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  Chapter 1




  “Sullivan has become a prime objective between US agencies and Interpol, especially in Great Britain. MI-5 is not happy he’s on British soil.”




  “Is this the latest surveillance information?”




  “Yes. Also included is information on a property in either Ireland or Scotland and a woman who may be unwittingly involved.”




  “And she is important because...”




  “She owns property strategic to his plans for shipping and smuggling.”




  “I see.”




  “As always, you’re on your own. We’ll take care of any special needs or requests you might have, but you only report to me when you feel it’s warranted.”




  “Good, I’ll provide you with what I need as soon as I go through these.”




  “Out of curiosity, how long have you been after this guy?”




  “Too long.”




  * * * *




  “What is the latest on the offer we made to Her Ladyship?”




  “No answer yet.”




  “Damn! Why is she taking so long?”




  “She doesn’t want to sell the family holdings. Research has her directly descended from the first Lord Ravencroft.”




  “It’s a losing proposition with her.”




  “She doesn’t see it that way.”




  “What’s our current offer?”




  “Fifty million, US.”




  “Up it to seventy-five and add two weeks. I want her to say she’ll sell. See to it.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  Douglas Sullivan, ruthless and without compassion, wanted Ravencroft Manor at Ravenshire and he would get it one way or another. He didn’t care as long as he got what he wanted.




  * * * *




  Ravencroft Manor stood on a hill overlooking the small hamlet of Ravenshire, Scotland. Behind it, the highlands protected it and the valley while it faced the North Sea. Over the early centuries of its existence, the villagers looked to the sitting lord to protect them in times of war or other dangerous situations.




  In return, the people worked to make their lives good while supporting the castle and its inhabitants. A good system, it provided for an extremely good working relationship for everyone involved. To the present day, the people depended on the Ravencroft family as the Ravencrofts relied on the village. Not too much had changed outside of the current lords no longer needing to mount the armies that once fought for their safety—everyone grateful.




  Over the years, Ravencroft had hosted various festivals and celebrations, and now was no different. The hamlet’s inhabitants put together the annual end of summer event with lots of food and entertainment. This year, they held a hot-air balloon race.




  The balloons of different shapes, sizes and designs entranced those in the crowd below them. Twenty entered and the winner appeared to come from a neighboring village.




  “You’ve outdone yourself this year.”




  “Thank you, Sir Charles. You are way too kind.”




  “Only stating the truth. Who’d have thought balloon races...”




  “I saw one in the States a few weeks ago. It made for an enjoyable affair. I’m amazed at how popular it seems to be over there.”




  “I had seen articles but I hadn’t realized it either.”




  “I’m just glad we could pull this off. The money raised should be a good amount for the school, I think.”




  “By your leave, Your Ladyship, I’d be happy to go check.”




  “Thank you. I am interested.”




  Sir Charles left her and she watched the race head to an end. As she watched the balloons soar overhead, relief eased her mind, but only for a short while. Danger from outside this peaceful valley weighed on her as she began to formulate a plan on how to keep it this way.




  “Damn, we cannot lose this piece of heaven.”




  “Your Ladyship, they would like you at the finish line.”




  “Thank you, Jamie. I’ll be right there.”




  “Yes, mum,” he replied, bowing to his mistress. Laurell Ravencroft could be described in only one way. Watch the John Wayne movies named The Quiet Man and Big Jake. Everyone who saw her said the same thing. If anyone is an image of another, Laurell would be it. The conversations would be the same.




  If anyone watched The Quiet Man or Big Jake, they immediately remembered Maureen O’Hara. She played a spitfire with fiery red hair and a disposition to match. No one ever crossed her because her Scottish roots became more and more evident. She never lost her temper, though she had come close. Laurell Ravencroft echoed the firm but respected countenance of Martha McCandles—strong, independent but with a devilish side to her.




  Laurell’s red hair highlighted her green eyes. On some occasions, they would sparkle with the fire of a magnificent emerald while on others, they appeared to be piercing like cold, green ice. They still showed fire but those around her knew not to make her mad.




  Everyone in the hamlet loved her because she held a special place in her heart for each and every one of the villagers. It tickled Laurell to see the young boys attempt to hide the obvious crushes they had on her. Single for years, some of the men thought they’d try to spend quality time with her but she easily turned them down while not hurting their feelings.




  “Lady Ravencroft?”




  “What? Oh, excuse me. You were saying?”




  “They’d like you to award the trophy.”




  “Yes, thank you,” she said as she quickly regrouped. She joined everyone at the stand where the judges waited for her and set to her duties as the Lady of Ravenshire.




  * * * *




  “She can’t be happy here in this godforsaken place. A woman of her age...”




  “Lady Ravencroft does not want to sell to you or anyone.”




  “Then we must persuade her. I need the access it provides. There’s got to be a way to get through to her that she’d be happier with the jet set instead of a balloon race. The woman has to be extremely bored.”




  “My information states she’s quite content.”




  “Then figure out a way to convince her otherwise.”




  “Yes, Mister Sullivan.”




  Sullivan’s assistant left him to brood as he watched the woman who stood in his way carry out mundane tasks related to the ancient castle. As he watched her, he tried to find some weakness he could use to his advantage. With each day that passed, he lost money—all because of her.




  Six months before, he’d discovered some of the secrets hidden in the castle at Ravenshire. Ravencroft Manor had been built as a secure fortress in the 1100’s and had weathered every storm and battle thrown its way. From land, the building could not be encroached upon, aside from the huge front gates guarding the entrance. From the sea, he learned the rocky walls making up the foundation made for absolutely no possibility of being scaled.




  The rocks had been smoothed by the waves, the cliffs smooth and straight up and down—slick like Devils Tower in Wyoming. For all of its smooth treacherous appearance, it had several unique facets to its façade.




  Trees protruded from the rocks, growing as if they challenged someone to try penetrating the natural defenses. Caves opened behind several of the trees, a fact little known to the inhabitants of the castle’s hamlet. Some of the caves had been found to be nothing more than that, while others led deep into the formation and into catacombs leading to several different areas of the castle.




  Once Sullivan found out about this aspect and the docks with access to the North Sea, he began his drive to own the property. From what they had gathered, Lady Ravencroft had no clue about the uniqueness of the manor. All Sullivan had to do was purchase it and new avenues of profit would open up to his organization.




  Sullivan had walked on the wrong side of the law all his life. He had grown up in the lower end in London and worked his way up through the ranks. He started out with petty theft, found he had a talent for it and let the wealth come his way. Years later, he murdered several he felt stood in his way and took over one of Britain’s largest criminal organizations. He never looked back and felt confident he’d never lose what he’d gained.




  He did have one thing to worry about. One man had dogged him for years. Every time Sullivan got word the man was coming close to nabbing him, he quietly snuck away from where he operated, laid low for several months to a year, then built himself back up again. He only stalled the guy’s progress but it worked. He’d recently heard his nemesis was close but Ravencroft took precedence.




  “Perfect,” he said.




  “What, sir?”




  “This time that bastard comes after me and he dies in the bowels of my about-to-become latest acquisition. No one will ever find him and he could prove useful—maybe.”




  “How? No one will negotiate with you to save him.”




  “You are right about that but we might be able to tap some of his wealth of intelligence for what he knows. Surely we can take advantage of it.”




  "How?”




  “I’m sure there are ways we can...”




  “I’ll start researching.”




  “Good.” Sullivan smiled. If everything went as he desired, he’d be able to retire to the safety of his private island. Thank God it’s been taken care of. He’d bought one of the smaller Pearl Islands off the coast of Panama. Over the years, he’d funneled supplies and other things to set up a household—never enough to send up flags with the authorities. The secure secret account in the Caymans topped it all off. Sullivan would be set for the remainder of his life but he had to take care of his enemy first.




  They walked away from the crowd going to where they parked. Once in his Mercedes, they drove away and headed to the marina where his yacht waited. It better happen soon...




  * * * *




  Cole Dellacourte walked into the Sun Casino in Monte Carlo. The hotel’s concierge immediately met him and took his luggage. A regular guest, he always stayed in the same suite.




  “Will you be with us for a while, Monsieur Dellacourte?”




  “I’m not sure, Georges. It depends on the cards and some business.”




  “Trés bien. S’il vous plait?”




  “Merci.”




  Dellacourte went to the desk, signed the register, then followed Georges to the elevator. He entered his room, generously tipped Georges, then waited while the man performed the task of opening the windows and other checks for the hotel’s guest.




  Cole snickered, the man leaving after he bowed. The two men had known each other for years since Dellacourte International had bought the exclusive use of the suite in order to take care of clients and others. Cole spent enough time in Monte Carlo himself to justify the expense of holding the suite.




  Tall, dark and handsome, women flocked to where Cole might stand in an attempt to be photographed with the international playboy whom Forbes listed as being worth almost as much as Bill Gates. No one knew for sure where the Dellacourte family fortune came from or how it had been sustained over the years. All anyone knew for sure was Cole enjoyed gambling and he gambled to win. He owned the reputation of never walking away from a game a loser. The man won honestly and the more he did, the more his reputation grew—this amusing him.




  He picked up the phone and called for his messages.




  “You have one message. The caller said you would understand.”




  “What does it say?”




  “Your request has been processed and he waits for you to confirm.”




  “Merci, mademoiselle.”




  “Trés bien, monsieur.”




  Cole hung up, then went to a laptop computer set up on a corner desk. He entered his pass code, then sat down to wait for the daily financial information to appear. He grinned at the fact DI had gone up a point. The last patent had made the corporation millions. Who would have thought I could make a killing on a new type of phone?




  He checked another file he had been recently reading, then walked away, deep in thought. He entered the bathroom, stripped out of his clothes, then stepped into the shower under hot water as it ran over his aching muscles. His last job had been a bit more physical than he expected but despite that, he always gave one hundred plus percent of himself to everything he tackled.




  When he dressed, he chose an Armani tuxedo. Why in Europe does a man have to be formally dressed to lose his money? Did it help, or hinder? He laughed answering his own question. Cole had gambled all over the world and no, it didn’t matter how he dressed. In fact, he’d won a huge amount in Atlantic City and, if he remembered right, he wore jeans and Panhandle Slim.




  He fixed his bow tie, smoothed the line of his jacket and left to go to dinner, followed by gambling. The hardest thing ahead of him this evening would be deciding whether to play poker, baccarat or roulette. His life put him exactly where he wanted to be. At least, he thought so.




  * * * *




  Laurell Ravencroft, married to Sir Wyatt Holliday, Captain RAF killed in Iraq during the Gulf War. Doesn’t discuss the subject. No children.




  Born in New York City, a direct descendant of the original Lord Ravencroft of Ravenshire, Scotland.




  Educated at the University of Southern California, graduating with honors and a degree in education with a minor in English Literature. She went on to get a master’s degree and had been teaching in London where she met her future husband.




  After their marriage, she continued to teach until his death, after which she returned to the family holdings in Ravenshire. She took her rightful place as Lady Ravencroft and remains on.




  Local reaction—villagers love her. They adore that she takes her position seriously and has taken a true interest in them.




  Possible enemies—one Douglas Sullivan.




  Possible allies—Sir Charles Wycombe, longtime family friend.




  He closed the file and made some notes on what he needed to check further into. He opened it once again and took out an agency photo of Laurell Ravencroft. He could see it did her no justice, though he had yet to meet this woman.




  Next, he studied Ravencroft Manor. Did she know what she owned? Did she have any clue as to why Sullivan had offered so much in order to secure possession of it?




  He looked over the floor plans of the castle and cursed. They dated back several years, not current at all. He read of the caves, caverns and catacombs beneath it. Somehow, he had to get into the place and find out what he had to deal with. Can I use this place to my advantage against my old nemesis?




  He closed the files and returned them to his briefcase. What the hell have I come up against this time?




  Lord, I’m much too young to feel...




  Chapter 2




  “I don’t care if he offers a billion dollars US or Euro. Ravencroft is not for sale. Please, tell Mister Sullivan this and ask him to let it go. I don’t want to be bothered again.”




  “Yes, Your Ladyship, I’ll get on it right away.”




  “Do that.”




  The man left her. She turned and walked out onto one of the patios to take in the rambling grounds of Ravencroft Manor. She loved it with everything in her. The castle and shire had been in her family for centuries. How could anyone expect me to sell it, much less to a complete stranger?




  She shivered and retreated back inside. The warmth of the noon sun couldn’t keep her from feeling chilled. She went to the phone and called her family’s solicitor, Sir Anthony Feehan.




  “Is Lord Anthony in his office?”




  “Yes, mum. Please hold,” his receptionist replied.




  “Anthony Feehan...”




  “Tony, it’s Laurell. I need you to do some investigating for me.”




  “What, my dear.”




  “If something happens to me, who stands to inherit?”




  “As it stands now, any legitimate issue would, unless you die without a child.”




  “And if I adopted?”




  “Could cause a problem. The right of inheritance is firm on this. The family fathers wanted Ravencroft blood flowing through the heir’s veins.”




  “Lovely. Are there any other rules?”




  “I don’t know. Why the sudden interest?”




  “I’ve had an offer for fifty million US for the place.”




  “Laurell, you didn’t...”




  “No, I tracked it down here but I don’t think my refusal stopped the guy.”




  “Who?”




  “Douglas Sullivan.”




  “I’ll check into him and the other request and get back to you."




  “Please do the best you can, but hurry. He’s too damned pushy, if you ask me.”




  “You got it. I’ll talk to you when I get something.”




  “Thanks, Tony.”




  “Anytime...”




  Laurell hung up and stared at the clock on her desk. Bad feelings had plagued her since Sullivan’s first approach the month before. Sure, he had come on as a gentleman but something about him nagged at her. She had looked on the internet to get some background on him or his businesses but met dead ends. She called Tony Feehan knowing if Sullivan had skeletons, Tony would find them sooner or later. Soon, Tony, please!




  A few hours later, Laurell answered the phone and heard Tony’s voice. She didn’t like the sound of what hid in unsaid words.




  “Laurell, we have a problem.”




  “What?”




  “Can you come down to the office?”




  “Tony, you want me to come to Edinburgh?”




  “As soon as possible. I’ll book your usual room. I have to tell you this in person.”




  “That serious?”




  “Yes. When can you be here?”




  “Several hours, at least.”




  “Then I’ll expect you in the office in the morning. As I said, your room will be waiting for you when you arrive.”




  “Thanks, Tony.”




  Laurell hung up and called Myra, one of the maids, to request she pack for at least several days.




  “What gowns would you like, mum?”




  “The slinky red one and the basic black. I’ll take care of the jewelry.”




  “Anything else?”




  “Two suits—the solid black and the black pinstripe with the matching silk blouses, plus some casual clothes.”




  “Yes, mum.”




  “Thank you, Myra.”




  The maid gave her a quick curtsy, then left. Laurell had been unable to get used to servants taking care of such mundane tasks but the staff had come with the manor when she inherited it and she refused to put them out of work. She needed them just as they needed the security she provided. Sometimes, she’d accept everything when the old blood governed but until then...




  She called Albert, her chauffeur, and asked him to fuel and bring the black Mercedes to the front. She wanted to drive, not be driven.




  Laurell needed to think.




  * * * *




  “Yes?”




  “She’s heading to Edinburgh within the hour to speak with the family solicitor.”




  “How long?”




  “I’d say several days. Her lawyer will be making arrangements at the hotel she usually stays at.”




  “Good work, keep me posted.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  The man hung up, then called another number.




  “Yes?” a familiar voice answered.




  “Get the jet ready, I’m flying to Edinburgh.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “One other thing, I want the hotel and Feehan’s office monitored. Lady Ravencroft must be protected at all costs.”




  “I’m on it.”




  * * * *




  Laurell slid behind the wheel of her black Mercedes E500. She wanted it, thinking it more suited to the business at hand instead of her speedy, sleek Maserati. Strange how appearances seemed to matter the way they did but one had to play the game.




  She put in a CD and listened to the Rolling Stones. When she had a distance to drive, she always brought the Stones and the Beatles to drive to. If she wanted speed, like when she drove the Maserati, she’d listen to Linkin Park and Nickelback and it didn’t stop there. Laurell loved music and her moods reflected it.




  In her home of Bristol, Tennessee—where she’d moved at a young age—she grew up in the hotbed of country music. She listened to Brooks and Dunn, Brad Paisley and others, though she loved Johnny Cash, Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson and more from years earlier. Sometimes, she would listen to the oldies or big band, even classical.




  She gazed at the passing countryside, in love with her new home. Some places reminded her of the U.S.; they were even more beautiful than the place she’d grown up. She always counted her blessings, having the privilege to live in the United States and now Scotland.




  “You can’t let this guy get away with buying it out from under you.”




  It had been five years since the phone call came to tell her of her inheritance. The terms of the will stipulated only blood descendants could inherit Ravencroft Manor and the shire surrounding it. Two factors had to be satisfied—the catches, as it were.




  First, she had to take a blood test. A definable test, she passed since all the descendants had an odd factor in their make-up, peculiar to only the Ravencroft family. She had been told it was her biological marker and her blood had the family blueprint.




  Second, she had to live in the manor for at least a year. Once the year passed, she officially became Lady Ravencroft. Once titled, she could not pass the property to anyone but a blood descendant. The death of Lord Glenn Ravencroft had found her to be the final legitimate heir.




  “What if I don’t have an heir?”




  “Then it would revert to the Crown. Had you refused the inheritance, the same would have applied,” Anthony Feehan advised.




  Laurell Wright, a journalist in Tennessee before going to London, became Lady Laurell Ravencroft. Wealthy beyond her imagination, she became a multi-millionaire with property in Great Britain, the United States and Norway, where she could ski to her heart’s content. Financially set, she had no worries, aside from the offer pending from Sullivan.




  Her true wealth came from the love of the residents of the small hamlet the castle protected. She worked with them, beside them and for them. They had accepted a stranger from America with hesitation at first, then welcomed their lady with open arms.




  Somehow, they knew she would keep everything safe and secure for them. In turn, they took care of her.




  Laurell drove further, then stopped at a small inn to get a bite to eat. Once she’d eaten, she left and continued with John, Paul, George and Ringo keeping her company. Content from her delicious dinner and comfortable in her car with good music, she drove to Edinburgh putting Sullivan out of her mind—at least for a short time.




  * * * *




  The White Rose looked to anyone who didn’t know to be a quaint, Scottish inn. Looks deceived once inside because the hotel sat back from the road, hidden by huge, century-old trees. The lobby sat close to the road and greeted customers with huge atria lounges, a restaurant to one side and a world class casino on the other. Laurell smiled.




  “Your Ladyship, how are you?”




  “Richard, I’m fine. Thanks.”




  “Will you be staying with us long?”




  “A few days. You can have the car parked in the back.”




  “Yes, ma’am,” he said as he opened the door for her. She handed him her keys so Richard could have her luggage seen to. She looked forward to her time here intending to gamble a little and walk a lot.




  At the front desk, the woman behind the counter greeted her and handed her the room slip. She signed in, got her keycard and turned to leave for her suite.




  “Excuse me, I am so sorry.”




  “My fault, I didn’t hear you behind me.”




  “No, I wasn’t looking. I’ve been searching for my...”




  “It’s all right, really.” She smiled gazing at tall, dark, handsome and drop-dead gorgeous. She tried to catch her breath while she gazed into bright blue eyes that lit up where they stood. Dark, styled hair and a moustache topped off a six foot five frame, obviously well taken care of.




  Laurell excused herself and headed to the elevator. She needed air after finding out her fantasy man actually existed and she wanted to get as far from him as she could before she made an idiot of herself. God, you didn’t even get his name.




  Inside the elevator, she leaned against the wall and tried to collect herself. She had almost succeeded before the doors began to close.




  “Hold the elevator,” a man’s voice called.




  Laurell hit the button and stopped the process. As she did, a man all but sailed in.




  “Thanks.”




  “Anytime.”




  “Hello, again,” he said, his smile lighting up the small space.




  She nodded and frowned slightly as she seemed to have lost her ability to speak. This guy should be illegal.




  He pressed the button for the ninth floor, one below hers. Together, they rode up in silence until the bell signaled his floor. He nodded and left. Before the doors closed, he shoved his booted foot into their path.




  “Cole Dellacourte.”




  “Laurell Ravencroft.”




  “A pleasure.”




  “Yes,” she stammered.




  “May I ask you to dinner?”




  “I can’t tonight. It is late.”




  “Breakfast?”




  “I have an appointment at nine.”




  “How long are you here for?”




  “A few days.”




  “We will see each other before then.”




  “Oh, and how do you know that?”




  “I’ll make sure.” He blew her a kiss before he removed his foot. The doors slid closed leaving both of them wanting more.




  * * * *




  Cole Dellacourte—international gambler, playboy and financier—hailed from San Antonio, Texas. He grew up the son of a wealthy Texas oil man, though no matter what occurred in the oil industry, they never lost money. Cole dabbled in the industry but took to real estate like a fish to water.




  When Hunt Dellacourte caught a bullet, Cole took over, surrounded himself with good people and left Dellacourte Petroleum to run itself. In the mid-nineties, he added several other large businesses and created Dellacourte International. While he did the same as with his father’s company, the corporation ran itself and prospered. No matter where Cole went, he remained in constant contact and knew what was happening.




  He spent time searching for his father’s killer. He had training in covert operations outside the law from his service as one of the Army’s elite Ranger force and had friends who assisted him when he asked. They’d operated during some intense assignments during the Gulf War and Cole enjoyed it, though he’d put some of it out of his mind.




  Once in a while, he freelanced with one of the others, a man who’d become his closest friend. David Woodruff had left the service to start a hi-tech and very elite international security firm. He’d gone in on the ground floor and literally made a killing. He operated on both sides of the law to get the job done and would call Cole for some of his special talents.




  Cole had David use his genius to help him find the culprit, though he’d always suspected one man. He had gut instincts but refused to act on them until he had absolute proof.




  His lifestyle afforded him the cover he needed to follow the suspect’s every move without too much hassle. This had been to his credit and his patience had afforded him an advantage. He wanted and needed an airtight case against his father’s murderer.




  On an unusual whim, Cole decided to leave Monte Carlo and head to an invitation-only poker game in Edinburgh, Scotland. It came at an opportune time, especially his meeting the beautiful Laurell Ravencroft. Long set aside emotions suddenly surged to the forefront and for one of the first times in his life, he had been thrown by it. Women threw themselves at him and they never made any impression. His chance meeting with a fiery redhead had him trying to figure out how to see her again. Can I, the playboy, have found my playmate for life? Where is Hugh Hefner when I need him?




  Cole dressed in a tuxedo and went down to the casino. Will I be making the biggest gamble of my life if I try to go after my mystery woman? He looked around but didn’t see her. He felt a little empty feeling in the pit of his stomach. Damn it!




  * * * *




  Laurell unlocked the door to her suite and hurried inside. With the door closed behind her, she leaned against its firmness and prayed for strength. The man from the lobby, then the elevator had had a strange effect on her. It had been a long time since her body craved a man’s and she ached for him. Her nipples strained against the silky blouse she wore while heat intensified in her core, her pussy damp.




  For years, she’d shied away from men. Several bad relationships threatened to sour her on anything close. She had been married to an RAF captain, though he lost his life during actions in the Gulf War. Wyatt had been the love of her life then and she’d taken his death very hard, to the point where she refused to talk about him. Then she met a man who totally flipped her upside-down and inside-out. She couldn’t stop her stomach from the incessant quivers since their abrupt meeting at the desk. The fact he wanted to see her again threw her, although she had to concentrate on her upcoming meeting with her solicitor. After that? Well, anything could happen...




  “Wow,” she said as she let out a deep breath. “Cole Dellacourte, what are you about?”




  She called Tony Feehan’s home to let him know she had arrived and would meet him at nine. She added a request for information on Dellacourte.




  “Why?” he asked with suspicion.




  “I met him here at the hotel and he invited me to dinner. I’d like to know more about him.”




  “Sweetheart, he’s an international playboy and successful gambler. He’s worth a hell of a lot of money and he’s part of the Texas oil barons.”




  “I see.”




  “Laurell?”




  “What? Oh?”




  “Are you all right?”




  “I’m fine.”




  “Then I’ll see you in the morning.”




  She hung up, then called room service for a late dinner. After she’d eaten, Laurell drew her bath, then afterwards, went to bed. She fell off to sleep dreaming of the Texan from the elevator who had stolen her heart.




  * * * *




  Downstairs, Cole sat in on a poker game. High stakes as always, he outlasted the other players. He walked away with huge winnings, the Dellacourte reputation intact. He went to the bar and ordered a whiskey and branch.




  He found himself looking for her again. A good win had been overshadowed by her absence. He shook his head, finished his drink and went up to his room.




  He decided to let life take its course while he decided against going into Laurell Ravencroft’s past. It would be fun to learn about her the old-fashioned way, even though he had access to that kind of information. What had made her especially different?




  Cole changed out of his tux and showered. He envisioned her with him and felt his body’s reaction to the fantasy. Cole softly cursed as he dried off. He stood at the window and looked at the stars. He knew he’d have to experience this with her, the desire strong.




  He shook his head and lay down. He slid naked under the covers and laid back, his hands crossed under his head on the pillows. He fell asleep with her on his mind, desire and passion taking over his dreams.




  “Laurell!”




  He bolted up, drenched in a cold sweat. He shook it off and lay back again after he surveyed the room.




  “What the hell are you doing to me, Laurell Ravencroft?”




  Chapter 3




  At eight thirty the next morning, Laurell left the hotel. She had been up early, ate a light breakfast and read the paper. She walked the short distance from The White Rose to Anthony Feehan’s office, enjoying the nip in the air as the fog lifted. She usually stayed at The White Rose because of its unique location.




  Fifteen minutes later, she entered the reception area at Feehan, Smythe and Shively. Anthony Feehan’s two partners had retired years back leaving him with a very lucrative practice. He had many junior partners but none of them had merited a full add the name to the marquis partnership. He paid them well and it worked perfectly.




  “Lady Ravencroft, Sir Anthony will be with you in a moment.”




  “Thank you, Barbara.”




  “Tea?”




  “Yes, thank you.”




  She hung her jacket in the closet, then sat in a wing chair by the window. Barbara brought her tea and she enjoyed it, the heat of it warming her. October could be strange and the hot drink took the chill off.




  “Laurell,” Tony grinned as he crossed the room to join her. “You look gorgeous as always.”




  “You are such a...”




  “Don’t say it.” They laughed as he kissed her European-style on both sides of her face. He escorted her into his office after he told Barbara to hold his calls. Once inside the office, he locked the door, his lightheartedness changing to dire business.




  “Tony, you’re scaring me.”




  “So you should be. Sullivan is bad news.”




  “Why?”




  “He has a reputation for being one of the biggest mobsters—I think you call them that—in the world.”




  “Oh, why?”




  “He gets everything he wants—then some. He’s killed to get it. If CEOs or corporate owners don’t sell out to him, he has enough of the operations level of the business permanently removed and replaced with his people so he can walk in and take the spoils.”




  “But, why would he...”




  “I don’t know.”




  “What else?”




  “One man’s son stood up to him. He had the father and three of the oil company’s board members murdered. The son held his ground and then took over without missing a beat. You know Texans. They don’t roll over like some others do. Anyway, the son started his own kind of corporate raiding and built himself a self-sufficient organization.”




  “Who is this larger than life Texas oil man?”




  “Cole Dellacourte.”




  Laurell gasped, dropping her tea cup. It would have shattered had it not fallen on the plush carpeting.




  “Laurell?”




  “Tony, I’m sorry. Could you repeat his name?”




  “Cole Dellacourte. Why? What’s wrong?”




  “I met him last night. He’s here in Edinburgh. He’s the one I told you about last night. You were supposed to get me information on him, remember?”




  “You’re kidding?”




  “No. Why?”




  “Rumor has it he’s been hunting Sullivan for years. Word also has it he wants to stop Sullivan—no matter what.”




  “I see,” Laurell said, sitting in thought. “Do you think...”




  “I doubt it. He’s untouchable. No one gets close enough to know him. Women throw themselves at him in hopes of being known as a Dellacourte date but he doesn’t show any interest.”




  “He asked me to dinner.”




  “What?”




  “Let me see if I can talk with him. I can’t lose Ravencroft and he might have the resources I need to keep it.”




  “Good luck but I think you’re wasting your time.”




  “I need to try.”




  “In the meantime, I’ll work at it from my end.”




  “Whatever it takes, Tony. Spare nothing. I can’t chance losing it without trying. Too much rides on this.”




  “I’ll get on it.”




  She left his office and walked the streets past shops of all descriptions. They had no draw for her as her mind worked on the threat at hand.




  No way did she have the kind of money needed to fight Sullivan. She herself had become expendable the moment he set his sights on the castle property. Can I actually beg a complete stranger—a hunky but complete stranger—to help me? Would it be...




  * * * *




  “Yes?”




  “We got the conversation you wanted.”




  “And?”




  “Sullivan has made overtures to her for Ravencroft. She is naïve to the advantages of the property and has no clue as to his reasons for wanting it. The discussion touched on the murder of Hunt Dellacourte and the salvation of Dellacourte’s company.”




  “I see. Anything else?”




  “She mentioned meeting Cole Dellacourte last night.”




  “Interesting. Where is she now?”




  “Walking along the streets and deep in thought.”




  “Keep an eye on her. She’s in danger, even more so now than before.”




  “Yes, sir.”




  * * * *




  Cole Dellacourte woke after a restless evening. Every time he closed his eyes, Laurell Ravencroft’s vision came to him. His body ached for her more than he wanted to admit, especially his cock. What the hell is it about her?




  He called room service to order breakfast, then showered while he waited. He took several phone calls and closed one or two deals before he checked the international financials on the net. He paced aimlessly. Why can’t I get her out of my mind?




  Breakfast arrived and he ate it but couldn’t remember tasting it.




  “Get a grip, Dellacourte,” he cried out to the lonely suite of rooms.




  He paced again, looked out over the countryside but saw her and only her—Laurell’s smile, her gorgeous body, walking along a beach with him hand-in-hand. Cole had to have her and everyone knew Dellacourte always managed to get what he wanted but he needed to be patient and not tip his hand.




  The phone rang and he answered it.




  “Yes?” he growled.




  * * * *




  Sullivan had a man watching Laurell Ravencroft. He had to know what she planned to do, although he felt her too naïve to mount any fight against him. The fact she had met up with his archenemy bothered him but only a bit.




  “She will in no way be a problem to us.”




  “With all due respect, sir, what if she goes to Dellacourte for help?”




  “I don’t think she has the brains to but if she does, I can kill two birds with one stone, so to speak.”




  * * * *




  Laurell walked back to The White Rose and went straight up to her suite after checking messages at the front desk. She had gone over everything said at her meeting with Feehan and shivered. Sullivan had to be stopped and somehow, she needed Cole Dellacourte’s help. The problem now—how do I get him to take an interest in my problem?




  Dellacourte had wanted to see her again. In fact, he’d been very insistent on that fact. Laurell decided to wait to see if he asked again. If he didn’t, she’d go find him. She looked at her watch and saw she’d been out longer than she thought.




  She went to her closet and pulled out the slinky blood-red low-cut gown she had Myra pack. The satin creation dipped extremely low in the front with a two-toned scooped neckline held up with spaghetti straps. It dipped lower in the back and hugged her body down to her knees where, at that point, the skirt flared out and then trailed behind her. The gown truly made her feel extremely sexy and sensuous when she wore it.




  She went to the wall safe in her room and pulled out her jewelry case. From it, she chose a diamond necklace she would loosely wrap around the base of her neck for the first tier, then she’d let the diamond pendant hang from the longer length. The antiqued pendant had a mask design hanging from a filigree piece. Five small diamonds hung from it. The necklace had a matching set of earrings she’d planned to wear with it.




  Laurell had worn this outfit before and heard sultry and sexy in the same sentence with her name. This had to work. She hung the dress and put away the jewelry until she needed it, then lay down. She needed to be rested and up-on-her-game needing her strength.




  Laurell dozed off in need of sleep. She dreamed of Cole and thought she had chosen to do the right thing.




  * * * *




  Laurel rolled to her side, glanced at the time and bolted up.




  “My God,” she rued as she ran into the shower, took a quick one, then dressed. Why didn’t I request a wake-up call? She prayed she had not screwed things up.




  The last thing she did after slipping on her slinky sandals was brush her long but wild hair. She hated wearing it up because she usually had splitting headaches from anything she used in her hair. Next, she grabbed a small clutch and hurried from her suite to the casino. Please, don’t let it be too late and let him be there...




  Once she arrived, she quickly looked over the gaming floor, spied him at the roulette wheel and made her way over to his table. She told herself to silently watch and not bother him.




  Gambling fascinated and confused her. Pass, don’t pass, black, red—it boggled her mind. To watch someone who knew the game was like watching an artist. Cole Dellacourte had it, along with a gorgeous body, beautiful eyes...




  “Pick it.”




  “What?”




  “Pick a number.”




  Laurell looked down at the wheel and the table and chose three. Cole placed a chip on the number and the wheel began spinning, almost hypnotic. When it slowed, she felt her grip tighten on her clutch. Laurell didn’t know a great deal about the game but she did realize luck could be very fleeting. The wheel stopped and she watched the little white ball jump back and forth, holding her breath.




  “Three red,” the man said.




  Laurell let the breath she held out slowly while desperately trying not to faint.




  “Again,” Cole said. Others placed their bets and the wheel spun again.




  “I can’t...” she whispered, slowly trying to back away. A strong hand grabbed her wrist, not hard but firmly.




  “Stay,” he said. She felt the will in his grip as he silently reassured her it would be all right. She gazed at him, the rest of the room a blur.




  “Three red.”




  Laurell began to sway.




  “Again,” Cole stated calmly while his hold remained firm on her wrist.




  Laurell felt dizzy as the room spun. Her other hand went to her forehead.




  “Please,” she begged, closing her eyes and feeling lightheaded and nauseous.




  “Three red.”




  Laurell gasped.




  “Please, don’t... I can’t...” Laurell passed out once she began pleading with him to stop before he lost it all. She saw a dark, lonely room because something in her knew if he kept playing, he’d lose. Something screamed at her to get away from him so he would keep some of his luck. “I’m sorry...”




  * * * *




  Cole went down to the casino early to try getting his mind off the beautiful woman haunting him. He sat in on the craps table, not pleased with the payouts. He had won but since the action had not really gotten started, the winnings were minimal.




  He moved to the roulette wheel where he casually played after he decided to seek out a private poker game later. He stood at the end of the table and eyed the wheel while he figured out trends and mathematic odds. The key to his luck had always been his mind, though other gamblers had tried to unsuccessfully figure out the secret he would never tell.




  As he stood and waited for the next spin, a couple of buxom blondes slid in on either side of him with hopes his luck would rub off on them. He snickered with the knowledge of their upcoming misfortune. After a few moments, they slithered away to find another mark. He tapped the short stack of chips in front of him, heard the wheel spin but nothing else once he looked up and saw her.
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