
  Synopsis


  


  Hired gun Zak Chambers expects to provide a simple escort service to philanthropist Sara Ambrosini, but nothing is as simple as it seems, especially love.


  


  Zak Chambers is a disillusioned hired gun who longs for a connection with life beyond her sat-phone and assignments she can’t share with anyone. Her boss lines up a cushy escort job to Africa to give her time to refocus.


  


  But the country she loved as a child holds memories she isn’t ready to face. Adding to her ambivalence about returning is the immensely attractive Sara Ambrosini, head of Ambrosini Philanthropic, who sees everything through the rose-colored glasses of wealth and privilege. Zak’s task is to provide security for Sara until they reach the future site of her primary school for tribal children in the bush country. But Zak soon discovers that Sara’s stubbornness and independence aren’t the only obstacles to the success of her assignment.
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  Chapter One


  


  The heavy London rain sounded like birdshot against the aluminum hull of the small corporate jet. Zak Chambers struggled not to bolt as wind gusts rocked it where it sat on the tarmac. Confined places didn’t usually bother her, but any sound resembling weapons fire made her antsy. She flattened her back against the wall beside the open doorway and surveilled the area outside the plane. Satisfied that things were as normal as usual at Heathrow around dusk, she grabbed the sides of the door and leaned out, hoping the prickly raindrops that washed over her face and chest would restore a sense of control to her little piece of the universe.


  Zak scraped her fingers through her thick mop of short hair, wishing the motion would contain the unwanted feelings that had haunted her for days. Then she chastised herself for her momentary weakness and returned her attention to the aircraft. In less than half an hour a new client would arrive. She still had to load supplies and review her flight plan before this ritzy hotel room was airworthy.


  She transferred the last case of bottled water from the loading platform, trying not to inhale another lungful of jet fumes and saturated night air. According to Captain Stewart, this assignment would be more of a vacation than work. Some corporate do-gooder wanted to build a primary school for tribal children in the African bush and needed an escort to the site. She could hear Stewart’s voice clearly. “It’s a pie job, Ebony. Easy in, easy out, easy money. Take a few extra days and enjoy yourself.” But this certainly wasn’t the kind of assignment for which the Company had trained her and at which she had excelled for the past twelve years.


  Fourteen months earlier she’d insinuated herself into the life of a bright young woman with a promising future, Mark 235. Knowing her real name would have personalized her and rendered Zak professionally impotent. She was to seduce 235 and determine how fully she was betraying government secrets. During their time together 235 was suspected of espionage, blacklisted from government work, and faced criminal charges. Through it all, Zak pretended to be a devoted lover, comforting and consoling, until she learned that Mark 235 had been framed. Then, against Company policy, Zak remained in play long enough to clear 235 before she relinquished her role. But the bitter taste of deceit clawed its way up her throat as she remembered the devastation on the woman’s face when she walked out of the apartment, saying only that it was over.


  Explaining was not usually possible in her line of work, but for the first time in her career Zak actually wanted to. And for the first time she needed to recharge her depleted energy, repair her bruised defenses, and rein in her frayed emotions. But she hadn’t had time. She felt raw and unprepared for another assignment, especially one with the potential to stir up old feelings.


  Maybe Stewart sensed her growing discontent with jobs that constantly subverted her basic beliefs. Maybe he was trying to give her that much-needed respite. If so, why this Africa assignment? More so than most, Stewart knew the bittersweet connection she had with the country and its people. It had been three years and she was in no hurry to go back, even on a drop-off. Too many things could, and often did, go wrong in Africa.


  Zak pulled the remaining items from the platform, along with her worn black leather rucksack. This sixteen by twenty-four-inch bag contained everything she owned and valued. She took it everywhere. If it wasn’t in this bag, she didn’t need it. Less than forty-eight hours ago she took a final dip in the Indian Ocean off the west coast of Australia, packed her bag, and left the only place she’d called home since early adulthood. Though it had been the site of a mission, it had started to feel more like a home.


  So maybe a hiatus was exactly what Zak needed. Time could be a friend or an enemy, and for now she wanted it to crawl slowly by while she put herself back together and figured out what she really wanted. Certainly nothing or no one kept her in London, Paris, or anywhere else she’d been in her career, so Africa was probably as good a place as any to get answers. It was, after all, where all the questions started.


  Zak picked up the manifest, checked off each item one final time, and wondered about the woman she would accompany. The boss had given her very little information about the client, and the pilot was equally tight-lipped, even after she offered him a hefty bribe. He’d just smiled and said, “Some things you have to experience for yourself.”


  After stowing her rucksack under the seat directly behind the pilot and closest to the exit, Zak slid down the wet step railing and did a quick external check of the plane. She wanted nothing more than a quiet nine-hour flight during which she could refocus and prepare for the assignment. She needed time to stuff her feelings about Mark 235 and Africa back into a nice tidy mental compartment.


  She finished her examination, scooted under the belly of the aircraft, and climbed the steps, mentally calculating the minutes of solitude before she was on the job again. “Too few,” she mumbled aloud as another shower soaked her and a white stretch limo pulled onto the tarmac. “Always too few.”


  


  *


  


  “For God’s sake, Rikki, let me close the privacy screen.” Sara Ambrosini wiggled out of her lover’s clutches and pushed the divider button, giving her driver an apologetic shrug.


  “Fuck it. I need some farewell nooky. Fucking Africa.” Rikki ripped off her shirt and pulled up her skirt in one swoop, all the while nodding toward the chauffeur. “That’s one of the perks of hiring friends. Lois has seen us naked before.”


  “Not in the back seat of the company limo.”


  Rikki straddled her partner’s lap, reaching for Sara’s hand. “Touch me, baby.”


  As Sara let Rikki guide her to the desired spot between her legs she couldn’t help but wonder where her lover’s ardor had been the night before. Their layover, after the six-hour flight from New York, hadn’t been as intimate as Sara would’ve liked. Rikki insisted on spending the evening at the Lair, a new lesbian hot spot, instead of enjoying the romantic farewell dinner at home that Sara hoped for. She acceded to Rikki’s wishes, again.


  Sara eased her fingers inside Rikki’s hot opening and was amazed, as always, at how wet and ready she was. Rikki’s head rolled back and forth with Sara’s touch, her long blond hair sliding across her perky breasts like a windblown scarf. Grinding into Sara’s palm, Rikki squeezed her own breasts and pinched the nipples until she screamed. Rikki would come in a few seconds, and Sara wondered, not for the first time recently, why Rikki needed her at all. She was quite adept at satisfying herself, or if rumors could be trusted, at finding someone to do it for her in Sara’s absence.


  But Sara chose not to believe the rumors. She and Rikki had been together nine months and were considering a more permanent commitment. Part of that commitment included buying a home and eventually becoming partners in the business, so trust was paramount. Rikki hated being alone, but Sara had to believe she would honor their relationship.


  “Oh, yesss, baby, yes, that’s it.” Rikki slid her sex across Sara’s hand one final time and collapsed against her. “You’re so damn good.”


  Before Sara could respond, Rikki was getting dressed. She paused as if reconsidering, then unenthusiastically reached for the buttons on Sara’s blouse. “What about you, baby?”


  “I’m okay. Besides, we’re almost at the airport. There’s no time.”


  She really wasn’t okay. She’d hoped for a quiet evening, just the two of them, to say her good-byes. Sara needed the connectedness of real intimacy, not a quickie in the back of a limo. But she wanted their last night together to be memorable for Rikki, so she’d given in.


  “Damn Africa. Why Africa, of all the forgotten places in the world?”


  “You know why. It’s the last caveat of my mother’s will. I have to go.” At that moment Sara had serious reservations about leaving and prayed the flight would be delayed. At least she’d have more time to convince Rikki that everything would be fine. She reached to console Rikki, who edged away from her touch. “I’ll be back before you have a chance to miss me.”


  “Right.”


  Rikki wiped a circle on the steamy window and stared into the darkening London sky with a pouty look. She was distancing. Being unattended for any length of time was abandonment and grounds for just about anything. That’s how she justified her bad behavior.


  “I asked you to come. Remember?”


  “Right, as if. Besides, what the hell would I do in the middle of the desert with no running water or air-conditioning?”


  “You’re being melodramatic. I’ll send you a ticket and you can visit when I get settled. You’ll see.”


  “But you haven’t been to this part.” Rikki scooted closer to Sara and kissed her lightly on the lips. “I’d rather take my chances with the demons I know. Just hurry back.”


  “I will.” Sara opened the privacy screen. “Lo, would you call the jet and give them our ETA, please?”


  “Sure, boss.”


  “And don’t call me boss.”


  “While I’m working you’re the boss, boss.” Lois smiled and picked up her cell phone.


  Ten minutes later they pulled up to the hangar and waited for another downpour to subside. Rikki stroked the side of Sara’s face and swung a leg over her thigh. “I don’t want to fight before you leave.” She ground her pelvis into Sara’s firm quad. “You are so fucking gorgeous. Have I told you that recently?”


  Without waiting for a reply, she continued. “You’ve got the greatest curves of any woman I’ve ever known. Your breasts are perfectly mouth-sized and my legs slide around your hips like I’m riding a wild stallion.”


  Sara could feel Rikki’s heat rising through the fabric of her slacks. “What are you doing?”


  “Just reminding you of what you’re leaving—for months.”


  She cupped Sara’s breasts and kneaded them as she slowly rode her leg. “And God, how I love it when you wear your hair back like this. You look like an innocent little freckle-faced imp begging to be fucked.”


  At that moment Lois’s light tap on the window echoed through the limo. Sara nudged Rikki off her lap and opened the window slightly. Lois stood outside holding an umbrella and her luggage. “Sorry, boss, you have to go now.”


  “Shit,” Rikki muttered, and rubbed between her legs. “And I was just getting juicy again.” She gave Sara an evil grin. “I’ll walk you to the plane.”


  As they approached the jet, Sara observed a figure at the top of the steps. Silhouetted against a dim light from inside the plane the person seemed almost like an apparition, smoky and indistinguishable. When she and Rikki climbed the stairs the attendant stepped aside and transformed from outline to a strikingly handsome dark-haired, rain-soaked woman. Her T-shirt looked spray-painted across her compact breasts and puckered nipples. Excess water dripped from her black cargo pants onto the floor and pooled around her polished jump boots. Even illuminated she appeared as a shadow except for the glow of her very pale complexion and the glimmer of her eyes, like light bouncing off metal.


  Those dark gray eyes simultaneously captivated and startled Sara. They seemed capable of seeing through extraneous airs and pretenses and viewing only the soul. The woman’s face appeared as delicate and burnished as the glazed patina of a porcelain doll. Her tall frame and lightly etched musculature contrasted to the inky GI Jane outfit to create an overall menacing image. Sara was unable to look away until Rikki elbowed her from behind.


  “Sara Ambrosini.” She offered her hand, which their greeter ignored, opting for a slight nod. As Sara passed the woman she detected the scent of fresh rainwater mingled with sea salt. She inhaled her two favorite fragrances and wondered how this woman managed to mix and exude them in such an enticing manner.


  “Zak Chambers. Welcome aboard, ladies.”


  The woman’s accent was predominately American with a familiar intonation Sara couldn’t place. Her voice was deep and velvety like the slow beating of a skin drum, and its tone sent shivers rumbling through Sara.


  Rikki’s high-pitched squeal pierced the small cabin. “You’re kidding, right? That sounds like a defective German handgun. Get it—Z-a-k Chambers?”


  But Rikki’s amusement with the woman’s name didn’t stop her from inching closer to inspect the goods. Her gaze oozed up and down Zak’s body in slow motion, taking in every sculpted ridge and chiseled dip. “I can’t imagine anything about you being defective.”


  “Rikki, please.” Sara tried to rein in her overzealous girlfriend, whose usually lax sexual restraints had apparently unraveled. If an attractive woman was anywhere on the radar, Rikki scoped her out, even with Sara standing right beside her. Sara had gotten used to it by convincing herself that if Rikki wanted to cheat she wouldn’t be so blatant.


  And in this case, who could blame her? Zak Chambers was gorgeous—tall, lanky, and mysterious in a dangerous way. The kind of woman you fantasized about but feared meeting. Having sex with a woman like that could lead to excessive dehydration, malnutrition, and spontaneous combustion. What am I thinking? Rikki’s flirting and I’m turned on.


  “All soggy, huh?” Rikki pressed herself against Zak’s side like plastic wrap to wet glass. She ran her hand down the front of Zak’s chest and stopped just below her beltline. As if checking to make sure she had Zak’s total attention, she then moved her hand to her own crotch. “Me, too.”


  Sara observed Zak’s reaction to the obvious flirting with a combination of interest, embarrassment, and curious pleasure. This woman refused a handshake but allowed a violation of her personal space that was clearly intended to tantalize. But instead of slapping Rikki’s hand away from her body, Zak simply stared at her with eyes that showed absolutely no emotion. Even her body appeared to shut down. Her tightly puckered nipples smoothed as if drained of all sensation.


  Rikki seemed to sense the lack of effect her efforts were having on Zak and stepped back. “Do you have a gun? I didn’t find one, unless there’s some place I haven’t searched.”


  “I thought this was an escort assignment, not a protection detail. Was I misinformed?”


  “No, you’re correct,” Sara clarified.


  “I mean, if necessary you could provide protection, right?” Rikki was insistent.


  Zak pinned Sara with a look as convincing as her words. “Yes, I could. But I wasn’t aware there would be two of you.”


  “Oh, no, Rikki won’t be going. Only me.” Sara found that idea suddenly appealing and immediately felt guilty.


  “Maybe I should reconsider.” Rikki gave Zak another appreciative gaze.


  Sara watched Zak’s concise hand gestures as she engaged in a series of nonverbal exchanges with the pilot. Then she said, “You’ll need to decide soon. Wheels up in five minutes.” She turned away from them, retrieved Sara’s luggage in one smooth motion, and headed toward the back of the plane.


  Rikki cocked her head to one side and watched Zak glide like a trained model down the catwalk. “Jeez. What a piece of womanflesh that one is. I wouldn’t mind going on a trip with her anywhere. Not much of a talker, though, is she?”


  Sara shook her head. “Is that all you ever think about, sex?”


  “Of course not. I also think about no sex, when you’re gone.” She brought their bodies together and engaged Sara in a deep, probing kiss, massaging the swells of Sara’s butt as she wedged her thigh between Sara’s legs.


  Sara had no doubt that Rikki would dry fuck her where she stood if she allowed it. “Stop.”


  Rikki grumbled her displeasure and pulled back. “I don’t like sending you away horny, especially not with someone who looks that hot.” She nodded toward Zak.


  “Contrary to what one of us believes, lesbians aren’t attracted to all women.”


  “You know I only have eyes for you.” Rikki gave Sara a kiss and started toward the door. “I’ll call you, baby, every chance I get. Love you.”


  “I hope that’s true.” As Sara watched Rikki descend the steps, she felt tremendously guilty. Before she returned, it would be clearer whether she and Rikki had a future. The private investigator she’d hired would help resolve that issue. Friends insisted that Rikki had always been unfaithful. Sara wanted to believe they were wrong.


  Chapter Two


  


  Sara Ambrosini was still waving good-bye to her ornamental girlfriend when Zak pulled the hatch closed and secured the lock. One look at Rikki’s long blond hair, micro-skirt, two-inch nails, and door-knocker earrings told Zak everything she needed to know. Add the tawdry seduction attempt in front of her lover and the label was firmly attached—sleaze. How did women like that manage to land seemingly intelligent lovers? And this one topped it off by bedding a rich woman. But her new client’s love life was not her concern.


  “Take your seat, please, Ms. Ambrosini.” Zak motioned toward the back of the plane. “I’ve placed your things where you won’t be disturbed.”


  “I’d prefer to sit here.” Sara pointed to a seat next to Zak’s rucksack. “This is my usual seat.”


  “Of course, this is your plane.” Zak reached for her bag as Sara moved to stop her. Instinctively, Zak backed away from the gesture. It was the second time this woman had attempted to touch her. And the second time she had avoided contact. It had been impolite to refuse her handshake when they met and rude, verging on paranoid, to recoil from a simple touch just now. She had to snap out of whatever repressed emotional state she was in and get her game on. This was an assignment like any other, and the client deserved her best effort.


  Sara gave her a skeptical look. “If you don’t mind, I think we need to talk about our trip. That will be difficult with one of us here and the other in the back of the plane.”


  The request was innocent enough but something about this woman set off alarms in Zak’s head. Perhaps the amber glow of her hair as it caught the dim cabin light made her appear too appealing. Or the long French braid that hung halfway down her back like a serpent lying in wait made her seem seductive. Possibly, the emerald Italian-made suit that caressed her feminine curves was just too tantalizing. Maybe it was the warmth that flowed from her dark brown eyes like hot fudge on ice cream. Or her voice that washed over Zak with the soft, soothing tide of the ocean. She stopped herself in mid-rant. So the woman was gorgeous. She’d been around many attractive women and handled herself with professionalism. Rikki was the most recent proof. But her discomfort with this particular woman was much simpler. And if she listened to her head instead of her as-of-late unchecked emotions, the reasons would be clear.


  A woman like Sara Ambrosini always got what she wanted. Wealth and privilege had spoiled her for the things that really mattered in life and distanced her from other people who suffered her whims and demands. Rikki was obviously one of her entitled trophies. A woman that sexually charged, in a vulgar sort of way, constantly on the prowl, said a lot about her keeper. Sara was either a fool to think Rikki would ever be faithful or a fool who slept beneath her potential. Either way, Sara was a rich fool. Zak decided to deny her on principle alone.


  “Let’s put the talk on hold. I need to rest. I’ve just come off another job.” There, that should shut her up for a while. Zak once again reached for her rucksack but Sara swung her curvy body sideways, tactically blocking her path. The cabin seemed to swallow any space for retreat as their bodies came closer together.


  Fire sparked in the redhead’s brown eyes and their color changed to a murky black. She straightened to her full height, which was at least three inches shorter than Zak’s five-nine, and stared her down. A row of light freckles across her slightly upturned nose seemed to darken as her skin flushed. Perhaps there was more to her new client than just a pretty face and lots of money. A temper that quick usually covered a deep passion or belief in something. She waited for the eruption that followed the smoke and sparks.


  “Ms. Chambers, I’m really sorry about your overworked schedule, but we do have things to discuss. I have questions about this trip, and you have been employed, against my wishes, I might add, to provide those answers and serve as an undesired, and, in my humble opinion, unneeded and terribly overpaid escort. The least you can do is answer a few simple questions. Is that too much to ask?”


  While Sara Ambrosini paused for a breath, Zak replied. “No.” Without seeming to hear her response, Sara continued with her apparently much-needed venting tirade.


  “I’ve been to Africa many times in my life and feel quite capable of handling myself there. My family vacationed in Mombasa and the surrounding area. While I understand that Mombasa is not bush country, I do believe I can find my way around and communicate well enough to accomplish my goals. And furthermore—”


  She stopped as if Zak’s response finally registered. “No? You said no?”


  As much as Zak hated to admit it, this woman would be her boss until they reached their destination, so she’d better get used to taking orders from Ms. Moneybags. And if she needed answers to her questions immediately, Zak would accommodate her. Just like the rich to disregard anyone else’s needs but their own. “I said no. It’s not too much to ask for information. And you’re right. My failures should never be at your expense.”


  Her clarification seemed to take Sara off guard. The pink flush of her cheeks vanished and she heaved a deep sigh. Her appealingly proportioned body visibly shifted from fight mode to cordial hostess.


  “Great. Would you like to change clothes first? You can’t be very comfortable in that wet outfit. I’ll start a pot of coffee.”


  “As you wish, Ms. Ambrosini.” Zak finally retrieved her bag and disappeared into the restroom.


  “And the name is Sara, please,” she called after her.


  Just as the pilot issued takeoff instructions, Zak returned to the cabin dressed in an outfit identical to the wet one she’d discarded. Sara was securely fastened into her preferred position by the window. Zak took the aisle seat, across from her client and the seat she’d initially intended to occupy, avoiding Sara’s inquisitive look. And I will not explain myself. Not that I could anyway. For some reason, I just can’t be near this woman. Her internal alarms continued but Zak was too tired to evaluate their meaning further. She rested her head against the seat back, enjoying the steady hum of jet engines as they climbed. Sara Ambrosini would engage her soon enough.


  “Ms. Chambers?”


  “Yes.” Zak spoke without opening her eyes. She hadn’t slept for days and hoped for a quick nap. That’s all it would take, just a few seconds and she would be as good as new.


  “May I call you Zak?”


  “Yes.”


  “Can we talk now?”


  The voice was tentative, quite a change from the earlier outburst. Zak reluctantly opened her eyes and turned toward her. “Yes.”


  “You don’t say much, do you?”


  “Only what’s necessary.” Sara studied her with a warm, encompassing stare that made Zak shift uncomfortably. The lack of rest was obviously affecting her senses, underscoring the fact that she needed a few minutes of shut-eye before they arrived or she’d be useless. “What do you want to know?”


  Sara stretched across the aisle toward her, and the scent of vanilla perfume mixed with recent sex drifted past Zak. “First, I want to apologize for Rikki.”


  Zak shook her head to dislodge an image of Sara and her blond paramour engaged in a hot, sweaty coupling. “No need. A woman shouldn’t have to apologize for her lover’s behavior.” Zak stopped because she really wanted to say that any woman who behaved the way Rikki did in front of Sara didn’t deserve her. It was disrespectful and demeaning to both of them and to their relationship. But Zak was in no position to offer such an opinion.


  Sara seemed to consider Zak’s statement before she continued. “That may be true, but I seem to spend quite a bit of time doing exactly that. And while I’m groveling, I’m sorry for jumping down your throat earlier. It was unnecessary and unprofessional. I’d like to explain.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  “But I need to.” Sara pulled her bottom lip between her teeth as tears welled in her brown eyes. She stroked the French braid that hung down her back, seeming to draw enough distraction from her feelings to continue. “My mother died a year ago.”


  “I’m sorry.” Zak knew that pain. She’d lost her father three years earlier, and the memory was still raw. It stabbed at her heart, deep and poisoned with guilt.


  “Thank you. We were very close. When she died, she left several conditions in her will that I had to adhere to before the estate was settled. This school in the African bush is the final one. It’s not that I mind honoring my mother’s wishes, but I don’t understand them. They seem like a series of mini tests that I’m failing miserably, like she’s pushing me toward something. When this school is finally built, I have to remain in Africa to help enroll and start educating the first class. I have a business to run. Doesn’t she know that?”


  Zak was glad that Sara’s last question was a rhetorical one because she had no idea how to answer it or how to deal with all the emotion radiating from this distressed woman. Fortunately, Sara seemed to draw on some internal strength and switched from grief back to low-grade anger.


  “So I’m dealing with all this uncertainty about what my mother really wants, what she’s trying to tell me from the grave, whether or not I can trust my girl—well, never mind about that, and then my corporate attorney tells me I’ll have a babysitter on this trip.” She eyed Zak contritely. “Sorry, but can you see how I might’ve been just a little keyed up when I came on board? Of course that’s no excuse for going off on you.”


  Zak really hoped that question was also rhetorical, because in her opinion Sara was still more than a little keyed up. She prayed that when Sara settled down, some of the excessive talking would wind down as well. She was pretty certain she couldn’t take eight more hours of nonstop chatter.


  “Don’t answer that question, but will you at least accept my apology?”


  “Of course.” Sometimes Zak truly disliked the fact that her job had converted her into an introvert by necessity. When another person was being totally honest and vulnerable, she wanted to say something comforting and meaningful. But the words hung in her throat, trapped by too much emotion and too great a risk of exposure. So she fell back on the strong, silent persona that the job afforded her.


  “And I’m sorry about the whole not-wanting-to-hire-you thingy.” Sara’s gaze faltered and her cheeks blushed with color.


  “Is it true?”


  “Technically, yes.”


  Sara reached toward Zak, arms outstretched in a gesture indicative of an emotionally expressive person. Everything about this woman screamed honesty, openness, and sensitivity. Everything inside Zak screamed, “Caution.”


  “As I said, I’ve been to Africa many times. I don’t need a bodyguard. The company insisted because of insurance liability. But I have to be able to contact people, to talk freely about their issues, and to appear at least that I understand and share their concerns. How will it look if I show up flanked by GI Jane commandos? No disrespect intended.”


  “But you’ve—”


  “I’ve never been in the bush or around the wild animals. That’s true, but how uncivilized can it be?”


  “Very. You need to consider those wild animals, insects, snakes, weather, food and water issues, clothing, accommodations, security, and the political climate.” Zak ticked the items off on her fingers. Sara’s look was one of inquisitive amusement.


  “You mean you can protect me from all those things? Perhaps I was mistaken about your services being necessary.” She grinned at Zak and mischief sparked in her eyes.


  Zak processed what she’d just said and found it only mildly amusing. She had to relay the seriousness and immediacy of life in Africa and prepare Sara for what could happen. “Well, perhaps most of those things are your own responsibility, but you need to be briefed and prepped. Even an inadvertent mistake could be expensive or dangerous.”


  Sara unbuckled her seat belt and moved to the seat beside Zak. “I’m sorry if this is uncomfortable for you, but I don’t communicate well long distance. I’m from a large Italian family and we talk about everything up close and personal. Distance is a barrier I don’t tolerate easily.”


  “I see.” Having Sara so near was distracting. Her voice was like a rich liqueur flowing through Zak’s system, numbing all resistance. And the perfume that wafted from her as she moved hinted of warm vanilla and sugar.


  The fact that she was likening her new client to an alcoholic elixir and delicious treats was testament to Zak that she was more tired than she realized. Her internal sensors were obviously malfunctioning on the most basic levels, which was risky. She had to stay focused and remember the rules. The mission was to keep Sara safe in spite of herself, to remain objective and detached. However, like all rich people, Sara Ambrosini seemed to think the only rules that applied to her were the ones she made. “We’re off track.” And you’re entirely too close.


  “Are we? Feel free to brief and prep me for the next eight hours, if you’d like. But don’t be offended if I nod off. Boring details are not my forte. However, if you’d like to exchange life stories, I’m all ears.”


  “No.” The word came out with more force than she intended before she realized that Sara was only partially kidding. “Have you ever been to the Narok District of Kenya?”


  “I’m not so easily distracted, but I’ll play along for now. Where’s that?”


  Zak made note of her passenger’s skills of observation. “It’s where we’re going. Talek Gate, to be exact, just outside the Masai Mara Game Reserve. That’s the site of your school, or so I’ve been told. Am I mistaken?”


  “No, no, you’re right. I just hadn’t heard it called the Nanook or whatever you said.” She gave Zak an apologetic shrug. “Listen, Zak, I—”


  A sharp ringing sounded from the jet’s sat phone and Sara bent forward to retrieve it from the wall holder. Zak couldn’t help but notice her perfectly rounded ass precariously perched on the edge of the seat. It was her job to see that this perfectly shaped ass, those luscious breasts, and that long mane of tawny red hair made it safely to her destination still attached to this highly emotional, independent woman. She had a feeling this wouldn’t be the cushy assignment Stewart had described.


  “Oh, hi, Rikki. It’s only been an hour. Do you miss me already?” Sara raised her index finger at Zak and walked to the back of the plane.


  Zak reclined the seat, closed her eyes, and within seconds dozed off with the soothing cadence of Sara’s low whispers echoing through the cabin.


  Mark 235 stared at her through disbelieving eyes filled with huge tears. “Why? I need you so much. Please tell me why?”


  “It’s just over, Gwen.”


  


  *


  


  Sara ended her conversation with Rikki and tiptoed back to her seat. During her hour-long conversation, she heard incoherent mumblings from Zak, which probably resulted from her high-strung guide’s attempt to sleep. She’d never seen anyone rest so poorly. Her head thrashed from side to side as she muttered constantly under her breath. Sara tilted sideways to eavesdrop but couldn’t decipher anything from the mishmash of mostly foreign phrases. A woman this wickedly gorgeous was bound to have secrets that kept her up at night. But she was entirely too guarded to reveal them while awake or during her restless sleep.


  Intrigued, Sara scrutinized her new employee without the need for pretense or explanation. Even in repose Zak’s well-honed frame appeared spring-loaded, ready to bolt into action. Her lanky legs stretched out in front of her like those of a newborn filly. Tapered hips and almost prepubescent breasts were all muscle, with nothing extraneous to encumber movement. The slender fingers of her hands coiled into fists in her lap, clenching periodically against some invisible foe. What could be so threatening that it haunted Zak as she slept?


  Was it something from her past, her job? And what exactly was Zak’s job? Surely she didn’t spend her life escorting wealthy people around the world. That type of work didn’t require any special training or skills, and obviously Zak had been part of a disciplined program for years. She had a military presence and sense of dedication. Maybe she was a mercenary on leave doing a quick favor for a friend. Sara had so many questions about this woman to whom her safety had been entrusted.


  After all, the only things she knew for sure weren’t very helpful. She’d been hired by the firm without Sara’s input and was outrageously expensive. She supposedly had a spotless reputation and had spent considerable time in Africa. Sara had learned these facts from her attorney, Randall Burke. But Sara had surmised a few things on her own. Zak Chambers was, either by nature or design, a very private person. She exhibited tremendous powers of self-control, even down to her bodily responses, as evidenced by Rikki’s failed seduction attempt. Her new escort either lived a dangerous life or was troubled by an unresolved past. Zak also seemed to have particular disdain for the rich, or perhaps it was just Sara personally. Why else would she purposely avoid a simple handshake when they met while allowing Rikki to feel her up? Though it was difficult, Sara had accepted the fact that strong, interesting women weren’t often attracted to her. If they were, it was usually for her money.


  But if Sara was completely honest, she had to admit she had an intellectual curiosity about Zak Chambers. People who didn’t like to talk, especially about themselves, intrigued her. Such a woman surely had a lover, or perhaps several, tucked away in various parts of the world. And she had Rikki. It never hurt to look and admire a totally unattainable specimen like her new escort. Rikki would probably even approve.


  Sara let her gaze travel up Zak’s torso to her thick, kissable lips. They were slightly parted, revealing a tiny gap between sparkling white front teeth. Her closely trimmed ebony hair curled tightly to her scalp. If it were long, Sara imagined, it would fall to her shoulders in wavy ringlets. The drawn features of Zak’s face were more relaxed than earlier, and dark fatigue circles marred the skin under her eyes. Sara wanted to brush away the signs of stress and weariness that clung to Zak’s body but quickly squelched her caretaking impulse. This woman neither wanted nor needed anything she had to offer. Remember that and you’ll be fine.


  Why did the reserved and inaccessible types who had no interest in her always intrigue Sara? And how did she end up with women more pretentious than grounded, clingier than independent, and more unfaithful than loyal? A slight quiver coursed through her body and settled in her groin as she stared at Zak.


  “Have you finished?” Zak asked, without opening her eyes.


  “Finished?” Sara warmed with embarrassment.


  “Staring at me.” Stirring in her seat, Zak propped her elbow on the chair arm and rested her chin in her palm. Her steel blue gaze bored into Sara and she felt exposed.


  “I thought you were sleeping.”


  “Obviously.”


  Zak smiled, something she had seldom done since they met. Her whole face seemed to glow with innocence and expectation. Sara wished she would smile more often. Just as quickly the friendly expression vanished.


  “Was I out long?”


  “You hardly slept at all, a bit restless. A lot on your mind?” Sara struggled to retrieve her inappropriate thoughts and disobedient eyes.


  “Occupational hazard, I guess.”


  Sara didn’t ignore an opportunity when it dropped in her lap. Besides, she probably wouldn’t get many of those where Zak Chambers was concerned. “And that would be what exactly, your occupation, I mean?” Zak’s initial scathing appraisal caused Sara’s insides to recoil. But the look softened as she seemed to evaluate Sara for motive.


  “Let’s just call it security.”


  She wanted to ask for clarification but knew the subject was closed. “Would you like that cup of coffee now?” She rose and turned toward the small galley at the back of the plane. “Let me guess, black, right?”


  Zak nodded, the corners of her luscious mouth curling slightly. “May I give you a rundown on the trip plans so you can make whatever changes you’d like?”


  “Sure.” Sara busied herself pouring coffee.


  “When we arrive in Mombasa, I’ll be gathering more supplies, checking on our flight, and arranging for transport and building supplies once we arrive in Talek. You’ll have time to do some sightseeing or shopping or whatever you do.”


  Sara stood in front of Zak with two cups of coffee and glared at her. “Shopping or whatever I do?Do you have any idea how prejudicial and sexist that sounds?” Her temper flared in spite of the surprised look on Zak’s face. “Someone in your position should be more sensitive to those types of comments. Do you dislike all wealthy people? Or just redheaded ones?”


  Zak raised her arms in surrender but Sara was high on her soapbox. “Or is there something else about my appearance that you don’t like, because you don’t know me well enough to make such a judgmental statement.”


  As the startled look on Zak’s face transformed to its customary mask of detachment, Sara realized she’d stepped on a nerve, or at least stumbled over it. She opened her mouth to apologize when suddenly the plane struck turbulence and pitched. So did she. The two cups of coffee she was holding flew out of her hands and onto Zak’s lap.


  Sara lunged forward on her knees, trying to grab hold of something, and seized the closest things—Zak’s compact breasts. When she came to rest, they were so close she felt Zak’s hot breath on her face. She licked her dry lips as though preparing for a kiss and startled at the thought. Sara struggled to regain her balance and release her grip, but the plane was climbing and the g-forces held her firmly in place. She cursed and blessed the laws of nature that caused this unanticipated turn of events.


  Just as suddenly as it had lurched forward, the plane leveled out and she was thrown backward against the bulkhead. Her entire body hummed with a current she attributed to the abrupt change in altitude.


  “I’m sorry. Are you okay? Did I burn you?”


  Zak nodded, then shook her head in response, but something in her demeanor had changed. Sara stared into Zak’s eyes as their stormy gunmetal melted into liquid fire. Her stoic visage momentarily evaporated into a look of sexual hunger tinged with fear, the expression so intense that Sara blinked. When she opened her eyes again, the barriers were back in place. But for a second she’d seen something Zak Chambers clearly didn’t want to show her.


  “I hope you’ve got another ninja suit in your bag.”


  “You need to arrange for another guide as soon as possible, Ms. Ambrosini.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Zak hurried to the safety and seclusion of the restroom to change, praying that the elevated temperature of her body would regulate. As she shed her soiled clothing, she scrutinized her naked breasts, fully expecting to see Sara’s handprints branded there. Even though it was unintentional, that touch anchored Sara to more than Zak’s flesh. The jolt that surged through her physical body was surprising and entirely too pleasant. But her touch aroused more than Zak was prepared to give, an unwelcome flicker of desire. The unresolved feelings she buried after her last assignment must be bleeding over. That was the only rational explanation. Not even Gwen had evoked such a strong response so quickly. But that had been a work situation.


  Recognizing the absurdity of her last thought, Zak splashed cold water on her face. Sara Ambrosini was also business, at least for the moment. This arrangement wouldn’t work for either of them. She seemed to do nothing but irritate the overemotional redhead, and Sara’s openness and interminable curiosity taxed her.


  Unlike Rikki, who was easy to handle, Sara posed a potential challenge. Zak was familiar with the frontal assaults of women like Rikki, with their sexual innuendos and teasing come-hither tactics. Emotions were not part of the equation and their curiosity ended in the bedroom. Zak dealt with women like this every day. Their bodies and desires, like hers, were superficial and without substance. She had wearied of the quest for physical pleasure and the uninspiring bodies and personalities that often failed to provide it.


  But women like Sara Ambrosini didn’t employ such blatant strategies. Her approach was unassuming, designed to lure potential partners with nurturing and sensitivity. Emotions were the agents of choice, clearing a straight, honest path to the heart. Curiosity was an endearing distraction to procure information and secure position. And unlike the cardboard cutouts Zak was accustomed to, Sara’s physical form was created solely to tempt and seduce. She had curves where Zak’s own body was straight and unflattering. She was soft against Zak’s unyielding muscles. Her body was pure substance and, like the emotions Zak had seen in her eyes, full of dangerous potential.


  She was familiar with such tactics in the context of her work and handled them with ease. But having a woman like Sara show emotional interest in her, even if it was only in her mind, terrified Zak. The Company hadn’t provided the tools or the expertise to dodge such an unfamiliar and formidable opponent. Her last assignment had been evidence of that.


  The long-term exposure to Gwen and their “relationship” had chipped away at the walls of Zak’s resistance and left her weak. Now was the worst possible time to be sucked into another emotional maelstrom. She’d never reacted this way to someone she’d just met. Physical exhaustion during past long-term assignments had caused hallucinations. Maybe this time the symptom was physical. Whatever was happening between
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