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Dear Reader:

Heart of Gold is my second published book, and as I think back on it now, I remember making a conscious choice to “go with what you know” when I wrote it.

It was a good call. The thing is, writing is like all other endeavors—a little bit of God-given talent and an interest will get you started. But man, there’s a long way to go between that and when you actually know what the heck you’re doing. When I started drafting this manuscript, I’d only been professionally edited once, and I was still seat-of-the-pants’ing it (now I’m totally into outlines—for good reason!) Naturally, I felt lost, and decided to create my own safety net by heeding the advice I had heard from so many.…I went with what I knew: a flashy businessman as the hardhearted hero, a heroine who loves the past, and the Adirondack Mountains.

The hero, Nick Farrell, is an alpha male all the way around, even though, unlike the Black Dagger Brotherhood vampires, he doesn’t wear leathers or carry guns and knives. (No tattoos, either.) He’s the financier type of warrior, and believe me, they can be every bit as brutal as MMA fighters when they get in the boardroom. Also, pin-striped suits can be extremely sexy, if the right pair of shoulders is filling them out! Looking back on it now, I can see how Nick is the start of my fixation on over-the-top dominant males. His life paradigm is totally different from that of the Brothers, but as with them, he’s a real powerhouse who’s, nonetheless, never opened himself to anyone—until he’s crossed with his perfect match.

On that note, Carter Wessex, the archaeologist heroine, comes directly out of the Indiana Jones in me. Growing up, I was always that kid watching Raiders of the Lost Ark over and over again, wishing that I could be out in the jungles or the desert with a whip on my hip and a pith helmet on my head. When she showed up (as all my characters tend to do—they kind of just walk into my mind, pick a spot and hang out until I write them,) I was all excited because I thought the idea of her going off and looking for buried treasure was AWESOME!

Annnnnd then I did some research into what archaeologists actually do. My romanticized vision of that professional and scholarly endeavor was not at all based in reality—in fact, it proved to be far more methodical, disciplined and, well, less dramatic than I had pictured. The good news was, though, that archaeologists really do hunt for treasures of all kinds, and they do unearth the past—and, yes, sometimes they actually do strike gold, as it were. The bonus was, that once I had a more accurate vision of what Carter did, she became so much less cartoony and more believable—and better right as Nick’s partner because both of them brought such focus and excellence to their work.

Which brings us to the setting: the lovely Adirondack Mountains of upstate New York. Following the theme of “go with what you know,” I have to say that the Adirondacks are so much a part of me that they are my home no matter where I’m living. I spent all my summers as a kid up there, and I’ve just started going again on a regular basis now. At the time when I was drafting Heart of Gold, however, I was working around the clock, and it just wasn’t possible for me to spend good chunks of July and August there. Solution? Write about them. In a lot of ways, as I was putting Nick and Carter on the page, I was taking a mini-vacation, the images and scenes of the lake and the mountains transporting me to where I wanted to be. Also, what a great place to fall in love in the summer! I know for some a sandy white beach is the epitome of the romantic scene, but I’ll take a fragrant pine bough over a palm tree any day.

A word on the plotting of the story. At this point in my early career, I was still trying to “think” up books. I was very conscious of the conventions of romance novels, and determined to stick with them—I wanted to write something that followed the predictable patterns and colored within the lines because I thought that playing it safe was going to keep me with a job. This is not to say I’m not proud of this book, or that I think it’s lacking—I love Carter and Nick together, and I’m really happy with their story. But I was about three-quarters of the way through the first draft when the side plot of Nick’s nephew really started to take off. I wrote a great scene of this boy and a young girl running away from their parents through the woods—it heightened the tension, keyed up the drama, really changed the feel of the book…and I had to take it out.

In retrospect, that tangent was my first foray into what I do a lot in my Brotherhood and Angels books. Opening the points of view (POVs) up to other people and their experiences adds a lot to stories, in my opinion—because it’s more like real life. Nobody lives in a vacuum—we’re surrounded by folks going through things similar to or opposite to our own dramas and happiness—and I believe part of the way we assess things is in contrast or comparison with what others go through. For books, and storytelling, I think well-done subplotting gives a texturing that makes everything feel deeper and more realistic.

That being said, the danger with multilayering is that you run the risk of losing, or burying, the main story under so much stuff that the reader doesn’t know who they’re supposed to be focused on, or, just as bad, the narrative collapses under its own weight. It takes a really accurate, critical eye to tell the difference between additive and obstruction (believe me, I know, because I’ve made some mistakes in this area), and back then, I really didn’t have a clue what I was doing. I had a sense that the running-away bit was a great scene, but because of the way the rest of the book was flowing, ultimately it was an out-in-left-field kind of thing. In the coming years, however, I would get into, and stay in, the habit of doing multiple POVs and story lines—balancing them, for the most part, in an appropriate way. (You know, come to think of it, it’s been really fun to look at my first couple of books and see the directions I was going in—even though I had no clue where I was traveling, as it were.)

I truly hope you enjoy Nick and Carter as much as I did, and do. They’re a great couple, and they deserve all the happily-ever-after they get—plus this book has one of my favorite ending scenes that I’ve EVER written! Just look for the eighteen-wheeler at the end, s’all I’m sayin’.

Happy Reading!

J. R. Ward

December 2011
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1

“I AM not a gold digger.”

Carter Wessex cradled the phone against her ear while emptying a duffel bag onto the floor of her laundry room. The clothes that came out were covered in dirt, moss, and some other things that looked like they were moving.

“I never said you were.” Her oldest friend’s voice was soothing, and Carter recognized the tone. It was the same one that had gotten her into trouble when they were teenage girls.

“Yeah, well, I’m also not a masochist,” she countered, trying to ward off the attraction she felt toward the opportunity. “The guy who owns Farrell Mountain is a real piece of work. He’s thrown more of my colleagues off that pile of dirt than a starting pitcher.”

Laughter came over the line. “C.C., I hate sports analogies, and that one barely works.”

Carter decided to fight harder, hoping her plan for taking the summer off wouldn’t be ruined by a proposition she couldn’t turn down. “Well, from what I’ve heard, Nick Farrell takes misanthropy to a new level, and he’s got a particular distaste for archaeologists. Do you know who he is? The corporate raider whose name was splashed all over the papers because he double-crossed some guy in a business deal?”

“I know the story and his reputation.”

“So why are you doing this to me?” The words came out in a groan.

“Because it’s about time someone solved this mystery. The story’s been left hanging since 1775.”

“It’s a fairy tale, Woody.”

“Woody” was more commonly known as Grace Woodward-Hall. The two had first met at a picturesque New England prep school where they’d spent four years specializing in winning field hockey games and smuggling packs of wine coolers into their dorm. They’d been popular thanks to both.

As adults, they had a personal and a professional relationship. Carter’s specialty as a historian and an archaeologist was the colonial period. Grace’s family ran the Hall Foundation, one of the nation’s largest sources of grants for the discovery and preservation of American history. Carter had received Hall funding for a number of her digs.

“You’ve read that Brit’s journal, right?” Grace’s Upper East Side background marked her words with perfect intonation, but Carter knew the truth. For all her prim and ladylike exterior, Grace had a raucous sense of humor and an affection for trouble, both of which had cemented their relationship.

“Farnsworth’s diary? Of course I’ve read it. All colonial historians have a copy. It comes with the bizarre predilection for musket balls and minutemen.”

Carter glanced down and saw a spider crawling out from under a pair of khakis. She wasn’t prepared to kill the thing but didn’t want it as a housemate, either. Reaching over the washing machine, she picked up a coffee can full of nails, dumped it out on top of the dryer, and covered the arachnid.

“So you’ve got to wonder what happened,” Grace prompted.

“I know what happened. An American hero was slaughtered, a fortune in gold disappeared, and the Indian guide was fingered as responsible. End of story.”

“I find it hard to believe,” Grace said dryly, “that you aren’t struck by all the holes in that narration. Someone needs to go up on Farrell Mountain and find out what happened to the Winship party.”

“Well, it doesn’t have to be me.” Carter started loading shirts and socks into the washer, careful not to tip over the can. “What they really need is a paranormal investigator to put to rest all that haunting nonsense. Red Hawk’s ghost guarding the gold? Give me a break.”

“Look, specters aside, this really is the perfect project for you. In your period, up in the wilderness, a prime piece of history ready for the picking.”

“I just got home from a dig,” Carter moaned. “I’ve got twelve pounds of dirt under my fingernails, I’m in desperate need of sleep, and I have it on good authority there are black flies the size of bats in the Adirondacks this time of year.”

She knew because they were alive and well in the Green Mountains of Vermont, too. Glancing through a screened window, she saw a cheery June day beckoning on the other side but she wasn’t fooled. She’d been chewed on by them in her garden that very morning.

“Aren’t you curious about what happened to the gold?”

“Like I am about the Easter Bunny. You show me some proof that an upright rabbit carrying a basket of chicken eggs exists and maybe I’ll believe there’s a treasure up in those mountains.”

“Come on, that gold couldn’t have disappeared into thin air. And what happened to the remains of the men who were killed?”

Carter leaned a hip against the washing machine. “The Americans should never have transported that kind of fortune while they had a captured British madman on their hands. They were bound to get ambushed. The only surprise was that Red Hawk was the one who turned on them. If one of the aggressors didn’t take the gold, someone else probably found it and had the good sense to keep his mouth shut. As for the bodies, they could be anywhere. You know how big the Adirondack Park is? It would be like winning the lottery to find them.”

She peered over her shoulder into the washer. Hitting that mess with water was going to create some kind of mud bath but there was room to stuff in a little more. She bent down to pick up another pair of khakis.

“Did I mention we have bones?” Grace drawled. “From a site that’s identical to the one Farnsworth described in the journal.”

Carter snapped upright. “Bones? What kind of bones? Where were they found?”

Grace’s satisfaction came through loud and clear over the phone. “Conrad Lyst found them up on Farrell Mountain.”

At the sound of the man’s name, Carter’s jaw clenched. “That rat. That nasty…”

She allowed herself a couple of truly raunchy but descriptive adjectives. And followed them up with a doozy of a noun.

“You finished now?” her friend asked with amusement.

“Hardly. It’s a wonder that man can find his butt in his own pants. And if by some miracle he did, his next move would be to sell it to the highest bidder.”

“Professional rivalries aside—”

“That bulldozer is no professional. He’s a looter and a thief.”

“I can’t argue with either of those, but he did find a femur and part of an arm. We examined them here in Boston and they’re from the period.”

“That doesn’t mean they’re from—”

“They were found with a crucifix.”

Carter forgot all about the laundry. “Any markings?”

“Winship, 1773. We haven’t analyzed it fully yet but it looks legit.”

The Reverend Jonathan Winship had been the one in charge of the colonists escorting the general. He was one of the men who had been killed up in the mountains.

Carter’s heart started pounding in her chest.

“So, you want to talk about an Easter egg hunt?” Grace inquired smoothly.

A half hour later they’d ironed out a grant and, though the laundry remained dry in the washer, the spider had been carefully released back into the wild. After pacing around the house for most of the time they talked, Carter ended up in her kitchen, sitting at her breakfast table in the sunshine.

“I still don’t understand why Lyst presented you with the cross,” she said. “That’s not his style. The more people who know about a find, the harder it is for him to sell it on the black market.”

“He says he wants a grant. We won’t give him one, of course. If he did dig, he’d just pocket anything of monetary value and mistreat the rest so it couldn’t be studied.”

Carter let out a snort of derision. “Someone needs to take that man’s shovel away, and I could tell them right where to stick it. The real mystery is how the hell Lyst got permission to dig on that mountain.”

“He didn’t. He trespassed and, as you know, Farrell’s idea of a welcome wagon doesn’t exactly include zucchini bread and lemonade. Lyst claims some rabid woodsman chased him off with a gun, almost killing him in the process.”

“Too bad the guy didn’t get the job done.”

“Well, it got Lyst’s attention, which may be the reason he came to the foundation. He probably figures a Hall grant will give him credibility when he tries again.”

“He’d go back?”

“You know Lyst. What he lacks in scruples, he more than makes up for in follow-through. That’s why you need to go talk to Farrell right now. I know where his summer house is on Lake Sagamore and you can’t live more than an hour away from it. I’ve heard he’s usually there on the weekends this time of year. Just drive over this Saturday and ask for permission to dig.”

“What makes you think the response I get will be any better?”

“You’re going to ask first. And you have better legs than Lyst does. Anyway, doesn’t your father run in the same business circles as Farrell—”

“Stop right there.” Carter stiffened as anger rushed like acid up into her throat.

Grace was instantly contrite. “I’m sorry, C.C. I didn’t mean to…”

The use of the old nickname reminded Carter of the long history she had with her friend. She took a deep breath, trying to let go of the rage that came up anytime William Wessex was mentioned. It took her a moment before she could respond.

“If I go, I won’t be using my father as pull.” The word was intoned like a curse.

“Of course not. I shouldn’t have brought it up at all.”

When they got off the phone, Carter went out onto her back porch. Up ahead, mountains rose steeply, brushing the bright blue sky with their evergreen shoulders. She’d bought the land and the broken-down barn that came with it for the magnificent view. It had taken her two years to convert the decaying building into livable space but, now that it was finished, she wasn’t sure whether she liked her home or the scenery better. It was a shame she didn’t spend more time enjoying them.

Arching her neck, she let the sun fall on her cheeks and forehead. All around, the leaves of poplar trees were twinkling in the breeze and she could hear the distant chika-brd-brd-brd of a red-winged blackbird. If she listened hard enough, she even caught the sound of the stream that was on the far edge of her property.

She slowed her breathing down, trying to draw the calm surroundings into her body.

How much longer would it take before she could stop flinching at the mention of her father’s name? Before she could let go of the past?

It was two years and counting, so far.

She turned away from the natural splendor and went upstairs. What had previously been the barn’s hayloft was now her office and her bedroom. The long, rectangular space was her favorite in the house—an unbroken expanse she’d paneled in pine and opened up at either end with picture windows.

Her desks, computers, slide projectors, and research library dominated the room. Against the long walls, she’d installed bookcases that were crammed with scholarly works, some of which she’d written. It was a collection of the resources she used most, and what she didn’t have at her fingertip she could easily get at the University of Vermont in nearby Burlington. She’d been an assistant professor of archaeology there for close to three years and had an office on campus.

As much as she liked her students, she preferred doing her own scholarship at home. She’d spent a lot of late nights deep in thought in her pine-scented sanctuary, time forgotten as she tried to make sense of the clues history left behind.

In the midst of her all-nighters, when she got too tired to keep her eyes open, she would go to sleep on a small bed that was pushed into a corner, an afterthought concession to her body’s need for rest. Other personal effects were also footnotes. Hidden in an alcove, she had a closet full of khakis, a dresser full of T-shirts and sweaters, and a little bathroom that had a shower stall and sink, but no tub. There were no curtains on the windows and no rugs on the pine floor.

For Carter, the loft reflected her life’s priorities. Work was first. Her personal life, a distant second.

Walking past her desk with a grim expression, she went to the dresser and pulled open a drawer. Inside, she fished around the T-shirts until she found the black leather box she was looking for.

Damn him to hell, she thought, opening it.

Cosseted in a satin bed was a weighty Colombian emerald, dangling from a chain of diamonds. It was a ridiculous gift, one more of her father’s attempts to buy back her love. The box had arrived the week before, via Federal Express, on the eve of her twenty-eighth birthday.

And now Carter was stuck trying to unload her father’s present. Again.

He always sent her jewelry. For her twenty-seventh birthday, it had been a dauntingly large pair of diamond and pearl earrings. She’d auctioned those off and given the money to the local hospital. For her twenty-sixth, it had been a ring sporting a ruby the size of a marble. She’d sold that one to a jeweler, and the proceeds had helped the local elementary school set up a computer lab.

And now this emerald.

Maybe the town needed a new ambulance. Or two.

The gifts were awful on her birthdays, but Christmas was worse. Her father sent her watches. Each year. They were always expensive and gold, sometimes with diamonds on the face, sometimes with other precious gems. She’d taken to donating the money they brought to the local women’s shelter.

Fingering the emerald and watching light get trapped in its glorious facets, Carter wondered where her father thought she’d wear such a necklace. When she’d left his house that last time, she’d walked away from the lifestyle she’d grown up with and he knew it. In one day, the day her mother died, she went from being a social register sweetheart to an outcast of her own choosing. The self-inflicted exile meant that gala parties were part of her past, just like her father was, and she woke up every morning grateful for their absence.

Carter ran a finger over the diamond chain, watching it sparkle.

In her current life, she was more likely to need a pup tent than a palatial suite of rooms, a can of bug spray instead of hair spray, a compass around her neck, not an emerald. She relished her simple life. She was free to explore her passion for history and she had a career where her contributions were respected. She truly liked her life.

Most of the time.

On occasion, when things got quiet and her mind wandered, she did feel alone. She had few friends. As for family, she was an only child and her closest cousin, A.J., lived far away and had her own busy life in the equestrian world. Now she even had a husband.

Carter wondered whether her own future would ever include a partner.

The immediate answer was no. She worked every waking minute so there was no time to date, although, if she was honest, she didn’t think more free time would solve the problem. She knew everyone at the university and there was no one who really struck a chord inside of her. Besides, the ghost of her family’s tragedy trailed her wherever she went. With her father’s betrayal always with her, she was reminded constantly of how she couldn’t trust men.

Not exactly fertile ground to meet Mr. Right.

Carter shut the box and crammed it back into her drawer. She had better things to do with her time than focus on things she couldn’t change.

For someone who pursued the past as a profession, Carter was determined not to dwell on her own. She lived in the present and tried not to think about everything she’d walked away from. She was successful at it, too, except when the gifts arrived on her doorstep. Twice a year, she was forced to confront the shadows of her past, and she hated the disruption, resenting the hell out of her father’s dogged persistence. She wished he’d stop pretending they had anything other than a biological link between them and was tempted to tell him to stop sending her things.

Except she couldn’t bear the thought of speaking to him.

Carter paused in the middle of her room, surveying the books and the slides, her papers and her project logs. She reminded herself that she was on her own. She was free.

And whatever price she paid for not living a lie, it was worth it.

She headed to her desk, intent on calling her frequent collaborator, Buddy Swift, and telling him they had another job. Another dig gig, as he’d say. The two had partnered on many projects, and his wife, Jo-Jo, and daughter, Ellie, frequently joined them on the excursions. The Swifts, who lived in Cambridge, Massachusetts, were the closest thing to family Carter had nearby and the reason she didn’t eat TV dinners alone on holidays.

She didn’t make it to the phone. She got derailed when she caught sight of her reflection in the bathroom mirror. The woman staring back at her had long, glossy black hair, ice-blue eyes, and fair skin that was showing a faint sunburn.

Carter glared at herself. Since the horrible day of her mother’s death, every time she looked in a mirror, she saw her father staring back at her. They had the same coloring, same bone structure, identical teeth, for Chrissakes.

On a daily basis, Carter could forget about how the man’s selfishness and infidelity had destroyed their family. She could pretend she was an orphan in the world, untethered to the events that still woke her up at night in a cold sweat. Except for when the dreaded FedEx man came twice a year, she was mostly able to get past it all.

But mirrors remained a constant problem, even in her own house. She hadn’t wanted any under her roof, but the contractors had installed them in the bathrooms before she could express the preference.

As she turned away, she wondered how much it would cost to rip the things off the walls.

Nick Farrell slowly lowered the legal document he’d been reviewing. He was beyond frustrated. Full-blown irritated was more like it. “Cort, we’ve been through this before.”

But Cortland Farrell Greene, his sixteen-year-old nephew and adopted son, was determined to fight. The kid leaned forward and planted his hands on Nick’s desk, exuding angry heat. The fact that the kid’s hair had been teased so it stood straight up in spikes seemed fitting. “We haven’t been through anything. You may have decided something but there was no we involved.”

Nick took a deep breath. When that didn’t help, he tried taking another. “I’m not going to let you go on a six-week, cross-country driving trip with the Canton brothers. They’re in college—”

“Which means they’re responsible.”

“Doing Jaegermeister shots until someone passes out on one of their father’s lawn sculptures is not being responsible.”

Nick’s level stare was met head-on. “It only happened once! And that doesn’t mean they’re bad guys.”

“How about the time they decided to express themselves feloniously by stealing a car?”

His nephew looked away.

“Getting in touch with one’s inner burglar isn’t a virtue,” Nick said dryly. “It’s a crime.”

Cort straightened and folded his arms over his chest. He looked as if he was searching for another attack approach.

Nick waited and wasn’t surprised when his nephew’s eyes snapped back to his.

“You think you can lay down any rule just because my mother…” But the kid couldn’t finish. He stumbled into silence, leaving the past dangling between them.

“Because your mother put me in charge of your welfare?”

“Because I was willed to you like a piece of property. She stiffed us both if you ask me.”

Nick raked a hand through his dark hair. “Don’t say that.”

“Why not? It’s true. You got stuck with me like I got stuck with you.”

“I’m not stuck with you. You’re family, which means come hell or high water, we’re in this together.”

“Oh, come on!” Cort threw a hostile gesture at the desk. “Those papers are your family. You’re into your companies and your deals. The only time we talk is when you’re telling me I can’t do something. We only spend time together when you’re taking me to some doctor. Why don’t we just bag this whole happy family thing? It’s not like you need my trust fund. It’s couch change to you. You could send me away—”

“I don’t shirk my responsibilities.”

“Maybe you should try it sometime.”

Nick started massaging his temples, feeling as if the skin across his forehead had been pulled tight.

When Cort had first come to live with him five years ago, after his parents were killed in a plane crash, it had been eerie being around the boy. He looked so much like the sister Nick had loved. He had Melina’s flashing eyes and keen intelligence, and seeing the boy’s face had been an exercise in torment and regret. It was a vivid reminder that Nick had never taken enough time to let his sister know how much she meant to him. He’d vowed the same thing wasn’t going to happen with her son but things were not working out as well as he’d hoped.

There had been grieving in the beginning on both sides, something Nick had no idea how to get over himself much less help the boy through. After the pain had become less acute, the daily grind of running a multitude of companies and investments worked against them. Nick’s far-flung business interests kept him on his jet and in his boardroom a lot of the time. Trying to balance the demands of his work and Cort’s needs was a drain like nothing Nick had ever experienced before.

He was also flying blind when it came to parenting. His own mother and father had been dead for years and the people he dealt with were versed in the S&P 500 and the Dow, not in what to do when you had a ten-year-old bawling his eyes out because he’d lost his mom and dad.

Nick had tried to research his way out of their estrangement. He’d read books, called psychiatrists, even gone to a therapist. He was desperate for some kind of index or graph that would show how to manage the parent and child relationship but he never found one. There was no quantitative chart to tell someone when to be strong, when to let go. When to let a child learn on his own and when he needed protection.

The kid’s illness was another complication. The limitations juvenile diabetes placed on Cort’s activities were at the root of many of their disagreements. Lately, the fighting seemed incessant but Nick was determined to not give up trying to reach out. Aside from taking the responsibility his sister had given him seriously, he viewed Cort as his one chance to be a father. Nick doubted he’d ever marry. Women had a habit of seeing a bottomless wallet when they looked at him and he wasn’t inclined to make some socialite’s dream of the high life come true.

He focused on his nephew. He didn’t know what to do with the kid but couldn’t imagine his life without him. “I’m sorry. I just can’t let you go.”

Cort didn’t miss a beat. “Then I want to spend the summer hiking in the Appalachians.”

Swallowing a curse, Nick did his best to not let his frustration explode. “You know I can’t let you do that either.”

“Why?” Cort’s voice got louder.

“You know why.”

“I’m not an invalid!”

“It’s too much for you.”

The kid started shaking with rage. “How will I know if I don’t try? How will I know what I can do if you keep me locked up? I’m going to go batshit if I get stuck here for three months!”

Nick decided to let the curse slide. He had to pick his battles. “You’re not going to go insane and you know you shouldn’t be taking those kinds of chances.”

“You never let me do anything! You get to travel around the world—”

“This is not up for negotiation,” Nick cut him off grimly.

“But the doctor said—”

“No.”

Cort glared at him and rubbed his hair, breaking down some of the spikes. When Nick just stared back, the kid eventually gave in with a resentment that was palpable.

“Fine, have it your way,” he muttered. “I’ll just stay up here alone and rot all summer while everyone else gets to have a life.”

“You won’t be alone.”

“I won’t?” There was a wealth of suspicion in Cort’s voice.

“I’ve decided to work from up here this summer, instead of the city.”

Nick smiled wryly at the kid’s expression. It was priceless, like someone had dropped a frying pan on his foot. “But you can’t. You’ve got businesses and—”

“Ever hear of videoconferencing and fax machines? It’s amazing what technology can bring to a person’s life.”

“This is going to suck!”

“Your life’s intolerable if you’re here alone and it’s intolerable if you’re not?”

“I’d rather be alone than with you!”

Cort bolted from the room, slamming the door so hard its mahogany panels wobbled.

Nick shook his head, feeling ancient. He had done end runs on some of the most ruthless men on Wall Street, had dreamed up financial transactions that revolutionized mergers and acquisitions practice, had been an advisor to presidents, for God’s sakes.

But ten minutes in an enclosed space with Cort and he felt like he didn’t know his ass from his elbow.

He rose from his leather chair and went to the bank of windows that overlooked the lake. He could feel a migraine coming on, his back was stiff from flying in from Japan the night before, and he had the nagging sense he’d forgotten something important. Trying to ward off six hours of pain and nausea from the headache, he put a couple of pills under his tongue and rubbed the back of his neck while they dissolved.

A soft knock sounded behind him.

“Come in,” he said, without turning.

Immediately, Nick knew who’d entered his study. He could smell her perfume, an expensive French concoction he hated. It was sickly sweet and clung to the insides of his nostrils, egging on the migraine.

Pivoting around, Nick watched as Candace Hanson, his girlfriend of six months, walked across the study. She had a placid smile pinned on her lovely face, and her shoulder-length blond hair was styled in a breezy, I’m-at-the-lake kind of look. The white linen shorts and polo shirt she was wearing were perfect for a tennis game they would never see, and her athletic shoes were sparkling fresh, right out of the box.

Flawless as always, he thought, feeling nothing as he looked at her.

Their relationship was strictly a social convenience, with little intimacy other than sex. It was just what he wanted, all he had time for, and, up until recently, she’d played by the rules. She’d never pushed him for more, had always been available when he wanted her, and was good at playing hostess at his parties. There was trouble on the horizon, however. The m-word had crept into her vocabulary, and that meant her days were numbered.

Candace sat down in the chair opposite his desk, crossing her legs modestly and folding her hands together on her knee.

Nick groaned. Whenever she took a seat, he knew it was going to be more than a five-minute review of the social calendar.

“I want to reassure you,” she said in her prim way, “that everything is all set for tomorrow evening.”

This pronouncement was followed by a wide smile that didn’t add life to her eyes. Even though her teeth glimmered a cheerful white and her lips were arranged with the appropriate lift in the corners, there was something vacant in the arrangement of features. In fact, there was something fundamentally expressionless about her face. At first this had intrigued him, making him wonder what was behind the mask. But, as he’d gotten to know her better, he’d begun to suspect that her best assets were the exterior ones.

“What about tomorrow night?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

“Our party, darling,” she murmured. “For the opera house.”

Nick blinked. The migraine was really gearing up now, poking holes in his vision until Candace was lost in the sea of black spots.

“We have fifty coming for dinner,” she prompted gently.

So that was what he was forgetting.

The phone rang on his desk.

Annoyed, he wondered whether there was anyone else who wanted to chime in and thought they’d better do it quick. In another ten minutes, he was going to be out of commission.

“Excuse me,” he said, knowing she would wait.

Nick picked up the phone and when he heard who was calling, he put it against his shoulder and turned back toward Candace. “We’ll talk more later.”

She stood up and smiled serenely. “That would be lovely, but don’t worry. Everything’s taken care of.”

“I’ll bet it is.”

The door closed behind her with barely a sound.

She was a ghost, he thought. Someone who just floated through life, not really touching anything or anyone.

“Mr. Farrell?” the voice on the line repeated.

“I’m here,” he clipped, trying to see his watch. Moving it into the part of his vision that was still working, he decided he was down to about five minutes before the pain would hammer him flat.

“Mr. Wessex is now on the line.”

“Nick, how are you?” the man said.

“Fine,” he replied, falling into his chair. “But I’m a little busy.”

He was going to have to start throwing up soon.

“I understand completely.” Wessex’s voice had the polished resonance of money, power, and the man’s blue-blood lineage. “I’m just calling to check in on our little transaction.”

“Our little transaction” was the business deal Nick had been poring over when the latest squall with Cort had blown into the room. The negotiation involved close to a billion dollars and was a joint assault against an enemy Nick was determined to crush.

“Tell you what,” he said, his mouth growing dry as the pain arrived. “We’re having a get-together tomorrow night. Why don’t you come up? You can fly into Albany, take a limo from there. We’ve invited a good number, but you and I can find a quiet corner and cover the issues then.”

“That’s a lovely invitation. Tell me, when are you and that beautiful Candace going to tie the knot?”

Nick had two words come to mind. Snowball and hell.

“Are you free tomorrow?” he asked, dodging the bullet.

“Unfortunately, no. I’m going to spend the rest of this month in South America, and I need to get everything settled here in the city before I go. My lawyers will know where I am at all times, of course, but I’m assuming we won’t be ready to stage the ambush until I get back.”

Nick started breaking out in a cold sweat.

“I think that’s right,” he mumbled, out of time. “Have a safe trip.”

Somehow, he managed to hang up the phone and limp over to his couch, dragging a wastepaper basket with him. Lying flat on his back, he put his forearm over his eyes to block out all the sunlight in the room.

Why couldn’t his ancestors have built their summer retreat in a cave?

The pain was white-hot, shooting through his head like fire, pulsing with the beat of his heart. Images swirled in his mind, hallucinations from the headache and the medication. He was trying to make sense of the collage when someone lifted his arm and put an ice pack on his forehead.

“Gertie,” he groaned. “How come you always know?”

The older woman laughed quietly and he heard her going around and shutting all the drapes. “I just do.”

When she came back to him, Nick opened his eyes a crack, seeing the coarse, wrinkled, and beautiful face of the woman who’d raised him. Gertie McNutt had been with the Farrells all her life, as had her mother before her and her grandmother before that. There’d been members of her family working on the Farrell land as long as there had been Farrells owning it.

She reached down and stroked his hair.

“I hate this,” he said, his deep voice uncharacteristically thin in the still air.

“I know, chou-chou,” Gertie murmured. “But it’ll be over soon.”

“Yeah, but it’s getting from here to there that’s going to hurt.”

She stayed a while longer and then left him to the darkness and the agony. There was nothing more she could offer him in the way of relief. The tempest was his, and only his, to endure.

Good thing he was tough, Nick thought as another wave of pain crashed over him.

His stomach lurched and he rolled over, grabbing blindly for the wastepaper basket. The last thing he did before he passed out was throw up the lunch Gertie had made for him.
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THE NEXT day, Carter took the ferry across Lake Champlain to New York State. She was first going to visit a colleague’s excavation on the grounds of Fort Sagamore and then she was going to talk Nick Farrell into letting her dig holes in his mountain. After spending a couple of hours on the fort’s grounds, she followed Grace’s directions and headed a few miles south until she saw two stone pillars at the side of the road. Pulling her Jeep in between them, she went up a gravel drive marked by an alley of chestnut trees.

When the mansion was revealed in all its glory, her breath caught. Perched on a bluff, the estate was framed by the lake and the towering peak of Farrell Mountain. She wasn’t sure what was most impressive—the house, the shimmering water, or the looming presence of the mountain.

She pulled over and slid out of the driver’s seat, intent on taking a look around. The gravel drive she’d come in on formed a circle in front of the mansion and had an offshoot that headed over to what she imagined was the service entrance.

Farrell’s vacation home was a sublime example of the Federal style, a white palace with black shutters that had a gracious, formal facade. The center torso of the place was balanced by two wings, which meant a small army could probably sleep under its roof. As she lost count of the windows and porches, she imagined that a person would be able to hear the sound of water lapping against the shore and catch the whisper of a summer breeze in every room.

Turning toward the lake, she smiled at the sight of a six-sided gazebo, an invitation to spend a lazy afternoon reading if she’d ever seen one. It was also painted white but had a red asphalt roof and intricate, curvaceous details around its eaves. Down farther, there was a matching gingerbread boathouse at the water’s edge and, just off the dock, she saw a sailboat bobbing on soft waves. Over to the left was a tennis court tucked against the woods and a croquet set was marking the side lawn, just waiting for a game.

Summer camp for the wealthy, she thought wryly. You get reserve cellar Burgundy instead of bug juice at dinner and everyone has their own bathroom.

Turning back to the house, she noticed a wildflower meadow behind it filled with Queen Anne’s lace, goldenrod, and long grass. The two-acre expanse stretched back to a forest of pines, birches, and poplars that carpeted the foot of the mountain.

Carter guessed the field would probably be filled with fireflies at night. Just like hers was.

Suddenly, the peacefulness of the place was shattered. With a roaring noise and sprinkle of gravel, a van came down the drive and almost mowed her down.

In the split second before she leapt out of the way, she saw the name of a caterer she remembered from her society days in New York City. As she choked on dust, she wondered what it was doing upstate and watched as it joined others that were huddled around the service entrance of the house. In contrast to the rest of the estate, which exuded serenity, people were frantically running around, carrying heavy loads. She was surprised she hadn’t noticed the commotion sooner.

All the activity galvanized her, and she marched over to the mansion, leaping up glossy black stairs to the front door. There, she was confronted by a brass knocker the size of a football. She lifted the lion’s head and let it fall. The resulting sound was like thunder and she winced.

Noise like that could wake the dead. It made her wonder if Farrell had a butler like Lurch to answer it.

While waiting, she inspected two white, ceramic dogs that were parked on either side of the doorway. Their amber eyes were fixed ahead on some distant, timeless fascination, and they were in perfect condition, just like the rest of the estate. Antiques—she guessed they had been bought new by one of Farrell’s ancestors.

Hearing something approach from above, Carter glanced up just as a magnificent red-tailed hawk swept down out of the blue sky and landed on one of the tree limbs just over her head. The bird reordered its wings with a minimum of fuss and looked down at her, as if it were waiting for her to go into the house.

How odd, she thought, feeling a chill.

Carter was debating whether to tackle the lion’s head again when the door opened. Lurch wasn’t on the other side but he might have been an improvement over what answered the door.

She’d seen more welcoming expressions in a dark alley.

The blond woman staring back at Carter was a patrician beauty queen. Standing at the threshold of the mansion, she was exhibiting the kind of elegant inhospitality that only the very privileged could pull off.

Carter knew the type.

“I’m here to see Mr. Farrell.” Her voice was deep and full of command and the woman on the other side looked surprised.

“I beg your pardon?”

It was interesting how the right tone of voice could turn even polite words into an insult, Carter reflected.

“Mr. Farrell,” she repeated slowly. “I’m here to see him.”

Disapproving eyes passed over her, from her hair, which was pulled back into a ponytail, to her bare arms, to her formfitting shorts and her tattered running shoes. When the blue chips swung upward again, they were even more frosty.

“I can’t imagine he is expecting you.”

As if the man would no sooner be waiting on a truckload of manure.

“If you could just let him—”

“I’m glad you’re finally here,” came another voice. An older woman appeared, wiping her hands on a gingham apron. Her hair was white and pulled back with combs, her face lined and tanned. Although she was addressing Carter, her eyes were focused elsewhere, beyond the doorway. Curious, Carter turned and saw the red-tailed hawk leap from its perch, its great wings punching the air as it flew away.

As the chill went through her again, Carter mulled over the legends of Red Hawk’s visits to the mountain. Trying to shake a feeling of premonition, she turned back.

“I thought I told you to have the waitresses come to the back door,” the blonde was saying with haughty authority.

“Yes, you did.”

The reply was an offhand remark and with it, Carter knew exactly who was in charge. It sure as hell wasn’t the woman who’d opened the door.

“If you’d move your car?” the older woman asked Carter politely. “Meet me around back at the service entrance.”

Carter nodded. When they met up again amidst the busy but well-ordered rush in the kitchen, the woman introduced herself.

“I’m Gertie McNutt. I run this place.”

“Carter Wessex.” They shook hands briskly.

“Dinner will be served at seven thirty but you’ll need to pass hors d’oeuvres from six on. We have uniforms here. What size are you?”

Carter frowned in confusion. “I’m not here to waitress. I’m here to see Mr. Farrell.”

The brown eyes staring at her narrowed suspiciously. “About?”

“I’m an archaeologist and I—”

The woman started shaking her head. “He doesn’t like archaeologists much.”

“So I’ve heard. I just want to ask him if I can dig up on the mount—”

“He doesn’t like people digging up there.”

Carter took a deep breath. “Heard that, too. But if I could just ask him—”

“He doesn’t like being asked.”

She couldn’t help rolling her eyes in frustration. “Does the guy like anything? Or is he really as bad-humored as his reputation suggests?”

Flushing, Carter clamped her mouth shut. Great, she thought. She’d just managed to insult Farrell to his staff while trying to get in to see the man without an appointment.

“Sorry about that crack,” she muttered.

There was a pause as she was subjected to a frank appraisal. While she waited to be summarily tossed off the property, she wondered whether cops were going to be involved.

Instead, the woman smiled. “Tell you what. I’ll give you twenty minutes to see for yourself if he’s that awful. If you’re crazy enough to want to give it a try, you might as well get the full experience. Besides, the way he’ll throw you out will be a heck of a lot more interesting and inventive than anything I could do to you.”

Carter gave the woman a frozen smile, feeling like she’d volunteered for torture. “Thanks.”

Swallowing unexpected fear, she followed the woman through the house, taking in the spacious rooms. Every one was filled with antiques and an air of elegant leisure, with freshly cut flowers adding to the sophistication and grace. When they came to a stout mahogany door, the other woman paused before knocking.

“Do yourself a favor. Make it short and sweet. He likes things that way.”

She knocked, and when a muffled reply was heard, the housekeeper opened the door and they walked into an old-world study.

Nick Farrell looked up from an ornate desk and Carter’s feet stopped working.

The man’s eyes were the most unusual color, a gray so pale that the irises were almost invisible, and being looked over by them was like getting hit by a blowtorch. He seemed to absorb every nuance of her appearance—her expression, the space she took up. He was, she realized, powerfully intelligent, immutably domineering, and, surprisingly, the hardness emanating from him only added to his allure. It made her wonder if there was any softness in him at all, and she imagined that women had driven themselves crazy trying to find it.

With a shiver of awareness passing through her body, she knew his face must have launched a thousand women’s fantasies. He had high cheekbones, a chiseled jawline and a strong, straight nose. His hair was thick and dark, brushed off his forehead, and his skin was tanned. The lips caught and held her attention. The lower one was fuller and she wondered, in a flash of insanity, what it would be like to kiss him.

Her heart began to pound and, as if he’d caught the scent of her thoughts, she saw speculation flare in his expression. Abruptly, she was assessed as a woman. As those eyes narrowed and lingered on her legs, a flush bloomed deep inside of her.

Before she allowed herself to speculate on what he thought of her, she told herself not to bother. The man was a heartbreak waiting to happen. Not for her, of course. But she pitied whoever fell for someone like him.

“This woman is here to see you,” Gertie announced.

One dark eyebrow rose sardonically. “I don’t recall asking to meet with any teenage girls.”

His deep voice wrapped around the words, creating cynical shadows in the syllables. Carter was distracted by the sound and then realized he’d just insulted her.

Recovering quickly, she replied with a tart clip, “I can’t speak to your schedule, but I’ve been out of my teens for a decade, thank you very much.”

The eyebrow took flight again. Her tone had been every bit as commanding as his had been, and it occurred to her that he wasn’t used to being addressed in such a way. Their eyes clashed as the housekeeper left.

She took a steadying breath. “I think we should start over. Mr. Farrell, I’m—”

The door burst open and bounced off the bookcase with a slap, causing her to jerk in surprise. A teenage boy brushed past her, as if she were just another piece of furniture in the room.

Even though she’d jumped at the interruption, Nick Farrell’s expression never varied. The only change had been where his eyes were directed. The man was more self-contained than a tank.

“You can’t let her do this!” the kid exclaimed, putting both hands on the desk and pushing out his chin. He was dressed all in black, his hair styled so it stood straight up off his scalp. She wondered how he got it to stay vertical like that.

“And what has she done?” Farrell’s voice was calm, but she noticed there was a subtle tension in his body.

Maybe he wasn’t above human emotions after all.

“She says I have to wear a damned tuxedo if I’m going to eat tonight. I live here. She doesn’t. Who the hell—”

“That’s enough with the swearing and the theatrics.” The tension in Farrell came out in the muscles of his neck, tightening them into thick cords.

“I’m not wearing a tux and I’m not going to the dinner party.”

There was such defiance and anger in the kid’s face that Carter realized, like so many arguments between parents and children, the explosion wasn’t just about the topic at hand.

“I’ll speak with her.”

The kid snorted. “Like that does any good. Why do you put up with her? It’s not like you’re going to marry—”

“You can keep your thoughts concerning my relationship to yourself.”

“‘Keep it to yourself,’” the kid aped. “I keep everything to myself.”

“If that were true, I wouldn’t need my doors rehung from all the slamming,” Farrell returned dryly.

The kid turned on his heel and noticed Carter for the first time. His eyes widened with surprise.

They looked just like Farrell’s, she thought.

“Hi.” His voice changed as a lot of the hostility was lost.

“Hello.”

He glanced back at Farrell. “Who’s she?”

“I was about to find out when you came barreling in.”

The two looked at Carter expectantly.

“Carter Wessex,” she supplied.

“Are you staying for dinner?” the kid asked.

“No. I’m here to see him.” She nodded across the desk.

“Will you stay for dinner?”

“I thought you weren’t going to the party,” Farrell interjected.

The kid looked stumped, caught between rebellion and an unexpected urge to assimilate. “If she’s coming, I’ll throw the tux on.”

“I’m not coming.”

“Then I’m not wearing one.” The kid turned to Farrell. “And you’re going to talk to Blondzilla.”

Farrell shot a laconic look over at Carter. “You free for dinner?”

She glanced back and forth between them, waiting for him to take the invitation back. He didn’t.

Her eyes widened. “I’m hardly dressed appropriately if tuxedos are involved.”

“I think you look fine just as you are,” the kid remarked bashfully.

Farrell’s lips tightened as she blushed.

“Thanks for the invitation, especially if you’re serious. But I—”

“He’s always serious,” the kid muttered resentfully.

Farrell crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s not true. I laughed twice last year. Now, why don’t you leave us so I can find out what this woman wants from me?”

“Dismissed like a damn dog—” the kid began grousing as he walked away.

“Watch the language.”

“One speaks it, not sees it.”

“I’ll use it correctly if you do.”

“You first,” the kid said as he shut the door, hard.

As the sound bounced around the room, Carter felt Farrell’s undivided attention come back to her.

“So what do you want?” he demanded.

“I’m an archaeologist and I—”

“No.” His eyes left her and he started rifling through papers as if she’d left the room.

Carter bristled. “Excuse me?”

“The answer is no.”

“But I haven’t asked for anything yet.”

“The operant word being yet. Letting you chatter on before you get to the asking would only be a waste of our time.” His voice was clipped and cold.

She was stunned into silence and, for a moment, all she could do was watch his eyes trace over words on some document.

“You know, you don’t have to be so rude. And you could look at me while we’re talking.”

An arrogant brow arched though he didn’t look up. “I always knew Miss Manners came with a shovel. I just assumed it was for slinging drivel, not digging up other people’s property.”

“And it’s hard for me to believe someone living in a place like this has the social skills of a cow.”

Gray eyes popped up to hers. She saw that the speculation had returned.

“Fine.” He put the papers down and leaned back in his chair. “Is this better? Tell you what. I’ll even go one further and remember to say please when I ask you to leave.”

As his eyes bored into her, Carter was willing to bet the guy was more than a match for Blondzilla.

“So,” he said briskly, “will you please leave?”

“You can’t just toss me out before I have a chance—”

“I can’t? I’ve got a deed in the safe that says this is my land and I don’t think there’s any law that mandates the cheerful tolerance of trespassers.”

“Lucky for you,” she shot back. “I don’t think you could pull off cheerful to save your soul.”

Crossing his arms over his powerful chest, he looked her over once more. “How old are you?”

“Twenty-eight.”

“Try eighteen.” He glanced at her clothes. “You look like you could be a babysitter. Or even need one.”

“It’s hard to look mature in cutoffs and a T-shirt,” she said indignantly.

“You pulled that getup out of a closet, not me.”

“I had to go to an associate’s dig before I came here.”

“Hopefully not as an image consultant.”

“I’m not here to talk about my clothes.” She glared at him defensively.

“You seem determined to talk about something. Since I’m not going to discuss your digging up my land, I figure clothes are a natural launching pad for inane conversation. Considering you’re a woman.”

She took a deep breath, trying like hell not to lose her temper.

“Look, I know Conrad Lyst found a cross that could be Reverend—”

“Perhaps I need to be more clear. I’m not discussing anybody digging on my land. Your questionable taste in sportswear is still on the table, however.”

“I didn’t wear this for you!”

“Obviously. Although I must say it made quite an impression on the teenager who just left. But then, he’s mistaking you for a contemporary.”

Carter felt like she was getting picked clean by a vulture and had to fight the urge to yell back at him again. Doing her best to regard him calmly, she forced herself to keep her voice down.

“Mr. Farrell, all I’m asking is for you to hear me out.”

“Call me Nick and forget the speech. It won’t improve your bargaining position any more than those shorts do.”

“Are you always this nasty?”

“As a rule, yes. But sometimes I’m worse.”

She rolled her eyes. “No wonder you have to get doors rehung.”

“It’s good for the local economy.”

“How generous of you.”

“I think so.”

There was a long silence. She had the feeling she was amusing him, and that pissed her off as much as when he’d been verbally attacking her.

“I’m a professional, Mr. Farrell, not an itinerant ditch digger. You may be sitting on the answer to one of the great puzzles of the Revolutionary era. No one really knows what happened to the Winship party and the gold they were carrying. You owe it to posterity—”

“To let you come in and rescue the solution from my land?” His brow furrowed deeply. “I’ve got news for you. I don’t think it needs rescuing. As far as I’m concerned, the past is best left buried and posterity these days is far more interested in Ozzy Osbourne’s family life. They couldn’t care less about minutemen and redcoats.”

“That’s a pretty narrow view.”

“I’m a narrow kind of man.”

“I can tell.”

He chuckled. “So Miss Manners is also a behaviorist?”

“No, it’s the flashing ROYAL PAIN IN THE ASS sign over your desk.”

There was a long pause, and then Nick Farrell tilted back his head and laughed. It was a rich, rolling sound. When he focused on her again, he was smiling, and the grin lit up his austere face, pulling an unlikely dimple out of one cheek.

Somehow, now that she’d made him laugh, she wasn’t quite so angry at him.

“Do you have any idea how many people come at me each spring asking to tear into Farrell Mountain?”

“No, but I don’t care.”

“You don’t?”

“When you go after some company, do you worry about what all the other little raiders are doing?”

His grin disappeared. “Been doing some research on my history?”

“You’re pretty well-known.”

He shrugged but clearly wasn’t happy with her remark. “What would you do if I decided to let that Lyst guy have a go at it?”

“I’d say good luck and good riddance to both of you.” It sounded like a straight answer but she knew the anger behind her voice gave her away.

“Something tells me,” he said, getting to his feet, “you wouldn’t be quite that phlegmatic.”

She gave him a disparaging look.

“I’m wrong?”

“You think I’m underage because of my shorts. In my opinion, that doesn’t give you a whole lot of clout in the judgment department.”

Farrell came around the edge of his desk and approached her, stopping only when he was a foot away. Carter’s throat went dry. He was taller than her by at least a head and that was saying something, considering she was five-nine. As the full force of him hit her, she had to stop herself from stepping backward.

Across a desk, he was insulting and intimidating. Up close, she found him totally compelling.

Not exactly an improvement, she thought, running her tongue over her lips.

That was a mistake. Like a predator, he watched the movement, eyes sharpening on her mouth. The way he was looking at her made her body swell with something she was determined to think of as anxiety, even if it felt more like hunger. She thought about turning around and walking out. Running away, actually.

“What is it you really want?” he drawled.

“I don’t understand.” Carter’s words were mumbled, coming out fast and tense. He couldn’t possibly be insinuating that she had come for him. Right?

“Everyone has a hidden agenda. What else are you after?” His eyes traveled down her body and then came back to her face.

She shook her head, trying to clear it. “I just want to dig.”

Abruptly, almost angrily, he broke eye contact with her and returned to the papers on his desk. His voice was offhand when he addressed her again.

“I think you should put your learner’s permit to good use and drive yourself back to wherever you came from. You aren’t going to get what you want here, either in the dirt or from me. However much I wish I could be…accommodating. I like women, not schoolgirls.”

Carter’s mouth dropped open.

“Are you suggesting…” She couldn’t even finish the sentence.

“Shut the door behind you,” he commanded before adding, “Please.”

Her breath came out in a hiss. “You insufferable, egocentric—”

“There you go with the compliments, making me blush,” he murmured, flipping a page.

“I hope you rot in hell.”

“See you there,” he said cheerfully.

On the way out, Carter slammed the door as hard as she could.

As the clap of wood reverberated through the room like a gunshot, Nick winced and put the documents down. His head was still tender from the migraine, and he massaged his temples, waiting for the sting to wear off.

That was one hell of a beautiful woman, he thought. Those crystal blue eyes so alive with defiance. That expressive face showing him every emotion she was feeling. Her mouth, with its full lips and its pink tongue.

Heat flared in his body again.

It was a damn good thing she’d left. Reeling in his impulses had been more difficult every time that tongue of hers had come out for a lick. Moves like that had been performed for him countless times before but, because they were calculated, he’d never been tantalized. The trouble with the archaeologist was that he got the sense she didn’t know how enticing she was.

Which couldn’t be possible.

Beautiful women were always willing to leverage their assets. He didn’t fault them for it. He’d made a fortune doing the same thing, only his bait was dollar bills, not the promise of sexual thrills, and his acquisitions were companies, not marriage licenses. Futile as it inevitably was for the other party, he always enjoyed bartering with women over what they wanted from him in return for their time and attention.

And that one in the cutoffs could have been a real contender. Aside from her beauty, she had a keen intelligence and a heavy dose of wit, and she wasn’t afraid of giving as good as she got. In his life, no one dared to spar with him. People either wanted something or owed him money, neither of which was breeding ground for resistance, even of the playful variety.

She’d been captivating when she was angry, he thought. A flush on those cheekbones, her breath coming in drumbeats, her mouth open, agape at his rudeness. She’d lit up like a Christmas tree. Delightful. Utterly delightful.

He looked at the door, as if he could see her through it.

Carter Wessex.

Could she be related to Wessex? he wondered suddenly.

Wouldn’t that be interesting.

Nick tried to recall what he knew about William Wessex’s family life. The man had been married but something had happened to the wife. Something tragic. Had there been a daughter? Wessex never showed up anywhere with one, never mentioned one, but Carter’s coloring was startlingly similar to his and she had the same kind of arresting good looks.

Nick picked up the phone and dialed his office in New York. It was answered on the first ring.

“Fredericka Ulrich,” his chief of staff said brusquely. Aside from having a brilliant head for business, the woman was a walking encyclopedia. She knew everything about everyone who was anyone, and what she didn’t know, she could find out.

“Freddie, does William Wessex have a daughter?”

“I think so,” she mused. “But I know who to call. Wait by the phone.”

This was Freddie at her best, Nick thought. He was still smiling when his line rang moments later.

“Late twenties. Estranged. Really estranged,” she told him.

“Name?”

“Carter. Lives somewhere in Vermont. Archaeologist. One of the best in the country even though she’s relatively young.”

“Does Wessex care about the split?”

“Tremendously. He’s frantic about it. Been a couple years or so, since the mother died. Apparently the daughter won’t see him or even talk to him.”

“Ms. Wessex showed up here today.”

“Not surprising considering that hill behind your house. You going to let her dig?”

“I said no.”

“And now you’re wondering what it might be worth to William Wessex if he had a shot at making nice with his little girl?”

Freddie was also a terrific strategist.

Nick smiled grimly. “You know I like to make sure my business partners are in debt to me. Financially or otherwise.”

“What’s the downside?”

“Apart from the two of them turning my peaceful retreat into a war zone if things don’t work out?” He pondered a moment. “If she digs up my damn mountain and finds the remains of any of those slaughtered men, I’m going to have even more two-bit tourists with shovels hunting for gold. Hell, look at the commotion that guy Lyst stirred up by claiming to find a cross and talking to the local paper. The phone hasn’t stopped ringing and Ivan tossed three more trespassers off my property this morning. I come up here to relax, not run a park service.”

“And if she finds the gold?”

“There isn’t any.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do. Hell, maybe I should leave well enough alone.”

“But if father and daughter reconcile, Wessex will owe you for life,” Freddie reasoned. “He could prove even more useful than he’s been.”

Nick mulled over his options. “And maybe if she digs around a little, we can finally put all this silliness to rest. I’m tired of guarding an empty safe.”

After hanging up the phone, he went to a window and looked out toward the lake. As he watched the sunlight reflect off the waves, he noticed something out of the corner of his eye. It was a large red-tailed hawk sitting in a tree, watching him through the glass.

He thought of the woman who had just left his home.

And found himself looking forward to seeing her again.
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