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Chapter 1
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Julia Collins had issues. She’d even made a list of them—in order of priority, of course. Her OCD tendencies sat in joint first place with her pathological shyness. This was closely followed by the paralysis she felt when dealing with the opposite sex, then came the way she crumpled in the face of authority and, finally, the raging panic that overcame her anytime she was out of her comfort zone. In other words, she was absolutely the best person to ask for help when you were languishing in a foreign jail. 

“Have you found me a decent lawyer yet?” her grandmother said from the other side of the bars. 

Yes. 

Bars.

“Not yet. I only had time to check into the hotel, leave my bags and clean up before I came straight here.” All of which had taken longer than she’d anticipated, because she couldn’t speak Spanish and hadn’t realised the hotel she’d booked was about a two-hour taxi trip from the prison—although she suspected her driver had taken the circuitous route. 

Of course, if she’d brought Joe along with her, as her boss had insisted she do, then she would have known where to book a hotel. The ex-marine had spent time in Peru and, unlike Julia, could speak the language.

A flash of guilt speared through Julia at the thought of Joe Barone. She’d deliberately emailed Joe flight details that were false. In fact, she hadn’t even booked him on a flight at all. Mainly because the thought of spending fourteen hours sitting on a plane next to a man who attracted and terrified her in equal parts was just too much to handle. She very much feared he was still sitting in Heathrow waiting for her to turn up.

“Julia? Are you awake?” Her gran’s ludicrous question brought her back to her present situation.

“Of course I’m awake. I’m standing here, talking to you.”

“Mmm, for a minute there, I wasn’t sure. You do realise that this is a time-sensitive issue you’re dealing with? I’d like to get out of prison before some woman called Bertha makes me her bitch.”

“Gran!” Julia gave her a disapproving glare. “You are joking, right? I mean, you aren’t being threatened or anything, are you?” 

“Only by poor hygiene and terrible food. There’s a good chance I’ll die of the bubonic plague before I’m released.” She raised her stubborn chin. “To hell with a lawyer. Just break me out of here. I mean, look at the place.” She waved a hand. “How hard could it be?”

“You can’t talk like that,” Julia hissed as she looked around to see if anyone had overheard. All she saw was the industrial grey concrete that made up the short-term holding area of Lima’s notorious female prison. It wasn’t much, but after the chaos Julia had witnessed in the general area of the prison, she was glad her gran was being held separately. 

She looked down at the stamps running up her forearms and shuddered. Once she’d queued outside the prison, with all the other visitors, she’d had her personal space invaded by a leering man who’d patted her body looking for weapons. Julia suspected she’d have nightmares about that for years to come. After that, her paperwork had been scrutinised and she’d been questioned in rapid-fire Spanish that she didn’t understand. A lifetime later, her arms had been stamped—to prove she wasn’t an inmate—and she’d been allowed inside. Julia didn’t go clubbing, so she’d never had a club stamp on her arm, but she imagined it was a very similar experience to the one she’d just endured.

“Oh, darling.” Patricia Matthews sighed heavily. “This is too much for you. I should have bitten the bullet and called your mother instead.”

“No. I’m fine. I can do this. It’s just jetlag and culture shock rolled into one. Don’t worry about me; you’re the one who needs help. You did the right thing. Who knows what Mum would have done if she was here?” Libby Collins wasn’t exactly known for her restrained reaction in a crisis. Julia well remembered the dramas she’d endured growing up, especially seeing as, in her family, almost everything constituted a crisis.

Her gran folded her arms over her pale blue peasant blouse. There were no prison uniforms for these inmates. As far as Julia could see, there was nothing at all for the inmates. The glimpses she’d had of overcrowded cells, with pallets made of rags for beds, made her cringe.

Julia suddenly thought of something horrific. “You do have a toilet in your cell, don’t you?” She put a hand over her heart as it raced at her next thought. “You have to share it, don’t you? Please tell me you at least have privacy when you use it?”

Her gran pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes. When she looked back at Julia, she seemed more resigned than hopeful to see her there. 

“I don’t want to talk about the toilet. I want to talk about your plan to get me out of here. What are you doing about finding a decent lawyer? The ones that have approached me only want money. They’re promising to get the charges dropped and get me out of here in seconds—if I fork over all my cash.” She rolled her eyes. “Like I’d fall for that. That’s why I sent Alice off to find someone honest, or at least someone with a solid reputation.” She bit her lip and suddenly looked closer to her age than usual. “Then Alice didn’t come back.”

Gran’s best friend had been missing for four days, a fact that didn’t seem to bother the Peruvian authorities any. After she got her gran out of jail, Julia planned to hire an interpreter and grill the police on exactly what they were doing to find Alice. She felt nauseated at the thought. Okay, maybe not grill. Maybe ask politely and quietly...or send a firmly worded email...or maybe a text...

“Julia, are you listening to me? What are you doing about a lawyer?”

“Sorry, I was thinking. You don’t have to worry about a lawyer. I have a plan all written out. I’m going to look in the yellow pages, or do a Google search, and then I’m going to get someone at the hotel to call around for me—”

“Or,” came the deep American voice behind her, “you could have trusted that I knew a guy, like I told you before you dumped me at the airport.”

Julia froze. 

Joe Barone. 

Here. 

In Lima. 

Every instinct within her was screaming that if she didn’t move, maybe he wouldn’t see her—and eat her alive. She was pretty sure she’d react exactly the same way if she was ever confronted with a hungry T-Rex. 

Julia watched her gran’s eyes go wide at the sight of Joe, then she smiled with appreciation. “You must be a friend of my granddaughter.”

“You must be her incarcerated grandmother.” Two hands landed on Julia’s shoulders and Joe was standing at her back. Right against her back. “I’m Joe. I work with Julia.”

Her grandmother’s eyes sparkled. “Is that all you do with my granddaughter, Joe?”

Danger! Abort! Hide! Julia’s inner voice, which was remarkably similar to the robot in Lost in Space, was no help at all.

“With all due respect”—Joe’s soft American accent vibrated through Julia as he spoke to her gran—“that’s between Julia and me.”

He leaned into Julia, and she felt his breath whisper against her ear. “Later, we’re going to talk about the stunt you pulled at the airport.” 

With a gentle squeeze of her shoulders, he stepped back. Julia couldn’t speak or move. She just stood useless and frozen in the middle of the room—painfully aware that her attempt to blend in with her environment and disappear entirely had failed miserably.

“This is Eduardo Sanchez,” Joe said to her grandmother. “He’s taking your case.”

Julia kept her head down, but peeked up to see a handsome middle-aged man in an expensive navy suit. He seemed to jerk backwards when he looked at her, which made Julia step closer to Joe—for some reason. The lawyer gave a little shake of his head before turning to her gran with a smile.

“Call me Ed,” he said. “When Joe here said we were running to the rescue of a grandmother, you weren’t what I had in mind.”

Julia almost snorted. She imagined they’d envisioned a short, round elderly woman with a cap of curly grey hair, who dressed in shapeless beige clothes and sensible shoes. Julia looked down at her clothes, dismayed to realise she’d described her own dress sense. Yep, she wasn’t going to think about that. Patricia Matthews was the exact opposite of a typical granny. She might have been in her late sixties, but she was gorgeous in the same way Helen Mirren or Susan Sarandon were gorgeous. She was tall, willowy and stylish. Even behind bars, her shoulder-length blonde hair was perfectly styled and her face was tastefully made up. Dressed in figure-hugging jeans, an embroidered peasant blouse and beige leather high-heeled boots, she was stunning. The few lines on her face did nothing but enhance her beauty. The wicked look in her eyes made her seem far more vital than her age would usually suggest. 

She waved a dismissive hand at Ed’s comment. “Age is just a number, darling.”

His eyes sparkled; he was obviously enamoured with Julia’s gran. It was no surprise—all of her female relatives stopped men in their tracks. Julia was used to being the exception.

“You’re charged with stealing a mummified body.” Ed consulted his notes. “Is that correct?”

“That’s the charge.” Patricia gave him a haughty look. “Are you going to ask me if I did it?”

“I wouldn’t dare.” Ed grinned as though she was delightful. “I haven’t had a lot of time to go over the paperwork, but it looks to me like there are some gaping holes in the case against you. I’m pretty sure we can get you out of here in no time at all.”

Patricia’s eyes narrowed. “What’s it going to cost me?”

“Ah, I see you’ve dealt with some of my esteemed colleagues.” Ed seemed unfazed by the implied insult. “Don’t worry—I charge a horrendous hourly fee, but there’s nothing on top of that, unless you want to buy me a drink sometime as a thank you for a job well done.”

Patricia beamed widely. “I think I can manage that.”

Julia stared at the two of them. Were they flirting? In a jail? 

“That didn’t take long,” Joe muttered with a shake of his head, which reminded Julia that they were all speaking English.

And if that was the case, there was no need for Joe to stay and interpret. Suddenly giddy with the thought of getting rid of the man who unnerved her so, she tugged on Joe’s sleeve. When he looked down at her, she addressed her comments to the vicinity of his chin. “He speaks English better than I do. There’s no need for you to stay. You can go back to England.”

“Not going to happen, babe.”

Julia frowned, her eyes still on his chin. “I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you, Joe, or take you away from your other obligations. Mr. Sanchez can easily translate for us.”

“I’m not only here to translate. I’m here to watch your back.”

“But...”

“I’m staying.” His tone told her he was immovable

Julia knew there was no point in arguing. Arguing with Joe never got her anywhere. It was better just to do what she had to and deal with the consequences later. Or, hopefully, never. That was why she’d been so underhanded at London airport. It was either that or do everything the man wanted her to do.

“Can you get me out today?” Patricia asked Ed.

He shook his head. “Tomorrow at the earliest. You okay in here for another night?”

“I’ll manage.” She looked at Julia. “Can you give me some cash, darling? The food they provide is abominable, but there’s a delightful woman from Thailand who’s here on a drug charge, and she’s selling the most amazing green curry.”

Julia couldn’t even begin to get her head around the fact that the Peruvian prison system seemed to involve its inmates setting up businesses to survive. She dug around in her oversized messenger bag, came out with her wallet and handed over a couple of hundred dollars. 

“Is that enough?”

“More than enough, especially if Ed here can get me out tomorrow.” The light in Patricia’s eyes faded as she turned sombre. “I need to get out of here. I need to find Alice.”

Ed consulted his notes. “That’s your friend who’s gone missing?”

“We’ve been best friends since childhood. And now I don’t know where she is or what’s happened to her.”

“Don’t worry.” Joe’s confidence rang out through his words. “We’ll find her. But first we need to get you out of here.”

“And that’s where I come in.” Ed motioned to the laconic guard and had a tense discussion with him in Spanish. When he was finished, he turned back to them. “Patricia and I are going to have a private meeting. We’ll get this sorted. You two need to leave. I’ll call with updates.”

Joe nodded. Julia hesitated. It felt wrong to go back to her luxury hotel when her gran was behind bars. 

Patricia seemed to read her mind, and her face softened. “It’s okay, darling. You go have a good night’s sleep and we’ll catch up properly tomorrow.”

A hand pressed against the small of her back. “I’ll take care of her,” Joe told her gran.

“See that you do,” Patricia ordered.

“Love you, Gran,” Julia whispered as Joe led her from the room.

“Love you too, sweetie.” The words followed them out.

Julia looked over her shoulder at her gran and actually wished she was in the cell with her, rather than going to her doom with Joe. Okay, maybe not doom, but she was sure she was better equipped to deal with prison than she was to deal with the sexy American beside her. 
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The oppressive heat of Lima, which always seemed to press down on the city like a heavy blanket, hit them as soon as they walked out of the prison gates. Joe looked down at Julia and wondered when she’d last had something to drink. The dry heat of the desert city meant that dehydration could sneak up on a person. As they looked out at the dust-covered highway, crowded with cars and trucks, Joe reached into his day pack for a bottle of water. He unscrewed the cap and handed it to Julia.

As usual, she didn’t look him in the eye when she spoke. “I’m not thirsty.”

“Take it.” He pressed it into her hand. “This type of heat can fool you into thinking you aren’t thirsty, but you need to keep your fluids up. Drink regularly, even if you don’t feel like it.”

She eyed the bottle with suspicion, and Joe knew exactly what the problem was; he’d seen her do this with everything she’d consumed over the past few months. “I bought it at the airport and only just opened it. It was sealed properly and I haven’t drunk out of the bottle. It’s safe.”

Her cheeks turned the same shade of pink as those luscious lips of hers, which made Joe’s chest tighten. For some reason, Julia thought her quirks were a sign she was deficient in some way—a belief he hoped to divest her of before the trip was over. There was nothing wrong with Julia Collins. Nothing at all.

A fact Ed seemed to have noticed when he’d looked at her. Ed’s reaction to Julia had made him bristle. He’d warned his old friend about Julia being painfully shy and not to force her to interact. He hadn’t warned him about the impact Julia could have on a man.

Joe knew exactly how Ed felt. Seeing Julia for the first time was like a sucker punch. She was one of those rare treasures, a beautiful woman who had absolutely no idea that was what she was. Ed’s gaze had taken in the shapeless beige dress, flat sports sandals and the large messenger bag Julia wore across her body like a shield, before resting on her makeup-free face. Her features were perfection. Creamy, smooth skin, a tiny upturned nose, wide amber eyes with lashes so thick it was hard to believe they were real. Pronounced cheekbones made her look even more exotic, but it was her full, peach-coloured lips that made a man’s thoughts turn darker. Julia Collins had the mouth of a temptress.

“What hotel are we in?” Joe dragged his mind out of the dark, sensual places it always seemed to find when he was around Julia.

“I’m in the Sheraton in the city centre.” 

He smiled at the emphasis and the subtle rebuke it was intended to be. “I’ll have someone pick up your bags and bring them to our new hotel.”

“What?” Her eyes snapped up to his, and for a second Joe lost his train of thought.

“You can’t stay there, babe. It’s at least an hour in crap traffic to get here from there. Longer sometimes. You need to be closer to your grandmother, so you can get to the prison fast if needed.”

Her eyes moved back down to focus on her feet, and Joe felt bereft at the loss. “I know, but...”

She pulled her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded as though she was having a silent conversation with herself and had come to a conclusion. She rummaged around in her bag and pulled out her iPad. “I’ll see what’s near here.” Her slim fingers flitted across the screen before they stilled. “I forgot. I need Wi-Fi access first.”

“I know a hotel.” Joe held her elbow as he led them along the crowded street.

“But, I-I...” 

“It’s okay. I know a perfect place. Trust me.” He wanted her to see that he knew her and what she needed to be comfortable in her environment. He’d made a study of Julia these past few months, and wherever possible he’d move mountains to give her what she needed. 

“Okay.” She sounded so resigned that Joe had to remind himself trust came with time.

He had to be patient. At least now they were together. For the past couple of weeks—since he’d kissed her—she’d taken great pains to hide from him.

He slid his hand down her arm to hold her hand, feeling her tense, and led her across the busy road, where seven lanes of traffic randomly crowded into four official lanes. Cars blasted their horns at them, but Joe ignored it. When they got to the other side of the wide street, he caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand to attention.

Two men. 

And they seemed to be following them.

“Maybe we should go get my bags first?” Julia said softly. 

He heard her, but his attention was focused on the men. They were out of place and stood out like Trump at a feminist rally. First, they were taller than most of the people rushing around them. They were also fitter, with the kind of muscles serious working out would develop. Both men were dressed in black, when most people around them were dressed in faded clothes that had seen better days. But it was the way they moved that had Joe on alert. They moved like men who were trained. Ex-military or private army, Joe guessed. Neither option reassured him.

As he hauled Julia around the corner of the concrete prison compound, she tugged at his hand. “My legs are shorter than yours.”

“Sorry.” He shortened his stride, at the same time noticing that she’d almost tripped over the uneven sidewalk. He needed to be more careful. He eyed the guys behind them. But more importantly, he needed to get her to safety. 

“Well, what do you think?” Julia asked.

Joe cast a glance down at her. She was looking at him nervously, but hopefully.

“About what?”

She frowned, at the same time Joe spotted the guys turn into the road behind them. They hugged the shadows, keeping their distance, clearly thinking they hadn’t been spotted.

“You weren’t listening,” Julia gently admonished. “I said, wouldn’t it be best if we stayed at the Sheraton tonight and moved closer to the prison tomorrow? That way, I could use the hotel Wi-Fi to research hotels and make a booking for us. Plus”—she cast a pointed glance around at the half-finished brick buildings surrounding them—“I don’t think there are many hotels in this area.”

She was right. This part of Lima was a step up from a shantytown. People here could afford to build houses, but only a bit at a time—hence all the half-finished buildings with rebar sticking out, waiting for a second floor to be added.

“Joe, what do you think?” 

What he thought was that they had to get off the street. And fast. Until he knew who wanted to keep tabs on them, and what they wanted, he could better protect Julia inside a hotel.

“No.” It came out more firmly than he’d intended. “We need to be close to your grandmother in case Ed needs us for something. He might even get her released tonight.”

Plus, he wasn’t sure if Julia had been followed from the airport, or what kind of surveillance had already been set up at her hotel. It was best if they started again—in an environment he could control.

Joe stuck his hand out and waved at passing cars. One of them had to be a cab. Seeing as most taxis didn’t come with signage, it wasn’t always easy to tell. He tugged Julia closer to him. He needed to get her off the street before nightfall. A small Volkswagen, which had seen better days, swerved through the traffic and screeched to a halt at the curb beside them. Joe pulled open the door to the back seat and urged Julia to get in.

“Is this a cab?” Julia was clearly horrified. No doubt she was examining the interior for the driver’s official registration. She wasn’t going to find any.

Joe pushed in beside her, his knees around his ears, slammed the door and ordered the driver to head for Miraflores. It was the closest suburb with decent hotels. And by decent, he meant big chain hotels. To Joe, those places were seriously lacking in atmosphere, but he knew Julia would appreciate the generic feel and familiarity.

As the car zoomed into the flow of traffic, horn blasting as it did so, Joe spotted one of the men dig into his pocket and come out with his phone. Checking in. Joe tried to keep an eye on the men, but there was too much chaos on the road behind them to see if they got into a vehicle to follow them. 

“It’s so dusty here,” Julia whispered beside him, her eyes on the hills around Lima that housed the sandy-coloured shantytowns. The thousands of small houses, made out of reed matting and plywood sheets, were barely visible against the barren hills.

“When we get things sorted out with your gran, I’ll take you to Cusco and the jungle. Lots of green there for you to look at.”

She stiffened beside him, and Joe wondered if he would ever break through her defences to the point where she was relaxed and comfortable around him. He had to believe he would, because Julia Collins had become as essential to him as breathing.

“Is she going to be okay?” Julia’s soft question broke into Joe’s musings. “Is your lawyer friend good?”

“Yeah.” Joe placed a hand on Julia’s arm and watched her freeze in place. When he didn’t move it, she relaxed slightly. Baby steps, Joe reminded himself, baby steps. “He’s more than capable. If anyone can sort out this mess and get your gran out of there, Ed can. And she’s definitely going to be okay. Patricia is in the safest part of the prison.”

“But if Ed can’t get her out, she’ll be moved to the other part, right?”

“That’s not going to happen. I promise you that.”

Julia seemed to relax further at his vow, and Joe prayed he would be able to keep it. To hell with that—he would definitely keep it. He’d move heaven and earth to make sure he did. First, he needed to get her into their new hotel room, then he was going to make some calls to find out what the police were doing about the missing Alice. Then he planned to talk to his boss, Callum. He didn’t know what was going on here, but one thing was clear—things were a whole lot more complicated than Julia’s grandmother had led them to believe.
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Callum McKay swung his legs over the edge of his bed as he picked up the phone ringing on his nightstand. Well, he swung what was left of his legs. The parts that hadn’t been blown off when he’d been in the service. He absently rubbed his thigh as he checked the caller ID. 

“It’s all gone to hell, hasn’t it?” Callum said by way of hello. “It didn’t take long. You’ve been there, what? Two hours?”

“Five,” Joe said. 

Callum sighed. “Spit it out, then. It’s the middle of the bloody night over here.” Not that he’d been sleeping, but Joe didn’t need to hear about his ongoing battle with insomnia. 

“We picked up a tail at the prison.” Joe’s voice was hushed, and Callum guessed he was keeping the information to himself for the time being.

“Law enforcement?” Callum tried to ignore the pain in his legs. Pain that shouldn’t have been there, because the part of his legs that ached no longer existed.

“Don’t know,” Joe said. “But I don’t think so. There were two of them. They were coordinated and knew what they were doing. Plus”—Joe lowered his voice—“I could have sworn I saw signs of respect as they walked through the streets.”

Callum cursed. Signs of respect meant locals who were too scared to look at the men. Signs of respect generally meant one thing—cartels were involved. “Have you gotten the full story out of Julia’s grandmother yet?”

“She’s still in jail, but my contact—Eduardo Sanchez—is working on it.”

“He can be trusted?”

“Yeah, he’s dual nationality and did some time in the Marines way back when. He’s good people.”

“What about the missing friend? She’s been gone, what? Three, four days now. Any sign of her?” 

“You remember that?”

“Aye.” Callum sometimes wished his memory wasn’t a steel trap. He stared at his stumps. There were things he would kill to forget. 

“There’s been no word. We checked in with the police here, and they said they’ve got officers hunting for her, but...” 

“But the system is disorganised and corrupt. You don’t know who’s really looking for her and who really wants her.”

“Yeah. If she left on her own, she could be anywhere. If someone has her, there’s been no word, no call for ransom. I haven’t said it aloud, but there’s a good chance the woman is dead.”

“You think someone killed her over this damn mummy?” Callum asked.

“I don’t know what to think. All I know is we have a missing woman, another in jail and guys with guns on our tail. Can you get Elle to do some hacking magic and dig up everything she can find about Alice Bridges, Patricia Matthews and this damn mummy?”

“Aye, I can do that.”

Callum reached for his prosthetic legs. Although there was a ramp that led straight into the office from the old carriage house at the back of the Benson Security building, Callum didn’t like to use his wheelchair. If he was going to manage the London office, he was damn well going to do it standing—even if it wasn’t on his own two feet.

“Thanks.” He heard Joe’s relief. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m getting a real bad feeling about it. Whatever it is, it’s a helluva lot worse than Julia’s gran let on.”

“Another bloody family crisis. This is what I’m dealing with now. I never had to deal with this crap in the special forces.” Callum put the call on speaker and started to pull the compression sock over his left leg stump. “I should have known when Julia used those doe eyes on me and asked for time off to bail her poor wee gran out of a foreign jail that this would end up being far from simple. We haven’t even opened the doors of this bloody office and already we’re on our second renovation because of family issues.” 

Okay, so they’d agreed to help Dimitri find his sister before they even took over the London office and, technically, it wasn’t Dimitri’s fault that someone had bombed the place, but still. Callum had only just bought into the company, the London office hadn’t even taken on its first paying client and already they were up to their necks in yet more of his team’s family drama.

“You about done whining?” The American bastard sounded amused. 

“Am I entertaining you, Joe?” Callum strapped on his prosthetic leg.

“Not at all, boss. Not at all.” 

“Bastard,” Callum muttered. “While I remember, get Julia to call her parents. Her mother has been ringing all bloody day because she can’t get her daughter on the phone, and I don’t know what to tell her. All Julia said before she ran out of here was that her mother was to be kept in the dark. It’s like being back in high school. I do not have time for this crap.”

“I’ll pass on the message,” Joe drawled. “Now, if you’re done ranting, can we focus on the problem in Peru? I exhausted my reliable contacts pulling a lawyer. I don’t know anyone here I trust enough to do some digging for me or to watch our backs. You got anyone you can recommend?”

Callum ran a hand down his face. Man, but he felt every second of his forty-two years. “I’ll see who I can dig up and call you back.”

“Appreciated,” Joe said.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Callum cut the call dead and yanked his jeans up over his half-plastic legs. 

Two minutes later, he’d pulled a t-shirt over his head and was striding towards his office. It was time to call his business partners and tell them they’d somehow managed to find trouble all over again.
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Joe had insisted on a suite, when Julia would have rather they had separate rooms—far away from each other, on opposite sides of the hotel. The suite was decorated in a style Julia had come to think of as lush, modern chic. Lots of overfilled soft furnishings and patterned fabrics, in rich colours, interspersed with white. At least she was grateful that the suite had two bedrooms and that they were in a hotel she was familiar with. She’d stayed in the InterContinental many times with her family. That didn’t stop her calling down to management while Joe was making his own calls. She grilled the poor duty manager on the temperature of her dishwashing water and frying oil, as well as on their hygiene standards concerning food preparation. To her credit, the woman was very patient with Julia’s weird interrogation, and now she knew she could safely order off the menu in any of the hotel’s four restaurants. 

Which she would do right after she unpacked. But wait, she couldn’t unpack because her bags were in a completely different hotel. Julia eyed the bedroom where Joe had dumped his own bag and was currently pacing while he mumbled into his phone. Maybe she could sneak out while he was talking. She could head back to her original hotel, unpack her bags, barricade the door and spend a peaceful night alone.

As though reading her mind, Joe turned and stared at her while he spoke. He said something into the phone before holding it away from his ear and pointing at her.

“Don’t even think about going anywhere. It isn’t safe, and I will just hunt you down anyway.”

Julia gaped at the man while he continued his conversation with the local police. How did he do that? How did he read her mind? It was seriously disconcerting. Instead of bolting for the door, like any sane woman would do, Julia walked to the large window and looked out at the city.

The suite Joe had insisted on, was on one of the higher floors in the hotel, with views out over Miraflores and the cliffs, to the Pacific Ocean. Not that she’d seen any of these things, except on her iPad when she’d googled the area. Joe had told her that Miraflores was an affluent area popular with tourists. Google told her the name translated into “look at the flowers,” which she thought was pretty. She was also hopeful it meant the suburb had less sand and more greenery.

“Callum says you need to call your mother.”

Joe’s voice startled Julia, making her jerk forward and bump her forehead against the glass. 

“Come here.” His hand held her shoulder and turned her to him. He scrutinised her forehead, gently tracing a finger over the area she’d hit.

“It’s nothing,” Julia whispered, aware of how close he was standing. 

His sinfully sensual lips quirked up at the corners. “Want me to kiss it better?”

Danger! Danger! Overload, overload, system malfunction!

Joe Barone had a tendency to eat up all the space around him, making her feel like she couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t just the fact he towered over her, or that his shoulders were impossibly wide—it was his intensity. Something she doubted most people noticed because he hid it behind easy charm and a quick smile. But she saw it. Probably because she’d spent so much time over the past year studying the man—covertly, of course. Joe Barone was a coiled tiger. He was dangerous, smart and relentless in everything he pursued.

Which terrified her, because Julia knew he was pursuing her. 

“What did you say?” she whispered, aware of just how close he was standing.

“I said”—he ran his thumb over her forehead—“do you want me to kiss it better?

Julia jerked back, away from his touch.

“Maybe later, then.” He took a half step back from her, giving her some much-needed space to breathe. “Callum said your mom has been calling every hour. You’d better deal with it or he might send someone over there to sort out the problem for him.” 

Great. Exactly what she needed. A conversation with her mother. Not that she didn’t usually love talking to her mum. It was just that her mum could see through Julia in ways no other person could, and she would know as soon as Julia opened her mouth, that something was wrong. Talking to her mother was a minefield. Maybe she could just send her a text? Or an email? She could do an email. Maybe.

“You hungry?” Joe interrupted the discussion she was having with herself.

“I think so.” A nervous stomach meant she didn’t always feel hunger when she should, but she was aware she hadn’t eaten much on the plane. Airline food was notorious for being badly cooked, and she couldn’t risk getting food poisoning, so she’d stuck to nuts and crackers for the duration of the flight.

“I’ll order something from room service. Did you check out the kitchens already?”

Julia’s eyes sprang up to his. She studied him for a moment, but he didn’t seem to be making fun of her.

“Yes, I did,” she said cautiously.

He nodded. “Good, then call your mom while I order.”

For a moment, Julia couldn’t believe he’d taken her foible in his stride. It was something she’d have to think about. Later. Joe turned away from her, and for some reason, him leaving her space didn’t make her feel better.

“I think it would be best if I send her a vague, but upbeat, email instead.”

“Babe, she’s your mom. You know how to deal with her. But if I did that to mine, she’d hunt me down until she got the real story.”

So would Julia’s mum. On second thought, maybe she’d send a text instead.

Joe reached for the room phone. “What do you want?” 

“Fries and bananas.”

Joe looked at her. “Fries and bananas?”

“Yes. The bananas come with their own packaging and fries are deep fried, which will kill any bacteria.”

“Babe, please tell me you don’t plan to spend this whole trip eating fries and bananas.”

“No.” Unless she couldn’t find anything else she thought was safe enough to eat. In which case, the answer would be a most definite yes. Anyway, if she added nuts—in their shells, of course—then she’d have a balanced diet. Almost. “Can you see if they have any nuts? In shells?”

Joe shook his head and ordered the food. While he was doing that, the porter arrived with her luggage from her previous hotel. Julia had to go through it to make sure nothing had been tampered with, which made her irritated with Joe for adding to her stress and messing up her perfectly organised plan.

She had her bag open on her bed—thankfully, the lock hadn’t been tampered with—when Joe sauntered into the room.

“Want to play cards?” He leaned against the doorjamb, his arms folded and his ankles crossed.

Cards? “I thought I’d eat and then get some sleep.” She also thought she’d spend as little time as possible with the man who made every hair on her body stand up—as though reaching for him.

“Not a good idea. It’s too early. If you go to sleep now, your body clock won’t adapt properly and you’ll have jetlag longer.”

“Is that true?” She wouldn’t put it past the charming monster to use pseudo-facts just to get her to do what he wanted.

“Babe, would I lie to you?” His smile was pure devilment.

“Yes.”

He placed a hand over his heart. “Come play cards with me while we eat.”

His faux-innocent look was setting off all kinds of alarm bells. This was another reason she stayed away from Joe. She was woefully out of her depth with the man.

“What kind of cards, exactly?”

“Why, Julia, do you think I would try to get you to play strip poker? Shame on you.” 

He was grinning now. Playing with her. Teasing. All things Julia didn’t know how to deal with. Her face burned and she didn’t know what to say. Even if she did, it would invariably be the wrong thing anyway. 

She concentrated on her luggage instead, even though she was finished checking it. A couple of seconds passed before she felt Joe come up behind her. When his hands softly cupped her shoulders, she froze in place. Now, she not only didn’t know what to say, she also didn’t know what to do.

“I’m teasing,” he said softly. “You’re safe with me. You can’t say or do anything wrong.”

Her body was so tense and tight that she was sure she’d snap in two if she tried to bend.

“Come play cards, Julia. It will take your mind off things. I can promise there will be no stripping.” He kissed her temple before retreating.

Julia started to breathe again as he walked away. That was, until she heard him say one word— “Yet.”
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“I don’t think we should be playing cards,” Julia said as she sat at the tiny dining table opposite Joe. “Alice is missing. Gran is in jail. We should be doing something about that instead of wasting time.”

Joe started shuffling cards. “We’ve called the cops, the hospitals and the airlines. Elle is checking hotels, bus companies and credit card movement for Alice. Short of going door to door, I don’t know what else we can do to find her right now. As for your gran, Ed’s dealing with her, and they don’t let visitors hang out at the prison overnight.” He started dealing cards. “And it’s dark outside. You can’t go wandering around the streets with a photo of Alice, looking for leads, in the dark. It’s a much better idea to stay in here and play with me.”

“It feels wrong. I should be doing something.”

“Like what?”

She moved the cards he’d dealt, to ensure they were parallel with the table’s edge. Better. “I don’t know.” And she hated that she didn’t.

“Then we play cards. We eat. We sleep. And tomorrow we start again.”

Julia looked up at him. She knew he was right. She knew there wasn’t anything she could do except worry—and she was fantastic at worrying—but the thought of her gran spending another night in that awful jail and Alice lost or worse... What if she was suffering? What if Gran got ill or hurt? What if?

A big hand covered hers, the heat from Joe’s touch searing her skin. “Time to take your mind off things. Pick up your cards. Spending an hour playing with me isn’t going to change anything. The problems will still be there when we’re done. And tomorrow, after a good night’s sleep, we might think of something else we can do.”

“Is it always like this?” 

“Every op is different. Sometimes there’s waiting when you don’t want to wait. It’s the nature of things.”

“What did you do when you were waiting, when you were in the Marines?”

“Well, I didn’t play cards with a pretty girl, that’s for sure.”

Julia felt her cheeks burn as she looked back down at the cards. Her stomach was doing somersaults, and she regretted eating even the small amount of fries she’d managed to get down. Joe got up, headed for the bar fridge and came back with a tiny bottle of wine and a glass.

“Here, it will help with your stomach and your sleep.”

Julia looked at the glass, then at Joe. “Do you realise that most glasses found in hotel rooms haven’t been washed properly? I watched a documentary about it. Maid service were just rinsing them under the tap, then polishing them with a towel.”

He unscrewed the bottle and handed it to her. “Then don’t use the glass.”

Julia took the bottle, drank a hefty swallow of cheap red wine, then looked at Joe. “Okay, let’s play.” 

She could do this. Right? If she didn’t think about being alone with Joe. In a hotel room.

“Now that’s what I like to hear.” His eyes sparkled with mischief, making her stomach do the flipping thing again. “Do you know how to play poker?”

“No.” 

“Rummy?”

“No.”

“Jules, do you know how to play any card games?”

She licked her lips, feeling more than a little foolish. “Snap?”

Joe threw back his head and roared with laughter. Once he’d calmed down, he appeared delighted. Julia didn’t know why.

“Guess we’re playing snap, then.” His grin was wide. “Now when you lose a round, there’s a penalty.”

Her eyes narrowed. “What kind of penalty?” She wasn’t taking off any clothes. None.

“Julia Collins, you’re thinking about stripping again, aren’t you? You are just desperate to get naked with me. Unfortunately, I’ll have to wait for that pleasure. If you lose, the winner has the right to claim a boon.”

Her head snapped up. “Boon?”

“Yeah, a reward.” He waggled his eyebrows. “It could be in the form of a question the loser has to answer, or a dare they have to take, or a kiss they have to give the winner.” 

His eyes lingered on her lips, making her flush as she remembered the brief, sweet kiss he’d given her weeks earlier. The kiss that had made her hide from him ever since. 

His eyes darkened as he watched her. “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?”

Julia felt her cheeks burn, but didn’t answer.

“You still playing?” he challenged.

“Is hiding in the closet an option?”

His lips twitched. “No.”

“Then let’s start.” This might just be a game of snap, but there was no way she was letting him win. Especially with this boon system in place. The dark places of her mind were already speculating about what sort of boon Joe would claim. She shut them down and sat up straight.

“You ready?”

“Play your card, Joe.”

He won the first round because his reflexes were like a cat. 

“This game isn’t fair,” Julia pointed out. “It’s more about being physical than being smart. I don’t have the same level of fitness as you. Nor do I have your speed.”

“I think you just insulted me.” He grinned as Julia went over her words.

Her eyes went wide. “I don’t mean I would have a better chance if we were playing a game that needed intellect. I just mean you’re bigger. You have more muscle. You’re sneaky and fast.”

“Tell you what, we’ll put the cards closer to you so that your shorter arms can reach them faster. Does that help?”

“You’re mocking me.”

“Only a little. Now I want to claim my boon.”

She froze. “I’m not taking off any clothes.” Not that she had many on. She’d packed a suitcase full of shapeless cotton dresses because she thought they would be the most practical option. All she had on was a beige tent that went to her ankles and beige cotton underwear. 

Oh. My. Goodness.

Joe could not see her underwear. Ever.

“You know, just once, I’d love to be inside your mind,” Joe said. “I bet it would be fascinating.”

“What’s the boon, Joe?” She squared her shoulders. She could take it.

“Unpin your hair. Let it fall free.”

“My hair.” She touched the tight bun at the back of her head.

“Yeah, I’ve never seen it down.”

Feeling entirely too self-conscious, Julia unpinned her hair. The honey-coloured waves fell to her shoulders. Her hair was hard to style. It was never neat enough for Julia, and there was too much of it. She’d inherited her mother’s thick locks.

“Beautiful.” Joe reached out and played with one of the waves. “You should wear it down all the time.”

“It gets in the way.”

“Of what?”

She frowned at him. “Life.”

With a grin, Joe played another card. “Come on, time for you to win a boon. If you can.”

Julia kept her eyes glued to the growing pile of cards they threw down. Her hand shot out when two aces appeared. 

“Snap!” She grinned at Joe. 

“Julia Collins, you’ve got a maniacal competitive streak
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