[image: image1.jpg]



Bookmark:Dedication

For Karen, 
who pushed me to keep 
Cass and Elektra's story alive. 
For her unfailing belief in my dream, 

and that I could accomplish it.
Someone said, 

"Once the journey begins, 

the journey is all there is, 

no matter where it ends."

Well, the journey has been long, 

hard, and challenging, 

but the ending is pretty damn fine.
Thanks for always remembering my plots, 
even when I don't, 

and for reminding us both 

that we CAN do this.

Now, let's celebrate!
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Chapter One
Elektra Charpentier's fingers went numb, keys tumbling from her beaded evening bag to land on the stone walkway, promptly forgotten. In the middle of Bourbon Street, the slowing clicks of her heels receded as pedestrians flowed around her, like creek water around a stone. 

There against the wall of The Mystic Opal, arms crossed, oh, so casually, was the only man who could turn her blood to fire. Utterly motionless and bathed in the vaporous incandescence of the sign, he looked like a bronzed god— a statue of Mars, without the wings. And in khaki.

Lust sped straight to the heart of her, a swirling molten need. That volcanic, all consuming need had always had a name— Cass McKay.

He wore his standard Patagonia khakis; the hair on his tanned skin was gold dusted from the sun. Her gaze roamed over him, from the way his lightweight linen shirt draped his chest to his trim hips and muscled calves. The long hard length of his body against hers— she remembered it well. Her fingers itched to feel his tawny sun-streaked hair sifting through them.

As awareness of movement around her returned, she edged closer to him, noticing the appreciative stares of women, young and old.

But Cass seemed oblivious. Anyone who didn't know him would think he was relaxed, even indifferent, but blue eyes that glittered like the gems he hunted, were locked on hers, consuming her from three feet away.

"Hey, beautiful," his voice a rough gravelly version of its usual silken timbre. He looked tired. Dark circles lined his eyes, deeper than when she'd seen him last.

She knew exactly when that was—one year ago. Make that eleven months, twenty-six days and… her fingertips counted—six hours.

And she knew what he'd been up to since, not that she'd been keeping tabs. New South Wales was not so far away when it came to the opal community, and their mutual contacts in the industry seemed to think she needed to be informed. They said he was on the trail of a rare blue-black.

But what was he doing here?
Cass McKay was a highly esteemed gem hunter. They'd met five years before when she showed up at a dig in Campos Borges in Southern Brazil to purchase a fire opal the size of a man's fist. The opal disappeared and Elektra hired Cass to find the gem, but she hadn't expected to fall for the gem hunter.

"Cass," her voice caught as she drank in the sight of him. She licked her lips, and desire flashed in his eyes. Elektra felt like a woman parched from a long trek across the Sahara only to find an oasis appearing suddenly in front of her. He looked so damn good.

Her mouth was as dry as that desert. Her hand splayed over her stomach to stay the traitorous little pheromones jumping up and down, crying, "Yippee, Cass is here."
He was the last person on Earth she had expected to see.

"I––I thought you were at Lightning Ridge." She gave herself a mental head slap. Mistake. Big mistake. She schooled her features into a mask of indifference.
Cass' smile softened the lines around his eyes. "I was. Now, I'm here." One golden brow rose, "You keeping track of me, sheila?" His Down Under hat tilted as he looked her up and down.

Cass didn't try to hide his pleasure. His pulse sped up taking in the sparkling midnight dress that hit her mid thigh and clung to every luscious curve, "You're looking..." hot, mouth-watering, drop-dead beautiful—untouchable, "smashing, sheila."
Cass watched her chin rise, her shoulders straighten. The gauntlet she'd flung down at his feet; he’d been waiting for it—craved it.
Elektra Charpentier was the toughest, most frustrating, most alluring woman he'd ever known, and he loved her with a passion that rivaled her obsession for her precious opals. She was like Meth, and like any addiction, when the substance wasn’t available, the withdrawal was hell. That's where he’d been for the last eleven odd months—in Hell. He'd let her down, and she'd broken his heart. Sent him away and like a wuss, he'd stayed away, hit the turps, licked his wounds. But now, he intended to win her back, and he had the perfect bait.

Looking like she'd just come from one of those fancy shindigs in her five-inch heels, they stood nearly eye to eye. His gaze strayed to the spot between her breasts where the fabric draped provocatively to her waist. Heart pounding, he spotted the perfect fire opal pendant nestled over her heart.

"You kept it," he breathed, lost in memories, desire, and regret…
Perfectly manicured fingers rose to her mouth... waiting, but he needed to play out his hand. Keeping his voice even was as hard as his donger and rather than ask what was on his mind—what party she'd been to, and with whom, all he said was, "Business is good, I hear."
Her shoulders relaxed. "I've been invited to put "Beauty" on display at the Metropolitan..." Her voice trailed off.

So, he's been keeping track as well, Elektra thought with satisfaction but she was determined to deny the heat racing along her limbs. She wasn't known in professional circles as the Ice Queen for nothing. Squaring her shoulders, striving for nonchalance, she tossed her hair, but forgot it was in a sleek French twist. Several strands escaped their pins and before she could stop herself she lifted a hand to smooth them.

"Stop," Cass said, as he crowded his big, steely body into her space. "I love that haughty 'don't touch me' look." He chuckled. "Don't bother denying it, sheila. I know you too well."
His warm breath traveled past her ear and he moved even closer, the fabric of his shirt brushing her breasts, making her shiver. "Your body sings for me."
She felt that unique vibration, like the tug on a divining rod then her mouth was just beneath his. Close, so close. Her tongue flicked over her dry lips and touched his.

His ragged intake made her realize she’d closed her eyes anticipating his kiss, but when she opened them, his blazing perusal was at odds with his soft words. "Are you going to let me in, Elektra?"
Her name on his lips was the most erotic thing she'd experienced in a year. She shook herself. They were breath on breath. Let him in… In her mouth? In her body? In her life? She let out a long, bemused sigh.

He stooped down and retrieved her keys. "Unlock the door, sweetheart."
Asked the lion of the mouse.

Desire radiated from him like waves from a nuclear blast. She had to stop this now if she was going to maintain her distance.

"Of course," her contrary voice answered. His hip brushed hers. Her nerves zinged and she nearly dropped the keys again trying to fit them in the keyhole, but he reached out and steadied her hand on the knob. Only one person would believe her capable of such discomposure and her traitorous body was responding to him, seeking surcease from a long season of discontent, a sensual drought.

Turning her hand with his, they opened the door to her design studio.

She felt his strong hand on her skin as it drifted down the open back of her dress into the dip below her waist. His lips found the back of her neck, brushing the skin and inhaling in a long slow sigh, like a jungle cat scenting its mate.

The door closed behind her with a snick.
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"You are a challenge, sheila," his words traveled past her ear, "but God, how I’ve missed you."
 She took mini-umbrage at being called a challenge, but her heart escaped its self-imposed boundaries at his sincerity. She savored the touch of his fingers as they skimmed along her jaw, the soft strands of his lion's mane brushing her neck, the flat hard ridges of his abdomen against her arm.

Light from the front window reflected on the myriad gems and cabochon art at the back of the dark room. His hand closed on her arm a split second before he spun her around, his body crushing hers against the flat surface of the door.

"I can't stand it any longer," he growled, his mouth descending over hers. The voracious kiss seared her to her soul and the lioness leapt to match the thrust of his tongue as his hand plunged down the back of her dress to her hips, pressing her against his rigid length. Her tongue plunged and played in his mouth. He sucked on it as if he could pull her essence into him. His familiar scent was like an outback wind across soft supple leather.

Her body accepted what her mind aimed to deny. More, it said, please.

Lifting her leg he pressed that hard male heat against the part of her that wept for him.

She groaned a protest when he ended the kiss, then he buried his lips against her neck and sucked on the delicate zone beneath her ear.

"Cass," his name tumbled from her lips. "Oh, God, Cass, I want you."
He broke off, indecision shining in his eyes, and he dropped the hand supporting her leg. The loss of contact brought shock and a desperate need to touch him. On unsteady legs, she gripped the doorframe, emotions swirling. "What?"
Blue eyes blazed in the reflected light, hot with purpose. "If we continue, you'll more than just want me, sheila."
Six months ago she might have still been strong enough to deny him, but not now. It had been too long, and the fire in her blood matched the longing in his eyes.
His breath tickled her cheek, his tongue flicking across her sensitive ear. Inhaling sharply, she angled her head when his teeth nibbled at her earlobe, followed by the tinny sound of her earring hitting the floor. He stabbed his tongue in and out of her ear, mimicking their love act, then planted light kisses over her eyelids, down her cheek, to her mouth.

Elektra was awash in the sensations of Cass' mouth, the hard linen-covered press of his chest. Her arms drifted up from the door to drape around his broad shoulders.

He tugged on her bottom lip with his teeth, withdrew, smiled when she moaned. Fingers stroked her throat, trailed along her collarbone teasing her breath into short pants. His tongue explored her shoulder blade, arriving at one thin strap. With a nipping touch of his teeth, he plucked the strap from its place on her shoulder.
As it fell she looked down to see his fingers smooth the material away and roll her nipple, shooting sparks of need to her core. While he toyed with her breast, his other hand cupped her sex through her dress, pressing the material into the moist depths. Then his lips sealed the deal, traveling up the column of her throat along her jaw to her mouth.

The second his mouth slanted over hers the slow seduction ended, making way for an explosion of longing, aching desire and pent up frustration. A year seemed an eternity. He held her face between his hands, plundered her mouth, as if afraid she'd run.

But she turned the tables on him, taking the lead, her tongue dueling for dominance. Silently she begged him to stop the crazy foreplay.
Unable to lower the fabric on her other shoulder he simply grabbed the fabric of her bodice and rent it in two. Another tug and the tattered remains drifted down her arms, beads and sequins spinning off like a mad torrent of midnight runners, leaving only the necklace between her flushed and quivering breasts.

Skimming his big hands down to her wrists, he lifted her arms above her head and wrapped her fingers around the edge of the doorframe. "Leave them."
His hands stroked the arched contours of her upper body. "I thought I remembered how beautiful your breasts were," his voice dropped to a whisper, "but I was wrong."
Then her breast was in the hot warmth of his mouth, tendrils of electricity shooting up from below as he suckled. She dug her nails into the wood. Thrusting her pelvis against his, a hoarse cry escaped as he made rough love to her breasts.

Desire rolled over her defenses like a Louisiana storm. She wanted to crawl inside him, meld their bodies like the figures in Gadan's Heart of Passion.

"Please," she groaned.
He lifted his head, scorching her with his gaze. "Please what, sheila?"
She rasped, "I want your skin against my breasts, Cass."
Cass stroked the swells of her breasts with his hair, nuzzled with his nose, laved with his tongue. "Mmm."
Slowly, he stripped off his shirt and flung it away.

He twined his fingers through hers against the doorframe. She tugged against his grip.
His sheila, such a control freak. "Watch," he commanded, as he pressed the furred muscles of his chest against her nipples and moved, back and forth. Back. And forth. He loved watching her relinquish that formidable restraint with eyes glazed, breath stuttering, the flushed ivory swells panting—for him.

Cass' work-roughened hands skimmed down Elektra's arms, across her collarbone, trailing a dizzying path to her buttocks. Cupping her firmly in his hands, he thrust his rock hard erection against her in a slow, sensual pantomime.
"Do you feel that, sweetheart?" He stroked again. "Have you missed the 'old fella' in your puss?"
His use of the Aussie slang brought a world of memories— him chasing her along the reef only to catch her and make love in the shallow green waters, the wash of tiny waves like a mother’s soothing touch.
Her body writhed against his.

His chest hair grazed her nipples. "Admit it." He pulled a pin from her hair, grabbed a handful of the silken mass, and forced her to meet his gaze. "You ache for it as much as I do."
His big body quivered as he moved sinuously against her mound, his palm sliding from her hair to her breast and hovering. His nostrils flared. The muscle in his jaw flexed. He caught only her nipple between his thumb and index finger and squeezed.
"Damn it, Cass."
Her head rolled from side to side against the hard door.

"Answer me or I'll leave you standing here with that creamy river between your thighs."
With the gleaming gaze of a predator, he reached down and slipped his fingers under her skirt, between her legs and ravaged, making her want to scream. Long, tortuous seconds later he brought the proof of her desire to his lips.

"Say it. Say you’ve missed me, Elektra."
Oh, Cass. She closed her eyes, trying to think. If she wasn't careful, the pain she'd caused them both a year ago, would be for nothing.

"Yes, yes. I've missed it."
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Cass stilled. She'd "missed it"— the sex. Her words hurt, but he wouldn't let that discourage him, it was early yet in his plan.

Her hair looked like a black silken river tumbling over her breasts. He followed the path with his tongue, nuzzling her skin below the pendant, bringing her back to the present. 

"You smell incredible."
"Cashmere M—," she said breathlessly, as he distracted her with little nips near her navel.

He associated her fragrance with hot summer sex, sultry Latin dance, and a country they both loved. That had been the worst. When he could no longer smell her on his skin, his clothes, or catch her scent in the air nearby.
A woman had walked by him wearing that cologne a few months ago, and he'd nearly lost his mind. Dark dreams haunted his nights. He’d come to the point where he couldn’t take another step, couldn’t deal, or search, or sleep without losing himself in memories of her. His workers had been close to mutiny, and Monty had thrown up his hands, threatening to "knock some sense" into him with his own pickax, and returned to Brazil.
Then, two days ago, Monty called with the news, and Cass prayed— hell, he'd have sold his soul— for a second chance. He'd walked out of the camp and onto a plane, twenty-five hours ago.
He’d had twenty-five hours of memories and grueling self-doubts, twenty-five hours to wonder how she would respond to him, if she would even see him. And here he was, finally, in heaven, with his lips savoring her smooth skin, her lush body flushed and willing beneath his.

She angled her hands in his hair, pressing his face against her chest. His body responded with another hard thrust of his cock against her. She offered her mouth to him for another long tangle of tongues, the taste of her as essential as food.

His heart pounded, beating to Elektra's rhythm. Her hand fumbled impatiently with his zipper, and he chuckled, positioning her hand over him, guiding it up and down with firm pressure. Frustrated, she unzipped his pants and slipped her hand inside, encircling his erection, stroking him. He loved the feel of her hands— her lips on his throat, but ached for more.

Sliding to his knees, he ripped the dark skirt up the center. His hands spread her petal soft lips, opening her to the quick strokes of his tongue. Lapping at her slick heat, he closed his lips around the sensitive nub and tugged, until she gasped, squirming against the door.

He glanced up, met and held her heavy lidded gaze as he inserted two fingers into her and pumped, explored, lingered at the edge, then added another finger, filling her.

"Listen, sheila. Do you hear the people on the street outside?" He continued to work his fingers in and out, tweaking her clitoris with his thumb.

Elektra had been in her own world, the sensuous otherworld Cass had created. She'd completely forgotten the world on the other side of the door, the shoppers, tourists, even her neighbors. But it wasn't enough to negate the joy she felt at having him with her again, inside her. Everything would be all right; she'd figure it out. She had to. With Cass' body so close to hers, his mouth on hers, seeing his beautiful blue eyes lit with passion only for her, she was forced to admit how much she'd missed him. But she knew how much was at stake. Fear shivered through her.

She'd been deluding herself to think she could keep that damn bargain anyway. If necessary, she'd move to Australia. All she had to do was keep him away from South America. 

His tongue licked a path from her damp curls to her navel. "Cass." She moaned with frustration, removing her hand from the frame to press his head between her thighs. But he resisted.
"Does it turn you on to think they might hear me love you? They may even be able to catch your reflection in the mirror over there."
Her eyes darted to the mirror nearby and her pussy tightened around his fingers. He stood, reached around her. Then the lion shed his tame veneer. "And they'll surely hear this."
As if it had only been hours since he'd touched her and not a year of barren, endless days, Cass cupped her butt, lifted her and wrapped her legs around his waist. In one powerful stroke, he filled her slick sheath, thrusting her against the door with a solid whump. "Oh, yes— " she said as he held her there, his body strong, unwavering, while she quivered, guarding her feelings.

For Cass, being inside her was about more than her velvet heat, more than that tight haven stretching around him. He squeezed his burning eyes against the soul deep sense of... coming home.

He thrust and withdrew, the muscles in his thighs bunching and flexing as he stroked into her from different angles because one specific angle, one powerful stroke couldn't assuage his need. He must get deeper, crawl into her.
Elektra met his thrusting like a woman haunted. And she had been. Haunted by the distance between them, emotional and physical. Haunted by memories of him. Haunted by what she'd done. Haunted by the prospect of never seeing him again.

She squeezed his shoulders, her nails biting into his flesh. He spun her away from the door and laid her across the workbench, one hand on the table beside her head, the other plucking the tiny sensitive nub where his body met hers. The smooth surface cooled her fevered skin, and his hot breath tickled her ear, "I want to hear you say my name when you come."
He reached for her nipple and tugged. "Say my name, Elektra." He pounded into her, stroking deep. She responded to him with abandon, her heels on his ass, her strong thighs pulling him back to her as he withdrew. "Don't stop..."
Holding just the tip inside her, he said, "Maybe I'm going too fast. Should I stop?"
"No, Cass. No." She pleaded with him, her heart in her eyes. "Love me."
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Elation surged through Cass. "I do, Sweetheart," he whispered as he buried himself completely in the moist heart of the woman he loved.

The walls of her pussy gripped the entire length of his shaft. He stopped kissing her to enjoy her body's response, hear her scream his name, her flush spreading across the ivory globes from the intensity of her orgasm.

Unable to hold off any longer, he again took up the rhythm. She flexed her hips to meet him stroke for stroke, the legs of the workbench squeaking to the rhythm.

"Feel me inside you, sheila?" With his penis buried to the hilt, he said, "Come again for me, babe." At the peak of the mating dance, his rhythm increased until her pussy again spasmed around his cock and he erupted inside her.

Cass sprawled across her, his breathing accelerated, but eased back when he felt a burn on his chest. Drawing back he saw the opal's aura flare within its setting. He pressed his palm to it. It felt hot against his palm, but when he lifted it, he saw no mark on her skin.
He felt a minute thrill. Her opal was living up to its legend. He took it as a sign that he was on the right path— this woman was his destiny. Not that he needed a gem to tell him what his heart had known for nearly five years.

Cass scooped Elektra off the worktable and lifted her into his arms. With her head under his cheek, he felt drunk on her exotic scent. He carried her up the stairs to her apartment on the second floor. He stood in the doorway of her bedroom in no hurry to relinquish her warmth.
Nothing had changed. The dark luxurious tapestries and silk cushions gave the Turkish decor a sensuous feel. It was a far cry from the last bed they'd shared, that February day eleven months ago.
He didn't intend to go back now to those dark, hopeless days, days without Elektra's spark.

As he laid her on the plush mattress, she stirred. She looked up at him drowsily, a dreamy tender expression on her face. Shucking his pants quickly, he covered her with his body, slid inside her, her warmth surrounding him.

Her eyes tilted up at the corners and with a mischievous glint, she squeezed him. He jerked and Elektra covered her mouth with the back of her hand.
Flipping her so that she sat atop him, he wound her hair around his index finger, guiding it into a swirl around one nipple. Her pussy tightened again. He pulsed upward. She put her hand down behind her and cupped his balls, gently squeezing them.

"Reach for the headboard," she said.

His sheila loved to play games. He moved both hands to the top of the brass rail.
Elektra forgot to breathe. God, he looked good. His body was a masterpiece. His biceps flexed as he gripped the brass above his head. The position put the definition of his torso on display and she played her fingers along the ridges, marveling at the way the muscles jumped under her fingertips.

He groaned, lengthening inside her. And he felt good. Her index finger created lazy Ss tracing the line of blond fur to his groin. She pressed her lips between the wide planes of his chest, scraped his nipples with her teeth and his eyes flared. "I could make a lot of money renting you out for photo ops."
She raised her hips deliberately, loving the slow slide up the length of his shaft, and then she took him into her again, riding him. She lifted her hair, the arch of her back and her upraised arms thrusting her breasts forward. Teasing, she moved her hips slowly to the silent strains of a familiar slow rumba. Side to side, she mimicked the dance tilting her hips, squeezing the rod at her center.

Recognition lit his eyes as he imagined the tune, remembered the notes of the guitar and strains of violins. She upped the pace.

He took up the rhythm matching her moves, their sensual rumba resurrecting memories of them on the Brazilian sand surrounded by the green waters of Recife's ocean pools, in clubs with their friends clapping the beat and cheering them as they choreographed their love on the hardwood floor.

Now, that dance of desire bridged their rift, as if it hadn't been a canyon, but a mere trickle over a narrow pebbled stream. As their pace increased, a flicker of hope settled around her heart. Could it really be this easy? Elektra wondered.

She planted her hands on his magnificent chest, his nipples slipping between her fingers as he met her next rhythmic movement with a thrust of his own. She rode him, leaning forward to allow his tongue to suckle her aching nipples. Then her hunger was a Cat 4 hurricane, surging, gathering strength, annihilating all thought.
Removing his hands from the headboard to support her, he crowded her breasts together sucking each turgid tip with his hot wet lips. With each pass of his tongue and teeth, her pussy thrummed.

She scraped her clit against him then color and light exploded behind her eyes as she came, and found herself on her back with her head draped over the side of the bed.
Cass slowed his pace enjoying Elektra's satisfied smile, but he wasn't finished. He rocked back and forth, holding her there on the edge of the bed and another orgasm. "Those beautiful tits, just begging for my mouth," he rasped in a hot whisper across her skin.

"Take them," she begged as her back arched toward him.

He took one in his mouth and played with the other until she cried out, meeting his crest with her own.
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In the quiet moments after, as he lay curled around her and their breathing returned to normal, he simply said, "I found it."
"The Blood," she breathed out— reverently, he imagined, and his heart dropped. Even though he'd anticipated her reaction to the news, he lamented the stone's importance to her. But when she looked at him with a curious uncertainty, he leaned over and set the hook, whispering, "I'm going to Recife to get it, and when I return, I'll put the 'Blood' in your hand."
They made love again, and it seemed that while he treasured the slow rise to her peak and the tender fall into his arms, she gained a feverish energy from their joining, bringing her enthusiasm over his news to her lovemaking.

Afterward, he watched her sleep, his arm draped across her stomach, afraid she'd slip away.
Maybe he was an idiot to dangle that damned opal like a golden carrot, hoping it would bind her to him; a partnership like that would be temporary at best. But he wasn't settling for temporary. Not this time. Whether the legend about the Blood Opal was true or not, he’d use it to make Elektra his, once and for all.
Squeezing her eyes tightly in a vain effort to hold back tears, Elektra lay quiet pretending to sleep until she heard Cass' even breathing. He'd found that wretched opal. That meant going back to Brazil. To Vargas' territory. Now what?

Nothing was ever easy. Certainly the last year had not been. She'd hurt Cass, deliberately. She knew what he thought, that she didn't love him. That she'd only been after the opal. And she had let him believe that because it suited her purpose.

So what did he think now? That she was just having sex with him because it was always good between them? Maybe he hadn't actually intended to, just like she'd for a fleeting moment thought— but no. When Cass appeared on her doorstep, any and all thoughts had flown. She could no more turn him away than the sand could turn away the sea. She was the violin; he was the strings. She was the music— Cass, the dance.

She must go with him, must protect him, and to do that she must prevent him from discovering what she’d done.

Cass awakened to the smell of coffee and called to Elektra, "I'm going to hit the shower."
"Lunch in twenty minutes." She called back.

Lunch. Well, he wasn't surprised what with the jet lag and the hours he and Elektra had spent getting reacquainted. Without her he'd merely survived, endured— existing in grayscale, a pale, colorless imitation of their time together. There'd been no other woman for him since they'd split. Like the lion, he’d chosen his mate.

The shower curtain slid back. "Mind if I join you?"
She reached for his wet hair and dragged his mouth down to hers, grinding her pelvis against his rising shaft. With soapy hands he skimmed her ribs, around and around the peaks of her breasts, teasing them to erectness, following the suds to the globes of her ass.
She sank to her knees before him, the water sluicing down their bodies in rivulets. Placing her hands against his hips she took the engorged head of his cock between her lips, moving it in and out slowly, making his eyes close and his legs go weak.

Elektra remembered what he liked, every angle, every stroke, every flick against the veined perfection in her mouth. He groaned and she stopped, watching the water sluice down the perfectly cut muscles of his abdomen and legs. She never tired of looking at him, like so many of the great works of art, though with his bronze skin and what she'd playfully called his "lion's fur", he'd always reminded her of a big sinuous cat, especially when he danced.

She took him deep into her throat.
"That's right, baby, suck my donger down."
His hips began to move as she used her mouth like a fine instrument, taking him deeper, and using her tongue to pull previously unreached decibels of desire out of him. He purred.

Her hand slid around his ass, gripping one cheek firmly in her hand, another steely part of him that denied a pinch of lust from her. Her finger slid between the valley at the base of his spine and stroked, up and down, while she withdrew and flicked her tongue across him.

Suddenly, he lifted her from her knees, his bulging biceps placing her against the back wall of the shower. He placed one of her feet on the ledge of the tile running his fingers through her pubic hair, while he sucked on her nipples. When he raised his head, bunsen burner blue eyes blazed into hers.

"One of these days, I'm going to bring you to orgasm just by sucking your luscious tits." He resumed his attentions working his way down her body until he found her dripping center.

"Skip the lunch, I'll just feast on this."
And he did.

With one hand tweaking her clit and the other mimicking his cock inside her he nibbled at the weeping folds, dining on the juice from her pussy.

She writhed under his ministrations, her nerve endings firing a series of colorful images in her brain. From her navel to her womb, the sparks rocked her like a Sydney fireworks display.

"Now, Cass." She drew him up to her. He licked his way back up to her nipples. Sucked each one until she groaned, then lifted her to bring her thighs around his hips plunging into her. She didn't know if she could stand to be any closer to him. A bevy of emotions roiled in her chest—regret, relief, fear, but most of all, love.

His speed increased like a perfectly tuned piston. She came apart as he slammed one last time deep into her core.

He cried her name as he came, the sound ringing off the bathroom walls.

She stood spent, her head on his strong shoulder, water cooling her heated skin.

"I'm surprised the water hasn't turned to steam," she said, still breathless after a long span of nothing but water beating against walls and the floor of the stall.

No response, only his deep breathing. She tried to look up at him but he held her head to his chest, and for just a moment his breath shuddered beneath her cheek.

He let her go, but turned away plunging his face in the cold shower spray. "Cass—"
"Do you need the soap?" he'd spoken over her. "I'm through, I'll let you finish up and go get some brekkie."
He placed the soap in the container on the wall, pulled the curtain back and stepped out, leaving her to wonder— what had just happened?
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Elektra found Cass dressed in khaki shorts and a tan leather vest, sitting at the island counter and studying his coffee intently. "I'll fix some waffles," she said hesitantly and went to gather the ingredients.

Cass was shaken. He’d been a fool to think he could keep his emotions in check. After all, this was Elektra—his Elektra. He'd damn near wept at the perfection of their lovemaking. For twelve magical hours, it was as if nothing had ever come between them. Nothing except one very rare, very elusive opal. If he was forced to let her go, he'd track her future lovers down and give them a slow, painful death.
Well, no worries. Because he wasn't going to allow that to happen.

He watched Elektra mix the batter. She'd chosen too small a bowl and rather than pour it into a larger bowl, she stubbornly dug down to the bottom, scraping and working at the mix until it was thick and smooth and ready for the iron. Which was very much the way she approached issues that affected her life, including their relationship. When she met a challenge she hunkered down like a soldier in a foxhole until she could out think, out shoot or out wait her opponent. Usually, the other party surrendered.

She'd grown up in an toxic environment. After her parents' divorce, her wealthy father had dribbled support to her and her mother, deliberately denying it at the most crucial times to express his control over the "pathetic creatures".

Elektra finally escaped his cruelty when she'd won a full scholarship followed by an internship under one of the leading artisans in France. After her tenure, she'd opened The Mystic Opal in New Orleans, garnering acclaim for her sculptures and vowing never to be powerless again.

As he watched her, he acknowledged that the ruthlessness others saw was but a defensive reflex—a wall her confidence and security needed. Maybe he should stop banging his head against that brick wall.

Had her relationship with him been real, or merely— a perk? He wondered now in retrospect if he'd been wrong. The familiar grey fog of depression slithered around his heart. Even if they could retrieve the Blood, would Elektra ever be able to give him what he craved— her heart and her trust?

They ate in silence, then she set the dishes aside. As she sipped her coffee she trailed her fingers across his forearm.

"So, are you going to keep me in suspense?"
He let out a deep breath and leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. "I heard from Monty."
"And?"
His friend, Lucero Palacios Montano, Monty, often worked as a scout for Cass' acquisition activities. He pursued leads on gems with exclusive marketing potential, ferreted out the most coveted and most obscure stones as well as new finds in the opal mines, Cass' prime interest.

"After you left…" His voice trailed off and he looked into his cup. She'd thrown the loss of the Blood Opal at him, walked away after he'd asked her to marry him, with no more than a pale goodbye.

He cleared his throat. "I put Monty on the trail of the Blood. I figured if it wasn't cut up or sold to a private collector, he'd get a lead eventually."
Her eyes widened. "You've had him looking for it for a year?" She shook her head, frowned. "Cass, I'll pay you back."
Cass' eyes sparked and he slammed his fist on the kitchen table. "I don't want your bloody money—" You know what I want, he thought. He glared at her, breathing heavily for a full ten seconds. She was the first to look away. He sighed and slumped back against his chair.

"I let the Blood get stolen out from under me. No one steals from me and gets away with it." Anger heightening, his brogue thickened, the icy tone reminding her that his easy-going Down Under nature masked a tenacity that invoked trepidation in his competitors.

The Blood Opal had been stolen during the boisterous and disruptive time of Carnival. They'd been celebrating with friends, dancing—totally wrapped up in each other.

"It wasn't your fault, Cass. You were—"
"Tricked. I felt like a bloody doonga."
She winced at his favorite word for the lowest type of fool— inept, awkward. There was no more inappropriate word to describe this canny and resourceful man. The hit to his honor was as obvious to Elektra as blood on snow, and her stomach clenched. The arm under her hand vibrated with tension.
What could she have done differently? How many times had she been over this, late at night when the yearning for him had wrought first dreams, then tears of recrimination?

"Cass, there was nothing you could have done. I'm sorry I blamed you."
"No." He jerked away. "I know what that stone meant to you."
She chewed on her fingernail and tried to sound casual. "So it's still in Brazil?" He'd assumed the stone would be cut and resold, never to be found.

"Yes, I've made a reservation to fly to Guararapes in the morning. Monty says it's exactly as it was when I bought it from Vargas. And get this. Some whacker on the inside sold us out."
Elektra's hand tightened involuntarily and her throat constricted.

His voice was pure steel. "I should have known he'd try something, given the cheating bastard's reputation."
"I'm going," she said suddenly. "Call the airlines and I'll go pack a bag."
"No, Elektra. It’s dangerous."
How well she knew that. "You're not going without me. Don't even try to talk me out of it. If you leave me, I'll be on the next flight."
He huffed and ran his fingers through his bronze streaked hair.

"So what's our itinerary? I have to get Marie to mind the store."
"The plane leaves at three-thirty with stops at Charlotte, and Belo Horizonte, landing in twenty-two hours in Recife. If we're lucky. Monty will have someone waiting with transportation. Until then he’s got someone glued to Vargas. We can't use the Rio airport— you know how it is during Carnival. I'll be even luckier to get you a reservation on the same plane."
And it won't be cheap, thought Elektra. "Don't you think it would be best to take a private plane from Belo Horizonte? Vargas is sure to have eyes at key locations like the airport in Guararapes."
Cass blinked. He was bushed not to have thought of that. "Good point. Maybe Monty can rent a plane at Neves. I'll call him. Elektra, it's not necessary for—"
She leaned over him and gave him a long, deep kiss. Of gratitude? Bugger, he didn't want her gratitude. He got up abruptly, ran his fingers across his stubbled jaw. "Look, I have to, uh, do some things. I'll be back in an hour. You got a tinny?"
She rubbed her forehead but pointed to the refrigerator. "Tooheys, your favorite."
Cass grabbed the beer from the box and escaped before he said something he might regret. "An hour," he said, as he walked out, shutting the door with a little more force than necessary.
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The US Airways Airbus provided luxurious light grey recliners and a PC console for each passenger to watch TV, browse the internet, or order food. For close to twelve thousand dollars one way for the two of them, they ought to serve the best, Elektra thought.
She sipped champagne as she gazed down on the ocean below. Cass snored lightly in the seat beside her. Her fingers twitched, wanting to stroke his longish hair back from his dark stubbled jaw, heart aching, as she watched him sleep. He was simply the best person she knew. And she didn't deserve his love.

He'd made his feelings clear many times over the last five years chipping away at her resistance. She'd been so close to accepting his proposal in Recife last year during carnival. She rested her head on the seat back.

"Oh, damn." Memories flooded in of the times they'd hiked and snorkeled with Monty and Elena, and of course the dancing.

For three blissful years she and Cass had done everything together. A superb Latin dancer, he'd taught her the forro, Brazil's special rumba, and they'd joined in the Samba celebrations.

When the heavy beat had begun, he'd pulled her into his arms and wound his body around hers relying on his strength and limber muscles, sliding his hands down her body, turning her fluidly, each movement precise, preordained through centuries of Latin rhythm. With their bodies entwined the world fell away and she'd lost herself in him.

And yes, she'd feared losing the autonomy she'd worked so hard to gain. She had plans for her business. Wanted acclaim for her designs. Wealth wasn't important to her, but before falling for Cass, proving her father wrong had been her single motivating factor. She'd been on the verge of having it all when she'd hired Cass to find the elusive Blood Opal— a monstrous and perfect red-orange stone. She'd already imagined the piece she would create when it had been stolen.

She opened her eyes to study him. The urge to touch him was too strong. She laid her palm gently on his chest, content to feel his heartbeat beneath her hand. Maybe she could have handled it differently. She bit her lip at the memory of her harsh words.

Using the touch screen on the console she typed in the town where Monty said Vargas now lived. Naturally, Vargas wasn’t in the phone directory, but Monty said he "worked" on his cousin’s plantation.
Cass stirred and yawned. "Guess I got a quick nap."
She laughed, "If you call five hours of snoring a nap."
"Well, we won't have much time for sleep when we get there. Have you ordered dinner?"
"No, I was googling Olinda." She switched screens to the menu and asked, "What would you like—chicken divan, filet mignon, or poached salmon?"
"You know me. Steak and a spud. Rare."
She touched their order onto the screen and said, "Let me show you what I've found before we land."
Ten hours later, as Cass put the small plane in a circle over the Boa Viagem, Elektra imagined the parties that would take place that night on the beach especially during Carnival week. They'd spent many, many evenings on this beach, dancing to acoustic rhythms with only the light of bonfires and the moon, and afterwards, they'd slipped into the warm green waters and awakened the sun with their lovemaking.

The normally colorful buildings lining the canals were subdued under the stormy skies, but were still a welcome sight. She'd missed this city.

"Do you think we have time to get some Churrasco?" Elektra asked. Her mouth watered for the gaucho style barbeque.

"Probably. Look, there's the Basilica." He pointed, then flipped his phone open to advise Monty of their ETA.

In the distance, lightning flashed brilliantly against high grey clouds. Listening he turned to Elektra, eyes narrowed. The A Team’s plan was coming together, she thought.

He motioned to the window. "That storm is approaching fast so we won't move on Vargas until the weather clears. Monty's got a man on the inside at the villa and he says the delay is no problem."
To Monty, he said, "We'll be at the Palace." He frowned, pinched the bridge of his nose then cast a glance at Elektra. "Hold on, I'll ask her."
He placed his phone down on his leg and spoke said, "Monty said the Gaytans have a room prepared for us. And they planned dinner." He grit his teeth, obviously averse to defending or explaining their current relationship to their friends.

His eyebrows rose, indicating it was up to her, and apparently she surprised him when she said, "I'd love to see them." Rosario and Maria Gaytan didn't do small dinners. All of their friends would be there. There’d be music and dancing. It would be like old times only...not.

She looked away.

After arranging where to meet Monty, Cass hung up and leaned back against the seat.

"If you want to stay at the Palace, we can—"
"It's fine."
He scrubbed his face with his large graceful hands and sighed. "Elektra, you know they'll be expecting..."
"Cass, the Gaytans are family. Can’t we enjoy this one evening with them before we have to think about all the other? They know we're here to get the opal back. Beyond that, let's take it as it comes. We don't have time to get into all this now, do we?"
He faced the window as he began their descent into Maceió. "No."
Definitely, no. He could wait forever to hear her tell him they would go their separate ways.

He had to find a way to make this—them, permanent, forever.

Bookmark:Chapter Eight
Chapter Eight
With lightning flashing near the edges of the small runway, a wiry, dark haired man rushed forward. "Ola, Meu Amigo," he said in the native Portuguese he rarely used with them, and the year fell away. It was Monty. The back pounding he gave Cass made Elektra wince.
Releasing Cass, Monty faced Elektra and said formally, "It is good to see you both." His reserve hadn't been there eleven months before. Understandable—he was Cassidy's best friend. In the not so distant past, she'd had that distinction. While Cass made arrangements for a temporary hangar, she asked, "How did all of this come about, Monty?"
Monty was thoughtful, looking over his shoulder for Cass. When he was sure they were alone, he faced her squarely, lips set in a grim line. "You've probably noticed he is different... driven. He drinks too much, picks fights."
Elektra gasped, "Fights. Well, he did used to enjoy a tussle, but picking them…"
"That’s not all," Monty continued. "You did no' hear what happened in April?"
Elektra shook her head. "No, no one told—"
"He has been reckless. We dug him out of the Lightning Ridge mine after the tunnel he was in collapsed. He was unconscious for three days." Monty narrowed his eyes, accusingly at her.

She blinked rapidly, "I didn’t know, Monty."
"And if you’d known about it, what then?" When she looked away rather than answer, he added, "I believe he did no' want to wake up."
Elektra bit down on her finger, squeezed her eyes shut. It would have been her fault. The past and the future felt like they were both racing toward her with the speed of train.
"So I push my contacts to find that opal, or another. I was surprise' we found the Blood. Since then he has been a man with his mission. Compreenda?"
Elektra rubbed her forehead. What would she have done if she’d known about Cass’ accident?
Monty studied her, one brow rising. "This does not please you."
"I—" she would have to be a good liar to fool him. "Of course, I’m glad you found the Blood, Monty, but the idea of going up against Vargas to get it isn't my idea of an easy acquisition, especially since it puts my friends in danger."
She spotted Cass striding toward them. Monty put a hand on her shoulder and said quietly, fiercely, "Elektra, Ele é meu irmão, não machuca-o."
Elektra thought about his words. He is my brother. Don’t hurt him. One or all of them might be hurt before this was over. And she was afraid there was nothing she could do to slow down the train.
Cass and Monty got into the front of the Land Rover after stowing their bags. Elektra envied their easy camaraderie from the back seat, and did her best to ignore Monty’s glances. Monty had the dark good looks of the Brazilians with dark eyes and brows. His black hair fell straight across his forehead, and he was constantly brushing it back with his fingers. Standing side-by-side, Monty and Cass were breathtaking, each of them muscular and agile, and oozing the sensuality that caused female heads to turn.
Like Cass, Monty had an outgoing personality, which served them well in business, but in contrast to Cass' easy, unflappable demeanor, Monty could be downright scary at times.

Lately Cass was competing for the lead in the intensity department. She hadn't seen the easy-going side of him since he'd shown up on her doorstep.

Monty spoke while he drove toward town. "This," he waved his hand at the weather, "will be gone tomorrow. So we have time for old friends and celebration." He looked over his shoulder at her and clapped Cass on the shoulder.

Maybe if everything went well tomorrow night her world would right itself and things would be as they had been before. Elektra looked at the colorful carts and building decorations as they cruised down the Avenue Conselheiro Aguiar toward Old Town.

Preparations had long been under way for the Bloco de Carnaval, which would pull over a million people into the streets in less than a week. Monty turned down a narrow alley, and she smiled when Maria and Rosario stepped out the back door of A Casa de Gaytan, their restaurant and bar. She and Cass exited the Land Rover and found themselves swarmed by their Brazilian family.

"Today is a wonderful day, meu pouco um." Maria was the only person who could get by with calling Cass "little one".

She treated Elektra to a sweet motherly pat on the face and Elektra felt the burn of unshed tears. Glancing up at Cass, she wasn't surprised to find a look of tenderness on his face as well. He took Elektra's hand and they followed the Gaytans, Monty's girlfriend, Elena, and their friends into the bar.

The ensemble playing on the tiny stage was drowned out momentarily by shouts of "Ola, Cass" and "Boa Vinda, Elektra", then the rhythm cranked up to a brisk salsa.
Rosario pulled Elektra onto the dance floor where she found herself next to the exceptionally frisky Elena, who was moving around Cass in a way that had Elektra's blood simmering. Suddenly, Elena was dancing away in Monty's arms as Rosario took her hand and placed it in Cass'.

In that moment, with a dance that was all about flirting and celebration, Cass came alive. His expression gave her such joy and hope that things would work out. He swung her around, placing his left hand flat on her waist, pulling her hips flush to his. Bent at the waist, they pivoted round and round, then Cass spun her away into someone else's arms. She was passed from one partner to another eventually returning to Cass.

Feet planted, arms outstretched, she felt the hard fluid muscles of Cass' body pressed to her back. With his hand splayed flat on her lower belly, he tucked her hips into his, moving them as one. Sliding against each other, his other hand brushed across her shoulders down the length of her arm to feel the rising pulse at her wrist. Then with a snap of his hand, she spun away from him, but not before she registered a flash of pure happiness on his face.
After just a sip of an icy margarita, guitars, triangle and drums announced the start of the forro, her favorite dance next to Cass' rumba. The lyrics were poignant, a tale of yearning for an ex-lover. A bittersweet emotion knotted her throat. He took her hand, pulled her close with his right arm, his leg inserted between hers as they danced pelvis to pelvis. Squeezed between the other dancers, it was like they’d never been apart, their feet performing every step of the dance perfectly. The room held the sweet wild festivity of carnival, of a familia, with belonging and reunion permeating the air. She felt at home here with him.
As soon as the forro ended, the methodically slow boom..boomboom, boom..boomboom of the heavy drum announced the romantic rumba, the dance Cass had been performing the night she'd met him, five years ago. The crowd on the dance floor drew out to the edges in anticipation.
He moved a chair into the center of the floor and guided her firmly into it. Cheers began as his muscular body moved fluidly, sinuously to the rhythm of guitar strings, the violin and percussion.

His portrayal of an elegant proud rooster, all smooth strut and swagger, brought the song's origins into being, but after a few measures he pulled her to her feet. Only the sensuous beat held her within a hair's breadth, pelvis to groin, as she played the hen.
Time distorted, elongated, as the music crescendoed, then faded away, leaving only handclaps and drum beats. Two more measures of silent sliding and circling and he flicked his wrist. She collapsed backwards over his arm on the last boom, his hand splayed over her pounding heart.

It was as if time itself stopped. Cass' hot blue gaze seared a path from her eyes to her breasts. They were locked in their own universe, the sounds of the crowd falling away until it was just Cass, the man, and Elektra, his woman.
Reality intruded for Elektra with the crash of cymbals, and coming on the heels of pure elation— stark fear. She could lose him tomorrow. Again, in that moment she wondered if she should risk telling him the truth, trust him to deal with it.
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A pair of cold beers was thrust between them and the spell was broken. "Like old times, meus amigos," said Monty, clapping Cass on the back, as he took in the flush of Elektra's skin.

Elektra set her beer down on a nearby table and slipped away from the rowdy circle of friends. She needed time to think. Maria directed her to a room at the back of the living quarters.

Our room, she thought.

The Gaytans treated her as if she and Cass had never been separated. Rosario had said they simply couldn't accept it, and Maria said, when it was time, they would be in each other’s arms again, for good.

But even the raw emotion and earthy melding of their bodies on the dance floor hadn't convinced Elektra they could work things out. Secrets and danger stood in the way, and hurt. She wasn't a magician who could cast a spell, and much as people touted the fire opal as some enchanted gem that drew destined lovers together, she was too pragmatic to believe it. And sex with Cass had always rocked, but it would take more than sex to fix this problem.
Maria's belief was a lovely, if naïve sentiment, but she didn't know the whole story. If she had, she might not have been so welcoming.

Cass' mind wandered from the lively discussion carried on by two of the town's councilmen, when he realized Elektra was no longer in the room.

He excused himself, looking around. At the edge of the corridor linking the bar and restaurant to the Gaytans' home, he caught a flash of turquoise and followed. Surely she’d experienced the same emotions he had during their dance.
He wasn't sure why she was fighting him. It had seemed obvious from her responsiveness in New Orleans that she'd missed him and he planned to take advantage of that powerful connection to make her admit they belonged together. He wouldn't give her time to erect those protective walls.
If it hadn't been for the theft of the opal last year, they'd be together. Wouldn't they? He felt certain that blaming him for the loss of the opal had been a tactic, an excuse to keep him at arms length…but why? He refused to believe she didn't love him, though he'd recently questioned her true feelings, going so far as to believe her sole motivation had been to acquire the opal so she could make a statement to her father and boost her business.
Doubt crept in again as he remembered the times she’d dismissed him when he'd suggested they move in together, remembered her reluctance to accept his marriage proposal, her obsession to prove herself to her father and how the loss of the opal had affected her.

Would getting the opal back resolve her insecurities about her father? With the opal providing financial stability and artistic freedom would she finally be able to accept the happiness she deserved?

And would that happiness include him? Because that was the bottom line— did she love him or was he just a convenient and willing tool?

No, he refused to believe that. He had to believe he was close to getting a commitment from her. Once she had the opal in her hands, things would come together for them. There'd be nothing standing in the way. He watched as Elektra pushed open the door to their room.

Elektra was running. Like crossing thin ice over frigid waters, the weight of her guilt, the persistent pressure from Cass and the upcoming confrontation with Vargas threatened to drown her in their dangerous consequences.
If they were able to capture Vargas, Cass would be safe and she could make amends. Stall him a bit longer.
The door met resistance when she tried to close it and she looked down to find it blocked by a familiar boot. She backed away as Cass entered. The heat in his brilliant blue eyes said he was of a mind to resolve this here and now.

Spinning her around, he backed her up to the door, pressing his body close to hers. He was a pulsing drumbeat of desire, his heat scorching her to her soul.

"You have a thing for doors, McKay," she said.

"I have a thing for you, little hen," he said, just before he took her mouth, plundering until she cast her defenses aside and plundered back. The distant music provided the orchestration for another private, exclusive dance. He groaned when she slid against him to the sultry beat, encircling his leg with hers, stroking the fine hairs on his calves with her toe while her pelvis rocked against his swollen shaft. She broke the kiss catching sight of the vibrant red color over his shoulder.

Roses. So many red roses.
In vases on the low dresser, single rose stems on the pillows and fresh velvety petals scattered across the lacy bedding, on the sheets, and littering the floor. 
"They're beautiful," she whispered.

His hands slid to her waist, watching her eyes darken with heat, then doubt. He hated the doubt. "Like you, my sheila. Beautiful…soft…tough as a rose in winter," he said punctuating each word with a kiss. Again, he trailed his lips along her collarbone, up the long line of her throat to nibble on her ear lobe. As he spoke, his hands stroked her back, slipped one hand over her breast to tease the nipple.

She groaned, her head rocking back onto the door as he took her in his mouth, suckling through the fabric of her blouse. Her legs trembled and he scooped her up in his arms and laid her across the bed, the smell of pressed roses wafting up to her. Cass slid his hands under her blouse and pushed it up over her head, sweeping it off. Her hands went to his buttons helping him undo them quickly. Quickly, was her mantra. She must have her skin next to his.

His tawny mane brushed over her stomach and then she felt the air on her legs as he raised her skirt to her waist and planted kisses below the material at her waist, working his way down to the valley between her legs. She felt his finger slip inside her, then another and her hips left the bed as desire slammed through her.

"That's right, sheila. Let go. You're so wet. He rose to apply her juice to her nipples, sucked the excess off his fingers and replaced them in her pussy. I want to taste your honey on your breasts, and then I plan to eat your puss until you come for me."
He twirled his fingers around her nipple, following with his lips, sucking hard on the swollen tips. A cry escaped from her throat as he raised her buttocks with his hands and applied his lips to her swollen, dripping center. Her body ignited, her hips thrusting against his mouth as his teeth tugged at the edges of her folds and his tongue delved deep, sending her onto the crest of a wave.

His tongue dipped into her, licked the edges of her labia. His teeth tugged on the tender flesh eliciting another whine from her as she begged for release. His thumb pressed against the little nub as her breath started to come in pants and she twisted, wanting more, not knowing if she could stand more as she approached her peak.
One hand reached up to pull on her nipple while his teeth tended the swollen button at the head of her opening. 'Come for me, E. Fuck me with your cunnie. You smell so good. I can't wait to bury my donger deep inside you—"
She felt the excitement building as he talked, begged him to put his cock inside her. "Cass, I can't—"
"Yes you can, Sweetheart. He buried his mouth in her wet warmth, stabbing into her with quick strokes as he felt the beginnings of her climax. "That's it, sheila. Let go."
Her release was like a starburst of color and light, making everything fade away except the feel of Cass' fingertips, his tongue, his teeth. Then he was inside her and with each stroke the sensitive flesh of her sex swelled around him, her climax building once again as he plunged over and over, filling her completely.
She felt as if her soul was mating with his as their bodies bonded, like the sculpture she'd crafted. The waves of pleasure built again, starting as a warm tingling. The rhythm of his tongue on her nipples increased sending pulsing beats down her limbs and curling her toes into the bedspread as he played her with the delicate touch of a master musician. 

"Ah, Elektra, you'll be the death of me."
She felt his love, and his anguish, as he came and her release stumbled, breaking like a string before the song's completion, discordant notes oddly mingled with perfect ones. Tremors of unease stole across her skin.

She'd done exactly what she'd been trying to avoid. They were emotionally connected again, and Cass was in Recife, exactly where he shouldn't be. It spelled disaster.
He held her hard against him.

If she told him the truth now he was liable to do something crazy. And that might make things worse. Coward that she was, she couldn't bear to see the love in his eyes die—not until she had to. And if he pushed her away, she wouldn't be able to stay close to him.

Quiet moments passed. She lay still in his arms while he stroked her hair, thinking her asleep.

"I'll get your stone, Sweetheart. No matter what."
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Maria was making the final preparations for their meal while everyone gathered to plan the raid on Vargas' compound. She pulled a chair up next to Cass and Monty. There were ten men and women sitting around the table in serious discussion. Cass marked a map with circled initials representing each man or woman at various points.

"We go before dawn," Cass said. The rain had ended and they expected a foggy predawn, which would hide their approach to the villa but make travel touchy.

Monty spoke. "Elena's cousin just called. Vargas' uncle has arrived at the plantation for a meeting with Vargas. He thinks he's planning a move. And there's something else." He looked at each face, settling on Cass'.
She heard the tension in Cass' voice. "Tell me."
"There's a buyer coming in for the opal. Raul says there is a garage full of guns and drugs. We can bring him down for good if we time it right. Miguel will call a polícia when we are ready."
Elektra's gut cramped. This could all come to an end, and Cass would be safe. I need to get Cass aside and warn him.
Cass' smile was menacing, kindling his eyes to a manic ice blue. "Miguel, we don't want to risk losing him so wait for our signal."
The lanky young Brazilian looked eager but nodded seriously. "Sim."
Rosario spoke up. "All vehicles have been equipped. Ten men will go on foot, the rest will stay with the jeeps until five o'clock or on word from you or Monty."
Monty said, "I have Ten-oh-five, every one sync-up and get some rest."
Elektra watched the young locals as Monty reminded them of every important detail. They were capable and serious but not police or militia. Their lives would depend on their preparation.

"Let's walk outside and double check everything, Rosario," said Cass.

Elektra felt a hand on her arm, patting as if to comfort. "He will be okay," Maria said. "You still love him, yes?"
Elektra couldn't speak the words. She didn't deserve him.

"You know, meu coração, to bring your heart together with another, it does not make you weaker." She stroked Elektra's hair back from her face. "You and Cass are like my own crianças— children. My mother's heart aches to see you, what does Monty say… oh yes, 'spinning your wheels'." She caught Elektra's hand when she tried to rise. "Tell me Elektra, tell Mama Maria, what do you fear?"
Elektra sat. She had not expected Maria to be mother and friend to her, not once condemning her for the way she'd treated Cass a year ago. "Are you afraid of anything, Maria?" She felt her smile wobble.

"Sim, I fear— though infrequently, but I have Rosario to lean on and he has me. Tell me your fears, meu coração," she said as she turned Elektra's hand over in her own.

"I hurt Cassidy..." a sob slipped out, but she continued, "I didn't realize how much. I don't want to do that again."
"Ah, you fear only hurting Cassidy?" she asked, her knowing brown eyes lit with compassion.

Elektra was quiet for a moment—another one of those lines in the sand. "I'm afraid. My father..." she covered trembling lips with her free hand.

"Father," Maria spat. "Rosario is your father. A father does not give and take love to bring pain. A father loves. Elektra, unworthiness is a figment. We all are worthy. Believing in yourself, accepting the love your true family has to give, that will make you happy. Nothing will change your father. You should not try so hard to prove your value to a man who cares only for himself."
Maria squeezed her hand. "Yes, you hurt Cassidy. Your pain made you hurt him, but do you see how Rosario, the father of your heart treated you? Did he withdraw his love? No, because deeds, good or bad, cannot steal your love from your true family."

Elektra contemplated Maria's words, words she knew the Gaytans lived by.

"You are alma bela, a beautiful soul. Save your love for the one who gives everything for you, who loves you beyond reason, regardless of the pain you've inflicted on him."
Rosario stroked Elektra's hair back from her face, a tender mother's touch. Elektra thought about Rosario and Maria, about how they'd been there for her for the last five years. And a slender flower of hope blossomed in her chest.

Elektra asked hesitantly, "But what if I did something he can't forgive me for?"
"Ah, meu querido, your fear is based on false belief, that if you give your soul you will be vulnerable. Follow your heart. Would you like to know what I see?" She ran the tip of her finger down the lines in Elektra's palm.

Elektra nodded.
Maria spoke softly, surely, "One cycle at an end, a belief system reborn. If you control by withholding your love, love will forever be lost to you."
Elektra thought about Maria's words. Was she attempting to control the outcome with the Blood by withholding the truth from Cass? By doing so, she showed a lack of faith in his ability to handle his affairs and hers. For years he'd given her his respect and how had she responded? She knew Maria still thought the Blood was the reason she had pushed Cass away. She'd talk to Cass and Monty before they left.

She hugged Maria hard. "Thank you, Mama."
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One a.m. found the bar deserted as Cass threw back a shot of Cachaca, the strong native rum, and quickly poured another. They were as prepared as they could be with eight college age kids, two old men, a part time cop, three women, Monty and him.

His emotions were running the gamut from anticipation to worry, hope to despair. In the days since he'd returned and the opal was within reach, Elektra had become companionable, even flirtatious, but he realized now her heart was only engaged during their lovemaking. She seemed determined to keep him at a distance.

He downed the rum but as Elektra approached he set the shot glass down gently, deliberately on the table.

She was dressed in a flowered calf length skirt and a gypsy looking peasant blouse she must have borrowed from Elena. Pretty, so pretty. He was torn. When he'd returned originally, he'd been sure that all he'd have to do was get the opal, and she'd be so grateful she'd throw herself into his arms. But gratitude was underrated, and she was already in his arms, using him for great sex while she awaited delivery of the opal. He knew he couldn't settle for gratitude.

"Hoist with my own petard," he thought. An ache settled in his chest as he admitted the truth, finally. He kept waiting for her to take what he offered, to meet him halfway, commit to a relationship. But it was no use— all she wanted was the opal.

He picked up the bottle.

"Pour me one will you?" Elektra said as she sat in the chair next to him and extended her glass.

Pouring them both one, he waited while she tossed the strong liquor back, squeezed her eyes closed for a second and extended her glass. "More." His eyebrows inched up. She appeared to be on a mission and needed a stiff one to accomplish it.

"Better go easy, if you want to tag along tomorrow," he squinted at her, wondering what she was up to.

"I can handle it if you can," she said, the plump mounds of her breasts delineated by the gathered bodice. Sex, that's all she wanted. His anger flared and he snapped. He'd teach her a lesson, show her he wasn't her plaything.
He grabbed her wrist and yanked her after him. "Hey." She half-heartedly resisted as he strode down the hallway. "I had something I wanted to talk to you about."
Yanking the door open to their room, he threw her on the bed. "Don't play games with me, I'm not in the mood."
"I can see that, so why bring me here. You were on your way to a good drunk."
"And what are you afraid of—that I'll be too hung over to get your damn opal? That's all you care about anyway. You're driving me stark ravin' bonkers."
"Well, you're the one who insisted on looking for the frickin' thing again, so why don't you just forget it? Who's pushing you? Let Vargas keep it." Her voice hitched.

Right, Cass thought. She didn't want him to do that. What was this, reverse psychology?

He growled, capturing her wrists in one hand. His mouth came down in a hard possessive kiss.

Elektra responded, her nerve endings tingling with edgy desire. Her hips moved under him as he dragged her blouse down.

She bucked beneath him, moaning into his mouth for more. He stopped long enough to pull her blouse up over her head and tie it around her wrists looping the material around the iron headboard. His big hands rubbed over her throat, cupped her breasts pinching the nipples hard. Running his hands under the flowered skirt, he lifted her legs up over his shoulders.

"This is what you want isn't it, Elektra. You want me to fuck you while you're helpless. Then you can hold yourself at a distance." He pushed a long finger into the tight canal. "You're so wet. Wanting it bad, are ya, sheila?"
Her inner muscles bore down on his fingers and she arched her chest toward him making his blood surge through his veins. God, he wanted her.
He wanted to plant himself so deeply inside her, she'd be locked to him forever. "I'm going to bury my cock so deep inside you..."
He wadded her skirt up around her waist. And in one thrust drove himself inside her, ignoring her moan, his frustration exploding along with his desire.

"Cass—" Elektra's hips seemed to have a mind of their own, meeting his thrusts while his hands squeezed her breasts and tugged on the taut peaks.

 Her moans were little mewling pleas, her arms jerking against the headboard. She licked her lips, insane with wanting him, but his hard initial thrusts had changed to fierce painful stabs.
"Cass, stop." She moaned beneath him as he slapped against her. Tears came to her eyes. This wasn't her Cass.

With one hard pull she got her hands loose from the headboard and shoved against his unyielding chest. "Don't, Cass. Please, stop."
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A low animal growl sounded from deep in his chest as he halted, still deep within her, his chest heaving in agonizing uneven breaths. In a single fluid motion, he levered himself off of her to sit on the edge of the bed.
Oh my God, what was happening to them? Agony clamped down on her heart. How could she make this right? Shoulders slumped; he held his shaking hands in front of his face as if he didn't recognize them as his own. "I'm sorry."
"Cass— "
Cass held up an unsteady hand. He only had a few words left and he wanted to get them said. He wiped his hand over his face, disgusted. Looking down he saw the rose petals crushed and broken beneath his feet. Like his heart. He'd done it again; he'd given up his self-respect to this woman who only wanted him for sex and a piece of glorified rock. And this time he'd forced himself on her in an act not entirely of love.
It was over.
He placed his fingers on her chin and made her look at him. "When are you going to figure out that you became the successful, intelligent, creative woman you are, despite that sonofabitch of a father? You might flash the Blood in your father's face, but you'll only be disappointed if you think it will make him respect you."
"No, I— "
He pulled his pants on, his shoulders hunched, shook his head. He turned to her then, and she made herself look at the pain and defeat in his eyes.

"You're terrified of relying on someone, on me— trusting me."
She couldn't speak because what he said was true. At least it had been— once.

He stroked her cheek, a slight tremor in his fingers then his hand dropped to his side, "You're breaking my heart, sheila."
 He walked to the door, said quietly, "What ever it takes, I'll get your damned opal. Then maybe I can move on."
"But—" he'd tuned her out.

"I won't touch you again." As if all his energy had been drained, he rested his forehead against the hard wood. "I have to try to move on."
Then he was gone.

She stared at the closed door for several long moments. There was an aching chasm in her chest, a pain too great for tears. A low cry of agony oozed from her like lifeblood seeping from a wound.
She thought about what Maria had said, "... all are worthy if they but accept the gift," and how much it mirrored what Cass had said.

She'd finally done it. She'd hurt him beyond repair. "Oh, God."
Tears threatened but she couldn't give into them or she would die of overwhelming pain and guilt. Because her life without Cass in it seemed like a cold dead existence. She'd handled it all wrong.

He'd talked about respect, the respect she'd wanted from her father, but the one man she'd never had to prove herself to, until now, was Cass.

Finally, the stress and her anguish crashed over her and she cried until she drifted into a fitful, exhausted sleep.
Awakening, she realized she'd slept nearly three hours. She heard activity outside. Remembering Cass' words she was struck again with how poorly she'd handled everything.
Her plan to keep him safe by keeping her distance had backfired. She grabbed her clothes. She must keep him from going after the opal. She'd known the opal no longer mattered twelve months ago when she'd been forced to make a choice between Cass' life and the Blood, but what she hadn't acknowledged— and it hit her now with the force of a locomotive— was the truth about her reluctance to give Cass her trust, her heart, to let herself be vulnerable.
Instead she'd subconsciously used Vargas' threat to push him away. Again. She'd been such a coward. She had to find him, bare her soul, tell him everything.
She must let him make the decision whether to go after Vargas or not. She hoped she hadn't waited too late for him to believe her. Because right now and for the last year, he'd believed what she'd intended for him to believe, that she wanted the opal more than anything.

How could he still love her, believing that? What if he'd really had enough? Could he just turn a switch and quit loving her?

A sob rose in her throat. Enough crying. She gathered her courage, getting her thoughts together to make her case. She was going to beg him to leave the opal where it was. Forget about Vargas. They'd make a life together. They could live anywhere— Brazil, New Orleans, Australia. She could get someone to run her business and travel with him, go on digs like when she'd met him, and continue with her gem sculptures.

If he gave her a chance. Please God, let him forgive me.

She grabbed her tote and went in search of Cass.
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When she reached the bar where they'd planned to meet there was no sign of anyone. Walking outside into the warm black night, she found the other men who'd been sleeping on pallets outside preparing their vehicles to move out.

Where were Cass and Monty? A niggling unease set in as Monty came around the corner of the building holstering his gun. He stopped when he saw Elektra.

"Have you seen Cass? He's not inside—"
"He's gone." Monty pushed his hands through his hair.

She was frozen in place. "What do you mean— gone where?"
"He went on ahead," he said, but looked away.

She grabbed his arm and he glared at her hand. She withdrew it. "Monty." She searched his eyes for the truth. "Did you know he planned to do this? Was it part of the plan?"
Monty's fists clenched at his side, and he shook his head.

"Oh, my God, Cass," she pursed her lips to keep from losing it. "Why, Monty, why did he go without you?"
"I don't have time to go into it right now. We have to move to beat the fog. Or we won't be there when he needs us."
"Tell me on the way."
"You're not going."
"What do you mean—"
He turned on her, eyes deadly. "I heard from my man in Vargas' camp, about the insider— the one who made the deal for the opal."
She cringed, closing her eyes.

"It was you." Monty pointed his finger at her, his stance rigid. "You sold the opal to Vargas, and let us all believe it was stolen. And what you did to Cass...merda!"
"No, Monty, I didn't. Please let me explain."
"How can you condone what you did to Cass?" His eyes narrowed. "How much did that bastardo give to betray your friends and the man who loved you, você cadela?"
Elektra's mouth opened but his words choked her. Bitch, he'd called her, and he said Cass "loved" her— past tense. Oh, God. It couldn't be true. She had to believe it wasn't too late. Cass would forgive her if she got the chance to explain. But first—Monty.

The words spilled out. "That night, last year, when Cass and I were on the beach...Vargas called my cell phone. He told me if I didn't give him the opal he would kill Cass— while I watched."
Monty stiffened, his eyebrows crashing down. "A bluff by a coward. What made you think he'd carry it out?"
"Because I saw the red laser dot his sniper put on the back of Cass' head."
Monty stilled.

"I thought..." Remembering that moment, she swallowed but held Monty's hard gaze. "If he'd known where the opal was, he would have probably killed us both right then."
Monty looked at his watch. "Nós vamos, finish your story while we go."
Monty directed the men loading their supplies and ammunition then motioned her into the lead Land Rover, one of a fleet equipped with TV, GPS, and off road equipment. The powerful headlights illuminated the narrow twisting road and lush foliage of the forest. Monty expertly navigated the ruts, occasionally glancing in his rear view mirror at the others following behind.
"I was being blackmailed, Monty. I didn't sell the Blood to Vargas. I gave it to him."
Monty was silent while he considered this. Then he asked, "Why did you no' tell Cass? Or me, Elektra? Couldn't you trust us?" he asked, hurt apparent in his voice.

"I didn't think I had a choice, Monty. I'm still worried that Vargas can get to him, especially now. How long will it take for us to get to that bastard? What if we're too l—"
"You don't think I'm going to let anything happen to my best friend, do you?"
Guilt and fear snaked down her spine. "We argued, Monty. That's why he took off. It's all my fault. All of this is my fault."
"It's past being about you, Elektra. It's time we brought Vargas down. His operation has spread like cancer in the last five years. He has international connections, money as never before. He just took a particular dislike to Cass."
"When I gave up the opal," Elektra cleared her throat, "Vargas said I had to send Cass away. He watched to make sure he got on the plane to Australia before I gave him the opal. He suggested I stay away from Cass. He said if I did, Cass wouldn't be tempted to return to Recife."
She turned toward Monty. Her voice shook. "He said the next time Cass set foot in his territory, he...he was a...d-dead man." She gave into the tears, fear causing her to shiver.

Monty took one hand off the wheel and patted her knee. "Don't give up, querido. We have a plan."
She wiped her nose on her sleeve. "I'm sorry, Monty. I've been so stupid. I realized tonight that I used Vargas' threat to keep Cass at a distance." She blinked and took two deep calming breaths. "I'll do anything to prove myself to you and Cass."
"You don't give yourself credit, Elektra. Twelve months ago, you proved what, and who, was important to you. I believe you. And," he winked, "I forgive you for being estúpido."
She turned to face the road. "You don't think he'd do something stupid do you?"
A burst of harsh laughter preceded his answer. "You mean besides leaving in the middle of the night and going in alone against a drug dealing gun smuggler? Nao. Seriamente, Cass is no' a dumb gringo and he doesn't have a death wish." They road in silence for a while, the fog thick, their pace slowing infuriatingly.
"So, if Vargas did no' threaten Cass, would you be his wife?"
She considered his question. Would she have? "I was about to accept his proposal. But I can tell you what I'll say if I get another chance."
"Bom," Monty nodded.

She figured she'd just have to make sure this time around Cass had no question where her heart lay.
Bookmark:Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fourteen
The road got rougher, the trucks went to low beam fog lights and crept along the final stretch of their journey through the approaching fog, relying on the GPS readings their last couple miles.

Monty reached for the walkie talkie, the volume so low she could barely hear the krrrsh of static. "Prepare to stop on my signal in ten, over."
Elektra counted but she was so nervous, she'd reached fifteen before she heard the krrrsh from Monty's radio. Three answering tree frog chirps responded as the small convoy rolled off the road and tucked into an opening in the foliage, surrounded by the thick fog.

More unease filled her as she wondered how they could find Cass in the thick soupy grey morning.

Monty took her hand and attached it to the tail of his jacket. As he consulted his handheld GPS, she heard sounds behind her but Monty put his hand over her mouth quickly and whispered, "…just my men. You must make no noise." She nodded and he took his hand away.

As the men huddled around them, Monty spoke to them in a whisper, and she understood that the fog would muffle the soft sounds of their approach. But it also hid Vargas' guards.

They synced their watches to 5:15. Within the hour the sun would begin to burn away the protective cover of fog. Elena's cousin had charted the route on his GPS and they all had it programmed into their handhelds including their individual targets. One man looked very much like a sniper, carrying a long thick-barreled rifle with what looked like a tripod. The man was the young Brazilian, Miguel.

"Don't make the mistake of thinking Miquel is too young, querido. He just returned from a tour in the Mideast and at a thousand yards can shoot the eye out..." Monty trailed off.

To the sniper he said, "Take your position, Miguel, then two clicks. Radio silence from here out. On my three clicks contact a polícia, one click to fire, but do what you must if all goes to shit."
The now serious camouflaged face of Miguel nodded his understanding.

At Monty's signal the men disbursed, some moving into the woods, a few pursuing a small pathway to the north. One remained with the vehicles to warn of any approach from behind.

Monty spoke into her ear, "Stick to me like glue. No matter what I, or any of the men tell you, you do it, immediately—don't think, act. Got it?"
She nodded.

His eyes went wide and he hissed sharply, "Drop!"
She hesitated, and then dropped to the ground.

"O Virgin, help us," he muttered. "Get up, por favor. I was testing you, sim? You must react more quickly even. Compreenda?"
She brushed herself off, glaring at him but grated between her teeth, "I understand."
He smiled at her whispering, "Let's go. Stay in my footsteps. Keep your head down behind me."
He moved away in steady measured steps occasionally stopping to listen for their adversaries. The forest sounded dead, no awakening animals or birds disturbed the quiet.

They walked for ages or so it seemed to Elektra and the more time passed the more she worried that they would be too late.

Cass, if you can me, feel my love. The words escaped from her heart into a prayer. God, protect him please. I love him. The fear, the barriers to her happiness that had imprisoned her heart fell away as her love for Cass came pouring out in an overwhelming flood.

She must have cried out because Monty spun around and hissed, "What is it, Elektra?" Then when he saw the tears sliding down her cheeks he pulled her to the ground, kneeling in front of her.

"Ah, querido, what?" He ran his hand through his hair, looking over this shoulder. They needed to move but he couldn't drag her weeping form behind him.

"I can't lose him now. Oh my God, what if we're too late!"
His whisper sharpened. "Elektra, snap out of it." His voice softened, "Cass is tough, but we must go if we are to help him."
She closed her eyes, gathered her emotions and shoved them behind a wall of resolve. The toughness from years in the cutthroat antiquities business would have to get her through this.

"I'm sorry, Monty. Too much time to think. Don't worry, I won't lose it again."
He squeezed her hand. "Venha." Glancing at his GPS, he said, "We have another ten minutes." He turned and as light began to filter through the thick fog, he stepped up their pace.

Five minutes later gunfire halted them in their tracks.
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Monty had his hand over her mouth and had thrown her to the ground before the shot registered. He made her look at him and mouthed, "Stay here."
Her vision bobbed as her head moved in silent assent. He gave her a signal using ten fingers. Ten minutes.

There were no more shots and the wait was interminable. Just when she thought she would have to move on her own, that Monty wouldn't return, she felt his touch on her arm and his hand around her mouth. Damn, she'd nearly jumped out of her skin he was so quiet.

"It was just one of Vargas' men target shooting. Come," he whispered, pulling her to her feet and handing her the GPS. "If anything goes wrong, you follow this route back to the Land Rover and get the hell out of here. Go to the authorities in town— ask for Torrez—and show him this." He thrust a clear bag packed with white powder into her hands.

Her eyes went wide. Heroin? She tucked it into her belt pouch. He'd been to the camp. Now it wasn't just Cass' life on the line. Vargas wouldn't hesitate to kill them all— would probably prefer to kill them, to silence them and avoid arrest.

"What do you want me to do?" she asked.

"My men are in place; each one has a target. But they don't see Cass. It's not necessarily a problem; they haven't found Vargas either. As soon as Miguel locates him, he will signal. The fog— it is starting to lift so we need to be very careful."
They moved quickly toward the plantation at one point passing behind a sleeping guard. Monty quickly disabled the guard and tied him expertly to a log, covering him with branches of large wet leaves. In under five minutes they stopped on the edge of what looked like a small military compound.

By the looks of the crates in the barn, it was definitely a drug operation with a lot of gun running and a little gem dealing on the side. There had to be someone smarter in charge, pulling Vargas' strings. His uncle?—the owner of the plantation who had previously disavowed any knowledge of anything illegal in which his nephew might be involved?

Monty pulled her hand to the ground and pushed it flat indicating for her to stay put. He disappeared into the shrouded edge of foliage behind a shed where the sound of men working was obvious. She watched a man exit the building carrying a large brown package wrapped in twine. She shrank closer to the wall when she thought he was going to walk past her but he turned and placed the large bundle on the tailgate of a large truck, which she hadn't realized was parked just out of her view. She eased the air out of her lungs.
Cass relinquished his gun and watched Elektra move behind the corner of the building. Shit, what was Monty thinking bringing her along? He'd had Vargas dead to rights, then Vargas spotted Elektra and aimed his gun in her direction ordering Cass to drop his weapon, or else.

Hands against the wall of the villa, Cass prayed Vargas would give him an opening, but the drug dealer stayed far enough away to keep the upper hand.

"You know what the beautiful part of all this is, McKay? Watching you lovers get back together just in time to learn the truth."
The truth? What the hell was the whacker talking about?

"You thought I stole the Blood. That right, McKay?"
Cass just listened, trying to figure out where this was headed.
"Your girlfriend," Vargas gestured toward Elektra, "the dark headed rapariga..." His eyes gleamed and Cass' stomach clenched. "I didn't have to steal it." He grinned, displaying teeth rotted from years of poor nutrition and drug use. "She gave it to me."
Cass stiffened and Vargas chuckled maliciously. "Free. I did no' pay a dime. How do you like that, McKay? I intended to have her in my bed—that was next."
Vargas' voice put Cass' nerves on edge and his mind was already reeling, his pulse running a fast pace to keep up. Why had Elektra lied about the opal being stolen? And why had she pushed him away? Besides the obvious, he thought, humorlessly. His heart rebounded. There was only one reason. That sly, secretive, audacious witch. He'd tan her hide if they both survived this.

"But she made a tragic mistake coming back to Brazil, sim? Because this time, I will kill you and bed her. Oh, and it won't matter if she's not willing. I can be very, how you say, persuasive."
Vargas waved the gun. "Now, move."
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As Elektra slid around the corner of the compound she saw Monty wave her back, his head nodding in the direction of the residence.

Her eyes followed his. At the edge of the exquisitely tiled terrace stood Cass, his body straight, his head at an unnatural angle due to the arm around his neck and the gun wedged under his jaw.

A horrified gasp escaped her and she looked over at Monty who mouthed, "Stay cool."
"Montano!" yelled Vargas. "Show yourself."
Monty motioned for Elektra to stay put, his hand making a flat slashing gesture across his eyes— out of sight.
"Montano, come out, or I kill McKay," Vargas shouted.

"And if I do, you'll kill us both," countered Monty. "O que você quer?, Vargas?"
A pause. Obviously, Vargas hadn't thought this through, Elektra mused from her position behind the shed.

"A jeep," he said suddenly, as if inspiration had just struck him. He repeated. "Sim, a jeep. Have one of your men bring it to the edge of the driveway. If I see anyone else, I will pull the trigger. Do not test me in this," he snarled.
"What about Cass?" Monty asked.

"He leaves with me, as insurance," Vargus said.

Elektra watched as Monty spoke into the headset. She edged close to the corner and he hissed, "Stay back."
With her jaw clenched against the need to look, she closed her eyes praying that Monty knew what he was doing.

"Montano? I'm getting impatient."
"And what will you do if I don't bring you a jeep, Vargas?"
"Well, then, I have to shoot it out with you, using McKay as my shield. I have nothing to lose."
Monty continued to coordinate with his men by way of his mike. What were they planning?

"What's it going to be Montano?"
"All right, Vargas, you got your jeep, on one condition. My men will follow you to the border where you will release McKay. If not, you're still dead. They follow from out of firing range. That's the deal, take it or leave it."
Silence. Elektra waited while Vargas considered Monty's offer.

Monty was taking a risk that Vargas would balk but he knew the drug dealer was desperate and wouldn't really try to shoot it out unless he had no other choice.

The sound of a jeep in the distance must have done the trick. Monty had ordered one of his men to rev the engine to convince Vargus to take the deal.

"Tell your man to pull in close. Remember, I see anyone else, McKay is the first to die."
The jeep drove into the courtyard and pulled up to the stone walkway. Monty's man parked and as instructed left the jeep idling and jogged out of sight.

Monty knew Cass was on borrowed time. Vargus' prime objective for the last year had been to eliminate him. He'd never make it to the border. As soon as Vargas was out of range he'd kill Cass and make a run for it. Vargas knew the area, could find somewhere to hide before Monty's men could get to him.

Elektra bit her nails. She heard the jeep's arrival. From her vantage point though, she could see Monty only, as he communicated with his men. She needed to see Cass.

Monty eyes were locked on the veranda, on Vargas and Cass. His eyes narrowed as he concentrated and spoke into the mike without pausing. She noticed the tension in his half crouch, and sensed an impending crisis.

Worried, heart tripping with anxiety, she risked a peak around the corner. Vargas' eyes would be on the jeep. Easing sideways to the corner, she peered out in their direction. But the second her gaze found Cass, his eyes went to hers instinctively. He shook his head imperceptibly as she heard the single krrrsh of the walkie talkie.

At that precise moment a shot rang out and blood sprayed from the two men. Elektra screamed Cass' name and bolted from cover, never realizing that she'd left the safety of the shed until Monty slammed into her, pulling her to the ground.

"Hold on, E." He spoke into the headset. "Miguel, Tomas, report." He nodded, "Clear?"
Tears leaked from Elektra's eyes, her body shaking with fear. "Please Monty. Let me go to him." Seconds, like hours, passed while they lay in the dirt driveway.

"All right, it's clear. Let's go." They dashed across the gravel drive to where the two men lay, blood pooling around them.

Monty checked Vargas' pulse while Elektra knelt by Cass. Blood gushed from a wound on his head, and he lay completely still.
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Monty spoke into the headset to his men, "Cass is down. Vargas is dead. Round up his men and bring them to the shed."
Monty was checking Cass' vital signs but Elektra wasn't cognizant of his presence. Her focus was Cass. All the months of love and loss culminated in this one terrifying moment. She could lose him.

Over a fucking opal.

"Cass, can you hear me..." She choked back sobs. "Cass, please don't d-die. I don't want the blasted opal." She looked up, "Oh, God, I'll give it to the poor, I'll crochet lace doilies and he can teach the rumba. No more opals. Just let him live."
Cass stirred, smiled and grimaced. "Now, you're going too far, sheila."
She showered him with kisses.

"Ouch. Help me up will you? My head is bloody killing me." But he let her hold him, rock him, her tears falling on his face, turning the blood to pink streaks.

"I love you, Cass McKay, more than any damn opal, more than a damn opal mine! After we fought last night I realized you were right. I'll give the 'Blood' to the children's foundation. It will keep thousands of children off the streets.

"I'm afraid your plans will have to wait, sweetheart. Vargas already transferred the Blood to his boss, whoever that is."
She grabbed his face and kissed him only stopping when she heard whistles, cat calls, and Cass' grunt of pain. "Vargas blackmailed me and I didn't trust you to handle it. I'm sorry."
"I know, sheila. I know. But you don't trust yourself either, sweetheart."
She drew back. "You knew?"
"Well, that slime told me you gave it to him and I figured," he shrugged, the corner of his mouth tilting in a brash smirk, "that was the only reason you'd give it up. You do love me, don't you?" His eyes crinkled at the corners.
She ran her index finger over the dimple she'd last seen the night before, when they'd danced the forro and she'd known where she belonged. "If you give me the chance, I'll prove just how much."
"Let the man up, E." Monty lifted Elektra away from Cass and together they got him on his feet.

"What happened?" Cass asked, leaning on Monty and wincing when Elektra dabbed at his wound. "I thought you were going to take him out earlier."
"We couldn't get a clear shot, didn't expect you to be a hostage, meu amigo."
"I slipped up on him in the house but," Cass looked at Elektra and then Monty, "he had Elektra in his sights and threatened to shoot if I didn't give him my gun—which wouldn't have happened if you'd left her in Recife."
Elektra felt lightheaded at the realization that her presence might have gotten Cass killed.

"If I hadn't brought her with us, she'd have found a way to follow. The shot was on the mark, but you moved at the last minute and it grazed you before taking him out."
"Do we have his men and the evidence we need?"
"With the exception of the brains behind his operation, they're being rounded up now," Monty said. "Come on, let's get you to the doctor."
"Just take me back to Gaytans. Maria can fix me up." His grip tightened on Elektra. She looked into his eyes and he said, "But first, I need to talk to Elektra."
Monty walked away to give them some privacy.
Elektra bit her lower lip. He wasn't smiling. Hadn't told her he loved her. What if he'd truly given up on her after they'd fought? How could she convince him to give her another chance? My God, what if she'd finally lost him?
While Monty met with the police, Cass led Elektra to a chair on Vargas' uncle's veranda. Kneeling, he said, "I wanted to do this in a more suitable environment, but—"
Elektra's heart lifted. She put her fingers over Cass' lips. "No. My turn. She took his hand in hers, knelt in front of him, holding nothing back from him now that he was safe.

"Thank you for being patient, for helping me realize I was giving my power away to the one man who would never care, and keeping the one who has always loved and supported me at a distance."
His lips curved in a smile, dimples flashing. "I did that, did I?"
"Do you still love me after everything I've put you through the last year?"
Cass' face turned intense. "I could never stop loving you, shiela. Your fire lights up the dark places in my soul and soars through my veins."
With her heart lightened by his words, she said, "I'm yours, Cass. I've always been yours. Would you marry me?"
"What a corker! Sweetheart, I thought you'd never ask." 
He laughed— a glorious, easy sound she hadn't heard in eleven months, twenty-nine days and—she calculated—almost twelve months.

"How about tonight?"
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As Carnival kicked off, with celebrations teeming on the other end of the beach; with the noise of the Samba dancers in the streets nearby, Cass and Elektra said their vows by the cove on the Boa Viagem, near the green pools created by the reef.

Monty kissed Elektra until Cass said, "Hey, meu amigo, go get your own woman."

Monty hugged Cass, then began directing their guests in the opposite direction. Elektra tilted her head at Cass. "Have we been kicked out of our own wedding reception?"

"You're on your honeymoon, wife," he said and took her into his arms. His kiss was tender and she wondered where the passion she sensed in him earlier was being kept.

The guitarist from the band followed at a discreet distance playing the sultry Latin melodies she was so familiar with. Cass took her hand walking her along the shoreline, around a bend where her mouth fell open in delight. A field of burning white candles sat among rows of tropical flowers creating a magical honeymoon suite.

The guitar began the strains of Cass' rumba and he lifted Elektra into his arms, then stepped across the makeshift threshold, letting her ease down his body and into a romantic rumba.

When the music shifted, he backed away, their eyes connecting as he slowly stripped out of his clothes, dancing for her, his erection proud like the cocky rooster portrayed by that dance. She eased the dress from her shoulders and let it pool on the sand and played her part, skimming against him, letting his movements heat her blood to boiling. On the last note, he led her to the edge of the water, stepped into the shallow green pool and pressed her down to the edge, gently stretching her legs out in front of her.
His tawny mane glinted golden in the moonlight as he stood between her legs. Her eyes traveled slowly down his muscular form.

She murmured, "Next year, maybe we can have a celebration at home during Mardi Gras."
"You talk too much, wife." But he answered by pressing her onto her back in the wet sand and kissing his way down her body, with a "yes" on every delicious inch.
Cass watched the gentle waves lapping at her drenched inviting femininity, but he was in no hurry. He wanted to savor her response as he tasted his way up the well-shaped line of her calves, until he knelt between her thighs and sampled the sea's salty caress on those petal soft folds. He applied his tongue to a spot just above her knee, tasting the pool's tropical spice on her skin.
Elektra's heart nearly soared from her chest as her gaze locked on his. And as if the universe flipped a switch, the contented blue of his eyes as they centered on her spread thighs at the water's edge, turned to a simmering heat. As he dropped to his knees between them, the thick heat of his erection played near the inviting core of her sex. Yes, Cass, sink your donger up to my heart.

Her legs shifted to make her desire apparent, but a smile lit his beloved face and his hair tumbled over his ears as he shook his head – not yet – and reached down with his middle finger to her molten core, slipping inside tentatively at first, then, as she opened to him, deeper. And again. Her hips came off the wet sand to push for more, her legs brushing his powerful thighs.
"You're so wet, my love." Another finger slipped in, stroking, delving deep as her body tried to get closer to him. Her hands gripped his thighs only to be lifted and placed on the sand beside her.

"Not yet, Sheila. By the time I've tasted the sea in that river of cream, I want you insane to have my arrow deep at the bottom of your quiver."
Her eyes settled greedily on the thick straining spear begging to be buried inside her.

A streak of rebellion struck and she shifted her legs letting the tiny waves wash against the edges of her pussy, a smile curving her lips, as his eyes became brilliant blue flames.

"Witch." His hands plied her thighs apart and he settled his elbows in the shallow green waters of the pool and lapped at her sopping center, generously allowing the waves to share her essence with the sea. "We will leave our mark on this beach, tonight, my love, and seal the legend of our opals forever."

Music filtered across the water, the strains of the guitar playing one of her favorite melodies. His hands settled over her breasts, thumbs brushing across her nipples to bring them to tight peaks, the hot cavern of his mouth following behind to suckle each to its full erectness.
"These are for you," he said softly. Her eyes opened to see two tiny gold rings, with delicate strings of brilliant fire opals attached to each. Light reflected from the candles and water as he reached toward her. She turned her head baring her ear when she felt the pinch on her nipple and looked down just as he plucked the tip of the other and encircled it with the remaining ring.
Electric shocks of desire streaked from her engorged and pulsing nipples to her depths. She looked from the dangling opal strands to Cass.

"They're beautiful, sparkling against those perfect ivory globes, Sheila, but nothing compares to the beauty of your rosy mouth, that ebony curtain against the sand, the swollen pink petals of your puss." He lifted her hands in his, his fingers stroking hers lovingly, his eyes tender.

"You entice me. You fill my heart to bursting, and I'm consumed by your fire."

Tears blurred Elektra's vision. Her hands went to the opals draping her breasts and sifted them through her fingers, the slight tugging sensation making them feel flushed and heavy.

Cass' cock swelled painfully as Elektra's hands cupped the melon shaped orbs, her breaths coming faster. Quickly—gently, he lifted the gemmed strands and released them.

Returning to the prize at the sea's edge, he bent to lave the swelled button inviting his tongue to sup. His eyes closed in orgasmic pleasure as her sweet fluids flowed to his lips.

With nipping bites he teased at the edges of her folds, scraping the tender flesh with his teeth and suckling at the ready bud of her desire.

Her hips bucked and the flesh of her pussy brushed hard against his mouth, inciting him to plunge his tongue into her depths, to lave and suck at the creamy treasure until she came.

But the scent of her, her utter unqualified surrender— that precious gift— broke him. He rose above her, his shaft pulsing against her mound. "I wanted to make it last, sweetheart—"

"Please, don't wait any longer. You've made me whole, Cass, now let's burn the night down, set the water on fire. Together."

She stroked the quivering muscles of his chest, drew the tips of her nails down the bronzed skin of his stomach, down to the throbbing heat of his erection.

His eyes blazed as he watched her press the heavy head of his manhood to her wet core.
"God, woman, I love you," he said as he planted himself so deep into her fiery heat that he gasped.

Elektra had thought to enjoy Cass' reaction, to watch his pleasure as he buried that perfect rod in the center of her, but once his hardness filled her sensitive inner sheath, all cognitive thought vanished. There was just the joy and perfection of their joining, the feel of his heart thundering against hers, the tingling of her nipples against the hair of his chest as he began to thrust.
Her sex answered the thrust of his manhood with equal abandon and in the background… she thought she heard their music. The beat of their dance increased. She felt the sand under her back, the waves splashing their thighs, watched as water reflected the moon's soft light, and for a second, Cass' eyes lit with a fire she could only compare to a rare blue opal.

It was as if they were suspended briefly aloft; all was still, the music silent and then they shot into the sky, flying among the stars, touching the moon, lighting up patterns like the borealis, rainbows of colors fading and muting as she spiraled down to land on the shore of their private hideaway, spent and happy.

"I love you, Cass."

Cass looked into the dark eyes of the woman he loved. As the moon crossed the apex of the sky, another milestone turned.
"Happy Anniversary, sheila."
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