly. “It's a good thing your friend has such amazing reflexes.”

“He's no friend of mine.” The woman named Carly flung McKay's towel right back at him. “I might have caught it myself if Mr. Mesozoic here had given me half a chance,” she huffed.

“No way. That ball would have nailed you.” The woman in the capris stared from one to the other. “Am I missing the subtext here?”

“None that matters,” McKay drawled as he draped his towel over one shoulder. “Happy hunting, ma'am.”

“Pig.”

“Morning, ladies.” McKay gave a two-finger salute, then headed off through the crowded pool area.

A perfect start to a perfect morning, he thought irritably. The pool was too small for a serious workout and the recreation deck was a battle zone. In the last twenty-four

hours he'd been propositioned at least ten times by women in search of intimate companionship.

Not one of them had been as blatant as the redhead.

McKay laughed grimly. Given her fury, he figured he'd seen the last of her, which was just as well. This cruise was no pleasure trip for him. On the other hand since he was a healthy, red-blooded male, he couldn't help replaying the moment water had splashed high, soaking her silk skirt and blouse.

McKay scratched his jaw. To give the woman credit, she hadn't expected to be doused caught in a blouse that captured every detail, right down to her dark, pouty nipples.

He shook his head in disgust. Hell, McKay, forget about the woman s breasts.

As he approached his stateroom, awareness prickled along his neck. Without any change in stride, he detoured down a side corridor, all his senses alert.

Two women in expensive warm-up suits passed deep in conversation. McKay caught the words alimony and hidden assets before they rounded the corner.

A door closed behind him. He dropped his towel and halted casually, surveying the empty corridor before and behind him as he scooped it up. None of the doors opened.

Get a grip, he thought in disgust. No one knew he was here except Navy chain of command and his one onboard contact. The chance of someone having him under surveillance was nil. There was no reason for him to be jumpy.

He glanced at his watch and realized he was going to be late if he didn't get the lead out and stop daydreaming about stacked redheads with an attitude problem.

Silence met him when he opened the door to his stateroom a few minutes later.

“Izzy, are you here?” McKay scanned the quiet room, reining in his impatience. He had been flying blind for twenty hours since he'd been pulled from the water, airlifted out of his current SEAL training mission in the Pacific, and been given cryptic orders to board this cruise liner. All McKay knew so far was that he was to present himself as a wealthy civilian enjoying a much-needed vacation. The details of his assignment were secret, to be imparted on board, courtesy of a freelancer he'd worked with before.

A week in the Caribbean aboard the love boat.

All in all, it should have been a plum assignment.

Except that he'd only left port that morning and already he was stir crazy. He was a SEAL, highly trained and fiercely motivated. He was here to work and he damned well wanted to get down to it.

The punch caught just under his lower rib. Spinning fast, he landed a hard jab in immediate retaliation.

He sighed in irritation when he saw his attacker's white uniform, mahogany skin, and Cheshire cat grin. “Nice uniform, Izzy,” McKay growled.

Ishmael Harris Teague, Izzy to his friends, was smart, cocky, and well on his way to making a fortune in the private sector. An electronics genius, he had a wicked sense of humor along with a reputation for enjoying his work. “Room steward, Mr. McKay.” His smile widened. “Bringing your lunch, as ordered.”

“Like hell you are.” McKay looked him over. Izzy was clearly in top shape, and that would make their assignment easier.

Whatever the damned assignment was.

Suspected terrorist assault on the cruise ship?

Smuggling operation?

High-profile assassination?

“Don't try coming up behind me again. In another few seconds you would have been dog food.”

“Dream on.” Izzy pointed to his loaded food cart. “What do you think of my cover?”

McKay had to agree that it was top-notch. A worker in uniform was invisible to a casual observer. “Get your papers set up. I'm going to change.”

When McKay emerged, Izzy glanced at his white polo shirt and linen jacket. “Snappy clothes for a brown-water Navy SEAL.”

McKay shrugged. “Cover, same as yours. What have you got for me? No one would tell me anything except that the mission has top priority.”

Izzy slid a leather case from beneath the table skirt, unzipped it carefully, and removed the contents. From experience, McKay knew that his contact was not only a genius with every sort of electronic gadget but a thorough professional. Not even a stray piece of lint got past him. As a DEA agent, Izzy had worked in hot zones in a dozen countries and had never lost his cool. His irreverence had annoyed his superiors, but McKay knew the cocky attitude helped to keep things light. Now, as a freelance security agent, he still had that same cocky humor.

Izzy pulled a stack of grainy satellite photographs from the case. “Meet Nigel Brandon, the governor-general of Santa Marina. Our man's an Oxford graduate with honors in medieval history. He spent four years with a merchant banking firm in London, then two more in Asia overseeing start-up energy companies.”

McKay stared at the urbane face in the top photo. “Hardly your usual Caribbean functionary.”

“It's in the family. Impeccable bloodlines. The Brandons have been running Santa Marina for generations.” Izzy shrugged. “But now the governor has trouble in paradise.”

“What's the emergency? Santa Marina is a perfect example of modernization in action. They've got a solid economy, a stable political system, and a satisfied population—not to mention thousands of well-heeled vacationers who hit their perfect beaches every year.”

“Maybe not so perfect.” Izzy held out a thick envelope. “These are your official orders, direct from D.C. In the last six months Brandon has been receiving death threats. They also target his family, including a woman whom he adopted ten years ago. Since she's legally still a

U.S. citizen and usually off island working in the States, he contacted an old friend in the State Department and called in a few favors. He wants this kept low profile, but he wants her safe.”

“Personal protection?” McKay bit back a curse. “I was hauled out of an important training mission, outfitted with designer clothes, and raced across the country to become a high-society baby-sitter?” He scanned his written orders in disgust and found them exactly as Izzy had outlined. McKay had heard about his getting assignments like this. The favors were usually discreet, but very much a fact of life in the military, where politics greased the wheels that kept appropriations flowing.

And orders were orders, even if they stank.

McKay snorted and tossed Brandon's photo back onto the cart. “I can tell from your face that there's more.”

“What Brandon wants, he gets. The man's got solid-gold contacts. His country has been key to maintaining stability in the Caribbean. Ours is not to question why.”

“But why a SEAL?” McKay snapped. “Why didn't they just pull in some spit-and-polish type from Georgetown or one of the Caribbean embassies?”

“Because Brandon is picky. He wants the best of the best, someone who can keep the woman safe, no matter what. He wants skill and substance, not polished charm.”

“Hell.”

“I agree, but a job is a job. The high-tech boys at Langley figure we don't need to know any other details until they have more intel on who's behind the threats. Meanwhile, our orders are to protect the woman in question. Brandon has his own people protecting the rest of his family and staff.”

McKay scowled out the window at the islands strung against the shimmering blue water. “Let me get this straight. The State Department and Langley pulled me out of a training mission and drafted you from the private

sector so we could be baby-sitters?” He shook his head. “Brandon's friend in State must be a regular top gun.”

“As high as they get,” Izzy said cheerfully. “Our mission, whether we choose to accept it or not,” he quipped, “is to provide round-the-clock protection for one Carolina Sullivan. She's very close to Brandon's daughter, who is safely tucked away in the family compound on Santa Marina.”

McKay rubbed at the back of his neck in frustration. “Why doesn't State just put her into protective custody on the mainland until everything blows over?”

“Too overt,” Izzy said. “Brandon asked that this be handled quietly, without any discernible break in routine that might alert the bad guys. He's sensitive about a bunch of spooks running around his country, too, so your only job is one-on-one protection.”

McKay heard the tension in his voice. “But what?”

“My guess is that something else is going on, and it's bigger than a few personal threats. If this blows up into a political situation, the State Department will be glad to have a man in place inside.”

McKay had already figured out that much. It was the only way the assignment made sense. “Tell me about the woman. What do I need to know besides the fact that she's tight with the governor and his daughter?”

“She's some sort of wunderkind shooting a series of commercials for the cruise line. She's got the creative talent to go way beyond commercials, I'm told.” Izzy shuffled through his stack of photographs and tugged one from the bottom of the pile. “I'd say she's one hot redhead.”

“Redhead?” McKay felt a sinking sensation as he glanced at the photo. “With the temper to match,” he muttered.

“You two have already met? Fast work, McKay. When and how?”

“This morning. If you could call it a meeting. She made me a proposition she assumed I couldn't refuse, then turned huffy when I did just that. After things got rowdy near the pool, I saved her from being beaned with a volleyball. In return, she bit my head off. End of story.”

“ 'Fraid not,” Izzy said. “You have to get close and stay close. Since you've met, you're halfway there.”

“Are you telling me my duties involve personal services to Ms. Sullivan?” McKay demanded.

“I'm telling you to make nice. Improvise. Find out what it takes to get close, then do it.”

Not in this or any other lifetime, McKay thought. Improvising was way down on his list of favorite things. He liked his work neat and clean, scripted by the book whenever possible. In missions filled with dangerous variables, going by the book was the only way to stay sane.

And stay alive.

“So what's the unofficial part of the assignment? We're not only here because of Brandon's request.”

Izzy nodded. “We're to keep our eyes and ears open. If we find anything that doesn't add up, we're to report it immediately.”

“Without knowing what we're looking for?”

“That's all I have so far. Brandon's ticklish about revealing too much. Meanwhile, I understand the redhead has been looking for someone to fill in for her current model.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because she's been prowling every inch of the ship for hard bodies. Apparently no one has panned out yet.”

“I did,” McKay said, torn between embarrassment and annoyance as another puzzle piece slid into place. She hadn't wanted a bed partner but a model. He might have been flattered if he weren't so damned furious at the direction the assignment was headed.

“Pass Go and collect two hundred dollars, my friend. This will put you exactly where you need to be. There won't be any funny business. From what I hear, she's a workaholic with no time for games.”

“Probably sleeps with a Palm Pilot.” McKay made a sound of disgust. “How did she get hooked up with the Brandons?”

“She and Brandon's daughter were close at school, and they got closer after Carly's parents died. Brandon went through the process of legal adoption, and Carly still spends time in Santa Marina whenever she has a break in her schedule.”

McKay thought of his summers shoveling manure in Wyoming and baby-sitting tourists with too much money and too little sense. Apparently Carolina Sullivan was used to the easy life. “Spoiled rich girl, if you ask me.”

“Spoiled or not, she's your current assignment. Tell her you'll help in any way she needs. It's the easiest way to stay close to her right now.”

“What if my face ends up plastered over prime time TV?” McKay scowled. “To say nothing of my near-naked body. That's not the kind of publicity the Navy enjoys.”

“Go with the flow, McKay I'll check in with Washington about any security concerns with the photography. And look at it this way: If you ever get tired of working for Uncle Sam, you might have a whole new career going for you in daytime drama.”

“The thought thrills the hell out of me.” McKay glared as Izzy's laptop beeped. “What now?”

“Priority message from D.C.” Frowning, Izzy studied the message on his screen. “Looks like a glitch. Brandon's daughter left Santa Marina while Daddy wasn't looking. She's on board too.” He held out a photo from his case.

McKay scanned the image of a leggy blonde in a thong bikini barely larger than her designer sunglasses. “Nice … er, smile.”

“You can say that again. Word is, she's getting married soon to the son of an old French banking family. They're planning a huge wedding on the island. Now she's slipped Daddy's leash and left a note saying she has to go help her friend.”

McKay looked at the photo more closely and stifled a curse as he recognized the woman in the capri pants with Carly Sullivan near the pool. Resigned, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Swell. I met her, too.”

“She's filling in as Carly Sullivan's assistant on the shoot. Brandon is fit to be tied.” Izzy packed the photos and equipment back into his bag. “The good news is that Brandon is circulating the story that she's at home with a nasty flu bug so the bad guys will think she's still at the estate.”

“Color me happy,” McKay said sarcastically.

“Don't worry, Daphne Brandon's not your priority. We concentrate on protecting Carly. Brandon has already begun to make new arrangements for his daughter's protection.” He stowed the packed bag carefully beneath the food cart and flipped down the tablecloth. “Don't knock it, my friend. Some of us get assigned as room stewards and have to do menial work.”

McKay snorted. “Better than being propositioned a dozen times in twenty-four hours. Men used to wonder what women wanted, and now we know. Sex and lots of it. They're not afraid to name the time and place.” He gave a rueful laugh. “How did I miss the sexual revolution?”

“You were busy saving the world for peace, honor, and the American way.” Izzy dug in his bag and produced an aluminum box. “I'm told you weren't issued any ordnance.” He lifted out a 9 mm pistol. “This is for close encounters of the hostile kind, and here's the shoulder harness. There are walkie-talkies and extra ammo on your bed. Keep them handy just in case there really are hostiles aboard. Brandon doesn't seem like the type to be spooked easily.”

McKay summarized his opinion of Brandon and his mission in one short, pithy phrase.

Izzy laughed. “Gotta go. See you on TV, McKay.”

McKay made a noncommittal sound as he cracked open the door to check activity in the hall. Out of habit, he stepped back behind the door as a steward appeared in

the corridor with a package of laundry. When the coast was clear, McKay gave Izzy a two-finger wave, then stood back to let him wheel the food cart outside.

“Watch your six o'clock,” Izzy muttered closing the door.

“Count on it.”

Out in the Caribbean, the sleek yacht rocked quietly at anchor. Three men sat unsmiling while sea birds wheeled above them in the sunlight.

“It is a most unusual thing,” the biggest of the men said, his sad eyes gleaming. “You see this?” He pushed aside a Baccarat crystal glass as if it were cheap plastic and fingered a stack of bills. “What you see here is paper, nothing more. But men live and die beneath the weight of a single sheet. They howl, they grovel, they kill, all for this.”

As Nikolai Vronski studied the green and black lines in wonder, the handpicked men around him said nothing. Their silence was loud in the large boat that rocked in sunlight so far from the bitter cold of Mother Russia. Nor did the men speak when Vronski lit a match and touched the flame to the crisp U.S. hundred-dollar bill in his hand.

President Franklin's face blurred in a fine wisp of smoke. The Russian bent closer, as if catching warmth from the small fire, though the day was hot and the sky cloudless.

“Paper,” he repeated dropping the flaming sheet into a metal box already littered with the ashes of a dozen other U.S. bills. “Only paper.”

It was more money than Nikolai Vronski had once imagined could exist in the whole world. One bill alone could have kept his tiny Russian village alive for years, children, old men, stoic women, and howling dogs.

There had been no money then. There had been no shoes, no flour for pierogi. No music and no joy, only

pain and hopelessness without end. All because of paper like this.

On a bitingly cold night while the hungry dogs howled, he had lost his father. And on the same kind of night of cold and desperation, he had lost his only son.

Fate? He considered the question long and well. As a Russian, he knew the face of fate like an old, frightening enemy.

Or was it simply the power of this thing called paper, which immortalized dead men and condemned others to early, anonymous death?

The bill fell away into ashes and Vronski lit another, silent in his expensive deck chair while his men watched impassively and the sea churned beneath them.
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No way out.

    Desperately, Carly checked the row of fresh photographs hung by clothespins along the wall of her shipboard office.

Beside her, Daphne stalked from photo to photo. “The snake should have told you he couldn't do the swimsuit shots, not with that stomach. Now you can't use him, but you still have to pay him.”

Carly pulled down a photo and sighed. “His agent was better than ours.” She crumpled the print and tossed it into the garbage can. “It's too late to hire another model—the swimsuit scene has to be shot tomorrow while we're in port.” Carly sank onto the desk. “Who's in the file? Wasn't there a surfer I interviewed for a coffee commercial two years ago?”

Daphne shook her head. “He moved to Costa Rica, started a new religion, and hasn't been heard of since.”

“You're kidding.”

“Cross my heart.”

Carly raked her hair back from her face. “I give up. What else could possibly go wrong?” Right on cue, the phone rang on her desk.

Daphne glanced at Carly and answered in her calmest voice. One brow rose as she handed the phone to Carly. “Your boss,” she whispered.

Mel Kirk was the youngest woman ever to become

creative director at a major New York ad agency. It was no coincidence that her staff called her Captain Kirk behind her back. She had a string of successful commercials behind her, and she wasn't afraid to throw her weight around.

Carly had a feeling that weight was about to be thrown her way. “Mel, great to hear from you. Any developments?”

“The client is delighted with our slogan. ‘We've got your dream’ is exactly what he wants. The problem is, he wants preliminary shots right away. I know you've had a problem with the model we signed in California—but I can't put the client off much longer. Have you had any luck with a replacement, at least for the body shots?”

“I think so. I found someone who photographs amazingly well.”

“Then go get him. I'll double the figure I quoted you this morning, just so we can get something on film. You've got until tomorrow, Carly.” She sighed. “Otherwise we're going to lose the account.”

Carly stared at the line of drying prints and mentally substituted a different body. One with washboard abs and sculptured shoulders.

The Adonis from the pool was her only answer.

“Carly, are you still there? This marine connection is terrible.”

“Right here, Mel. Don't worry, you'll have digital film by three tomorrow, which will give you time to download and color correct before your late-afternoon meeting.”

“I sincerely hope so, Carly. You were my first choice for this project, and I'm counting on you to make it work. Meanwhile, I'll be sure we strike Griff Kelly off our list.”

Carly scowled as she thought of the out-of-shape model and his current girlfriend, who billed herself as his voice coach. “I'm on it, Mel. We'll finish the lighting layouts and test shots this morning. At least we can count on the weather down here.” Carly saw a saltshaker on a tray

and dumped a healthy amount over her shoulder. So who was superstitious? “Turquoise water and clear skies ever since we left port in Miami.”

“I'm glad you're on top of things. Just give me something exciting to buy us another day or two. Whatever you do, don't skimp on the body shots. The client's wife has him convinced that fitness will be a big draw in the commercial for both male and female viewers.”

Don't skimp on the body shots.

Carly felt the first stab of a headache. “No problem. We'll give you body shots from here to Sunday. Talk to you tomorrow, as soon as I've finished the digitals.”

Carly put down the telephone, caught between paralysis and hysteria. “Sometimes I wish I'd gone into something sensible like shark photography or quark research.”

“No, you don't.” Daphne gripped her arm. “You're the best and you know it. If anyone can pull this off, you can.” She tossed Carly a map of the ship, with one cabin circled in red. “I've done some checking. Your Adonis's name is McKay.”

Carly worked her lip between her teeth. “I don't think the money matters to him. There has to be some other way.”

“Think nice thoughts. Flutter your eyelashes and apologize for the misunderstanding at the pool this morning. Tell him how thankful you are that he was there to save you from a broken nose.”

Carly rolled her shoulders, feeling the headache build. “I think I'm going to be sick.”

Daphne pushed her toward the door. “You can be sick later. Right now you've got serious groveling to do. His cabin is portside, Crystal Deck.”

“Traitor.” Carly rubbed her forehead. “I might even be coming down with pneumonia.”

“Get going.”

Carly tilted her head and fluttered her eyelashes. “What big biceps you have, Mr. McKay. What amazing

thighs.” Her voice was low and throaty. “It's all my fault that I didn't explain sooner. Silly me. Honestly, I can't imagine why you thought I wanted you for sex.” More fluttering of eyelashes.

“Atta girl. He'll be eating out of your hands.”

Carly felt the headache stab deeper. She reminded herself that she was a professional with seven years of experience. She could plot, charm, and micro-manage with the best of them. When a job hung in the balance, she could leap tall buildings in a single bound, and right now the clock was ticking. After rehearsing her wide-eyedingenue role until her eyelids hurt, she left to confront her target.

She was halfway down the corridor when her former model's angry shout stopped her cold. “Stop avoiding me, Sullivan.”

Carly tried to hide her impatience. “I've been very busy, Griff. As you must know.”

He yanked his designer polo shirt up over his tanned but unimpressive chest. “See this?”

Carly stared at dozens of red welts. “You're allergic to something?”

“Clams. That's why I kept checking to be sure last night's stew was strictly vegetarian.” He jerked his shirt back down. “Someone in the kitchen lied to me.”

“I'm sorry to hear it.” Carly resisted an urge to scream. “But I'm really busy right now and—”

The actor smiled coldly as he slid an arm around his girlfriend. “Not that it matters to me, after you hatcheted me for the body shots.”

“Griff, it's nothing personal,” Carly began.

“Everything's personal, and you'd better remember that. But the problem's yours now, Sullivan.” He scratched absently at his chest. “Good luck finding a replacement out here at sea.”

“I think I already have,” Carly murmured.

“No one who's half as good as Griff.” Aimee Joy, the newest girlfriend and supposed voice coach, ran a hand

protectively along his cheek. She was dressed in black today, Carly noted. The color matched her lipstick. Nice look, if you were into vampires. “I've made him an appointment with the ship's doctor,” she snapped at Carly “I'm taking Griff there right now. Whatever he needs, he'll get. And I'll put it all on your account.”

“I'm sure you will.” Carly smiled sweetly and turned to find Daphne beside her.

“I see Medusa is wearing all black today. It suits her.” Daphne watched Griff and his girlfriend disappear around the corridor. “Good riddance to both of them. Meanwhile, I figured you could use some good news. The computers are all set and the system is purring. Lucky for you I used the same system back in Santa Marina. Now all you need is digital feed, and you'll be in business.”

Carly blew out a breath. “Wish me luck. I'm off to charm Adonis.”

Daphne straightened Carly's blouse, then nodded. “You look good. Go bag him.”

“You bet I will,” Carly said weakly as she straightened her shoulders and headed to the Crystal Deck.

By the time she reached McKay's room, she felt marginally better. She gave her hair a quick swipe and smoothed her skirt, about to knock when the door opened. The biggest man she'd ever seen came out carrying a stack of folded towels.

He gave her a measuring look, his rugged dark features sliding into a grin. “Room steward ma'am. You looking for Mr. McKay?”

Carly nodded, feeling dwarfed. Where had all these big men come from? Room steward or not, the man reminded her of McKay—watchful, quiet, and very controlled. “Yes, I am. Is he busy?”

“I'm sure he'll make time for you.” He slid the towels to his other arm and moved past, holding open the door for her to enter. “He's just shaving, but maybe you want to wait.”

No, she didn't want to wait, but she had no choice. Every minute counted, and every minute she wasn't on deck shooting made her sick with dread. Carly nodded coolly. “I'll wait.”

“I'll tell him you're here.” Smiling faintly, the steward knocked at the closed door to the bathroom, then opened it. After a few words, he turned. “He'll be right out. Make yourself at home.”

After he'd left, Carly surveyed the floor-to-ceiling windows and the calm, azure sea dotted by trade-wind clouds. Apparently Mr. McKay could afford the luxury of a suite with a private veranda, which meant he wouldn't need the small change she could offer him. That meant she had to think of some overwhelming inducement.

The water was still running behind her, and she fought an inclination to bolt. Failure was not an option.

She prowled the sunny stateroom, toying with a pair of mirrored sunglasses and high-tech binoculars. The bed was made, the pillows neat. No dirty clothes in sight. The man was organized as well as spectacularly photogenic.

Determined to make the best impression, Carly shrugged her shoulders to release a knot of tension. “Okay, here goes.” She forced a bright smile. “I want to apologize for this morning, Mr. McKay. My outburst was unfortunate.” She practiced batting her lashes. “Actually, it was unforgivable, considering that you protected me from a possible broken nose. It's hardly your fault that I've been under a little stress lately.

“Who am I kidding?” Carly sighed, tunneling her fingers through her hair. “If I don't get someone for this shoot, I'll be sunk. We're talking raw desperation here.” She closed her eyes. “Oh, why am I even bothering? The jerk probably won't listen to me.”

Hearing a sound, she lurched away from the window. Her right arm was snagged seconds before it collided with a freshly shaved male jaw.

Steam billowed from the bathroom as McKay stared at

her. “It's me. The jerk,” he added dryly. “The room steward said you wanted to talk to me.”

Carly flushed. “That's right, I did. I do.” She cleared her throat, unable to pull her eyes from the damp chest above a pair of low and very well broken-in jeans. Where had the man gotten that lean, amazing body? She visited a health club when she had time, but none of the men looked like this.

It had been months since she'd enjoyed an evening of laughter and lazy intimacy with a man. Maybe deprivation was doing weird things to her perception. “Look, about this morning—”

“No problem. Just forget it.”

Carly raised a hand, pleased to see it wasn't trembling. “I need to apologize. No, I want to apologize.”

“So I heard.” One brow spiked. “Especially the part about unfortunate and unforgivable. By the way, I liked the jerk part best, because it sounded honest. Now tell me about the raw panic.” Water slid down his chest, settling in the soft hair above the opened button at the waist of his jeans.

Heaven have mercy.

His chest was even more remarkable up close. So was the rest of him.

Calm, Carly thought. Bat your eyes and play to his ego. She managed a sickly smile. “You heard all that?”

“Every word.”

“I'm sorry we got off on the wrong foot. I completely misread the situation at the pool this morning, and I want to apologize for that.”

“Apology accepted.”

Carly held out a hand. “Carolina Sullivan. It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. McKay.”

“Make that Ford.”

Carly wanted badly to wipe her damp palms, but resisted as he took her fingers in a firm handshake that had her nerves jolting. She managed a cool smile, then pulled free. “I'm here shooting a series of TV spots for

the cruise line. That's what I wanted to discuss this morning.”

He rocked back, shoving his hands into his pockets and making the jeans strain even tighter. “Are you any good?”

“I'm extremely good at my job.”

He nodded. “So you're some kind of wunderkind,” he said with a dry smile. “Why the raw panic?”

“Going right for the jugular, aren't you?”

Something crossed his face. “It's the best way.”

When Carly looked him square in the eyes, she was struck by the intelligence there. The man was more than a mass of well-toned muscle. There was power and cool reason behind his gray eyes. Odd that she hadn't noticed before.

She realized her fingers were still hot where he had touched her. Frowning, she slid her hands up and down her arms.

His focus never wavered. “You haven't explained the panic yet.”

Carly sighed. “The panic is professional. I've got a killer deadline and no model.”

He shrugged one powerful shoulder in a way that had her yearning for her camera. “What's the problem? The ship's full of men.”

“Not one that looks like you. And there's that quiet, controlled way you move, as if you owned the place.” She realized it was time for the naked truth and no more fluttering eyelashes. “You'll burn up the camera.”

Something between pain and irritation crossed his face. “Being photographed is right at the bottom of my wish list.” He held up a hand as she started to speak. “And you're dead wrong about my acting skills.”

“It's my job not to be wrong,” Carly said firmly. “I flunked geometry in high school, and I occasionally botch my checkbook balance, but not reading people. That's my job. You'd be good, Mr. McKay. Very good.”

He made an exasperated sound and Carly found it fascinating to see such a powerful man look befuddled. “You don't have to worry about privacy,” she assured him. “We'll be shooting in a stateroom, and I guarantee it won't be a zoo scene.”

“Why me? I thought you people hired professionals for work like that.”

“Sometimes their shoulders are wrong or their proportion to the other actors is off, and then we fill in with a body double. It happens far more often than you might think.”

“And you're asking me to do that? Be some kind of body double?”

Carly fidgeted under the force of his cool gaze. “I'm desperate. Our current actor just won't do, the clock is ticking, and I'm sunk without a replacement.” She reconsidered her rehearsed flattery, but the words wouldn't come. Even if they had she was certain this man would see right through them. “I'm prepared to grovel here, if that's what it takes.”

Humor touched his eyes. “Groveling can be interesting, but in this case it won't be necessary.”

Despite the finality in his voice, Carly made one last stab. “Please give it some thought. I'd be completely in your debt.”

“I'm afraid not.”

“Your choice.” She turned away to hide her disappointment, one hand pressed to her burning stomach as failure flashed ugly before her. She didn't want to consider the results of losing an account this important.

“You're pale.” His eyes narrowed. “When was the last time you ate?”

“I don't know.” Even as Carly considered hunger sent a stabbing reminder. Two cups of black coffee at dawn, hunched over a pile of disappointing photographs. A small carton of yogurt before she'd gone in search of Daphne. “What does it matter?” Her hand worked up and down over her stomach.

“If you don't eat, you can't think. Take this.” He held out a plate of cream puffs stuffed with fresh strawberries.

“You're good at giving orders, aren't you?”

“When it's necessary. These were delivered less than an hour ago. You look like you could use one.”

The sun was behind him now, haloing his impossibly chiseled shoulders. Carly imagined him in a tuxedo, reclining against the deck railing. Or in a swimsuit, his taut body gleaming with oil that she would smooth on herself.

When she didn't move, he shoved a rich pastry into her hand. “Eat, blast it.”

Surprised by his concern, she balanced the pastry and licked off a strawberry as it started to totter, then sighed in pleasure as her tongue closed delicately around a scoop of whipped cream. It took her a moment to realize he was staring at her. “I'd prefer if you didn't watch me right now. This cream puff and I are having a spiritual encounter here.” She licked a piece of strawberry off her palm, frowning at his continued scrutiny. “What?”

“Hell if I know.” Sunlight poured through the windows as McKay watched her finish the pastry, then lap a final bit of white froth from her lips. She wasn't beautiful in any conventional sense. She wasn't even close to being his type. Her mouth was too wide, her hair too short. She was too edgy and too stubborn.

But there was something ruthlessly interesting about watching her dive into that cream puff, ignoring everything else around her. She probably made obsession an art form. McKay wondered what she'd look like without that frown knifing down her forehead.

Not that she was on his agenda for any personal involvement. He was a man who could stand his ground, even if a woman's perfume distracted him and her restless body goaded him to find out what it would take to make her relax.

He took a sharp step back. Damn, this was official. There couldn't be even a second of anything personal between them.

Especially when she wanted to capture him on camera like a champion steer.

He was all set to tell her that her idea was impossible when something in her eyes cut him off.

Regret.

Entreaty.

Stubborn pride.

He saw exactly how much it had cost her to ask.

“I'll think about it,” he said gruffly feeling like a fool. Hating the fact that he would use her to accomplish his mission, even if he would instruct any man under his command to do exactly the same in a similar situation.

“You will?” She looked stunned.

“It's not a yes,” he warned.

“But it's not a no. Thanks again for the food.”

As she turned he flanked her with silent steps and cut around her to the door. “You might still find someone else.”

“No. When you see the best, you want it. And that's not because I'm desperate, but because it's true.” Her voice was level.

Damn, she almost had him convinced. “You're pushing.”

“I never said I wouldn't.” She smiled and closed the door softly behind her, leaving McKay to rub his neck in irritation.

Modeling, he thought in disgust. No way. It was absolutely out.

The phone chimed from the nearby table. “What?” he barked, certain who was at the other end.

He heard Izzy's dry chuckle. “You told her no, didn't you?”

“Damn right I did.”

“Get ready to tell her yes. I just heard from Washington, and you are good to go, McKay. Whatever she wants, whenever she wants, however she wants. Consider it an order.”
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