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Diamonds ruined his life and he’s on a path of revenge. Until the day a protective zoologist stood in his way, forcing a choice he never intended to make.

“Between stakeouts and molotov cocktails, there’s non-stop action that had me on the edge of my seat.”
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DRIVEN: Miranda Parrish is a world-renowned veterinarian specialist with expertise in endangered species. She’s fearless and will go anywhere an animal is in need. But when she journeys to Katanga, an animal sanctuary in the heart of Botswana, she falls into a diamond smuggling operation and interferes with an undercover investigation. 

Merciless: Special agent Matt Bennett’s parents were murdered by a ruthless arms dealer when he was fourteen. He’s fiercely committed to avenging their deaths and curbing the cycle of violence threatening southern Africa. Diamonds always lead to weapons and he’d followed the trail straight to Katanga. Posing as an employee, he had every intention of busting the source wide open. 

Collision: He never expected to battle a stubborn vet, one who let nothing stand in the way of protecting her clientele. And when she comes between him and the vengeance he craves, sparks begin to fly. Surrounded by veiled threats, Matt and Miranda must find common ground in order to save Katanga, and both of their lives, before justice slips away.

Diamond Legacy is the first stand-alone book in the Jewel Intrigue series and an unlikely romance between two opposites. It keeps you turning pages with high risk and daring action, a klepto monkey named Roz, and a charismatic secondary character that threatens to steal the show.
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“YOU SHAMELESS LITTLE hussy. How many times have you sweet-talked Jason out of a treat this month?” Miranda Parrish tucked a water hose between her knees and grabbed the biggest dental brush in her kit. “Give me a grin, sweet Daisy.” She lightly tapped the elephant’s trunk. “Time to scrub away the evidence.”

The smallest, and by far sweetest, African elephant in residence at the San Diego Zoo lifted her trunk and dropped her lower jaw obediently. Miranda set to work, meticulously scrubbing every square inch of enamel.

“You know,” said a familiar voice behind her, “if you applied the same level of concentration to members of the opposite sex, you might have something more exciting to do on a Saturday than flossing pachyderm pearlies.”

“Stow it, Jason.” Miranda grabbed the hose and rinsed the excess cleansing agent from Daisy’s gums. “Have you nothing better to do than annoy me?”

“Ain’t nothing better than hitting on the sexiest dental zoologist west of the Pecos.”

A drop-dead glare was her only reply.

“Aw, come on. Hank don’t deserve someone as hot as you. That uptight boyfriend of yours hasn’t a clue what to do with those luscious lips of yours.”

“And you do? You’re barely twenty and too arrogant by half.”

“Age has nothing to do with experience.” He gave her a flirty wink. “This Alabama boy can do things to you that would curl your toes.”

Miranda curbed the urge to laugh. For all his bluster, Jason Harvick was the best college intern employed at the San Diego Zoo and showed the most veterinary promise. Unlike others, he never balked at menial labor and thrived on the many hours spent tending animals. With a fresh blond appeal and a willingness to work, he was a staff favorite. He was also full of mischief, and she did her level best to discourage it.

“Your questionable expertise aside, I’d be happy if you just turned off the water for me.” She dropped the hose and tossed her brush into a bucket of disinfectant, then reached up to rub Daisy’s lower jaw. “Good girl, Miss Daisy.”

The elephant’s trunk dropped onto Miranda’s shoulders with a gentle squeeze, and she accepted the awkward embrace. In a way, it felt a bit like Hank’s. Awkward, yet well intended, and above all, comfortable. Dependable. Nothing like the usual adventure-seeking idiots she tended to gravitate toward. She was through with that type. As staff director for the zoo, Hank Meadows was the polar opposite of the Bass Pro Shop outdoorsmen she’d dated since college.

“All I’m saying is”—Jason disconnected the hose and began rolling it up for her—“it’s a dang shame to think of someone like you going for a stick-in-the-mud like Hank. You’ve got more fire in you than that.”

No, she didn’t. That was her sister, Erika. “Please, Jason. Can we leave my love life alone?” Miranda slipped a hand into her sport vest pocket and produced a green apple for the elephant.

Tonight she was cooking lasagna for Hank. A nice bottle of red wine, some soft music on the stereo, and another chance to prove things were as they should be. Not that she needed convincing. Hank was the epitome of domesticity, a man tailor-made for settling down.

“Have it your way,” Jason said, his voice laced with disgust. He dried his hands on a towel, then grabbed his backpack and pulled out a large manila envelope. “Here, take this.”

Something jittery danced in her stomach. “What’s that?”

“Heck if I know.” He shrugged. “Maxwell yanked me out of the chimpanzee enclosure and said to deliver it posthaste.” The last word he said with puckered lips, imitating the very staunch, very British, head veterinarian.

Miranda shot him a disapproving frown before taking the envelope and breaking the seal. When she pulled out the contents, something fell to the ground, and she reached to pick it up.

Airline vouchers. Round trip from San Diego to...Botswana?

Her heart skipped a beat. Africa.

Its very name invoked visions of vast primeval deserts, game reserves filled with rare species, and pure untamed natural habitat just waiting to be explored. Her college thesis dealt with the reserves constant threat of poachers, of civil war, and desperately poor countries struggling to balance human need and animal dominance.

“It’s about time!” Jason tossed his backpack down and stared at her with hopeful expectation. “Much longer and you’d sprout roots.” He shuddered at the horror. “Where to?”

She caught her lower lip between her teeth and glanced away from the excitement in his eyes. Why now? Why couldn’t this have come eight months ago when she would’ve jumped at the chance to get out of California? Now she had direction, a planned future. This was no time to be flying off to the wilderness for...for...she glanced at the letter.

Katanga Wildlife Center is fortunate to have in its care a rare and valuable albino hippopotamus. Estelle is small, only four-thousand pounds, but suffers from an advanced abscessed lower canine. We would greatly appreciate someone of your notable expertise to perform a difficult, but much needed dental procedure. 

“What is it? Come on, you’re killing me here.”

Jason’s impatience near had him twitching, yet she was reluctant to answer. “The Katanga Wildlife Center in Botswana has a hippo with dental problems,” she finally conceded.

“Africa?” He whistled long between his teeth. “Lord have mercy. You’re gonna need an assistant, right? Someone to lug your equipment, take notes, catch your dinner? Tell me that’s me.”

We have taken the liberty of making travel arrangements on your behalf...

“I don’t know, Jason. There’s a lot to consider.”

His eyebrows shot up so high, it was a wonder they didn’t fall off. “You’ve got to be kidding. What’s to consider? It’s Africa. Lions and tigers and bears. Are there bears? I don’t know. I’ve never been there!” The last he emphasized with plenty of melodrama, practically begging her to agree to go.

“It’s not that simple. There’s Hank to consider, for one.”

“Hank? Hank! Come on, you can’t take him. What good would he be on the Serengeti? The man can’t rope a steer in a pen. How’s he gonna catch a rampaging hippo with a toothache?”

“Okay, for one, I’m certain the rampaging hippo is already penned up, and two, the Serengeti is in Tanzania, not Botswana.”

He rolled his eyes. “Logistics. Who cares? The point is, it’s an all-expense-paid trip to safari land, a once-in-a-lifetime chance. How can you even hesitate?”

He was right, of course, and not so long ago she wouldn’t have thought twice. But now there were complications. A job interview at University of Southern California next week, Hank’s hint of an important question to ask her, and she’d just ordered a new Toyota Rav4 online in a shade of slate blue that perfectly matched her eyes.

“I can’t blindly fly off to the other side of the planet without consulting my family first.” She really should use more emphasis if she wanted to sound convincing. The words were true, but they came across like an excuse.

“Yeah, you do that,” Jason said. “But come Monday morning, I expect you to arrive wearing standard safari gear. And I’d better be the named assistant. Because I’m telling you now, tomorrow I’m going down to the local Safaris R Us and loading up.”

Miranda shook her head with a laugh before sliding the documents back in the envelope and tucking it inside her kit. “Hold off on spending your life savings, at least until Monday.”

“Fine. But don’t you dare let Humdrum Hank talk you out of this!”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d quit maligning my...boyfriend. He happens to be a fine man.”

“Yeah, whatever you say. Just remember—it’s Africa. It’s free. And I’m begging you.”

With a lopsided grin she systematically packed up her dental kit, gave a final pat to Daisy, and headed for the lab.

* * * *
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MIRANDA STACKED DIRTY dishes on her kitchen counter and glanced at the pricey bottle of Australian Shiraz. It was three quarters gone, dinner was now a memory, and she’d yet to broach the subject of Africa with Hank.

Her father had been ecstatic when she’d called him that afternoon. When she expressed her hesitation, he threatened to barrel out of his wheelchair and personally drag her “nincompoop brain” to the plane. So what if he nearly died over there? If she let that prevent her from taking advantage of an adventure like this, he’d never forgive her. And her sister Erika all but ordered her to go. But as of this moment, she still hadn’t decided for certain.

Boscoe, her orange tabby cat, rubbed against her leg with a mighty purr, and she reached down to absentmindedly scratch his head. Hank seemed a little edgy tonight, probably due to that unspoken question of his looming on the horizon.

What should come first? His ultra-reserved proposal? Or the mention of her spontaneous trip to a war-torn continent to perform a root canal on a rare and valuable albino hippo?

She broke off a tiny chunk of Parmesan cheese and handed it to Boscoe. The tabby pranced out of the kitchen with his prize, and she opened the fridge to toss in the remaining cheese and leftover lasagna.

Hank stepped up behind her, slid his arms around her waist, and kissed the top of her head. “You’re a wonderful cook, Miranda. You’ll make someone a fine wife one day.”

Please, she prayed, not yet. “I’d hold off on that judgment until you’ve tried the dessert.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve known you over two years now, and in the six months we’ve been dating...let’s just say I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.”

She captured her lower lip in her teeth and turned in his arms to face him. Shouldn’t such a declaration come with a feeling of euphoria? Was something wrong with her?

“Hank, there’s something I need to tell you.”

He angled his head to give her a sideways look. “Not quite what I hoped to hear.”

“I know.” She breathed a heavy sigh. “But I received an unusual offer today.”

Hank stiffened, and despite his perpetual stoic demeanor, Miranda clearly saw dismay. She worried her lower lip between her teeth, her decision suddenly twice as hard. He released his hold on her, reached for the last of the Shiraz, and refilled their glasses.

“Tell me about it.” He handed over her crystal goblet.

“Geoff Maxwell has been contacted by a game reserve that requested my veterinary specialty. They have a hippo with an abscessed tooth.”

“Which reserve? The Xanadu Ranch in upper Texas?”

She shook her head. “Not Texas. Africa.”

He choked on his wine. After a brief coughing spell, he lowered his glass to the counter and stared at her in watery-eyed disbelief. “You can’t be serious.”

“The Katanga Wildlife Center in Botswana already made travel arrangements. It’s an all-expense-paid trip to southern Africa, a once-in-a-lifetime chance.” She echoed Jason’s earlier words.

Hank pulled out a barstool from the small kitchen island and sat down. “Katanga.” His voice sounded flat. “Isn’t there a civil war going on over there?”

“Diamonds, not civil war. They fight over diamonds. And I’m not likely to encounter any of that where I’d be going.”

He stared at her with zero enthusiasm. “It still sounds dangerous. You shouldn’t risk it.”

She’d heard those words before. Mom constantly warned Dad against the more dangerous aspects of his job. Dad rarely paid any heed, claimed it was part of the territory. Now here she was, daring history to repeat itself.

“Risk will be minimal,” she replied. “I promise to be back in five weeks, safe and sound.”

A sour look crossed his controlled expression. “You’ve already accepted.”

“No,” she denied. “I have until Monday.”

“Don’t do it, Miranda. Stay here. Marry me instead.”

The demand came so unexpectedly, she nearly dropped her grandmother’s crystal goblet. She’d known for a couple weeks that he had planned to propose, but not like this. Not at the expense of her dream. It wasn’t fair.

“Hank, I—”

“Listen to me. You’ve too much going for you right now. Animal dentistry is in its infancy, and you’ve made great strides in the field. Leaving now may jeopardize your chances at USC. I went to considerable effort to get you that interview. You can’t miss it.”

“Surely, it can be rescheduled. Africa will be an experience like no other, a place I’ve dreamed of going. Think of the resume credentials!”

“You don’t need more credentials. You’re already a shoe-in for the teaching position. Look, you’re twenty-nine years old and way ahead of most in your field. Isn’t it time to start thinking of settling down? Raising a family? With me?”

Total domestication stared her in the face. A part of her wanted the life he described. Another, bigger part of her just got mad. He was asking her to give up her dream. No, that’s not entirely true. He was asking her to replace her dream with something every woman desired. But why now? Why couldn’t he be as thrilled as she over the prospect of going to Africa? How could he blithely say “don’t go”?

“That’s not fair, Hank. It’s only five weeks. USC will wait.”

“What about me, Miranda? What about us?”

Time for brutal honesty. Erika had summed it up best this afternoon. Hank’s nice, sis, but I don’t see any chemistry between you. He’s the nine-to-five nesting type. You’re not. No matter how much you pretend otherwise.

She sighed. Her type hadn’t exactly worked out either. The last decade had been more like a comedy of errors. But Erika was right. The one constant in her life centered around her work. And Africa? Deep down she’d known all along she’d be going. And that was just plain sad. She really liked Hank; he was a good man and a good friend. Therein lay the problem.

“I’m sorry, Hank,” she admitted softly. “I have to go.”

He expelled his breath in a whoosh and sat there staring at her.

“Please understand. My work is more than a job. It’s a legacy, a way of life since I was old enough to follow my dad around. He’s been to Africa. His stories are legendary. How could I pass this up and not regret it?”

He shook his head and stood. “The regret is mine. I always knew I’d come in second to one of your expeditions one day.” Hank didn’t sound angry, just stoic and listless.

Miranda stared at him in conflicted silence, hating to cause him pain. But she couldn’t accept his proposal. Couldn’t be the kind of person he wanted her to be. Adventure ran in her veins, but even deeper ran animal welfare. She itched for field work. How could she set that aside, get married, and spend the remainder of her career teaching?

She couldn’t. Not if it meant passing up on an animal care facility in Africa or missing an opportunity to test her skills on a hippo in need. Not if it meant turning her back on a rare chance to continue working on a theory her and Dad had discussed for years.

She couldn’t live with that kind of regret, even if it meant their relationship was over. Taking a deep breath of resolve she said, “I can’t walk away from who I am, Hank.”

He dropped his head on a sigh. “No, I suppose not.”

His body language indicated acceptance, or maybe resignation, but he didn’t say the words. Instead, the silence stretched out between them, and he moved toward the living room. She followed, watching him grab his hat from the rack by the front door.

Not knowing what else to say, she crossed the room and wrapped her arms around him in a hug.

He hesitated before squeezing her tight. “I can’t believe you’re saying goodbye.”

Something caught in her throat. “You’re a good friend, Hank.”

“Yeah,” he said gruffly. “Call me when you return.”

The door shut behind him with a soft click and a dizzying wave of competing emotions. Heartbreak battled with the elation of freedom, a rush of adrenaline threatened to overpower guilt, and the effort it took to suppress it all made her knees wobble.

Boscoe chose that moment to prance over with his tail held high. She scooped him up and gave him a fierce hug, pressing her face into his warm fur. When he squawked in protest, she released him and aimed for a built-in bookcase lining one wall.

She stood there, staring at a prized possession on the shelf, an intricately carved wooden giraffe, a gift from her father when he came home from Africa.

A trip that nearly killed him.

He had taken insane risks and had always come out on top. Until Africa. Until the day he’d faced down well-armed poachers and came away with a paralyzing spine injury. Everything had been lost—luggage, med kits, his ability to walk, but he swore the recovery time spent with the Maasai people had been well worth the cost. He claimed an awe-inspiring sense of wonder at a land rich in natural history, and his countless stories gave credence to that fact.

Miranda ran a finger softly down the graceful neck of the giraffe. Now it was her turn. She closed her eyes as a shiver of anticipation raced across her skin. 

No, that wasn’t right. More like nervous energy, fear of failure, or the fact she stood on the edge of realizing the same dream that nearly cost her father his life.

She’d no idea what she felt, but ready or not, she’s headed for Africa.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


THE BAR WAS MORE A glorified lean-to, not the worst the town of Kanye offered, but close and obscure enough to suit Matt Bennett’s purpose. Employees here were well used to looking the other way. From his table in the back, he could observe every patron, and at this early afternoon hour, he didn’t see many.

Matt tilted his head back and downed a heavy shot of mampoer, Africa’s fiery version of moonshine. It was the only thing that cut through the kimberlite dust that permeated everything in the region, spewing from godforsaken diamond mines in a cloud of greed. The giant pits left in their wake slashed open wounds into the land, feeding the insatiable hunger of corporations and governments alike.

He shoved a now empty shot glass to the center of a rough-hewn table. From beneath the bare lightbulb overhead, tiny prisms of light reflected in the remaining drops of liquor. They looked like diamonds, those glittering chunks of carbon that pumped two and a half billion dollars annually into Botswana alone.

That kind of wealth corrupted, absolutely.

“About time you surfaced, Bennett.” Nik Labestu’s deep voice carried an accent of native Setswana. Midnight black skin and eyes that penetrated your soul, Nik was the one man in a sea of high level officials that Matt trusted. He was also his only link with the International Diamond Security, the folks who currently issued his paycheck.

“Have a seat,” Matt said.

Nik handed him a bottle of barely cool beer, which Matt accepted gratefully. April was upon them and summer had officially ended, but the heat lived on.

“How are you, my friend?” Matt asked with a quick twist to pop the top and indulging in a long drink.

“The drive from Gaborone jarred my teeth.” Nik scraped a chair out across from Matt and sat. “Where have you been? You missed our last rendezvous. I began to worry.”

With a glance around the near empty bar, Matt leaned forward and rested his drinking arm on the wooden table. “I’m on to something, Nik,” he said quietly. “Something big.”

“Again? That last time nearly got me killed.”

Matt snorted and relaxed back in his chair. “That little bullet could hardly be called life threatening. It probably stung no worse than a bee.”

Nik’s grimace displayed a row of even white teeth, stark against the darkness of his skin. “I should have known better than to expect sympathy from you.”

“Try living for weeks in vermin-infested holes to flush out the dregs of humanity,” Matt fired back. “Then talk to me about sympathy.”

“No thanks. That’s your job. You bring them in. I put them away.”

“This one won’t be that easy.”

His friend eyed him with interest. “What have you found?”

Matt took another long pull from his beer. He and Nik were exactly alike, in a totally opposite kind of way. Both had secrets, both wanted to keep them, and both hated the diamond cartel. Nik preferred to stay behind the scenes. Matt dug in the trenches. Between them, trust was complete.

This time, though, Matt kept the incriminating details to himself. He needed to dig deeper, and the less Nik knew, the better he’d sleep at night.

“What is the biggest threat Botswana faces?” Matt asked.

“Diamond theft.”

“Think bigger.”

“Civil war in our neighboring nations.”

“Bull’s eye.” Matt pointed to his friend with the beer bottle. “Diamonds are a warlord’s best friend. He steals them, sells them, and buys weapons.”

Nik leaned forward, concern etched over his face. “You sign your death warrant going after someone like that.”

“I’m not that suicidal.”

“Good to know,” Nik said.

A face floated across Matt’s memory, distant but clear, and his jaw hardened. Warlord or not, justice would be served.

“I believe I can shut down a pipeline,” he said flatly.

Nik’s expression sharpened as he carefully set his beer on the table. “Are you talking about blocking weapon shipments?”

“I am.”

Interest glittered in his dark eyes. “You tread dangerous waters, Bennett.”

Matt gave a cavalier shrug. “I’m used to it.” It was Nik he worried about. He needed his help, but curiosity got people in trouble. Matt had more than one scar to prove it.

Nik shifted in his chair, crossing his muscular arms in front of his leather vest. “I’d like to know what pushes you, Matthew Bennett. Why do you risk your life the way you do?”

Definitely not open for discussion. “Too long a story.”

Nik stared hard with that penetrating gaze of his, but the familiar intimidation technique wasn’t going to work; Matt knew the man too well. He offered no other information.

“As you wish.” Nik accepted defeat. “What do you want from IDS?”

“Access to Katanga Wildlife Center outside Gaborone. Get me clearance. Better yet, make me an employee, a janitor. That way I can move around without drawing attention.”

Nik’s gaze swept the room with nonchalance, yet Matt knew he missed no detail. Not in the dilapidated bar and not in the ramifications of the request.

“And what do you believe you will find?”

Blood diamonds. The trail led straight to Katanga’s door.

“Someone at the Center has interesting friends,” Matt replied. “I’m hoping for an introduction.”

Nik grunted his skepticism. “Whatever it is you are not telling me makes my brain ache. I don’t like it.”

“I need your trust on this one, Nik.”

His friend sat in silence, mulling it over. Matt gave him time and lifted his beer, finishing the bottle in one long draw.

“You worry me, Bennett. Things have a way of blowing up or becoming bullet-ridden when you’re involved.” Nik’s troubled gaze dared him to deny the facts. “I need assurance you’ll take care. Katanga is the pride of Gaborone’s scientific community. They will not take kindly to its destruction.”

“What sort of lout do you take me for?” Matt scoffed and set the empty on the table. “I like animals. Some are even my best friends.”

Nik narrowed his eyes.

“Scout’s honor!” Matt tried to recall the hand salute from the year his straight-laced uncle made him join the boy scouts.

“I am crazy to even consider it,” Nik said.

“Don’t beat yourself up. No one can resist me when I’m at my most charming self.”

His friend snorted. “Give me a couple days to make arrangements. Call on Friday. I’ll have details for you then.”

Matt grinned. “I knew I could count on you.” 

Nik grabbed his beer and took a long pull, like a man who needed to drown the insanity of his decision. He stared at the half empty bottle and shook his head. “Just do me one favor.”

“Name it.”

“Get out of this alive. No one else gives me half as much grief, but Botswana would be a lot worse off without you.”
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MIRANDA SHIELDED HER eyes against the glare of Botswana’s late afternoon sun and descended the plane’s rollaway staircase. The last leg of their journey had been the longest—that final hour of airtime between Johannesburg, South Africa, and Gaborone, Botswana.

Katanga Wildlife Center wanted them here fast, which translated into a rigorous flight schedule with no real breaks. She and Jason snatched what sleep they could, dined on airport fare, and for the past twelve hours, her insides vibrated like a jet engine.

“Thirty-six hours across ten time zones and the international date line.” Jason sounded every bit as worn out as she felt. “All in a day’s work, eh?”

She managed a half-hearted laugh as they trudged across the tarmac. Sweltering heat radiated off the concrete, threatening to sap what little energy she had left. Off in the distance, the heat wavered, warping the brown savanna landscape and defying the onset of cooler autumn temperatures. Then the doors of Khama International Airport whooshed open, luring them inside with the promise of air conditioning.

They followed the flow of travelers past a short oval of boarding gates and into a large open room split between ticket counters on the right and baggage claim on the left. Noisy and chaotic, the place overflowed with activity and little room to squeeze through.

Jason pointed to a far wall where the crowd seemed thinner, and they maneuvered through a maze of bodies to reach it. Miranda wearily leaned against a convenient column and yawned, brushing a wayward lock of hair behind her ear. “I really hope Zimbali Lodge comes through with that driver they promised.”

“Amen to that,” Jason replied.

A loud buzzer rang, signaling the arrival of a baggage train. The crowd surged forward, leaving the outer fringes open and a wave of relief washed over Miranda.

“Here, hold this.” Jason handed over his new camera bag, and she lifted a brow in question. “If you promise to guard it with your life, I’ll get our luggage.”

With no inclination to argue, she accepted his offer, content to stay put. He disappeared into the dense crowd, and she leaned her head back, well past tired and craving several hours of sleep.

Crowd noise lulled her into a hypnotic state and she closed her eyes in fatigue. Until a loud, bone-jarring crash jolted her clear to her toes.

Fifty feet away, glass doors to the parking lot had slammed open, and a very thin, very frantic man burst through at a dead run, another right behind him.

They raced in her direction. Within seconds, they were close enough she could see panic in the lead man’s face. Close enough she could feel the rush of air when the pursuer lunged into a floor-slamming tackle.

They rolled, struggled, and the panicked one cursed loudly. He fought like hell’s worst demon had him cornered. A wild kick brought down a gumball machine and its glass globe shattered against the floor, shooting rainbow marbles of gum in every direction.

“You’re going down, slimeball!” Harsh determination rang in the tackler’s voice.

She believed him. Especially since he rolled right over top of jagged bits of glass and seemed oblivious to the pain. An agile move landed him on top, pinning the skinny one down.

It didn’t last long. Wiry, limber, and far from subdued, the guy snapped up a bony knee and jammed it into the tackler’s back, knocking him sideways. With a deft twist, he broke free, launched himself up, and turned to run. 

The gathering crowd surged backward, but just as fast the chaser snagged an ankle, bringing him down again.

“Stinking cop!” The man screamed his fury. “I’ll kill you first!” He kicked at his attacker, missing his head by inches.

“Not...today...dirtbag!” Struggling to contain his thrashing quarry, the tackler locked onto the man’s knees and swept up a handful of gumballs and glass, flinging them at his face. When the other man jerked up his arms to block the missiles, the cop pounced.

Adrenaline thudded in Miranda’s veins. Her first real bust! Africa had a reputation for lawlessness, but she’d only been here half an hour.

The dirtbag screeched, arched his back, and dug in his heels to prevent being flipped onto his stomach. He threw a desperate punch and landed a hard clip to the cop’s jaw, knocking the larger man backward.

In a split second, the bad guy snatched something from under his pant leg, scrambled to his feet, and leveled a revolver at the cop.

A collective gasp echoed in the cavernous room. Someone screamed. A stampede began as bystanders raced for cover.

Time slowed as Miranda watched him pull back the hammer and take aim. With no thought for consequences, she tightened her fist around the strap of Jason’s camera bag, rushed up behind the gun-toting offender, and leveled a power swing against his head.

Dirtbag dropped like a stone.

Dead silence reigned for a matter of seconds. Then everyone began shouting at once.

She stood frozen, fascinated as the cop kicked the gun out of reach, rolled the guy over, and slapped on handcuffs. He then yanked a bandana from his pocket, grabbed the firearm, and unloaded ammo in a few efficient moves. He had it all wrapped up nice and neat as airport security rushed onto the scene.

“All yours, gentlemen,” the cop said as he handed a guard the disabled weapon.

Miranda couldn’t stop staring. It wasn’t polite, she knew, but looking away wasn’t an option. He brushed off his hands in satisfaction and turned to face her. There was blood on his cheek and a long scratch on his arm, but he smiled, calm as you please.

“Nice piece of work, lady,” he said to her. “What’s in the bag? Lead?”

She registered a slight British accent. And he had the most incredible tawny-colored eyes she’d ever seen. They were warm, earthy, and ablaze with curiosity. The man could have walked from the pages of any outdoor enthusiast catalogue, complete with athletic build, five o’clock shadow, and tousled sandy hair. In short, exactly the type she’d sworn off months ago.

She wanted to run the other way. Instead she lifted Jason’s bag. “Nikon camera, when you want to capture the moment.”

His laugh brushed her senses like mellowed whiskey. It was disorienting, delicious, and she stared like an adolescent girl with her first crush. What was the matter with her?

“A woman of action.” Something in his eyes sparkled. “I like that.”

Images of champagne, fiery tango music, and mind-melting kisses popped into her head. So exhilarating that it set off every alarm bell she possessed. “Stow the flattery,” she said, trying to kick up her defenses. “I reacted because the bad guy wasn’t playing fair.”

Masculine interest flared in the quirk of his brow, and her stomach did a warning somersault. He was pure trouble, wrapped in rugged good looks, broad shoulders, and—

“Playing fair an important concern of yours?”

She yanked herself back on track. “Shouldn’t it be for everyone? Especially a cop?”

A strange expression shadowed the warmth of his gaze. “Sometimes life isn’t fair. And I’m not a cop.”

Her gaze shot to the handcuffed guy lying on the floor. “But—”

“Jesus, Miranda!” Jason swore as he raced over, his expression a mix of anger and horror. “Are you okay?” He grabbed her hand and gently pried his camera bag out of her death grip.

“I’m absolutely fine.”

“The guy had a gun, Miranda. A gun! What in Sam Hill were you thinking?”

She blinked in surprise at his outburst and glanced back to the mystery man. His heated interest had faded into cool professionalism. She was heartily glad about that, despite the overwhelming disappointment.

“It was only a little gun.” She braced her hands on her hips. “And he never saw me coming.”

Jason shook his head. “Man, I’ve held my breath this entire trip, fighting a doomed feeling that somethin’s gonna blow this too-good-to-be-true assignment. We’re finally here and what do I see? You, attacking a crazy gunman with my eight-hundred-dollar camera! What kind of insane risk was that to take?”

“For me?” She grinned. “Or for the camera?”

He shot her a narrow-eyed glare.

“Look, I’m fine. Your camera’s fine.” She flicked her head toward Mr. I’m-Not-A-Cop. “And so is he, thanks to all the equipment you cram in that case.”

“He, who?”

She turned, only to discover they were alone. Mystery man now stood talking to a couple of uniformed police near the door.

She pointed. “Him.”

Jason threw a careless glance in the general direction of the doorway. “Whoever he is, I’m sure he’s properly grateful, and I’m incredibly impressed with your bravery. But pleeease, stow the heroics ’til the end of the trip. We haven’t seen the first thing yet. Agreed?”

Miranda barely heard him. Her gaze locked onto the lion-eyed temptation by the door. She pictured him against a backdrop of wilderness. Belonging, challenging, mastering the elements. Her captivated stare caught his attention because he looked straight at her, and the smile he sent her way tripped her heartbeat.

“Miranda!” Jason shouted.

“All right!” she snapped, then instantly regretted it. None of this was Jason’s fault. His enthusiasm for this trip rivaled hers. “I promise to restrain myself until the bitter end. Satisfied?”

“I don’t believe you.”

She scowled at him.

“Don’t go getting all fussy. Wait here. I’m going back for our bags.” He took two steps and turned around. “Stay out of trouble.”

“No problem.”

With a dubious glance, Jason headed for baggage claim again, taking his prize camera bag with him. Yet the second he turned away, her eyes shot straight for the door.

The lion was gone.
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SITTING ON THE OUTSKIRTS of town and adjoining the Gaborone Game Reserve, Katanga rose like an oasis in an endless expanse of brown. A three-story, gray stucco and stone castle, it jutted from austere surroundings like a fortress amidst a canopy of green. Imposing English turrets and battlements stood sentinel, guarding her domain with gothic irony. The eye-catching grandeur was unexpected in the African desert, a contradiction that stood severely out of place yet somehow belonged.

Matt smiled to himself as he drove onto the grounds early Tuesday morning, day one of his new job. From the look of things, this promised to be the Tiffany’s of undercover jobs. He usually worked baser digs where he was lucky to have a private tree to piss behind. Katanga would be a welcome change of pace.

He pulled slowly through the parking lot, absorbing every detail of a seriously spread-out compound. Their website claimed thirty-two hectares of land. Beyond the main castle, there were two elephant-sized stables, a warehouse, several smaller outbuildings, and their most recent addition, an oasis pool under a massive glass-domed roof.

Finding diamonds in a haystack this big may prove a challenge. He definitely had his work cut out for him.

He parked as far back as possible and used the long walk to the front to scope out his latest employer. Unlike castles of yore, Katanga had no protective moat. But it did have enough landscaping to hide an army. They also sported pivoting floodlights, visible security cameras, and miles of fence to mark its boundaries. The place was built for show and clearly spelled big money, not the sort of place to run conflict diamonds. Too bad all signs pointed toward corruption. If his sources proved true, then he and his new employer were going to have issues.

He rounded the castle’s front, passed a towering flagpole flying Botswana’s light blue flag, and navigated a gratuitous drawbridge to massive oak and iron doors.

The minute he crossed the threshold any resemblance to a castle vanished.

He stared in amazement at a two-story grand rotunda that greeted visitors with all the wonder of a celebrated museum. The massive room offered a clear tribute to tribal life, village art, and symbolic totems. There were plants, animals, fossils, and enough children running loose to fill the half-dozen school buses in the parking lot.

“Where would you like your safari to begin, sir?”

A teenage boy carrying a walkie-talkie had slipped up on him while he’d stood gawking. That kind of inattention could get a guy in trouble. Not a good start.

“Employment office,” Matt replied. “Got a date with Warren Graham.” He gave the kid his name and watched him repeat it into the radio.

With a short jerk of his head, his tour guide led the way to one of three vast tunnel-like hallways that exited the main rotunda and stopped at a set of elevators.

“Been working here long?” Matt asked as they stepped inside a lift.

“A while,” the kid mumbled.

As they headed up, Matt tried again. “They treat you good here?”

The two-way radio crackled, and the teen fiddled with a dial on the top, ignoring his question.

He wasn’t getting much out of this one. If everyone around here kept this closed-mouthed, finding information might prove a challenge.

At the third floor, the doors slid open, and the kid pointed down the hall. “Graham’s the fifth office on the left.”

“Thanks for the ride.” Matt took off down a hallway filled with opaque glass doors. As promised, number five read Warren Graham, Employment Director.

He took a deep breath to settle into his new role, rapped twice, then stepped inside.

“You Bennett?” asked a heavy-set man with a full white beard. He slammed a filing cabinet closed and carried a few folders with him to his desk.

“Yeah,” Matt fired back. “You Graham?”

“Don’t get cocky.” A leather executive chair groaned under the man’s weight as he sat. “I don’t care if you have friends in high places. They won’t get you any special treatment around here.”

“Not expecting any.” Matt settled into a substantially less comfortable chair in front of Graham’s desk. “And for the record, there’s no such friend. I needed a job and knew somebody that knew somebody. I called in a favor.”

“Guess that’s why you’re the new janitor and not some hoity-toity with a fancy title.” Graham let loose a hearty guffaw and shoved a stack of papers toward Matt. “These outline the job. Got a problem hauling trash, mucking stables, or following orders?”

Matt ignored the display of attitude and lifted the top sheet of paper, a flyer on safety. “Not as long as it comes with a steady paycheck,” he replied evenly.

“We expect more than a full day’s work around here,” Graham continued.

“Won’t hear any complaints from me. Hard work is good for what ails you.” At least that was what his dad had always believed.

“Keep in mind that non-friend of yours won’t prevent you from getting fired.”

If he were to guess, Matt would say Graham didn’t like being forced to offer a job. Too bad. That was the price paid for government concessions.

“I’ll manage,” Matt declared drily.

Graham sat back in his chair. “Let’s get straight to the point. We have strict rules around here. Break one and it’s over for you.”

The warnings were getting downright old. “You got a handbook listing all the no-nos?”

“In those papers,” Graham said with a flat stare. “Activity goes on here day and night with supply shipments and animal deliveries. Security is tight and some areas off limits. If you want to keep the job, always operate for the benefit of Katanga. Is that clear?”

“Maintain privacy and expect controls.” Matt nodded. “Check.”

Graham leaned forward, elbows on his desk as he cracked his knuckles. He stared hard at Matt, animosity clear as daylight. No doubt he debated hiring him despite government persuasion, but Matt waited, knowing Graham couldn’t refuse.

“Haul your ass down to the end of the hall,” he finally said. “Fill out some paperwork and Rob Jenkins will get you a badge and uniform. He’ll show you around the facility.”

Matt grabbed his papers and stood. “Been a real pleasure getting to know you, Graham,” he said with a forced smile.

“Yeah,” his new boss snorted. “It’s the start of a beautiful friendship. Now get the hell out of my office.”


* * * *
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FOUR PEOPLE PERCHED high atop a manmade safety ridge in Katanga’s oasis pool. They were soaking wet, muddy, and a little bruised, not to mention humbled from being outsmarted by a hippopotamus. Estelle had quickly turned into the most difficult patient Miranda ever had. The hippo was beyond unhappy. She was in pain. And any animal with a jaw capable of opening four feet wide and lower incisors twenty-eight inches long, well, they had the kind of deadly force no one took lightly.

Leaning back against the ridge, Miranda pulled the tight hair band from her head and tried to rub life back into her brain. Four hours into this operation and they still couldn’t coax a stubborn hippo past a camouflaged gate she was supposedly unaware of. What was left to try?

She gazed out over the exceptional pool, a mammoth-sized enclosure that mimicked Estelle’s natural habitat, complete with rocks, soil, and grasses that thrived inside the Okavango Delta, her native land. Everything a normal hippopotamus could ask for.

Unfortunately, nothing about Estelle was normal.

“Unbelievable,” Jason said in exasperation. “She’s the most contrary female I’ve ever met.”

“Ha,” barked Senga, one of two Katanga employees sitting with them. “My wife could give this surly one lessons.”

“It’s true.” Kiv nodded solemnly.

“Wow, that’s rough.” Jason looked at Senga with bleary-eyed sympathy. “Remind me not to ask for an introduction.”

While her companions shared a laugh, Miranda scooted to the edge of the ridge. She glared eyeball to eyeball with the agitated hippo.

Estelle huffed her disdain from the security of the pool.

Clearly the hippo liked causing trouble. But Miranda knew obstinate. It was a technique she’d used extensively the last few years, an end result of one dismal dating experience after the other. Lucky in love she wasn’t, but her job was another story. That she had control over. She understood her clientele. And there’s no way she’d let a devious hippo win the day.

She pushed back from the edge and sat up, brushing dirt from her shirt. “Estelle knows,” she said. “She knows and refuses to cooperate.”

“Not possible,” Senga said in heavily accented English. “She new to pool.”

“She senses our intent.” Miranda twisted her hair back into its usual ponytail. “Animals are intuitive. Unfortunately, rational behavior doesn’t come with the package. We’re going to have to think of another way.”

“Another way?” Jason snorted in disgust. “Let’s rehash. Sweet hay she turned down with a swish of her big round nose. Tapes of a distressed baby hippo revealed no maternal instinct whatsoever. And prodding her with the long poles only inspired her to bite one in half. What’s left? Lasso her and ride her into the rodeo stall?”

Senga’s brows dipped at the absurd suggestion. “Not good plan.”

“No, indeed.” Miranda glanced back over the ridge and hesitated, debating the wisdom of her next move. That is, until Estelle grumbled loudly, snorting in anger and pain.

“I’ve one more idea.” Three heads swiveled Miranda’s direction as she inhaled deep, mentally going over her plan. “We dart her in the water.”

Jason whistled low and shook his head. “Too risky. She might drown before we get her harnessed.”

“Not if we drain the pool,” Miranda said. “When the water becomes shallow, we shoot the tranquilizer and push her toward the harness.”

Jason eyed the size of the pond with a calculating gleam. “Timing will be crucial.”

“True,” Miranda agreed, pleased with his quick grasp of the possibility. “Once the anesthesia takes hold, our patient will be easier to manipulate. Plus, we confuse her by herding her the opposite direction of the pen.”

Jason eyed her with an admiring gleam. “Too groggy to fight, disoriented by the change in direction, she’ll be putty in our hands. Brilliant!” He snapped his fingers. “Besides, I got nothing else. It’s worth a try.”

Senga glanced between them in apprehension. “Your Washington zoo pay much money for Estelle. Albino hippos hard to find.”

“Please,” Miranda reassured him with a smile. “Try not to worry. We’ll take good care of Estelle.”

“The risk,” Senga persisted, “it is high, yes?”

“Senga, my friend,” Jason said as he clapped the man on the back, “your hippo is in fine hands.” His head pointed Miranda’s way. “Doc is the best there is.”

“Please, easy on the praise,” Miranda said. “It upsets my equilibrium.”

“Your...what?” Senga looked confused.

“My balance, my—” She shook her head. “Never mind.” Miranda rose and stood next to the ridge, gazing down. “It’ll be fine, just wait and see.”

She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt. The plan could very well be as dangerous for the crew as it was for Estelle. Hippos had thick layers of skin and fat. You could never be sure how much drug entered their bloodstream.

Miranda gave a long appraising study of the pool, judged their best options, and made a decision. “Jason, get help to move the crane and harness to that shallow edge.” She pointed to the far side of the pool. “Set it up right there, near those flat rocks. Find some padding to cover them, and we’ll use them as a table.”

She turned to the other two men. “Senga, you’re in charge of draining the pool. Kiv, you will help me restage the dental lab by those same rocks.”

Heads bobbed in agreement. In their faces, she saw her father’s steadfast belief in her ability. He loved debating skill and technique with her. That’s how she knew this would work. There’s no way she’d let him down. Success wouldn’t come easy, but Estelle would live to see another day, pain free and in a better mood.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s get cracking. We’ve an unhappy girl to outsmart.”
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MATT TUGGED AT THE ill-fitting uniform and rolled his shoulders in an attempt to stretch the fabric across his upper arms. The pinch was a bit uncomfortable, but he’d known worse. He slammed the locker door shut and made his way back through the employee lounge.

Two women occupied the room, one eating lunch at a table and the other pushing buttons on a microwave. Both looked up when he entered.

The blonde at the table flashed a flirty smile. “New here?” she asked him.

“How can you tell?”

“You’ve got that pained look of someone who doesn’t like uniforms.”

“Busted.” He pulled up a chair. “You ladies eat here often?”

Tittering laughter grated across his ears, and the blonde sent a look of interest his way.

“It beats driving all the way into town,” she said. “Besides, the view just got a little better around here.”

“Diana!” Her lunch companion rolled her eyes.

“Well, it did.” She smiled boldly at Matt. “I work the library records counter. We don’t see many handsome, rugged types in there. Only moldy scientists and stuffy lab researchers.”

“Records, huh?” Matt smelled a lead. “You mean like animal origins or shipment details?”

“That and research study results or technical papers. Boring mostly.”

This might be the start of something revealing. “I bet you—”

“Bennett!” Rob Jenkins yelled from the hallway. “We’ve got ground to cover.”

Bloody hell. For the sake of his audience, Matt stood with a heavy sigh. “Nice guy, gonna be a real gem to work for.”

The comment sparked another round of annoying giggles as Matt slid his chair back in place. “Nice seeing you ladies,” he said with a tip of an imaginary hat.

He stepped out into the hallway as Jenkins flipped to the last page on a clipboard. He scribbled a signature and handed it over to a waiting lad.

“We’ll start touring on admin floor.” He glanced up and frowned, taking in Matt’s straining shoulder seams. “Sorry, it’s the largest we had on hand. I’ll order a bigger size next week.”

Matt shrugged, then grimaced at the pinch. A better fitting uniform would be nice, but he didn’t plan on being here long enough to worry about it. It shouldn’t take more than a couple weeks to pick up the diamond trail and track it to the source.

Jenkins started down the hall and Matt followed.

“Janitors are some of our busiest employees,” Jenkins began. “Endless chores around here. From administrative offices to the stables, your day will be packed with manual labor.”

For the next hour, he backed up those words with a laundry list of duties. They twisted through a maze of hallways, offices, and supply rooms, all while Jenkins explained the inner workings of Katanga.

Matt only half listened. The other half mapped out locations to survey later. Places like Victor Keyes office, director of Katanga, and the customs department where international travel papers were generated, even the library. He’d leave no stone unturned.

Finally done with the upper floors, they exited the stairs into the Grand Rotunda. Noise and commotion intensified as Jenkins droned on about Katanga’s high standards, their expectations, and the rule of three Cs. Courtesy, cleanliness, and control.

They kept moving toward the Okavango wing and passed a group of school children on the way. Matt made a pained face, setting off a round of youthful giggling. Jenkins glanced back, but Matt only shrugged, which made the kids laugh even harder.

Amid all the laughter, an unexpected pang of regret struck Matt. It was a damn shame really. Katanga offered incredible opportunities. It appeared organized and lucrative. A beehive of tourism and education.

Limitless potential wasted by running conflict diamonds. It made no sense.

They’d reached the end of the Okavango Hall and entered a vast medical suite. “Our state-of-the-art veterinary,” Jenkins said with pride. “The doctors here are highly trained in research and wild animal care.”

A set of double doors with glass windows beckoned, and Matt found himself gazing into a modern exam room. Two workers in white lab coats tended a baby chimpanzee on one of the many tables. One fed the infant from a baby bottle while the other took the monkey’s measurements and noted the results on a notepad.

“Her mother was killed by poachers.” Jenkins had stepped up to the adjoining door, his voice a mix of sadness and contempt. “She was brought to us by a southern farmer who found her hungry and crying at the edge of his land.”

“What will happen to her?”

“If possible, she’ll be released back to the wild. But as young as this one is, she’ll likely form too strong a bond with her human caretakers, become domesticated. Odds are better she’ll find a home in a zoo or research facility. Perhaps help us better understand her kind.”

Sympathy for the monkey tugged at Matt. He stared at her through the window, wishing he could tell her the pain of being orphaned at a young age never fades. Learning to live with it took time. Some memories were etched in stone, like the sound of your mother’s soft voice, her gentle laughter, forever followed by her screams of terror.

“Let’s go, Bennett.”

Matt tore his eyes away from the scene and shook free the haunting memories. Jenkins stood holding an exterior door ajar, waiting.

They moved outside and Matt let the sun’s warmth chase away lingering shadows. He shifted his world back into sharp focus, to blood diamonds, brutal warlords, and the stench of greed and corruption.

Renewed by familiar determination, Matt followed Jenkins across the compound and into the glass-domed building he’d seen coming in.

“The Oasis Pool,” Jenkins explained as they climbed a long flight of stairs to a viewing platform. “It’s a natural habitat. Right now an albino hippo is in
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