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      Love hurts!

      Mackenzie Conley adjusted her ear buds, mouthing the lyrics to the catchy tune and wondering why anyone would write a song like that. Love did a lot of things—like making her smile just thinking about seeing Griff in eight more days. Like making her body tingle whenever she looked into his eyes, his love blanketing her against all the evil in the world.

      But hurts? Not even close.

      Reaching for her latte, she finished it off, then gathered her notes for Friday’s lecture. It had been a long five weeks, and she was ready to go home to her apartment in downtown D.C.

      The mission had been a bust, even though the information about a high-powered delivery system being developed for bioterrorism in the Moroccan area had come from a source so reliable her boss had sent the entire team to check it out.

      After two weeks and not even a hint at anything relating to terrorism, they’d all gone home, leaving her under the watchful eye of a Moroccan operative, as she completed the rest of her contract as guest lecturer at the University of al-Karaouine in Fez. Although her boss wasn’t hopeful she’d discover anything in her final four weeks, Captain Lorenzo Dinorelli had insisted she finish the stint, in case it became necessary to use that cover in the future.

      Despite missing the comfort of her own bed—and a certain CIA operative to keep her warm—Morocco had been a nice change of pace from chasing terrorists all over the world. The quiet life of a faculty member and the eager faces greeting her in the lecture halls had been a rush, and had made her time away from Griff bearable.

      Working undercover in Morocco for the government was a far cry from the way she’d pictured her future two years ago, when she’d walked down the aisle to receive her doctorate in Biotechnology. With a concentration in chemical bioterrorism, her goal then had been to fight the world’s extremists from one of the CIA labs in Langley, Virginia. Never once had her dreams included actually working alongside some of the best-trained military personnel the U.S. had to offer.

      Guest lecturing in Fez had been the perfect cover to spot anyone with leanings toward al Qaeda. Three potential young jihadists had already been placed on a watch list at her recommendation, but she had yet to find any clues about a powerful new delivery system for nerve gases, as the CIA source had indicated.

      She glanced down at her watch, trying to decide whether to splurge on one more latte, or pack up her things and head back to the faculty housing provided by the university. She had a lot to do before boarding an airplane back to D.C.—and Griff—the following Friday.

      Since it would be her last weekend in Morocco, she intended to enjoy the city strictly as a tourist. The first thing on her list was a tour of the awesome tannery she’d heard so much about, where she hoped to score a few products to take back to the States. A classy leather jacket for Griff would be a great way to ask him to be her valentine.

      Just thinking about how hard she’d had to work to get Griffin Bradley III to notice her brought a smile to her face. She’d been attracted to him that very first day at CIA headquarters. Tall, blond, and built like an NFL linebacker, he hadn’t even glanced up when she’d walked through the door, and barely acknowledged her when Captain Dinorelli introduced her to the others.

      It wasn’t until much later that she’d learned he’d tried everything in his power to veto her, lobbying for a more seasoned agent. But the captain had been adamant about having her on the team because of her expertise in weapons of mass destruction.

      She remembered meeting Dinorelli for the first time at a White House conference on bioterrorism. She’d been invited because her thesis on nerve gases as ethnic cleansing had caught someone’s eye. She and Dino had hit it off immediately, and he’d kept in touch.

      When he was chosen to head up an elite team of CIA operatives whose mission it was to stop terrorism before it became a reality, she’d been one of his first calls. But graduating at the top of her class and having her thesis on the required reading list for all new Homeland Security recruits hadn’t impressed the blond team leader. She’d accepted Griff’s indifference as a challenge and busted her ass to show him she could cut it.

      She’d worked hard those first three months, returning to her apartment every night totally exhausted, and nursing muscles so sore she could barely climb into a steaming bathtub. But she’d been determined to prove him wrong—to show him she could do anything he threw at her, including killing someone if she had to.

      And she’d passed with flying colors. Three months later, she’d taken out a suicide bomber on his way to a Pakistani school with a single shot to the head before he could detonate the explosives strapped to his chest.

      But not even that had made Griff sit up and take notice.

      “Ms. Conley?”

      Startled, she looked up to see a middle-aged man standing beside her. She pulled out the ear buds. “Can I help you?”

      Recognizing him from several of her lectures, she remembered thinking he’d seemed out of place because of his age. Though the other students were much younger, he’d impressed her with his thoughtful questions.

      He extended his hand. “Joseph Petrović. I’m the lead researcher at Worldwide Chemicals here in Morocco.”

      She shook his hand. “What can I do for you, Mr. Petrović?”

      “May I sit?”

      She pointed to the seat across from her.

      “I don’t know if you remember me from your class.” When she nodded, he continued. “I know your time at the university is about to come to an end, and I couldn’t let you leave without telling you how much I enjoyed your lectures.”

      She studied him for a moment. About six-one, with curly brown hair that fell to just below his ears, his upper lip was covered by a bushy mustache of the same color. He was hard to forget.

      “I appreciate that, Mr. Petrović.”

      Dark brown eyes, appearing bigger than they really were behind a pair of pewter metal spectacles, lit up at her response. “Please, call me Joseph.”

      For some reason an uncomfortable feeling washed over her, and she squirmed in her chair. “Well, Joseph, as nice as it is chatting with you, I have an early lecture tomorrow, and I have yet to prepare my notes.” She gathered up the papers strewn across the table, hoping he didn’t notice them and catch her in the lie.

      If he had, he didn’t let on. Standing now, he pulled out her chair. “Don’t let me keep you, then. I just wanted to let you know what a pleasure it has been for me.”

      She rose. “I appreciate your taking the time to tell me, Mister... Joseph.” She shoved the papers and her i-Phone into her backpack and was certain she could feel his eyes on her as she walked away.

      Something about the man didn’t sit right with her, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Then she chided herself for being overly suspicious. The day-to-day activities of a researcher didn’t make for great table conversation, and he probably didn’t have a long list of friends. Finding someone who spoke his language had to be energizing. A surge of guilt passed through her for being so quick to judge him.

      The café was within walking distance of the faculty apartments, and once outside, she noticed the temperature had dropped. She waited until she’d turned the corner and was out of his sight before she slowed down to pull on her jacket. After a quick stop at the little fruit stand on the corner to pick up a late night snack, she was back in her apartment in less than thirty minutes.

      The first thing she did was walk into the kitchen and cross off another day on the huge calendar that hung on her refrigerator.

      Only eight more days until she’d be in Griff’s arms again.
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      The next day started off with a bang—literally. One of the main water valves exploded and flooded the entire basement of the university. All classes were cancelled, which didn’t upset Mac too much. With so much sightseeing packed into her last weekend, an extra day off was a godsend.

      As she loaded her things into her backpack, she had a surprise visitor.

      “Mackenzie, I’m glad I caught you. I need to speak with you about something.”

      She stared up at Esia Ziane who was now standing directly in front of her lectern. Having only met him once before, at a welcome luncheon her first week at the university, she wondered why the Dean of the College of Science had come to see her. Wasim Dehbi, the head of the Chemistry and Biochemistry department, was her contact for questions or problems.

      “What can I do for you, Dean?”

      The middle-aged man was dressed in the traditional djellaba, a long, loose, hooded garment with full sleeves, and wore soft leather slippers on his feet. He could’ve been one of the thousands of men off the streets of Morocco instead of the head honcho of the Science Department at the oldest university in the world.

      “I have exciting news. I was just contacted by the lead researcher of the largest chemical provider in all of Africa.” He sat down in a chair on the first row. “Joseph Petrović spoke highly of your lecture series and wanted to do something to show his appreciation.”

      “That’s not necessary,” she replied, a little too quickly.

      “He’s invited you and me on a tour of his impressive laboratory.” Ziane smiled. “He’s sending a limo in an hour.”

      Mac took her time planning a response. The last thing she wanted to do was sound ungrateful when declining the offer. “That’s very generous of him, Dean Ziane, but with me leaving in a week, there are dozens of things I need to take care of. Although seeing how a large chemical research facility operates is tempting, I was hoping to get a head start on those activities today, since classes have been cancelled.”

      He rose and walked to her desk. “Surely a couple of hours won’t cause a hardship for you. And to decline would be an insult.” His eyes told her he was no longer asking. “Remember, this is still a working day for you.”

      There was no way she could say no after that. What would it hurt to delay her packing a few hours? And if she really thought about it, a tour of a chemical laboratory right here in Morocco was something she would’ve included on her to-do list anyway.

      Not to mention she still felt guilty about giving Petrović the brush-off the night before.

      “You said he’s picking us up?”

      “In an hour. We’ll go to the airport where he’ll have his helicopter waiting to take us to his laboratory in the Middle Atlas Mountain. We should be there in thirty minutes.”

      She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled before nodding. “Okay. Am I dressed appriopriately, or do I need to run home to change?” She was unsure if her bright-colored caftan with a lightweight shawl draped over it was considered proper attire for an invitation like this.

      He gave her the once-over
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