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      After an entire day of mining, Ian Miller’s back tightened, his legs cramped, but his soul was full. Finally, the funds from the diamond mine had provided not only enough to build a school and clinic, but now he might even be able to add a hospital for the local villages. He still had a long way to go. The clinic was not staffed at the moment, but that would change soon. The school needed more books, but attendance was full. These children were the first generation of Njamba inhabitants to be educated. For the tiny village in Sierra Leone, it was a giant stepping stone.

      The villagers had been hesitant at first, but Ian, along with his friend Gerard, had persuaded them that it would cause no harm and that they could learn about the outside world.

      Ian didn’t seek to change them. He considered them to be generous and happy. Though their lives were simple and often harsh, they were spirited. Not once during his youthful wandering across the globe had he found hearts so genuine. It was the reason he stayed, the reason he’d bought land and tried to make something special with his dwindling travel funds.

      Tonight, though exhausted from hard labor, he would celebrate with his new friends. He’d come to think of them as his extended family over the past year. The new doctor would arrive tomorrow and many would get the care that they needed and never had access to. Finally, he’d found a purpose in life, a reason to put away his suitcase for a while.

      As the sun dipped low in the sky, casting long orange fingers through the white clouds, the musicians drummed a steady rhythm, calling all to its low, repetitive beat. Soon, many gatherers drifted out of the canteen to meander along the edge of the winding brown river that hugged the village. Some built a fire for light. It certainly wasn’t for warmth. The constant heat and soupy humidity meant no one ever had to worry about winter’s chill.

      Gerard pressed a bottle of beer into Ian’s hands. They joined the others near the fire as the first of the dancers circled the growing flames.

      One of the matrons pulled Ian into the circle, encouraging him to participate.

      “We celebrate because of you,” she said.

      With such a statement, he couldn’t turn her down. He could have argued that they had worked alongside him in the mine and helped to build the school and clinic. But instead, he would dance. While he wasn’t sure of the steps, it seemed simple enough to figure out. However, he would leave chanting to them. He still hadn’t picked up the native language they spoke in ceremony and song.

      Ian joined in, one of the girls taking him underwing. After ten minutes, he nearly danced like a local. At least, that was what he thought. No cameras existed here to prove him wrong. But his limbs seemed to keep time, and it felt almost natural.

      Ian had never felt so free, so alive. He danced as if he were an extension of the drums.

      When the last of the sun had reached the horizon, he took a moment to enjoy it. Colors threaded through each other as if they were also dancing, not wanting to give way to the night.

      That’s when he saw her.

      Ian wasn’t sure if it was a person at first. Her form shifted in the settling light as she walked toward him, her body haloed by the escaping sun. Her blonde hair reflected the light that surrounded her.

      As she approached, he wondered at her sudden appearance. Strangers would pass by the village every so often, but none of them the blonde, fair-skinned variety. And none were quite so mesmerizing.

      Some of the others noticed her, and soon the drums quieted. All eyes tracked her.

      She neared Ian and looked around. “I seem to have attracted attention. I didn’t mean to stop the party.” Her voice surprised him. It wasn’t as soft and effervescent as he would have expected. Instead, she exuded strength and confidence, not minding that she was an oddity on display here.

      “I parked down the road. I wasn’t sure if the narrow dirt path leading to the village would accommodate the four-by-four I rented.”

      Now that she was closer, he could see her features that the sun had disguised before. On the taller side, she came up to his nose. Her honey-flecked brown eyes were forthright and took in her surroundings with a quick glance. From her eyes he followed down her average nose to her pink lips, which were a bit on the thin side. But when she smiled, they transformed into something he desperately longed to kiss; a sappy sentiment he never thought before of anyone.

      She looked expectantly at him, and he realized she had asked him a question while he was staring at her mouth.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t catch what you said.”

      She smiled again, and he thought her perfect. “I was hoping I could find lodging and a bite to eat. I strayed off the beaten path and it’s growing late.”

      “We have plenty of food for you at the canteen,” he said. There was no lodging, but he could make something work. Anyone here would open their homes for a stranger in need. “I can help you find a place to stay.”

      “Thank you,” she said, smiling again.

      If she kept that up, she’d find herself tucked in at his cabin with him beside her.

      “My name is Ian Miller. I own the mine across the river.” He glanced around him to find they were the center of attention. “And this is the village of Njamba.”

      “I’m Gwen,” she said, smiling at the onlookers. “Again, I’m sorry if I interrupted a party. Everyone seemed to be having a great time. I could hear the drums from the road.”

      Ian turned and bade the celebration to continue. It wouldn’t do for Gwen to feel out of place. Njamba was very welcoming once curiosity wore off.

      As the drummers began and the dancers resumed, Ian explained, “We are celebrating. The doctor for the new clinic will arrive tomorrow. But you must be hungry. Let’s go to the⁠—”

      Gwen squeaked, jumping forward. He grabbed her arms to steady her, not sure what had frightened her. He looked down to find Harry.

      “It’s okay,” Ian said. “It’s just Harry. He won’t bite unless you’re a salad.”

      Gwen looked down at the pygmy hippo and took a breath. She righted herself and composed her features, seeming upset that she took fright of the little hippo. “I’m sorry. I’m a bit jumpy. I’ve never been to Sierra Leone before, and I guess . . . well, everything is so new and different. I didn’t know what to expect. I certainly wasn’t expecting Harry.”

      Harry heard his name and grinned up at her, pressing his head to her bare leg. Ian tried not to be jealous of Harry, but he wished he could switch places. Her shorts were modest, but they allowed for a stretch of leg that he could imagine wrapped . . .

      No, he wasn’t going to go there. He’d only torment himself. She was only passing through. She’d be gone by tomorrow.

      “He likes you.” Harry had the right of it. Ian liked Gwen, felt a pull to her that he had never experienced before. He chalked it up to being hungry. “Let’s go find Harry some food before he tests out your sandals. We can get something for you too.”

      She laughed at Harry’s eagerness and followed Ian to the Happy Hippo canteen, named after Harry.

      For the rest of the night, they talked, danced, and laughed until the final embers slowly died and the villagers had all walked home, leaving Ian and Gwen alone.

      She was fascinating, and with each word, she weaved a spell that he couldn’t fight, didn’t want to fight. He was desperate to know if the feeling was one-sided.

      And when had he ever been desperate?

      He was losing his mind. There was no other explanation for it. Maybe heat stroke?

      There was one way to test it. He hadn’t found her a place to stay, hadn’t wanted to. He was greedy and wanted her all to himself. So, he stood and offered his hand. She took it without hesitation. Had she the slightest pause, he would have let her use his cabin while he took the couch in the office.

      But she didn’t, and now they were heading down the unlit path to his hut. Ian silently cursed himself for not remembering to bring a flashlight. Even the shotgun would have been nice. The sounds of the nocturnal animals were only comforting from behind secure doors and windows.

      However, there was one advantage of it being so dark. Gwen had to hold on to him to keep from getting lost. He did not mind that at all.

      “How far away are we?” she asked, her body pressed up against his. “It sounds like there are animals a foot away.”

      “The sound is deceiving.” At least he hoped it was. He seriously didn’t know, but there was no sense in scaring her. Just the rustling in the underbrush had him ready to run. “We’ll be to my place in a minute.”

      “How long have you lived here?”

      “Long enough to memorize the trail. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m won’t. I trust you.”

      She shouldn’t. She didn’t know him or what was running through his mind.

      “This is going to sound crazy,” she said, “but I feel as though I’ve known you longer than just a few hours. Yet, I know hardly anything about you.”

      “It doesn’t sound crazy at all.” He had been thinking the exact same thing.

      When they reached his cabin, he opened the door and let her in. “Stay here while I light the lantern.”

      Ian fumbled for the matches on the small kitchen table off to the right. His place was small, not much bigger than a single bedroom. He was able to add a tiny kitchenette. Unfortunately, there was no electricity or running water, something he was hoping to add soon.

      Striking the match, he lit the lantern, casting a yellow glow through the room. Gwen still stood near the door. Her gaze wandered around the sparse room, tripping on the bed draped with a white net around it.

      Once again, he wasn’t sure if he’d judged the situation correctly. She had him so turned around that he wasn’t sure of much anymore, not even his sanity.

      “You can have the cabin tonight,” he said. He hated hearing the hesitancy in his voice. It wasn’t like him. “There is a shower out back. I can show you how to work it in the morning.” When she didn’t say anything, he knew for certain he had misjudged the situation. Ian walked to the door. “I’ll see you in the morning. Make sure to lock the door behind me.”

      Before he could leave, she said, “Wait.”

      He waited.

      Silently, he watched as a war played across her face. He wanted to touch her, ease the worry lines from her forehead.

      She looked up at him. “I don’t want you to go.” A small smile slipped onto her lips, giving her the strong features he’d met her with.

      Relief flooded through him. While he didn’t want to force the moment, he at least could relax and soak it in. It was freeing to have her verbalize what he wanted to know, but he needed just a little more.

      “If you don’t want me to go, then what do you want?” he asked softly.

      She stepped toward him, reaching her hand out to touch his chest. “Stay with me tonight.”

      He cupped her face in his hands, staring into her eyes before lowering his mouth to hers. He did so patiently, placing small kisses to the corners of her lips before taking them fully. He pulled away slightly to look her into her eyes. “You can stop anytime you want.” He wanted to reassure her. It wasn’t like they weren’t both adults, but she was alone in a foreign land. He wanted her to feel safe with him.

      She brought his head back down to her. “I don’t want to stop,” she whispered, touching her lips back to his.

      It was his undoing.

      He moaned as her tongue tentatively flicked his lips. Taking advantage, he opened his mouth and allowed her exploration as they moved together. Her hands found their way under his shirt. They ran up his back, his tired muscles now tight under her touch. He had to lie down before he seized completely.

      Slowly, he backed up, bringing Gwen with him until the back of his legs reached the bed. She smiled as she pushed against his chest, sending him down on the bed.

      He looked up at her, returning her smile. “Care to join me?”

      She laughed and tumbled into bed next to him. He reached over to touch her still-turned-up lips.

      “I love your smile.”

      She ducked away. Was she embarrassed? He couldn’t figure her out. She commanded such strength, yet showed a soft underbelly. If he had more than one night with her, he would discover her secrets. But he had a feeling that once she left Njamba, he would never see her again. Ignoring the gnawing at his stomach, he promised to take whatever Gwen offered him and cherish it.

      He would cherish her.

      Ian turned onto his side, allowing his hand to drift along her curves, dipping at her waist and settling temporarily on her hip.

      They were both far too clothed. As his mouth played with hers, his fingers slowly removed article after article until they were flesh against flesh, her soft skin hot against his. He wanted to go slow, savor her, but with the way she touched him, all he could think about was taking her hard and fast, claiming her as his own, repeating it until she knew it, until she never wanted to leave.

      His reaction to Gwen scared him. He wondered if she had drugged him. Ian was intoxicated, and it was all because of her. Her skin, fire against his. Her mouth, swollen under his. Her sweet-sounding moans had him grasping the sheets.

      When Gwen shifted her hips, rubbing against him, he stopped thinking. His mind blanked into a nothingness.

      And yet there was something at the back of his mind. Something that knocked incessantly, but he ignored it. How could he not? Gwen had wrapped her legs around him, and whatever had tried to get his attention before was now silenced.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until the next morning that his mind assembled again, and he found himself alone in bed. Gwen was gone.

      Sprinting from the bed, he yanked on shorts and a shirt and flew down the trail to where Gwen said she’d parked her car. He found the place, with tire tracks as evidence, but no vehicle. No Gwen.

      Ian sat at the side of the road and gathered his thoughts. He knew she would leave but had thought she would say goodbye. Between making love over and over, they had talked throughout the night. It wasn’t until she finally fell asleep in the small morning hours, curled in his arms, that he’d slept soundly, not hearing her leave.

      After all they had shared, he had no idea how to contact her; he didn’t even know her last name.

      She was truly gone.

      It felt as though an appendage he’d once counted on was ripped from him.

      Ian stood and wandered to the office. There was no sense dwelling on her; it would only torture him. He’d have enough tortured nights ahead of him, he was sure. But while Gwen might own his nights for a time, he still owned his days. There was too much work that still needed to be done.

      When Ian arrived at the office, which was no bigger than a trailer, he found Gerard standing by the safe, peering in.

      Ian sank into the chair behind the desk. “We should move those diamonds today.”

      Gerard swung the safe door open wide. “Too late.” He flicked a scrap of paper in front of Ian.

      Ian looked down to read the feminine scrawl.

      I’m sorry.
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      One year later.

      

      It was a dark night, only illuminated by the crisp moon, when Ian Miller halted near a petite flower garden in the south of France. There was no sound save for his own breath. His gaze carried to a second-story window. No lights glowed from it or any of the windows in the mansion. He knew Gwen was inside. He knew what she was doing. It was only a matter of time before she made her escape.

      And right into him.

      He smugly smiled as he waited. It had taken longer to find her than he’d originally thought it would. But thieves are prone to leave a trail. Even the best thieves. Even her.

      After months of searching, he’d stumbled upon her trail in the form of a diamond. An eighteen-carat pink diamond was found on the market after months of being underground. Ian knew that diamond well. It was his. Just like the rest of the diamonds she’d stolen from him.

      Gwen had a knack for her trade. The victims he spoke to admitted they didn’t know they were stolen from until they had their jewels appraised for insurance and found they were fake. He wondered at the extent of her thievery. How many jewels had she stolen in her career?

      The first time she stole from him was bad enough, but he conceded that the single night with her, a beautiful, passionate stranger, was worth the pocketful of diamonds she’d flittered away with. But to steal from him a second time was too much, especially when his life and the life of his brother had depended on those diamonds.

      Ian rubbed his clenched jaw. The theft had been a trifle before, and he never lost sleep over it. The warm, tingly remembrance of their night together had him smiling at the most sporadic and inconvenient times. But now it was different.

      Now, it ended.

      Life had been so simple before her, before the Sierra Leone rebels and government. His wandering lifestyle kept him happily traveling without a care in the world. It wasn’t until he stumbled upon the village of Njamba that life took a turn. It became complicated. It became messy.

      But it was rewarding.

      He wouldn’t let her get away again, not without a fight. Not while he still had time to do something about it.
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        * * *

      

      Gwen stood at the window, hidden behind the thick curtain. There was someone lurking in the garden below. But who? The owners were away on vacation. She double-checked to make sure her information was correct and there’d be no surprises. From her times scouting the house and grounds, she’d never once seen anyone go into the garden except for the gardener during his weekly visit. But he wasn’t due for another two days, and she doubted he’d make a special visit at night.

      Was it Castille? He had poached on her territory before, but she’d left him a warning he was sure to feel for years.

      Well, whoever it was, she had no intention of being detected, especially not to someone as obvious as the man outside. Did he think she’d just run into him, trap herself in his clutches?

      Gwen slipped a black canvas bag over her shoulder and walked downstairs to the front door. The alarm had already been deactivated, and there was no one in the front yard to stop her. She’d made sure to keep her blonde hair hidden under a black cap, and it was too dark to see her face unless a light was aimed at her. If any of the neighbors saw her, they’d be unable to pinpoint her.

      As she wrapped her hand around the door handle, something prickled the back of her neck. She turned around to darkness, only a pale sliver of light slashed through the room from the back window. Who was out there?

      She crept over to the window and peeked through. Where did he go? A man had been standing in the garden only moments ago, but now it was empty. She had to leave before she was caught. But where was he now? The front or the back?

      Now concerned, Gwen dashed through the house, checking every window. He was nowhere to be found. Perhaps he wasn’t real, just a shadow formed in the shape of a man. It was possible. For the past six months she’d grown anxious, always looking over her shoulder. Perhaps her nerves were getting the better of her and paranoia was setting in.

      Taking one last look out the front-door window, she cracked open the door and listened. Silence. Just as she was about to widen the door and slip out, it was pushed open, forcing her back.

      “Hello, Gwen,” Ian Miller greeted her, his voice low and threatening. “Where are my diamonds?”

      Gwen stumbled back. “Ian,” she gasped. “How did you find me?”

      He took a step closer, blocking the door with his athletic frame. He followed her gaze and kicked the door closed. “I’ve been searching for you for a long time. I want my diamonds.”

      Stormy gray eyes pinned her to her spot. She remembered those eyes well. They visited her in her dreams; they haunted her each and every time she picked up an assignment. Ian was furious, but there was nothing she could do about it. She was pretty sure he didn’t care for an apology, and his diamonds were long gone.

      When she didn’t say anything, he stepped closer. “You stole from me, put the village in danger, and put me and my family in danger.”

      She couldn’t say anything to that. It was true. “But I didn’t put anyone in danger the first time.” As if that mattered, as if it made things better. The first time she met Ian was . . . magical. There was no other way to describe it. Her assignment had been to scout out the mine newly purchased by Ian and take what she could. What she found was a smiling man in the midst of a poor village. They had just finished mining for the day, and everyone was celebrating at the canteen. Villagers danced around the fire, children played outside, a tiny monkey hopped from person to person, and a pygmy hippo waddled near the brown river that ran past the village.

      But the only thing that captured her attention and held it was Ian. Carefree, completely at ease with life and his surroundings, nothing but a smile that tugged at the heart and a laugh that could make it soar. She had fallen for him in that single moment. When she found out that he was Ian Miller, her target, her heart that had been lifted to the clouds landed with a flop in the muddy banks.

      But one night with him wouldn’t hurt, she’d thought.

      Now, looking at the man no longer smiling and jovial, she knew that it had hurt. Both of them. But there was no turning back. No happily ever after.

      “No, you’re right,” Ian clipped. “The first time you stole didn’t put anyone in danger. It was just payment for a night of pleasure, wasn’t it?” He glared at her. “If you needed the money so badly, I could have used your services a little longer. There was no need to rush off, unless that’s what prostitutes⁠—”

      Gwen’s powerful punch came out of nowhere, and she wasn’t sorry. Her fist connected squarely with his jaw. He fell back and hit his head on the door handle, knocking him out cold. Only then did she feel a tug of remorse. But not enough to lose sleep over. Her memories of him that night were nothing but warm and intoxicating, but now she knew they were one-sided.

      Plus, he was married. She hadn’t known he was at the time, but she met his wife months later. The man was nothing but a two-timing jackass. All of those nights she had lain awake thinking of him were her penance.

      Rolling him out of the way, she said, “Goodbye, Ian.” Without another glance, she stepped over him and left.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Someone repeatedly nudged him. Didn’t they know he was trying to sleep? The person shook harder.

      “What?” Ian demanded, his eyes blinking open. He had to squeeze them shut again to block out the light. Why did his head hurt? Had he been drinking?

      Someone shook him again, speaking to him in French.

      French?

      Ian groaned and cracked open his eyes. “English, please.” While he knew enough French to have a reasonable conversation, his head felt like it’d explode at the mere challenge of it.

      “Who are you?” a French policeman asked. “What are you doing inside this house?”

      Ian attempted to piece together what had happened. He followed Gwen, then found her, wanted so badly to shake her and then kiss her, and then he . . .

      Christ, it was no wonder he was flat out on the ground. He was so livid at seeing her, emotions he didn’t even know he possessed had overflowed and took over his mouth. He didn’t blame her for punching him. He deserved it after calling her a prostitute. It made their night together seem polluted and dirty. It had been anything but.

      But still, she stole millions from him. He wouldn’t be stopped by a mere sucker punch.

      The policeman shook him again.

      “Yes, yes,” Ian groaned. “I’m Ian Miller. I tried to stop a thief, but she got away.”

      Unfortunately, they didn’t believe him, and he wound up at the station for further questioning. No matter how many times he tried to explain in English and in French, the police interrogated him over and over about his reason for being in France and for breaking into a house.

      They still hadn’t realized anything was stolen. The owners had yet to return, and they wouldn’t know their diamonds were replaced with fakes until much later. Ian kept silent. They’d only question him more. They were like hounds on the hunt, demanding answers as to his reason for breaking into a government official’s house.

      Government official?

      It was then that Ian realized he needed help. So, he requested a phone call and then contacted his brother Greyson. Ian didn’t think he could have been kicked any lower, but a call to Greyson to save him from another scrape was about as low as he could sink.

      “Again? Why do you need a lawyer?” Greyson asked.

      “You know the best; just help me out.” Ian didn’t want to beg, but his head was killing him. If he was reduced to groveling to his always-perfect brother, then he would. At this point, he just wanted to return to Njamba. There was so much he still had to do.

      “I’ve already helped you,” Greyson grumbled. “Or did you forget that you were taken hostage only six months ago? It cost me millions.”

      As if he didn’t have millions more.

      “I’m sorry,” Ian muttered. “Next time I’ll ask the Sierra Leone rebels to please let me go. I’m sure they will.” Ian wasn’t always prone to sarcasm. However, Greyson wasn’t standing in front of him to strangle. “And, anyway, you never paid the ransom. David and I escaped before the hand off.”

      “My hotel was set on fire.”

      “I told you I’d pay you back.”

      “How? By marrying my girlfriend?”

      Ian groaned. Were they really going to have this conversation now? It was true Ian didn’t give Greyson a chance to yell at him before. He had made himself scarce after thoroughly enraging his brother, but it’s not as if Greyson cared. That was their thing. Greyson was perfect, armed with an impenetrable shell, and Ian tried his best to crack it.

      Well, it all worked out in the end. Greyson was completely besotted with his new girlfriend. They even opened a bed and breakfast together.

      “Greyson, you know we had the marriage annulled immediately. We didn’t even sleep together.” Well, they did, but they didn’t have sex. Marrying Nadia had been too perfect of an opportunity to miss. Greyson had had his head buried under office papers, like usual, and didn’t see the fun, pretty woman he was missing out on. So Ian did what any responsible younger brother would and interfered. Juvenile, yes. He’d been that and more. Much more.

      But not now, not anymore. What had been a simple existence of traveling and caring only for himself had changed. His whole world had changed.

      When Greyson didn’t respond, Ian added, “You have Jenna now.”

      Greyson let out a breath, and Ian knew he’d found Greyson’s weak spot. “What do you need?”

      “Just get me out of France. I have to get back to Njamba.”

      “What about Gwen?”

      Ian had no choice in the matter. It was either Gwen or the village. And the village had already suffered enough by her actions; he refused to make it worse no matter how much he wanted to catch the pretty thief with a wicked hook. “I’m letting her go.”

      “David filled me in on what happened when you were a hostage. I’m sorry it happened. Is that why you haven’t gone back to Sierra Leone yet? Is your search for Gwen just an excuse?”

      Ian cleared his throat, not wanting to speak about the not-so-distant past, but Greyson was right. Gwen might be the reason he was here in France, but his nightmares kept him from returning to Sierra Leone.

      However, it was time to go back. There were too many people counting on him. Gerard had kept him abreast of the situation, and it was bleak. It was time to end his hunt for Gwen and resume his responsibilities.
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      After three days of traveling, Ian finally arrived in the tiny village of Njamba. He parked the jeep next to the metal-roofed office and went straight to work. There was much to be done. He had spent way too much time searching for Gwen, and now he had to focus on the mine.

      For hours, he checked and then rechecked the production notes and the accounts only to discover what he had surmised months ago. The mine was in financial ruin.

      Ian Miller slammed his fist on the desk and then buried his face in his hands. It was no use. Everything he’d worked so hard for was gone.

      The office door swung open then snapped shut.

      “Any luck?”

      “No, Gerard,” Ian muttered. “I haven’t had luck in a long time.”

      “Finally.”

      Ian looked up. “Finally?”

      Gerard smiled and crossed the room, making himself overly comfortable on the couch. It was one of the only things that had survived the riots just over six months ago, and now he wished it hadn’t.

      “What a black look,” Gerard said. “You knew your luck would run out eventually.”

      “You forget. If I’m out of money, there won’t be a paycheck for you.”

      Gerard shrugged. “You’ll figure out something. You always do. Which is why I’m still here.”

      “Not this time.” He hated to throw in the proverbial towel, but the situation in Sierra Leone was deteriorating. He wouldn’t be able to run the mine for much longer without the government or rebels seizing it—not that he’d be able to anyway. The mine hadn’t been producing like it used to.

      His land had never been rich like some of the mines near him, but what he lacked in quantity he made up for in quality. Large showcase diamonds could be found deep in the wet muck that lined the muddy river. There was still a chance they’d find more, but time was running out. The rebels had stolen everything of value and destroyed the rest.

      The one thing they didn’t find was his last stash of diamonds that he kept on him at all times. It’d keep them solvent until he was able to sell his house or luck returned. He’d rather flush the stones down the toilet than see them in the wrong hands. Blood diamonds would not come from his land.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure your pretty little thief will come back.”

      Ian glared at Gerard. He knew about Ian’s hunt for Gwen. It was impossible to evade his questioning. There were only so many excuses Ian could think up, and the one that weighed heavily on his soul would not be told, not to anyone. That David and Greyson knew about it was bad enough. “She’s not my pretty little thief,” Ian gritted. “I’m done with her.”

      Gerard smiled. “You chased her around the world for six months. She’ll be back. Girls don’t like it when you ignore them.”

      “What makes you think she’d be stupid enough to come back?”

      Gerard kicked his feet up on the makeshift coffee table. “Third time’s a charm.”

      “Get out.”

      “Still sore?” Gerard stood and shoved his hands into his dusty pockets.  “For what it’s worth, I don’t think it was personal to her. It was just business.”

      Ian glared. “It was personal to me.”

      “Don’t get all twisted up over one thief. You have a village that adores you. It’s obnoxious, by the way. I’m surprised they haven’t already erected a statue in your honor.”

      “Don’t be absurd,” Ian muttered. “And Gwen stole not once but twice from me. The first time was my own stupid mistake, and I didn’t get upset. But then she went too far.”

      “You and your brother are still alive. Everyone is safe. If anything, I think the experience brought you back together.”

      “Those diamonds were priceless. I could have finally built a hospital.”

      Gerard rolled his eyes. “You already built a school, a library, and a clinic. And guess what? It’s all been destroyed. Sierra Leone cannot be saved by one man, no matter how many diamonds he has.”

      Ian sat back, avoiding Gerard’s blue gaze. They had been tight friends ever since Ian hired him to oversee the mine. The man had a canine nose for sniffing out the best spots to dig. But now even Gerard couldn’t help him. They were at the limit of his property. The village that depended on him would now be left in the hands of a failing government and angry rebels locked in a deadly power struggle.

      “I’ll put my house up for sale,” Ian said.

      Gerard frowned. “Who would want that dilapidated shack?”

      “Not the house here. The one in the U.S.”

      “But that’s your retirement.”

      “It stores a few knickknacks and nothing more.” Ian shrugged. “It’s not like I’m ready to retire anyway.” After all, he’d just joined the thirty-something crowd recently.

      Gerard crossed his arms. Muscles from long, hard days of mining bunched. “It’s a bad idea. If you have to sell the house, then use it to invest in something else. Don’t waste your money here.”

      It was a conversation they’d circled many times before. Ian shoved back from the desk. “I need to walk.”

      “Bring the gun,” Gerard said.

      “I’m not leaving the property.”

      “Bring the gun or I’ll have one of the men go with you.”

      Ian propped his hands on his hips but then thought better of arguing with Gerard. Gerard would have made the point that his land was already raided once, there was a good chance it would be again. But more than that, there was the wildlife. More than once he’d come face–to-face with an animal that was higher on the food chain than he was. But nothing scared him more than the snakes.

      Ian took the shotgun from the wall and slung it over his shoulder. On the way out, he snatched his weathered cowboy hat off the hook.

      He would not turn his back on Njamba. He’d finally found something worth fighting for, and he wouldn’t let the people down.
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      The sun settled low, cracking the sky with oranges and pinks, when Ian decided to head back home.

      Home.

      He had wandered from continent to continent and had never once been drawn to a place longer than a few months. Normally he left before visas became an issue. But then he arrived here, his account nearly depleted, and he knew he had found something special.

      The beauty was barely visible on the outside. Between the poverty, Ebola outbreaks, and wars, it was beat up and tired. But if you looked a little deeper, polished a little longer, the beauty shown with a clarity he hadn’t seen before. The lush village of Njamba was like one of his rare diamonds straight from the mine.

      He had so many hopes for it.

      The door was open when he arrived home. He kicked off his trail-dusted boots and ducked inside the thatched hut.

      “I smell something good,” he said.

      Jala turned from the stove and smiled at him, then gestured him to sit. He dutifully sat at the small kitchen table and waited for the elderly Mende woman with the twinkling dark eyes. He hadn’t been sure if she would be here tonight since he had traveled for so long. But she was, and that made him supremely happy.

      “You always spoil me with your cooking,” Ian said.

      Jala didn’t speak a word of English, and, unfortunately, Ian’s Mende accent and word usage was so terrible that she’d look at him as if he spoke gibberish. She could be correct for all he knew. Mende did not come easily to him. Thankfully, the majority of Sierra Leone spoke English. But he tried for Jala, who still spoke only in her native language.

      Jala set a platter in front of him, heaped with rice and eggplant. A bowl of pepper soup accompanied it. And from the cutting board, he saw pineapple would be his dessert.

      “It looks wonderful.” He touched the seat next to him. “Eat with me.”

      She didn’t sit down but smiled at him again, revealing two missing teeth, and patted his head as if he was no more than four, which was always the age he felt around the maternal woman.

      While he employed her entire family, over twenty in all, Ian couldn’t bear to watch her work. At some point osteoporosis had taken over and she was limited. Since she refused to stop working, even if he paid her retirement, he asked what she’d be comfortable doing. Now, he had excellent cooking to look forward to every breakfast and dinner.

      “Where is Manni?”

      Jala whistled and the tiny tan monkey poked his head out from a bowl on the counter. When Jala held her arm out, Manni jumped on and settled in the crook near her neck. She gave Ian one last pat on the head before leaving.

      Ian didn’t waste any time digging into the meal. He was famished from his long walk. He had hoped to clear his mind on the dirt trail, but he only came up with more questions.

      One thing had become clear to him, however. His thoughts always returned to Gwen. Even though he’d promised himself to forget about her, it was as if she was infused in his soul. The only person suffering was himself. Even the villagers had moved on from the attacks much more quickly than he had from Gwen. Sadly, they were used to it. Living in Sierra Leone was bad enough, but operating a diamond mine was like living with a target on your back. Too often, the stones funded wars.

      “Ian!” Gerard called from the door.

      Gerard never knocked anymore since the last time he had broken the door. It wasn’t really his fault. The door had been rotting from the inside. The amount of rainfall made an enemy of anything wooden.

      “Come in.”

      Gerard ducked into the hut armed with a pitcher of poyo. “It’s fresh. Jala said I should come here with it.”

      “How come she speaks to you but not me?”

      “She said you speak like a mongoose.”

      “I can speak six languages. How is it possible to completely butcher Mende?” Ian rose to retrieve two glasses and a plate from the cupboard. “Care to join me?”

      Gerard nodded. “You try too hard.” He took the glasses from Ian and generously poured the white poyo. After passing one to Ian, he took a large drink from his.

      While Gerard had settled in as if he were a local, Ian still had a few glitches. Snakes were one. Poyo was the second. The lightly fermented palm wine was something his taste buds hadn’t acquired yet. But since it was the favorite at local canteens where men came to talk and debate, it was something Ian decided he’d learn to like.

      He took a sip, trying not to wince.

      “Still don’t like it?”

      “How is it you have a bare tolerance for Sierra Leone and yet you slip right in as if you were born here, and I love the place yet I still jump when a snake slithers by?”

      “You scream like a girl too.” Gerard grinned.

      Ian frowned but didn’t comment. There were too many witnesses to side with Gerard.

      “Don’t worry about it. I think my taste buds died in college.” Gerard shoveled rice onto his spoon. “Did you rethink selling your house?”

      Ian shook his head. “I’m going to sell it.” Jala and her family depended on him. What would they do without the income? It wasn’t as if jobs were plentiful here. “It will keep us in business for another year while I look for more land.”

      “You don’t have to look for more land. The diamonds are near us. The river to the east brings them down. What we need is access to the dried riverbed at the bend. I guarantee there are more.”

      Ian sat back in awe of his friend. “Why are you here?”

      Gerard raised a brow. “Because I’m hungry.”

      “No, why are you helping me? Your talents are needed everywhere, and others can pay you more. Heck, you can afford to buy your own land. Why stick with me?”

      “Who else will save you from the snakes?” Gerard grinned.

      “I’m serious. I value your help more than I can say, but why stay?”

      “It’s not always about you,” he said. “I have my reasons.”

      Ian studied him. It wasn’t as if Gerard was a closed book. If anything, Gerard shared too much. But Ian had a feeling Gerard was purposely not telling him something.

      So, instead of prying, Ian let the subject drop. “I’ll go to the riverbed tomorrow and take a look.”

      A dark shadow darted through the room.

      “Did you leave the door open?” Ian asked, standing to retrieve his gun.

      Gerard looked up from his food. “Maybe.”

      “There’s something in here.”

      Gerard gave a low whistle. Manni scurried over and jumped on Gerard’s lap then proceeded to help himself to the food.

      “He must have stayed behind for dinner.” Gerard patted him on the head with a gentle finger. “Smart little guy.”

      Ian sunk back into his chair, willing his heartbeat to regulate. Why wasn’t he used to the wildlife yet? Especially Manni. The little monkey was as adorable as he was sneaky. Of course he’d stay for the food.

      “You look a little pale,” Gerard said to Ian.

      Manni leapt to the cutting board and eyed the pineapple. Gerard reached over for a chunk and handed it to the very happy monkey.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Still thinking of Gwen?”

      Always. “No, I put her out of my head for good. I have to focus on the mine.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” Gerard stood, the chair scratching along the rough floor. “Should I take Manni with me?”

      “Please.”

      Gerard chuckled and walked to the door. He gave a short whistle for Manni to follow. But the little monkey remained, looking expectantly at Ian.

      “You’re predictable,” Ian muttered and grabbed some pineapple for Gerard to take with him. Manni followed the food, chattering happily.

      “By the way, it’s good to have you back,” Gerard said. “When the rebels took you I feared you were dead. We all did.”
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