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Chapter One

Ferris Byrd didn't want to be in that plush, silent elevator carrying her inexorably toward the top floor of the San Francisco town house that held Blackheart, Inc. She'd argued — oh, so gently — manipulated, dragged her heels and flat-out refused. And still she was here.

The elevator doors whooshed open, exposing a small, charming hallway with white plastered walls, stripped oak woodwork and several doors. All belonging to Blackheart, Inc. And they were all closed. No one had seen her arrive — she could turn around and head back down to street level and tell Phillip Merriam and the Committee for Saving the Bay that someone else could deal with their chosen security firm. God knows why everyone had insisted on Blackheart, Inc.

No, Ferris knew very well why everyone had insisted on Blackheart. He had cachet, he had charm, he had a sly sort of fame that most people found irresistible and Ferris found offensive. She hated feeling judgmental, disapproving, stiff and pompous. But she also hated what Blackheart represented.

What she hated most of all, however, was cowardice, particularly her own. Phillip had talked her into it, the committee had insisted and here she was. She had no choice but to carry through.

"May I help you?" The office was a perfect example of San Francisco remodeled, with stripped woodwork, antique oak furniture, masses of plants and the obligatory stained-glass window. The only thing that didn't quite jibe was the receptionist. She was young, in her mid-twenties at the latest, with short-cropped red hair, distrustful blue eyes, a pugnacious tilt to her chin and a small, compact body dressed in modified army-navy surplus. The polite greeting had been uttered in a surprisingly hostile tone, and the look she passed over Ferris left little doubt as to her opinion. As if to emphasize it, the receptionist, whose desk plate identified her as Kate Christiansen, sniffed disapprovingly.

Ferris had little doubt what the woman would see through her flinty blue eyes. She'd see a woman of elegance, her custom-made leather shoes worth more than Kate Christiansen's entire wardrobe. Ferris's soft wool suit was Liz Claiborne, and it draped artfully to conceal the rounder parts of her figure. Her long legs were encased in real silk, her dark hair was clasped in a loose bun at the nape of her neck in a style that showed off her elegant bone structure. And the face itself wasn't bad, Ferris thought dispassionately. She knew her green eyes were cool and assessing, her mouth, with its pale-peach lip gloss, had curved in a polite smile, and the discreet gold hoops in her ears added just enough color to her warm skin tones. She looked rich, understated and well cared for, from generations of such pampered elegance. And only she knew how hard that look was to come by.

The thought pleased her into widening her smile. She could afford to be generous, she was so close to her goals. "I'm Ferris Byrd," she said, her pleasant, well-modulated voice another triumph. Its slightly husky note was the only part she'd left of her original mid-western twang. Now she sounded bored, upper class and slightly naughty — and it was this voice, over the telephone, that had first charmed Phillip Merriam. "I have an appointment to see Mr. Blackheart."

Kate Christiansen did not look pleased, and Ferris wondered whether it was jealousy that caused that glower, or something else. She was almost tempted to inform the pugnacious young lady that John Patrick Blackheart was the last person she wished to entice, but then she controlled herself. That had been her worst trial, overcoming the sudden, unbidden urges to do something outrageous. But she had conquered the temptation, and it was only a passing fantasy, quickly dismissed.

Kate Christiansen scowled. "He'll be with you shortly. You can go on in." With a jerk of her head she indicated the door on the left, then turned back to the sheaf of papers on the oak desk in front of her, effectively dismissing the upstart.

Ferris allowed herself her first real smile of the morning as she settled in a low-slung chair by John Patrick Blackheart's empty desk, her long, slender legs stretched out in front of her. Here she'd arrived, determined to disapprove, and instead she'd been made to feel the outcast. It served her right, but it didn't make her any more comfortable. Why hadn't she been able to talk them into hiring someone less... less unorthodox?

There was nothing about the office to suggest the history of the man who ran it. The walls were the ubiquitous white plaster, the stripped woodwork and oriental rugs as discreet and tastefully anonymous as Ferris herself, and probably manufactured with as much care. The only sign of personality was in the choice of paintings. They were a strange mélange: a romantic water-color of the bay, a passionate oil of a storm at sea, a rigidly logical geometric painting that just might be a Mondrian. And most surprising of all, a Roy Lichtenstein silk-screen comic strip, with a cigarette-smoking, beret-clad lady holding a machine gun that went, according to the balloon, "crak-crak-crak". Ferris looked at it for a moment, a reluctant smile curving her deliberately pale mouth. It was an odd, jarring combination of artistic styles that somehow worked.

"Ferris Byrd?" The smooth, friendly voice made her jump, and the body that went with it was just as much of a shock. He was an immensely tall, almost ridiculously handsome man, with a mop of blond curls atop his high forehead, steely blue eyes, a thousand teeth shining forth in a tanned face, and the broadest shoulders Ferris had ever seen. He held out a hand the size of a small turkey that easily enveloped hers. "I'm Trace Walker, Patrick's associate. How can I help you?"

Ferris immediately decided that the toothy smile was charming, the steely-blue gaze warm and friendly. It was only Blackheart himself that she distrusted. With luck maybe she could deal with this affable giant entirely. "I represent the Committee for Saving the Bay, and we're in need of security consultants."

He smiled that dazzling smile of his. "How convenient. We just happen to be security consultants. I talked with Senator Merriam yesterday — he said it has to do with the Puffin Ball?"

Ferris controlled the little spurt of irritation that sped through her. Phillip never did trust anyone else to get a job done. His hands-on approach aided him immeasurably in his political career, but it irritated the hell out of his administrative assistant and brand-new fiancée. She smiled again, a little more tightly. "Exactly. We've added a new touch this year. The Von Emmerling emeralds, to be exact. The raffle last year was such an astonishing success..."

"You're raffling off the Von Emmerling emeralds?" Trace Walker echoed, aghast.

"No, of course not. They're not ours to raffle — they're only in San Francisco on loan. We're raffling off the chance to wear them at the Puffin Ball. The first prize winner gets to wear them for two hours, second prize one hour, third prize half an hour."

"Oh, Lord," Walker groaned. "And you want us to protect them? The most famous emeralds in the world, and you're going to be handing them out to just any body to wear in a crowded ballroom?"

Ferris smiled. "Crazy, isn't it? But people seem to be going wild about it. We've already sold a huge amount of tickets, and the committee's had to order up another printing. It was an absolute brainstorm."

"Yours?" he questioned glumly.

She shook her head. "I'm too conservative. I'd be just as afraid as you are that someone might decide to keep them. Originally we were thinking of auctioning off the wearing time, then decided against it. If some one knew ahead of time, they could have copies made, and it would be simple enough to make an exchange in the bathroom or something. We thought with a raffle it would be safer — the winners won't know until they arrive at the ball."

"You're going to end up with a lot of women dressed for emeralds", Walker pointed out with a fair amount of gloom. "You realize this is going to be practically impossible?"

"I imagine it will be difficult", Ferris allowed. "But not impossible. At five hundred dollars a shot the guest list will naturally be limited, and we'll have our own security there to make sure there are no gate-crashers. Your only worry will be the emeralds. As long as Carleton House is secure and someone's on the scene, I expect it will be all right."

"Carleton House!" Walker groaned. "On the point? That rambling old mansion will take weeks to burglar-proof."

Ferris smiled sweetly. "You have one week. The Puffin Ball is next Friday. I'm afraid we only just decided we'd need extra help for the jewels themselves. Of course, if you don't think you can handle it..." She was no longer certain she wanted him to give up. On the one hand, it would certainly make things easier for her, dealing with the firm that handled the regular security for Carleton House. On the other hand, Blackheart, Inc. had a certain appeal. Fortunately, it didn't seem as if John Patrick Blackheart busied himself with the mundane details of the workaday world. And Trace Walker had a puppy-dog charm that even a securely engaged woman like Ferris could appreciate. It really might work out very well indeed.

"Don't browbeat him, Miss Byrd". Another voice entered the fray, and Ferris cursed the silent doorways and the even quieter footsteps of the man walking to ward her. Obviously her hope had been in vain. The man walking toward her with that amused expression on his face could only be the heretofore absent John Patrick Blackheart. The most famous living cat burglar in the world.

***

blackheart had been cursing quietly under his breath as he climbed the steep hill toward the town house that held his offices. Not that the hill was bad for the dull ache in his leg, but the dampness of the San Francisco weather certainly didn't do it any good. The knee had tightened up again, and it took all his willpower not to favor it. It had been three years since he'd conquered the limp, three years since the last operation and the physical therapy and rigorous exercises. And now his right leg was as good as anybody else's, could do what anyone else's could do. He could dance, if it was a slow one and he had a nice rounded body to hold on to, he could walk briskly without any sign of strain, he could even manage a sedate run along the beach north of the city when the mood hit him. The one thing he couldn't do was scramble up the side of buildings and over rooftops, couldn't cling like Spiderman to the back walls and sneak into fifteenth-floor windows. Not anymore.

He paused long enough to admire the discreet brass plate on the brick front of the town house, a wry smile lighting his face. It still amused him, two years later, that he'd be making his living from the same people who'd served him in the past. He'd taken his considerable experience and talent in the field of breaking and entering and used it to keep other people from following in his footsteps. And he did a damned fine job of it. Because, unlike the more traditional security firms in the city, he understood the mind of the thief, knew how his thought processes would work and how to circumvent him. If his job didn't net any disappointed felons for the city jails, neither did it come up with any valuables missing. Blackheart was never completely sure if it was his ability or honor among thieves that kept his jobs successful. He imagined it was a little of both.

He was late for his appointment, and Kate would give him hell. He viewed that certainty with not the slightest chagrin. From the very beginning he had been deliberately lax about appointments. His change in life-style was too radical as it was — he couldn't be expected to be punctual on top of everything else. Most of his wealthy clientele viewed it as a lovable foible, one they'd never accept in any other employee.

It was a woman, a friend of Senator Merriam's, who was coming in. From his knowledge of Merriam, he knew the woman was bound to be good-looking, so there really was no need to hurry. Trace would be sniffing at her heels, all but drooling over her. He'd be just as happy if Blackheart didn't show up too promptly. 

They made good partners. Trace Walker with his handsome, open face and friendly manners, Blackheart so much the opposite. He had no illusions about the image he presented to the world. Just slightly devious, with secrets lurking in his shadowed face. Women seemed to find it irresistible, which was an added bonus. And the ones who didn't lean toward him were just as entranced with Trace's beefy good looks.

Trace would have never made it as a cat burglar, or any form of breaking and entering, for that matter. For one thing, he was too big, for another, he was too good-hearted. He could never hear the tales of Blackheart's illustrious career without worrying about the victims.

He'd been one of the victims himself, long ago. The one attempt Blackheart had made after his fall was Trace's apartment, and it had been a fiasco all around. Blackheart had made it a practice only to prey on the extremely wealthy and well-insured. Trace put up a good front as an antique jewelry dealer, but his openness and good-heartedness had proved bad for business, so that by the time Blackheart fell clumsily in his bathroom window he was on the far edge of bankruptcy. There were no jewels in the large apartment with its rent overdue by three months, there were no expensive artifacts. There wasn't even a camera or some portable stereo equipment, not that Blackheart would have stooped so low. There was only Trace Walker, glowering at him, more than happy to have someone on whom to take out his financial frustrations.

In retrospect Blackheart realized he hadn't needed to be so rough with him. Sure, Trace outweighed him by forty pounds at least, towered over him by five inches, and had fists the size of hams. But he would never have gone far in such an uneven fight. Unfortunately, he didn't realize that the fight was uneven in Blackheart's favor. Blackheart had some frustrations of his own — not the least being the sloppy attempt at burgling Trace Walker's apartment and his nagging feeling of guilt — so in less than a minute Trace was flat on his back, breathing heavily, staring up at Blackheart's fierce face with an expression of complete amazement on his open features. And then, slowly, that amazement had broadened into a grin, and he'd held out one of those hamlike hands to his would-be thief.

They'd been friends ever since. Trace seemed to think Blackheart needed looking after, and Blackheart felt the same about Trace. The two of them had an uneasy alliance that had served them well in the last two years, both professionally and financially. And Blackheart was more than willing to let all the pretty young debutantes of San Francisco end up in Trace's office and eventually Trace's bed. He'd gotten tired of perfect bodies and empty souls.

"There you are", Kate grumbled. "Trace beat you to it."

"Any need for me to go in?" He gave the preferred mail a cursory glance before attempting a winning smile in Kate's direction. As usual, it failed to get any response.

"Probably. Trace had a besotted look in his eye last time I saw him. And she's more than the usual type."

"How so?"

"I can't really tell. Everything looks right — the Rolex watch, the suit, the discreet little gold touches. There's something more there, but you know Trace. Everything at face value. And he sure seems to like her face". If her voice was slightly disgruntled, Blackheart was kind enough not to notice it. He knew what was going on with Kate's chronic bad temper, even if his obtuse associate didn't. And he knew there was no way he could interfere.

"Where are they?" he said, sighing.

"Your office. You can't miss 'em. He's the one looking like a lovesick calf and she's the one that stepped out of Vogue," Kate grumbled.

He moved with the silence that had gained him access to a hundred hotel rooms. Kate was, as usual, right. Ferris Byrd looked as if she stepped out of Vogue, and yet there was something that wasn't quite right. Maybe it was in the glint of humor in those incredibly green eyes, maybe in the scarcely disciplined curve of her pale mouth. Too pale, Blackheart thought critically. And the hair should be loose, flowing, a brown-black cloud around that arresting face of hers. She wasn't really beautiful, at least not with a pink-and-white prettiness. She had something more than beauty, and he wondered whether a predictable man like Senator Phillip Merriam could appreciate that something. From the look of the diamond ring on her left hand, it appeared that he did.

But the very last thing he expected, watching her bait Trace with the lightest of touches, was the look of hostility in her green eyes when they turned to his. Miss Ferris Byrd did not like John Patrick Blackheart one tiny bit. And despite his general indifference to the opinions of his fellow man, Blackheart found himself intrigued.

Chapter Two

He wasn't what she expected. Which was silly of her, since she'd seen photographs of him, heard enough to have a fairly accurate expectation of what he was like. But it was all shot to hell the first time she looked at him.
John Patrick Blackheart had to be somewhere in his mid to late thirties, and he'd lived every one of those years to the fullest. He was above average height, probably about five feet eleven, but next to Trace Walker he looked smaller. There was nothing particularly remarkable about him. His eyes were cool and brown and assessing, his dark brown hair a little too long, not styled, but rather like the hair of someone who hadn't managed to get to a barber recently and didn't give a damn. He had a light tan, and he was dressed all in black — black denims, a black turtleneck hugging his lean torso, black leather boots on his feet. He didn't look like a world-famous criminal, but he didn't look like an ordinary mortal, either. It might have been that genuinely amused curve to the sensual mouth, or the glint in the cool brown eyes. Or it might have been in the slightly tense way he held his lean, muscled body, poised for flight, poised for attack, poised for some thing. Ferris came to the unhappy conclusion that he was remarkable indeed, and she knew she was in trouble.

"Patrick!" Trace greeted him exuberantly, with only the faintest expression of guilt marring his open features. "I didn't know whether you would make it in this morning, so I thought I could get started... that is, Miss Byrd was here and I..."

Ferris watched the smaller man take pity on his partner, smiling at him with a charm that was nothing short of dangerous. She decided then and there to be prepared if he chose to use it on her. "Don't worry about it, Trace. You know I'm always late". He turned to Ferris, and for the first time she felt the full force of those tawny brown eyes. They weren't cool as she had thought, they were warm and subtly caressing, even as that mobile mouth of his curved in what was definitely a mocking smile. Ferris didn't like to be mocked.

"I'm Ferris Byrd". She rose, holding out her hand with determination, carefully putting this man in his place. She'd had to deal with men trying every sort of intimidation; she'd faced sexual intimidation often enough to recognize it and fight it. She waited for him to take her hand, and when he did she realized her tactical error. His hand was rough with calluses, strong and warm, and it caught hers with just the right amount of pressure. Like an equal, none of that pumping, caressing stuff that always made her skin crawl. "I've already explained the problem to Trace, and I— "

"Senator Merriam spoke with me this morning", Blackheart said gently. He had a soft, low voice that nevertheless commanded instant attention, and the quiet tones that should have been comforting were in stead unnerving.

"Senator Merriam's been busy", she said, unable to control her start of irritation. "Then you know the problem?"

"The Puffin Ball, the Von Emmerling emeralds, and Carleton House? Yes, I know."

"Do you think we can handle it, Patrick?" Trace asked eagerly, obviously more than happy to try.

"I'm wondering what Miss Byrd thinks," Blackheart murmured.

He must have sensed her disapproval. She certainly hadn't gone to any pains to hide it, but the thought of his reading her so accurately bothered her. "I think the Carleton security staff would be just as capable," she said coolly, meeting his dare.

"Do you? I have the impression that Miss Byrd doesn't approve of us, Trace."

"Oh, surely not, Patrick," Trace protested, looking like a very handsome, very wounded moose. "We've been getting along like a house afire."

"I stand corrected. Miss Byrd doesn't approve of me," Blackheart said with a gentle smile. "Isn't that so?"

Damn him, he was playing with her like a cat with a mouse. A fat, succulent little mouse. Well, she wasn't going to cower away from him. "That's so, Mr. Blackheart," she said in dulcet tones.

"You've never heard the saying, 'It takes a thief to catch a thief?"

"Certainly. The question is, what does the second thief do once he's caught the first one?"

Blackheart smiled. "I expect he splits up the booty, like any sensible thief. Is that what you're afraid of? That we'll run off with the Von Emmerling emeralds ourselves?"

"Oh, no, Patrick!" Trace's protest was explosive. "She wouldn't think that we-"

"Yes, I would," Ferris said sharply.

"Yes, she would, Trace," Blackheart said sweetly. "So the question is, how do we get Miss Ferris Byrd to trust us enough to enable us to do our job properly?"

"Are you taking the job?" Ferris questioned. For a moment she'd thought she'd driven him off.

"Oh, most definitely. I never could resist a challenge," Blackheart said. And Ferris had the melancholy suspicion that he wasn't talking about the Von Emmerling emeralds.

"That's just as well," she said briskly, squashing down the strong sense of unease that washed over her. "The Puffin Ball is only a week away, and we'd have a hard time making other arrangements at this late date."

"In that case, why don't I accompany Miss Byrd out to Carleton House to get a good look at the place?" Trace suggested eagerly. "I haven't anything on for this morning, and I'd be more than happy to make the preliminary study."

"Have you forgotten your report on the Winslow collection? Kate's going to have your head on a platter if you don't let her close the files."

"I'll close my own files." It was the closest Trace ever got to sulking, and he did a credible job of it, but Blackheart was unmoved.

"I can wait," Ferris offered helpfully. "I have some errands to run in town. I can come back in a few hours when you've finished the report and take you out there, Trace."

Trace's face lit up for a moment, then darkened as he cast a beseeching glance at his partner.

Blackheart shook his head slowly. "You're undermining discipline, Miss Byrd. Trace has got a full day's work ahead of him. Besides, he usually concentrates on the physical side of the job, not the planning stage. He's got too much energy to be a mastermind."

"I've got too little patience, you mean," Trace said sheepishly. "He's right, Ferris. Anything I did would just have to be done over by Patrick. You're better off with him."

Ferris controlled the disbelieving snort, turning her gaze, in curiosity, to Blackheart's. She expected smug triumph, not the very real amusement that lingered there. "All right," she said, knowing it was graceless and not really caring. "I don't suppose you'd rather go there by yourself?"

"I don't suppose. Senator Merriam assures me you know more than anyone about what's going on with this benefit. He promised me you'd be invaluable." Blackheart smiled sweetly, but Ferris wasn't fooled.

"Let's go then," she said, caving in. "We may as well get it over with."

"Charmingly put," Blackheart replied, almost purring. "Let me give Kate a message and I'll be ready. Soothe Miss Byrd's ruffled feathers, Trace, and tell her I'm not half as bad as she thinks."

"Patrick's great," Trace said earnestly, obeying unquestioningly as Blackheart's lean figure disappeared out the door with the same uncanny silence with which he had entered. "Really, Ferris, you have nothing to worry about. I'd trust him with my life."

"But would you trust him with your jewels?" she drawled.

"If he agreed to protect them, I would."

"And if he didn't agree?"

A frown creased Trace's broad, handsome face. "I'm not sure," he said honestly. "But I wouldn't work with him if I didn't trust him, and didn't think other people could trust him too."

"And I'll just have to take your word for it."

"I expect you'll have to," Blackheart had returned, damn him, still on silent cat's feet. He had pulled an ancient Harris tweed jacket over the black turtleneck, and Ferris remembered belatedly that he was half British. He didn't sound it — he sounded soft and menacing and American. But the coat looked as if it had belonged to some country squire. He probably stole it, she thought cynically.

"I expect I will." She rose, ignoring the hand he held out to her. She couldn't help but notice it was a well-shaped hand, with long, dexterous fingers, the better for plucking jewels out of someone's bureau drawer; strong wrists, the better for hanging off buildings; and broad palms, the better for vaulting over rooftops. It also looked warm and strong and more than capable of caressing a bare shoulder. Damn, but the man was trouble. "Let's go," she said.

Blackheart only smiled.

"We'll take my car." It was a challenge, one Blackheart didn't rise to.

"Certainly," he murmured. "I walked to work any way."

Ferris gnashed her teeth as she yanked open the low-slung door of her Mercedes 380SL. The navy blue had pleased her discerning eye, the classic lines enhanced her image — and if she had a hidden craving for a red Corvette, she suppressed it admirably. Corvettes were tacky.

"Nice car," Blackheart said, gripping the seat as she tore into the traffic without looking.

"I worked hard to get it," she snapped, tires screeching as she rounded a corner and started down one of San Francisco's precipitous hills.

"And I wouldn't know anything about hard work?" Blackheart questioned softly.

"I didn't say that." She yanked the wheel sharply, the tires skidding slightly as she turned another comer and headed out toward the bay.

"The inference was clear. Tell me, do you always drive like this, or is it simply for my benefit?" He was completely unmoved, watching her with that damnable half-smile on his face.

She pressed harder on the accelerator. "A bit of both," she said in her sweetest tone of voice. The Mercedes had far too much power, and they were speeding full tilt down Nob Hill when his boot-clad foot slid over to her side of the car, hooked under her ankle and pulled it back off the accelerator.

She swerved in surprise, almost losing control of the car. Skidding to a stop, Ferris turned off the key with shaking hands. "What the hell," she said in a dangerous voice, "were you trying to do? You could have gotten us both killed."

"Not if you hadn't been driving so fast. I don't like speeding in the middle of the city. It attracts a great deal of unnecessary attention, and I have an aversion to the police." It was all said in the most reasonable of voices, and her lip curled.

"I just bet you do," Ferris snarled.

"We're not going to get very far like this, Miss Byrd," he said gently. "I think we should call an armed truce, at least for the next week. Senator Merriam is counting on you to give me every assistance."

"He is, is he?"

Blackheart's smile widened, opening up that dark, shuttered face. "So he told me this morning. You wouldn't want to let him down, would you?"

"I have no intention of letting him down," Ferris snapped.

"Then you'll be giving me every assistance?"

"To the best of my ability.'' It galled her to say it, but she had no choice.

"And I give you leave to disapprove of me all you want," he added magnanimously, that wicked smile lighting his eyes. "As long as it doesn't interfere with my work. I have my professional pride to consider."

Nobly Ferris swallowed the retort that rose to her lips. That left her with nothing to say, and she stared straight forward at the busy street ahead of them.

She could feel Blackheart's eyes on her, and they were far too astute. "A truce, Miss Byrd," he said, holding out his hand. And she had no choice but to take it, dropping it as quickly as she could.

"A truce, Mr. Blackheart. And you may as well call me Ferris, since we'll be working together."

"I might. But I don't like it. Do you have any other names?"

Ferris controlled the unexpectedly nervous start. "Frances," she said sullenly.

"I don't like that, either. I'll just have to make do with Miss Byrd until I find something that pleases me," he murmured.

"Do you mind if I continue driving?" she asked pointedly, but Blackheart was unruffled.

"Please do." Leaning back, he shut his eyes, but Ferris could see his hands clenching the leather seat as she pulled back into traffic. She drove sedately enough, and finally his eyes opened, those warm, all-knowing brown eyes that constantly unnerved her. "Are you going to tell me what you have to do with Senator Merriam? And the Committee for Saving the Bay?"

She wasn't quite sure if it was a peace offering, but the subject was innocuous enough. "I'm Phillip Merriam's administrative assistant. He's trying to move up from the state senate to the U. S. Senate, and I was working on his election campaign when he decided to lend me to the committee to help them with the Puffin Ball." She was quite pleased at her even tone of voice. Even the observant Blackheart couldn't guess how disgruntled she was at being out of the action, shepherding a bunch of bored debutantes and society matrons.... But she couldn't allow herself to think like that. If all went well, if things went her way, she could be one of those society matrons, safe and secure in her giant house in the heart of San Francisco.

"Administrative assistant?" he echoed. "In my experience, administrative assistants are either people who know nothing and do nothing, or know everything and do everything. Which are you?"

Her foot began to press down harder on the accelerator again. "Guess."

"Not so fast, Miss Byrd," he said gently. "We aren't in any hurry. We have plenty of time to get to know each other."

She took the corner too fast, but then made a concerted effort to slow down. She wouldn't put it past him to put that strong, rough hand on top of hers and pull her over. "That's what I'm afraid of," she said gloomily.

Blackheart laughed.

***

in the bright, glaring light of the small, secret workshop hidden behind the false wall of a closet in the basement of his jewelry shop on Geary Street, Hans Werdegast admired his handiwork. The Von Emmerling emeralds had to be his greatest creation, his masterpiece, his chef d'oeuvre. And there was no one to appreciate his genius, his craftsmanship.

Sighing, he shook his head, rubbing his lined forehead with a wrinkled linen handkerchief. That was the problem with his chosen avocation, he thought. No audience.

However, the money made up for it. He made a comfortable amount from the small, elite jewelry store above him, supplementing it with a few custom-made pieces in the upstairs workshop where his assistants had free access. But the secrets of his hidden workshop more than paid the bills, they bought him the luxuries and pleased his soul at the same time. He could no more give the workshop up than he could fly.

He was getting to be an old man, though. And he wouldn't like to be caught. There was no way he would ever submit to being imprisoned again, behind bars and barbed wire, locked away. He glanced down at the faded, almost unreadable tattoo on his wrist. Months went by without thinking about it. Maybe he should stop being such a foolish old man and think about it more carefully.

The Von Emmerling emeralds were admittedly magnificent, the replicas so close to the real thing that any one without a jeweler's loupe would be fooled. Maybe it was a good place to stop. His customer was paying through the nose — the Von Emmerling emeralds were a fitting swan song.

Sighing, the old man dropped the glittering almost-jewels into a plastic bag, sealing it with a twist tie. It wounded him to treat his prize creations so shabbily. They deserved velvet as much as their authentic counterparts. But that would make the package too bulky, and he had to be ready to pass them to his customer later that evening with a minimum of fuss. A shoddy fate for a masterpiece.

He climbed down off the stool and shuffled back to ward the hidden doorway to his storeroom closet. He'd miss his workshop, miss his secrets. But it was time to retire, and best to retire at the top of the game. For a moment he wondered what had possessed his customer to tackle such a monumental job. But he knew. As enamored as he was of the phony emeralds, he knew the real ones would be far more enticing. Particularly once you held them in your hands. No, he didn't blame his customer. And he would make sure that he profited by them, just in case the elaborate scheme didn't succeed. Elaborate schemes had a high risk factor, and Hans Werdegast had almost been burned too many times.

Yes, he thought with a sigh, shutting the back wall of the closet behind him and shuffling into the deserted storeroom. It was time to retire. He'd spend his time in the upstairs workshop from now on, and look back with satisfaction on his memories. Particularly the Von Emmerling emeralds.

Chapter Three
Carleton House was an impressive old mansion over looking the Pacific Ocean on a point of land to the west of the magnificent Golden Gate Bridge. Once, years ago, it had been a private residence, until the bankrupt sea captain left it to the Daughters of the Pacific. In the last decades it had played host to any number of charity balls, garden fetes, debutante dances, ladies' luncheons and even a discreet conference or two. The multitude of cavernous, elegant rooms, the expanse of beautifully maintained gardens, the dozens of bedroom suites on the third and fourth floors made it an admirable facility for any kind of social affair. It also made it utter hell to protect. That thought pleased Fen-is no end.

"There you are, Ferris, dear." The blue-haired lady in the Davidow suit greeted her with a warm smile. "And you've brought Mr. Blackheart. How good of you to come, Patrick! I knew we could count on you."

Ferris had her first look at Blackheart's celebrated charm as he kissed Phillip's mother's hand with a panache that would have done Errol Flynn proud. Had Errol Flynn ever played a cat burglar? He would have been good at it, Ferris thought dismally. And that explained, in part, why Phillip had been so insistent on Blackheart, Inc. Regina Men-jam was clearly entranced with the cat burglar.

Ferris knew an escape when she saw one. "Regina, why don't you show Mr. Blackheart around while I check on the decorations committee? You know Carleton House as well as anyone."

Regina smiled at her future daughter-in-law. "I'd adore to. I had to sneak out from the flower committee — the air was getting a little thick in there. Too many boring old matrons. Come along, Patrick, my boy, and I'll show you what an impossible job you have ahead of you. How's Trace? Will he be coming later? Olivia has been pestering me all day."

"Trace will be here." Ferris could feel those eyes of his following her as she made good her escape. "Later, Miss Byrd," he called after her, the words a warning and a challenge.

She hesitated for a moment, contenting herself with a cursory nod before disappearing into the nearest reception room. She could hear Regina's amused voice drifting after her. "Heavens, Patrick, call her Ferris. She's the dearest girl. Far too good for my son."

Ferris stopped dead still just inside the door, straining to hear his answer. But they'd moved away, out of reach, and only the soft murmur of his voice carried to her ears.

God, she was in trouble. Blackheart was far more dangerous than she'd imagined. The only thing she could do was call Phillip and beg him to let her come back and work on his campaign. He'd thought the Puffin Ball would be good experience for her, outside the political arena in the social world where a politician's wife spent so much of her time. She was getting to know the major names in San Francisco society, she was becoming good friends with her future mother-in-law, but all those benefits seemed to pale next to the seemingly very real threat of Patrick Blackheart.

Not that there was anything he could do to hurt her.

He couldn't read her mind, know the deep, dark secrets of her soul that she trusted to no one. He was no threat to her, she had to remember that.

In the meantime, she was too busy that day to think much one way or the other about John Patrick Blackheart, apart from avoiding him whenever she saw him coming. He had the uncanny habit of sneaking up on her, his booted feet silent on the marble floors of the old mansion, that damned, bland smile on his face. She would find him waiting patiently behind her shoulder as she listened to a thousand and one questions, complaints, and impractical suggestions from the busy ladies of the Committee for Saving the Bay, and the only clue that he had reappeared would be the sudden, fatuous expression on the speaker's face.

She couldn't get through to Phillip till late in the afternoon, when most of the members of the committee had drifted away. The sound of his deep, mellifluous voice had its usual effect, soothing and warming her. It was one of his greatest political gifts, that rich, mellow voice, and Ferris was no more immune to it than his besotted constituents. Especially when she knew what a basically decent, nice person resided behind that warm voice and those patrician good looks.

But the soothing tones offered her cold comfort indeed. "It will only be a week, Ferris. Surely Blackheart can't be so bad — my mother adores him, and I trust her taste implicitly. After all, she thinks you're too good for me."

"Blackheart isn't bad, Phillip. I'm just not comfortable around him. Things are coming together beautifully — your mother knows as much as I do about everything. Couldn't I please come back?" She let her voice sound mournful and pleading, hoping she might appeal to his protective instincts.

Phillip was too smart for her. "No, Ferris. There's nothing you can't handle, be it a hostile constituent or a retired cat burglar or the combined forces of the Committee for Saving the Bay. I'm counting on you, darling. This is the kind of experience for you that money can't buy, and it will all be over by Friday. I'll be there to take you to the ball, and we might even consider making our formal announcement."

"I thought we were going to wait till after the primary." Why was she suddenly reluctant to have her triumph made public knowledge? Enough people had seen the diamond on her left hand and given her a knowing look; it was no longer a secret.

"I was considering it, but I've decided you might bring me more votes," he said frankly.

That was the problem with their relationship, Ferris decided suddenly. His election always came first, for both of them, and their engagement was more a useful adjunct than an emotional commitment. The thought was suddenly depressing.

"Let's wait and see," she temporized. "Will you call later?" Her voice was no longer mournful, it was brisk and efficient.

"Sunday at three, same as always. You'll stick with it, won't you, Ferris? Mother's capable, you're right, but I don't like putting so much responsibility on her after her stroke. You can do it, can't you?"

Ferris sighed, well and truly trapped. She may as well acquiesce gracefully. "Of course I can, Phillip. I just miss you."

The deep, rich voice, like chocolate custard, breathed a sigh of relief. "I knew I could count on you, Ferris. I love you." The last was hurried, almost by rote, and Ferris repeated it the same way.

They would deal well together. She would be the perfect politician's wife, charming, reserved, very clever, with just the right amount of public deference and private encouragement to aid Phillip in attaining whatever office he was seeking. The public acclaim was not part of her own particular fantasy — she'd be just as happy if Phillip had remained a lawyer. But Phillip was an ambitious man, it was an integral part of his nature, and she wouldn't have him any other way. It was ambition that had gotten her where she was now, and she wasn't going back if she could help it. She would support Phillip completely, follow him...

"What's that determined look on your face?"

Ferris dropped the phone with a nervous shriek, cursed, and rounded on Blackheart. "Must you sneak up on people like that?" she demanded indignantly.

"I can't help it." He favored her with that charming smile that melted all women within a ten-mile radius. Ferris did her best to remain stonily unmoved, but it was an uphill battle. "I can't change years of habit over night, Miss Byrd. Are you ready to leave?"

The last thing she wanted to do was get back into the cramped quarters of her car with him. That lethal charm was beginning to work on her, much as she fought it. Why did that smile of his have to be so damned infectious? And why did his brown eyes glint with hints of amber as he looked at her? And why couldn't she trust him?

None of that really mattered of course, with Phillip in the picture. "I'm not quite ready to leave," she said coolly. "Perhaps you could get a ride with someone else."

He seemed to have the uncanny knack of reading her mind. Slowly he shook his head. "That won't do. Miss Byrd. Everyone's gone. I'll just have to wait here, all alone with you in this big old house, while you finish whatever you' re doing.''

"I'm ready," she snapped, interpreting the smiling threat correctly. "It'll take me a few minutes to lock up. I'll meet you at the car at ten past."

"That'll give me just enough time to check in with my office," he said sweetly.

"Why?" Her suspicions were instantly aroused.

"To see if my burgling tools have arrived," he drawled. "Go ahead and lock up, Miss Byrd."

She hesitated for a moment, watching as he picked up the telephone. "If I'm the last one to leave, I have to lock up, Mr. Blackheart. Once I do so, you won't be able to leave without tripping the alarm."

He laughed then, a rich, full laugh that was even more attractively unnerving. "You really think so?" he questioned gently. "You do underrate me. Miss Byrd."

For her dubious peace of mind she could be grateful he was waiting at the car for her. She had little doubt that he could leave the house with its locks intact, but her sense of responsibility would have insisted that she go back and check, and Blackheart would have been bound to follow, smiling that damnable smile of his. What she wouldn't give to wipe it off his face for just one moment, she thought with wistful violence.

It was a foggy day in late February, cool and chilly and distinctly unfriendly. She couldn't wait till she was back in her small, cozy apartment, her shoes off and her long legs curled up underneath her, a real fire in her working fireplace and a snifter of brandy in her hand. God bless gourmet frozen dinners, she thought with a blissful sigh.

"What occasioned that erotic moan?" Blackheart drawled from beside her, and she jumped. For a brief, heavenly moment she had almost forgotten he was sitting beside her as she raced haphazardly back into the city.

She allowed herself a short glimpse at him, and her tense shoulders began to relax a trifle. In less than five minutes she'd be free of him, in ten minutes she'd be home. A tentative smile lit her face. "I was thinking about food," she confessed.

He was staring at her, his expression arrested. "Do that again," he said, his low, drawling voice suddenly husky in demand.

"Do what?" She couldn't summon more than a trace of irritation as she screeched around the corner toward his office.

"Smile. I didn't think you could."

It was with a great effort that she kept another, answering smile from her mouth. "And you, Blackheart, smile too much. 'A damned, smiling villain,' Shakespeare said. He must have had you in mind."

"You think so?" He seemed genuinely pleased at the notion. "And who are you?"

"Lady Macbeth," she snapped, pulling to a stop in front of the old brick town house that housed Blackheart, Inc.

He made no move to leave the car, just looked at her out of those translucent eyes of his. "No, I don't think so," he murmured. "I haven't got it yet, but I will."

"Be sure to let me know when you think of it," she said sarcastically.

He smiled at her. "I will. You really detest me, don't you, Miss Byrd? Think I'm the lowest of the low?"

She said nothing, neither denied nor confirmed it. "Good evening, Mr. Blackheart."

Reaching for the door handle, he pulled himself out of the Mercedes with a graceful swoop. Leaning down to close the door, he looked in at her. "I'm not really that bad, you know," he observed gently.

"I'm sure you're not," Ferris said, sure of no such thing.

He grinned, a glint of wickedness in those tawny brown eyes. "At least I always go by the same name." This was said in the sweetest of tones, and the door closed before she could respond.

There was nothing she could say. There was a sick burning in her stomach, her hands were clammy with nervous sweat, and she felt a nasty headache coming on. Without another word, without a look in his direction, she screeched the car away from the curb, directly into the traffic. Horns blared in protest, and then she was gone, tearing down the hillside with a blithe disregard for traffic and stop lights.

***

hans werdegast handed the plastic Baggie over with a sense of real regret. He would never see them again, what he had fondly come to think of as his Von Emmerling emeralds. They were even prettier than the originals, if he were any judge, and he was. To be sure, the stones were fakes, beautiful ones. But he'd executed the delicate filigree settings with an even lighter touch than the original master who'd designed them. And now they were being shoved into the pocket of someone who'd done nothing more than glance at them through the filmy plastic.

The old man took the creased envelope stuffed full of old bills and shoved it in his pocket with all the care it deserved. Money was nothing, compared to art. "This is the only time," he said heavily, hating the sound of the words, knowing he had to say them. "No more. Tell the man who sent you."

"Why?"

"I'm getting too old for this sort of thing. You'll have to find someone else for your next job."

"No one else is as good as you."

"That's true," the old man agreed sadly. "But that's the way of the world. There are no craftsmen left, only technicians."

"You won't reconsider? '"
He shook his head. "You have in your pocket, my friend, my last hurrah. Treat them with respect."
His customer grinned. "I'll put them to very good use."

***
he couldn't have known, Ferris thought as she undid the three locks and let herself into the maze of rooms that constituted her apartment in the marina section of San Francisco. There were six of them, with steps up and steps down, a small terrace with an impossibly windy view of the bay, the tiniest kitchen this side of a Winnebago and a bedroom so small it only held her queen-size bed and the television set. The largest room in the mélange was the bathroom, with a marble bath tub the size of a small swimming pool, a double marble sink, mirrors that would put a whorehouse to shame, and a towel rack directly over the radiator that gave Ferris deliciously heated towels in the morning. She loved the hodgepodge of space, but nothing pleased her that evening.

It must have been a shot in the dark. He knew she went by the name of Ferris, but she'd openly admitted her first name was Frances. And that was the truth, or mostly the truth. Her first name was a variant of Frances. And it was none of Blackheart's damned business if she chose not to use it. She didn't have any criminal reason for wanting to hide it.

There was no sign of her disreputable gray alley cat. Blackie must be out on one of his sabbaticals, wreaking havoc in female feline hearts. He might not be back for days. She kicked off her shoes, her bare feet padding comfortably over the hardwood floors as she trailed through the living room, dining room, kitchen and bathroom, finally ending up in the cramped confines of the bedroom. She took a delicious dive, ending up in the middle of her unmade bed, a trail of clothes leading toward her destination. She'd pick them up later. For now all she wanted was a moment of peace.

It was hours later when she opened her eyes. Blearily she peered at the digital clock residing on the floor be side her bed. Almost twelve-thirty. Damn! She'd never get back to sleep, not for hours. It was always a mistake when she let herself nap before dinner.

With a groan she pulled herself from the bed, scampering across its wide length to the bathroom. A long, hot shower would help, so would the glass of brandy she'd forgotten all about. It was too late for dinner. She'd curl up in front of the television and watch an all-night movie with her favorite vice.

Her flannel nightgown had seen better days, but the cotton was so thin that its comfort was practically transcendental. She poured more brandy into the Waterford snifter than was proper for savoring its bouquet, but once she got settled she didn't want to have to scramble back to the kitchen again. With a desultory attempt at housecleaning, she picked up the trail of clothing and dumped it in the hamper, then allowed herself the delight of opening her freezer. Oh, blessings, there was Heavenly Hash.

She must have made a ridiculous picture, tromping across her bed to the mound of pillows at the head, an overfull snifter of brandy in one hand, a small mixing bowl of ice cream in the other, mismatched socks on her narrow, chilly feet. With a sigh of pure pleasure, she collapsed against the pillows, spilling a tiny bit of the brandy on her nightgown.

Setting her goodies carefully on the floor, she dived under the bed in search of the remote control for the TV set. She had misplaced it for two weeks once, lost in the welter of clothes and papers and magazines and single shoes that lived and multiplied under her bed.

The remote control had been a sinful extravagance, but there was no way she was going to clump back and forth over the bed every time she wanted to change the channel. She could only be thankful she didn't live with some man who had the right to complain about her life-style, which could only charitably be called casual. Her sisters had told her she was a walking disaster, but she liked it that way. At least if the earthquake that everyone had been promising came, no one would know the difference in her apartment.

Aiming the remote control, she settled back, reaching for her ice cream. If hot milk was supposed to help you sleep, cold cream should do almost the same thing, she thought righteously, digging in. Peter Sellers was on, the movie was just starting, and she settled back with pleasure to enjoy the travails of Inspector Clouseau. A moment later she sat back up, a low wail of anguish emitting through the Heavenly Hash.

"Oh, no! " she moaned, as a black-clad figure edged his way over the rooftops. She didn't need a movie about a cat burglar, tonight of all nights.

Quickly she flicked through the channels. Talk shows, John Wayne war movies, Betty Grable musicals. Peter Sellers was unquestionably the cream of the crop. With a sigh, she turned it back to the Pink Panther, reaching for her ice cream again. Some of the chocolate had melted and spilled onto the sheet, and she made an ineffectual attempt at rubbing it away. She'd have to remember to sleep on the right side tonight.

Finishing the ice cream, she pushed the bowl under her bed and reached for the brandy, settling back to concentrate on the movie. Maybe she'd learn some thing about how to deal with Blackheart. Taking a contemplative sip, she let the liquor burn through the ice cream coating on her tongue, swirling it around with absentminded pleasure. And maybe Phillip would change his mind and rescue her before Blackheart stumbled any closer to the truth. Somehow she doubted either of those things would come to pass.

"A votre sante," she toasted the good inspector, raising her brandy glass high. "And heaven help me."

Chapter Four
The alarm rang obscenely early. Ferris opened one eye, groaning as the sunlight beamed into her curtainless bedroom from the terrace. She fumbled around on the floor for her alarm clock, pulling back in disgust when her hand encountered the empty ice-cream dish. She had no choice — she opened the other eye and levered herself off the side of the wide bed to search for the recalcitrant alarm clock.

It was under an issue of Time Magazine at least six weeks old. How the magazine could have migrated over to cover the clock after she'd set it last night was beyond her imaginings, but she shrugged her shoulders, pulling herself upright with a weary sigh. She had long ago learned not to worry about what was where in her apartment.

There was one major blessing to this day. Nothing was going to be happening at Carleton House. It was Saturday, the ball wasn't until the following Friday and the jewels weren't due to arrive until Monday. The flowers had been argued over and ordered, the decorations planned, the security hired and left, thank God, to their own devices. The only duty she had to perform today, other than the onerous weekly task of mucking out the accumulated mess that was her apartment, was to run over to Carleton House and retrieve her brief case.

Not that she'd forgotten it in the first place. She'd left it behind on purpose, part of her distrust of Blackheart extending to her personal papers. And she loved Carleton House when it was still and silent, its cavernous rooms spacious and secure in wealth and status. She would wander through those rooms this afternoon and pretend she was Grace Kelly, cool and patrician, born to the purple.

As usual, the mess took longer than she expected. It was her weekend to do the full job, even taking a broomstick under the queen-size bed to roust out the dead panty hose, week-old Chronicles, empty boxes of Yodels, a silk blouse she'd thought she'd lost, and three Nikes, all for the left foot. She was a strange housekeeper, she thought as she washed the dirty dishes that had an amazing capacity for reproducing like rabbits. Like a secret eater, it was a case of binge and purge. Every night her clothes would be strewn over the apartment, the kitchen would be littered with every pot and pan, even when she utilized dear Mr. Stouffer's concoctions, the papers and magazines grew in piles that threatened to topple over every available surface. And every morning she would wash the dirty dishes, straighten the piles, hang up all the clothes that hadn't somehow snuck under the bed, just as she transformed herself.

At night she wore fuchsia silk kimonos, impossibly soft flannel nightgowns, skimpy French underwear, designer jockey shorts, anything that took her fancy, and her thick brown hair that was almost black hung in a wavy cloud around her face. In the morning she shrugged into her Liz Claiborne and Ralph Lauren suits, fastened her hair back in a loose bun, and became Ferris Byrd, young urban professional. It was an amazing creation, considering what she started out with, she mused. It was a shame no one but her sisters could appreciate it. And some of them were more offended than appreciative.

With a sigh she withdrew her hands from the sudsy water, letting it drain out of the tiny sink that could hold a service for one. It was fortunate that her messiness wasn't downright dirtiness — if she ever got so lax as to let the dishes pile up for days, it would take her a month to wash them all.

Stripping off the chocolate-stained sheets, she tossed them in her overflowing hamper. Making the bed was her one holdout against compulsive cleaning. When she was gone all day, the only appreciative audience for a neatly made bed was Blackie, the peripatetic alley cat, and much as she loved the stubborn feline, that was going too far. The bed was made when clean sheets were put on it, and that was that.

And where was Blackie this morning? He'd been around just yesterday, demanding kitty gourmet goodies as she'd tried to dress for her fateful appointment at Blackheart, Inc. She should be used to his travels, occasioned by feline randiness or a case of the sulks. Blackie had very strict standards when it came to food and attention, and Ferris had fallen woefully short yesterday. It would take nothing less than creamed herring or his particular craving, overripe Brie cheese, to get him to forgive her.

With a sigh, she emptied a tin of Seafood Supper and set it by the open door to the terrace before getting dressed. Sooner or later he'd have to return, even if it meant settling for cat food. Blackie, like all good San Franciscans, was a true gourmet.

On the weekends, when Phillip was off on the early campaign trail and Ferris had no one to answer to, her wardrobe was more her own. Always keeping in mind that she might run into someone who mattered, she allowed herself jeans and sweaters, braided the thick hair in a loose plait that fell just below her shoulders, and returned to her Nikes, granted she could find a matching pair. She dressed that way now, in faded Levi's rather than the Gloria Vanderbilts Phillip admired, leaving off the discreet gold jewelry that was her mark of caste. The apartment was clean, Phillip was out of town, and she was free, blissfully free.

She stifled the quick wave of guilt that washed over her. Neither she nor Phillip would want smothering togethemess. Any woman with a mind of her own would need time to herself. And she wasn't about to contemplate the unpleasant fact that she seemed to appreciate that private time more than she did the hours she spent with Phillip.

A reluctant grin lit her face as she sped her car along the freeway toward Carleton Point. Blackheart had been so determined not to be fazed by her driving. She'd made strong men weep before, and no pleas or threats from Phillip had made her improve her headlong, headstrong pace. Her driving style was the one thing that still belonged to the twenty-nine-year-old woman who hadn't been born Ferris Byrd, and she held onto it stubbornly.

The fog had lifted somewhat by the time she pulled up in the empty circular drive in front of Carleton House, but it was still a gray, chilly day, typical for late February in the Bay Area. She'd left her briefcase in the downstairs cloakroom, but she was in no hurry. Nothing much would be growing this time of year, but she was especially fond of the grounds anyway. The formal Japanese garden overlooked the Pacific, and she headed straight toward it, glad that she'd pulled a thick wool sweater on over the lighter cotton one. She shoved her hands in the pockets of her jeans, tucked her head into the stiff breeze and strode past the tall windows that overlooked the flagstoned terrace.

She never tired of looking at the ocean, even from a high perch like this one. The ever-changing variety of the ebb and swell of the deep-blue waves fascinated her, the never-changing vastness of it soothed her soul. A wide, four-foot-high stone wall separated the wide expanse of lawn from the rocky cliff beyond, and she leaned against the cool, damp stone, staring out dreamily into the windy day. There was a long, sleek yacht out there, slicing through the rough water with silken ease. For a long moment Ferris had the surprising wish that she were on it, sailing away from every thing that surrounded her and weighed her down. And then she pushed away from the wall and headed back across the lawn to the French doors.

The ring of keys weighed close to five pounds, and it could unlock every single one of the thirty-seven outer doors of Carleton House. It took her twelve minutes to find the right one for the French door off the ballroom, another two minutes to rattle the rusty catch loose. And then she was inside, in her magic kingdom, with the wind and the constant hush of the ocean shut out behind her. With a sigh of pure satisfaction she surveyed the empty ballroom.

Ferris had fought the idea of using Carleton House for the Puffin Ball, fought it with all the considerable logic and wit at her disposal. Olivia Summers had been on the opposing side, determined that the Puffin Ball would take place nowhere but Carleton House. Ferris had been more than irritated when Olivia had prevailed, but that irritation had changed to delight when she first wandered through the old mansion. Her only wonder was that a cold-blooded bitch like Olivia Summers could appreciate it.

As a matter of fact, apart from the uncomfortable presence of Blackheart, Inc., Olivia Summers was the only cloud on her horizon. And she could thank Olivia for Blackheart, too. It was Olivia who'd first mentioned Blackheart's name, eagerly seconded by Regina Merriam and voted by the Committee for Saving the Bay with an almost lustful enthusiasm. And she supposed she couldn't really blame Olivia; Blackheart was the obvious choice. He was society's darling, his checkered past only adding to his desirability. She should have known any argument would have been quashed completely.

It still didn't help her feelings toward Olivia. Granted, Olivia had once been engaged to Phillip herself, before breaking it off to marry Dale Summers. And Olivia had her own political aspirations, coveting Phillip's senate seat with her blue, blue eyes. She never for one moment forgot that she was the granddaughter of Ezra McKinley, one of the founding fathers of the city, who was in turn the descendent of Abraham de Peyster, one of the founders of New York centuries earlier. Despite the fact that her family's money had long ago run out, her indisputable blue blood, her racehorse-elegant body, her patrician bearing and WASP blond hair kept her firmly in the forefront of any social gathering. She also had brains, charm, ambition and a seeming regret that she had dismissed Phillip three years ago. And Ferris hated her.

Olivia had always been unfailingly polite, and the blue-haired ladies doted on her, her peers vied for her attention and even Phillip seemed bemused in her presence. It seemed as if only Ferris could see the calculating look in those perfect blue eyes, could watch her clever manipulations with awe and dislike. Olivia Summers had the indisputable talent for making Ferris feel like an employee, and the interloper she knew she was. It was all done with admirable subtlety — a tone of voice, a condescending smile, a graceful gesture. If and when Olivia did run for office, Ferris was determined to work for the opposition, even if it was Richard Nixon himself.

There was no hurry to get the briefcase. She'd tucked it down beside the radiator; it had doubtless survived the night and would survive a few more minutes. With her own careless grace, she sank down to sit cross-legged in the middle of the empty ballroom floor. They were talking about white roses, Regina said. They'd do the gilt and rose-colored ballroom proud. With baby's breath, and just a hint of pink somewhere...

"Fancy seeing you here," Blackheart drawled from directly behind her, and Ferris screamed.

She rose to her full five feet four, never as tall as she would have liked, and her eyes were blazing. "Don't you ever," she said furiously, "do that again. Clear your throat, stamp your feet, belch, I don't care what. But don't sneak up on me."

Blackheart looked completely unmoved by her rage, and for a moment she could see why the combined force of the Committee for Saving the Bay had fallen beneath his spell. The black denims had been replaced by blue Levi's so faded they were almost gray, and the khaki field shirt rolled up to reveal strong forearms made his brown eyes almost amber. Ferris had always had a deplorable weakness for field shirts, with their epaulets and their myriad pockets, and she had to steel herself not to react. He was wearing running shoes, which would account for his silent approach. Except that he'd been just as silent in leather boots.

"What were you doing, sitting there in the middle of the ballroom with that erotic expression on your face? I wouldn't have thought a chilly room like this would arouse your fantasies."

"They weren't erotic fantasies," she protested.

"I was watching you wandering around the gardens. You're much more of a dreamer than I took you for, Miss Byrd," he continued in that low, warm voice of his. "You seemed so coldly practical yesterday. Today you look much more—" his hand reached out and gently tugged her braid " — much more human."

She batted at his hand, but he'd already removed it. She didn't like the words, coldly practical, but she was damned if she was going to call him on it. He just wanted a rise out of her, and she wasn't about to give him that satisfaction. And then the meaning of his presence there in the deserted mansion struck her, and she cheerfully jumped to the attack.

"What are you doing here, anyway?" she demanded fiercely.

"My job."

"How did you get in? The Carleton House security team was supposed to let me know if they gave out any keys."

He smiled that devilish smile, and her heart gave a little moan at its remembered effect. "I didn't need a key."

Her lip curled. "Of course you didn't. How could I have forgotten?" she mocked.

The mockery bounced right off. "I asked about you," he said conversationally, and immediately she was wary.

"I doubt you found out anything very interesting." She managed an admirably cool tone of voice. "I haven't led a very exciting life. Who did you ask?"

"Phillip, for starters." She didn't like that phrase, "for starters." "He told me all about your glorious career at Stanford, your rapid rise to your position as his personal assistant, your wit and charm. I had to take his word on the latter, of course."

"Of course."

"And he told me the touching story of your life. How you were raised by your patrician aunt on Beacon Hill in Boston after your parents were killed in their private plane. How you excelled at the exclusive little boarding school but were always just a poor little rich girl who had to throw all her energies into her studies, missing the comfort a real family could offer. It was very touching."
She held herself very still, hating him. "I'm sure you're not about to offer your sympathy."
His mouth quirked upward. It was an attractive mouth, she had to give him that, even as she longed to punch him in it. "And I'm sure you wouldn't accept it if I was."
"Very astute. What do you want from me. Blackheart?"
"You know, I rather like the way you say that," he mused. "Most people call me Patrick."
"Blackheart suits you."
"What's in a name?" he quoted softly, that devilish light in his eyes. "Ferris Byrd doesn't suit you one tiny bit." 
"I like it," she said stubbornly, refusing to give an inch.

"Of course you do. I'm finished for the day, Ferris Byrd. Let me take you out to dinner and I'll pry all your secrets from you."
"Go to hell." She had turned to leave, consigning her briefcase to another night in the cloakroom, when his hand caught her arm. She had noticed the perfect beauty of his hands before, feeling the gentle force of one on her arm burned the impression of it into her flesh. If she yanked, he would have released her. She stood still.

"Come away with me, Francesca," he said, and his low, sweet voice was a silky caress along her nerve endings as he used her real name. "Your secrets are safe with me. I'll even tell you a few of my own."
"Blackheart," she said, and she never thought she'd plead with any man. But she was pleading with him. "Let me go."
Without a word, he dropped her arm. Without a word she turned and left him, her Nikes squeaking on the polished dance floor. She closed the French door quietly behind her, turned into the windy afternoon, and ran like hell, leaving Blackheart to stare after her, thinking God knows what.
***

Now there was nothing left to do but wait till the Von Emmerling emeralds were delivered, thought the thief, wait that interminable length of time until the night of the Puffin Ball. It was a shame the old man had finished with the copies so soon. There was nothing left to do, nothing left to plan. Everything was ready, all that was needed was for the time to pass. And it was passing damnably slow.

The old man was right, the fakes were beautiful. They'd look stunning against a silky white neck. Their glow was almost luminous — there was no way the originals could be any more glorious. It was a shame the Werdegast emeralds would have to be sacrificed for state's evidence. An ignominious fate for such craftsmanship, but now wasn't the time to be sentimental. Too much was at stake, it had taken too long to get to this point, with just this perfect opportunity. Rank emotion couldn't be allowed to enter in at this late date.

The Baggie with the emeralds was resting prosaically between the mattress and the box spring. So far it hadn't interfered with a good night's sleep. After all, "The Princess and the Pea" was nothing more than a fairy tale.

Ferris Byrd was a nosy complication, but she could be dealt with. That net of circumstance could drag her down, too. The thought was amusing, infinitely satisfying. The poor girl would never know what hit her.

Maybe it would be a good idea to check on the Werdegast emeralds. It had been hard to resist the temptation to sit and gloat over them. Maybe just for a moment, before anyone came in. It wouldn't do any harm — in another week they'd be gone, and the real ones would be in their place. Such a soothing, pleasant thought. And one more peek wouldn't hurt.
Chapter Five

It had been Raffles last night. Ferris had told herself she wasn't going to watch. The last thing she'd needed was to be presented with the spectacle of David Niven cavorting as a debonair сat burglar in London of the 1930s. What she did need was to lose herself in a long, fascinating book, forget that Blackheart ever lived, for get that name that he'd uttered so charmingly. Francesca, he'd said, and she could no longer hide from the fact that he knew far too much about her.

But Raffles had been irresistible, and she had given up the pretense of ignoring it after the second dish of French vanilla. There was still no sign of Blackie, and the apartment had seemed curiously empty. She drifted off just as the sermonette was drifting into a test pattern, her lush body stretched across the queen-size bed wearing purple satin boxer shorts and a matching sleeveless T-shirt, her clothes in a tangle at the foot of the bed, the sink full of dishes. And when she woke the next morning, the first thing she saw was Patrick Blackheart, leaning against the doorjamb, surveying her sleeping form amidst the clutter with great interest.

Ferris usually awoke slowly, in stages, each successive cup of coffee bringing her into the real world. One look at Blackheart, however, and the adrenaline shot through her veins and she was suddenly completely awake. She sat bolt upright, ignoring the fact that she was wearing nothing at all under the thin satin undershirt and her full breasts were heaving with outrage and indignation. Blackheart's gaze dropped to their level, however, reminding her, and she quickly pulled the sheet around her.

"I hate to be redundant," she said in a voice strangled with rage, "but what the hell are you doing here?"

"Demonstrating my expertise. I thought I should convince you just how good I am at my job. I can get in or out of the most burglarproof apartment. If it passes my inspection, no one can get in."

"Apparently my apartment didn't pass your inspection. How did you get in?"

He gave her that cool, almost angelic smile. "You aren't hiring me, Francesca. Phillip is. Check with Kate for my rate for apartments." He moved out of the door, heading back down the three steps to the kitchen. "Want any coffee?" he called out over his shoulder.

She was after him in a flash, the huge sheet wrapped toga-style around her body. "I want you out of my apartment," she warned him, trailing him into the kitchen. "Now."

It had been a mistake. She had forgotten how very small her kitchen was, not much larger than a closet. There was barely room for the two of them to stand, much less without touching. Blackheart seemed amused by her predicament, but she stood her ground. She wasn't about to let Blackheart drive her out of her own kitchen.

"Do you take it black?" He reached overhead for one of her mismatched mugs, filling it from the pot on the stove before she could protest. She'd forgotten she had that pot — she usually made do with instant, much as she hated it. And damn him, -he'd washed her dishes! They sat in the drainer, clean and shining. Ferris gnashed her teeth.

"No," Blackheart mused, "you'd take too much sugar and too much cream. Except that your cream is sour, and you're out of nondairy creamer. You'll have to drink it this way."

He held out the mug, and she had a hard time controlling the strong desire to splash the steaming liquid all over him. He was wearing jeans and a faded flannel shirt, and it would have hurt very much. With real regret she accepted the coffee.

"Thank you," he said in that gentle voice. "I wouldn't have liked having a bath in hot coffee."

"It's nothing less than you deserve," she grumbled, taking a sip for lack of something better to do. Even without the gobs of cream she usually added, it was substantially better than what she drank most mornings. "I still want you out of here."

He reached out a hand and touched a strand of her thick cloud of hair. "I like it better loose."

There was no room to whirl away from him — she would have come slap up against the refrigerator. One hand was holding the cup of coffee, the other clutched the sheet around her, and she had to content herself with a warning glare. Her regret when he dropped the hair and levered himself up on her kitchen counter, away from her, was inexplicable.

"So tell me, Francesca Berdahofski, what are you doing today?" he inquired casually. "I need some help, and I thought you'd be the perfect candidate to assist me."

"You bastard. If you think you can blackmail me into helping you steal the emeralds you must be out of your mind," she spat at him. The force of her noble outrage was weakened in the face of his astounded amusement.

"You really do have a vicious opinion of me, don't you? How am I going to convince you I've given up my sordid past? I assure you, I, no longer have what it takes to be a cat burglar, more's the pity. I have to get my jollies where I can, stopping other people from doing what I used to do so well."

She suddenly felt like a complete idiot, standing there clutching the sheet around her like an outraged virgin. Except, of course, that she was. What else did he know about her, besides her name? "What do you need help with?" she said, stalling.

"My first step is to make sure that no one from the outside can get in to steal the emeralds. If I can narrow it down to the four hundred and some ticket holders, it will be a minor improvement. There are alarms on every window on the second, third and fourth floors, except for the Palladian window in the back of the second floor hallway. I presumed no one bothered because only one narrow section opens, and the entire thing is in full view of the downstairs hallway."

"And?"
"And, I'm not convinced that someone might not be able to manage it. I don't think the view is unrestricted at all, I think there's a blind spot. I want to see whether I can get in without you seeing me."

"Why don't you just have another alarm put on that window, too? Why go to all that effort?"

Blackheart shook his head. "That's my reward for working a nine-to-five job. I get to try a little B and E in the name of business."

"B and E?" She took another sip of the wonderful coffee, and the hold on her sheet relaxed somewhat.

"Breaking and entering, it's called by the men in blue. A very unimaginative term for what can be a form of art. Of course, most B and E is crude and unimaginative. Junkies in search of stereo equipment and the like."

"You're really proud of yourself, aren't you?" she demanded, outraged. "You see yourself as some sort of hero, better than some poor junkie."

He shrugged. "I had standards."

"Standards!" she scoffed.

"I never robbed anyone who wasn't obscenely wealthy. I never kept anything that was uninsured, and I never kept anything that was overinsured. I only stole gems, beautiful, shimmering jewels." His voice had taken on an unbearably sensuous thread. "I never touched money or any of the other glittering toys rich people tend to have lying around. Just jewelry."

"Very noble," Ferris mocked, leaning against the refrigerator.

"So you'll come with me, Francesca?"

"Stop calling me that! My name is Ferris."

"Your name is Francesca. You never changed it legally," he retorted calmly.

"I don't like the name."

"Tough. It suits you, with that cloud of midnight hair and your magnificent breasts heaving in rage. What in the world are you wearing under that sheet? Those scraps of purple satin certainly look enticing, but not at all the sort of thing one would expect from the future Mrs. Senator Phillip Merriam."

"Damn you, you are trying to blackmail me."

"No," he said, the smile leaving his face. "I'm not."

"Then why did you check up on me?" she demanded.

"I could tell you I had Kate run a routine check on all the major people connected with the Puffin Ball and the Von Emmerling emeralds, and that would be true. When you're dealing with something worth that much money, you check out all the angles. But I didn't tell her to rush the others."

"And you told her to rush mine. Why?"
In that tiny, confined space, with him perched on the narrow length of kitchen counter and her as far away as she could be, leaning up against the mini-refrigerator, they were still within touching distance. A dreamy, sexy look came into his warm brown eyes, and a lazy smile curved that mouth that looked suddenly quite irresistible. He was going to reach out and touch her again, he was going to pull her body against his and kiss her senseless, and she was going to let him. The sheet was going to fall at her feet, and she'd be standing there in the circle of his arms wearing the ridiculous purple satin boxer shorts and she wouldn't care at all. The thought made her slightly dizzy.

"Because," he said finally, and his voice was a seduction, "I thought you were my prime suspect."

She stared at him in absolute amazement, and then he did reach out one of his strong, beautiful hands, placing a long finger under her chin and closing her mouth. "You'll catch flies, Francesca," he murmured, that devilish light in his eyes.

"I — I — " Her outrage was so great that words failed her, a fact that seemed to please her uninvited visitor.

"Since you're feeling so modest in that sheet, why don't you go get dressed? I brought some croissants, too. Once you feel you're safely attired, we can discuss what we're going to do at Carleton House."

"You're going to get Trace to help you," she snapped.

"Trace is otherwise occupied; so is Kate. Sorry, lady, you're drafted. You wouldn't want Phillip to hear you've been uncooperative, would you?"

"There's a lot you could tell Phillip," she said gracelessly.

"But I wouldn't," he said, and she trusted him. That far, at least. "Go get dressed. And don't wear one of those damned suits. We may need to scramble a bit."

She took as long as she possibly could, even doing the unheard-of and making her bed. She was sorely tempted to wear a suit anyway, but gave up the idea. Blackheart was outrageous enough to take it off her if he so chose. She settled for jeans and a silk and wool sweater that barely hinted at the ripe curves underneath. Scraping her thick hair back from her face, she pinned it into a ruthlessly tight bun and shoved Phillip's tastefully large diamond on her left hand before rejoining Blackheart in the kitchen.

He was munching a croissant, managing it with far more neatness than she ever could, but at the sight of her a frown creased his brow beneath the long dark hair, and he put the pastry down, advancing on her with a determined air. It took all her willpower, but she stood her ground.

"Very nice," he murmured, his long arms reaching behind, her head, "except for this...." With speedy dispatch he removed the hair pins and the hair tumbled to her shoulders."... And this." Tossing the hairpins on the counter, he caught her left hand and took the ring from her finger before she was even aware that he'd touched her. She stared at him with reluctant amazement. The ring was still slightly tight that time of month, and yet he'd removed it as easily as if it had been two sizes too large.

He gave the ring a dismissing glance before dropping it on the counter with as much care as the steel hair pins, and Ferris felt compelled to defend it. "That's a very nice ring," she protested. "You needn't sneer at it."

"Completely unimaginative," he said. "But then, Phillip Merriam has never had the reputation for creativity. You should wear emeralds to match your glorious eyes. Or rubies."

"Diamonds suit me just fine," she said repressively, part of her getting caught up in the fantasy against her will…

"Then a huge yellow diamond, the size of a robin's egg," he mused. "But not a damned bland white diamond any banker's wife would wear."
"Did you want me to come with you or not? Because you're treading on very thin ice, Blackheart."
"Because I think you should be showered with precious jewels? I'd better watch my step."
"You'd better." She turned away, but not before a reluctant smile lit her face, and he caught her shoulder and turned her back, very gently.

"You can smile," he said softly. "I find that very reassuring."
"Then I'm no longer on the top of your list of suspects?" she said lightly.

The hand tightened for a moment on her shoulder, and she felt him lean toward her. And then the moment passed, and she breathed a small, uncertain sigh. "I'll trust you, Francesca," he said, "when you trust me."
"And that will be a cold day in hell. Let's go if we're going."
"I don't know, Francesca," Blackheart mused. "There are times when I think you're cold enough to freeze hell, and then some. Don't glare at me — I'm coming."

Chapter Six

Damn, but he was getting himself in trouble. Blackheart thought. Deeper and deeper, eyes wide open as he walked directly into the mire. At thirty-six he should have known better. It must be his restless streak acting up again. If he couldn't risk life and limb scrambling over buildings, he could risk the far too secure tenor of his life by messing with the bundle of contradictions by his side.

When it came right down to it, he disapproved of Miss Ferris-Francesca-Byrd-Berdahofski as much as she disapproved of him. He disapproved of her uptightness, of that proper image she'd created and wrapped around that surprisingly luscious body like an invisible cloak, of the snobbery that made her hide her roots, and most of all he disapproved of the fact that he wanted her so much it was a constant ache in his loins whenever he was around her. Of course, there was an obvious answer to the problem — stop being around her. But he couldn't resist — the danger pulled him like a magnet, and that cool, to-hell-with-you expression on her face was a challenge he couldn't resist.

"This isn't the way to Carleton House." He also liked that husky note in her voice, and the snotty way she called him "Blackheart," as if she thought the name suited him.

"No, it's not," he agreed, glancing at her averted profile as he continued heading toward the bay. She'd taken one glance at the disreputable-looking Volvo station wagon that had seen many better years, and the disbelief in those green eyes of hers had been worth it. She sat now in the front seat, seat belt firmly fastened, hands clasped loosely in her lap, trying to convince him she was at ease. Her knuckles were white.

"Are you kidnapping me?" she asked lightly.

"Would you like me to?" he countered. She appeared to consider it, then shook her head, the cloud of black hair swirling around her fine-boned face.

"We're stopping by my favorite deli to pick up some thing for a picnic." He took pity on her hidden curiosity.

"It's too cold for a picnic. And I didn't say I'd eat with you, I said I'd help you with... I don't know that I actually agreed to a damned thing," she said crossly.

Damn, but he liked her. He liked the way she struggled to keep angry with him, he liked the ramshackle apartment with its piles of books and magazines over every available surface and the clothes tumbled on the floor, still smelling of Cabochard. It was a fitting perfume for her — it meant "pigheaded." And that was one thing that could be said about her; she was definitely a very pigheaded young lady.

Kate had warned him. She knew him and Trace like the back of her hand, had recognized that speculative look in his eyes and taken him to task for it. It was her thankless duty to try to keep Blackheart, Inc. running reasonably smoothly. Given Trace's susceptibility to the pretty debutantes and beautiful matrons that abounded in most of their jobs, given Blackheart's determination not to adhere to timetables or rules, she had her work cut out for her.

The last six months had added a new fillip to her problems. Kate had, apparently, always been uninterested in romantic entanglements, preferring to keep to herself. Until last year, when she'd suddenly become extremely secretive. Blackheart had suspected a married man, but he'd done nothing to verify it, respecting Kate's privacy. Whatever it was, it seemed to cause her more grief than sorrow. First there was a two-week period of swollen eyes, sniffling, and heart-felt sighs, and then Kate had pulled herself together, back into her usual pugnacious competence. And it had taken Blackheart months to notice that her usual bullying maternal attitude toward her co-workers had undergone a change. In Trace's direction.

Blackheart had been too respectful of Kate's privacy to inquire into it. He knew Trace had taken her out drinking a couple of times when she was recovering from her recent troubles. But he also knew that Trace thought of her as a buddy, one of the guys, having been lectured early on that she wasn't interested in him that way. But it looked to Blackheart that she'd changed her mind, and Trace hadn't the faintest idea.

He pulled himself back to the present with no difficulty at all. There was nothing he could do about Kate's tangled love life, and he didn't think he would interfere, even if he could. Years of being a loner were hard to break. In the meantime, he had his own tangled love life to work on right now. And that was just what he wanted it to be. Tangled — in her sheets, in her limbs, in the cloud of hair.

"Speaking of erotic daydreams," she snapped, "stop looking at me as if I were a piece of strawberry cheese cake."

"Cannoli."

"I beg your pardon?"

"I see you more as a cannoli. Rich and Italian and full of sweetened ricotta cheese," he mused.

"You may as well go all the way and call me a blintz. I'm half Polish as well as Italian." she said sharply. "So I look like something stuffed, do I?"

"You look," he said quietly, "absolutely delicious."

"Get that rapturous expression off your face, Blackheart. We're going to break into Carleton House, I suppose we'll eat something, and then you'll take me back home. And that's it."

"Yes, ma'am," he said with mock humility.

She turned those magnificent green eyes on him. "Why do you always try to goad me, Blackheart?" she questioned in a deliberately calmer voice. He could guess how much that effort cost her, and he applauded it silently.

"Because I like to make you mad."

"Why, for heaven's sake?"

"It shakes you up and keeps you from looking down that very pretty nose at me. It also makes you forget that you're trying to be Regina Merriam or Olivia Summers."

"Not Olivia," she said sharply. "And I don't look down my nose at you."

"Sure you do. I'm still not quite sure why. Just a law-and-order complex, or is it something deeper? Were you molested by a cat burglar when you were a child?"

She turned to look at him then. "You're the one who's so knowledgeable about my past. Didn't they tell you about that?"

"A molesting cat burglar? No, that somehow slipped past my informants."

"What did they tell you?"

"That you come from a very large, very poor family from a small farming community outside of Chicago. Your father was Polish, your mother Italian, and you're one of eight children. There was never much money, but it sounds as if there was plenty of love."

"Maybe too much love," Ferris said slowly. "And I'm one of nine children. I had a younger sister who died when she was twelve. Of kidney failure."

Blackheart was silent for a moment, digesting this. "Do you think if you'd had money she wouldn't have died?"

He was astute, she had to grant him that. "I don't know," she said. "I think if we'd had money I wouldn't have to wonder about it."

"Do you blame your parents?"

"Of course not. I loved them. They worked themselves to death before they were seventy, Mama from having too many children too fast and Pop from a form of emphysema called farmer's lung. Maybe money would have helped them, too, maybe not. It wouldn't have hurt." She looked at him then, with a sudden, savage pain in her green eyes, turning them from a distant sea color to a deep forest hue. "Do you know how many nieces and nephews I have? Twenty-two. Twenty-two from seven brothers and sisters. And one of them's a priest. And every single one of them either had a baby on the way when they got married or had one within a year after the wedding. My older brother Paul made it through one year of community college before he had to quit and get a job in a factory to support his three children. And he was only twenty-one years old."

"And you decided that wasn't going to happen to you?"

"You're damned right. I wasn't going to be trapped in that cycle of babies and poverty like everyone else. I finished high school a year early, got a scholarship to Stanford, and haven't looked back."

"Do you ever see your family?" he asked lazily.

"Of course I do. You think I'm ashamed of them? I'm not, not at all. But when I see how they're weighed down by poverty and too many children and no ambition, it makes me even more determined not to let myself get weighed down the same way." "So there won't be any children for you?" "Of course there will be. But they'll be wanted, they'll come from choice and not by accident," she said with great certainty.

"That makes sense." His voice was cool, nonjudgmental. "That still doesn't quite explain why you disapprove of me so heartily."
She looked at him for a long moment, considering something, he wasn't sure what, and then she leaned back in the seat, eyes straight ahead of her. "When I was eleven years old," she said slowly, "I wanted to be a Spanish dancer. I couldn't take lessons — even if we'd had the money, there was no one in our small town who could teach it. So I'd watch every movie I could, and practice out in the barn, humming to myself. I even made myself a costume out of one of my older sister's party dresses. All I needed was the shoes. I didn't even know what kind of shoes I should wear, but I knew they were important." There was a dreamy note in her voice, bringing back a nostalgic, painful past, and Blackheart listened intently.

"One spring afternoon I'd walked into town, and there in the local five-and-dime was a pair of red shoes. They were made from a sparkly, shiny kind of stuff, they were two sizes too big, and it was the only pair they had. And I wanted those shoes. I wanted them so badly that it made me ache inside, I wanted them so badly that I stood there in the store and cried. Every day after school I'd go in and look at them, every day I'd try to figure out how I could find the money to buy them. And then one day I went in and no one was there. The grain store had caught on fire, and everyone was out watching it bum. I was alone in the store with my book bag and no one to watch me, and the shoes were sitting right there, waiting for me." She closed her eyes, the lashes fanning out over her lightly tanned cheeks.

"I didn't take them. I stood there, rooted to the floor, staring at them, and all the while the fire engine was racing down the street outside and people were rushing toward the grain store, and I didn't even touch them, much as I wanted to. I just stared at them, and then I turned around and ran out of the store, ran all the way home."
He didn't say anything. He didn't know what to say. The sound of pain in her voice was fresh and new, from a wound that had never healed.

She opened her eyes again, turning her head against the seat to look at him. "No one, in the history of the world, has ever wanted anything as much as I wanted those red shoes. No one. And if I didn't take them, if I turned around and left without touching them when I wanted them that much, then there's no excuse for what you did. None at all."
"Did you ever regret not taking them?" he questioned curiously.

She sighed. "Every day of my life for the next five years. Until my baby sister died, and I had something more important to think about. Getting out."
"And you got out. Very effectively." She hadn't even noticed that he'd pulled over in front of the deli and was watching her, had been watching her for the last few minutes. "What does Merriam think about this?"
"I haven't told him. I've never told anyone about — it."
"Apart from your family."
"Not anyone," she said distantly. "It didn't concern them. It concerned you." She closed her eyes again.

"I'm going to take a nap. Go in and get the food. If I have a choice I like Beck's dark."

He wanted to lean over and kiss her on those soft lips, like Sleeping Beauty and the Prince. God, he must be going crazy! "Beck's dark," he agreed. "At least we have something in common." Sliding out of the car, he closed the door quietly behind him, careful not to jar her. If he had any sense, he'd turn around and take her straight back to her apartment. Francesca Berdahofski was going to interfere with his carefully made plans, and if he wasn't a complete idiot he'd stop the involvement that was entangling him before it was too late.

But he wasn't going to take her back to her apartment. He was going to get a six-pack of Beck's dark beer and a feast, he was going to wine and dine her on the floor of the empty ballroom at Carleton House, and then he was going to do his absolute level best to strip all those layers of clothes and defenses and armor away from her and make love to her on that hard, shiny floor, make love to her until she wept, till she cried away all the years of hurt that kept her heart locked away behind Ralph Lauren suits. And then he'd make love to her again, slowly, achingly, until....

Damn, he must have that look on his face again. What did she call it? Rapturous? Maybe they'd have cannoli in the deli.

***

they were an unlikely partnership, the three of them. Not what one would have expected, to pull off a caper of this magnitude. But their very unexpectedness would work to their advantage.

It was hard being a mastermind. Being responsible for your assistants' weaknesses, having to foresee every possible disaster when there were so many that could befall them. But it was a high, an ego boost unlike anything else. It was only unfortunate that no one would ever know the depth of the brilliance behind this particular little jewel robbery. It would be chalked up to Patrick Blackheart, others would be implicated as accessories, and the three of them would get off scot-free. And very, very much richer.

Quiet, self-satisfied laughter echoed through the room. Yes, I am very clever, the mastermind thought. Very clever, indeed.

Chapter Seven
This was a ridiculous thing to be doing on a chilly, rain swept Sunday afternoon, Fen-is thought, leaning against the newel post on the long, curving staircase in the front hall of Carleton House. She should be home, watching old movies on TV, eating Double Rainbow ice cream and waiting for Phillip's phone call. Every Sunday after noon, precisely at three o'clock he would call her, and every Sunday afternoon she would be there, awaiting him. But not today. She hadn't even thought of it until Blackheart had left her alone, and then it had been too late. Only briefly had she contemplated the notion of having him take her back home. And then she'd dismissed it, without daring to figure out why.

She hadn't even had a chance to look at a clock before he'd dragged her out of the apartment, but she figured it had to be sometime in the early afternoon. Not three yet, but there was no way she could get back in time to receive his phone call. And no way she could get in touch with him — he could be anywhere from San Diego to Santa Cruz. So why wasn't she more worried?

Maybe it was the usual restful effect Carleton House had on her. She always preferred it when it was empty, no chattering magpies born to the purple cluttering up its clean architectural lines. And it might as well have been empty; after stationing her midway up the winding staircase, Blackheart had disappeared out the front door. He'd been unnaturally silent the rest of the trip out here, and Ferris had kept her eyes firmly shut, pre tending to sleep. But there was no way she could sleep with that lithe, slender, jean-clad leg inches from hers in the rattling old Volvo, no way she could relax so close to him. Why had she told him that embarrassingly sentimental story about her childhood? She'd never told a soul before, and a retired cat burglar was hardly the choice audience for such a confession. God, she was a fool.

Well, now she could relax. Blackheart was supposed to make his way through the windows with their elaborate alarm system, pilfer a scarf he'd placed in a second-floor bedroom, and end up back in the ball room without her seeing him. There was no way he could do it — she'd watched the upstairs hallway like a hawk, determined to catch him, and there'd been no sign, no sound, no hint of his presence. And he had to get down to the ballroom without leaving the house-he couldn't just exit through the window.

Games, she thought dismissingly. He was a little boy, playing at a game he couldn't possibly win, but she was content enough to humor him. Nothing would please her more than to catch him —

A quiet sound caught her attention, and she whirled around, ready to flash him a triumphant smile. He was standing in the doorway of the ballroom, the silk scarf in his hand, that damned smug grin on his face.

"How did you do it?" she demanded flatly.

"Never ask a magician to reveal his tricks."

"You must have cheated. You went back out the window and came in through the French doors. Though I can't even guess how you managed that."

"I didn't leave the house once I entered it," he said calmly.

She moved slowly down the steps. "This is supposed to reassure me as to your trustworthiness? You've now demonstrated just how easily you can burglarize a burglarproof house, you won't even tell me how, and yet you expect me to trust you."

"No, I don't expect you to trust me. That, it appears, would be asking too much." He held out his hand." Come and have some lunch."

Ignoring his hand, she moved past him into the cavernous ballroom. He'd started a small fire in the huge fireplace at the far end, spread a blanket on the shiny wood floor, and set the goodies from the deli in place. "Where'd you get the blanket?" she questioned suspiciously.

"Same place I got the scarf — the upstairs bedroom."

"And you carried it back down here without me noticing?" She didn't know whether to be infuriated or awed. Perhaps she was a little bit of both.

"I'm very light on my feet."

"You and Dracula." She sank cross-legged onto the blanket, reaching with resignation for a beer. "If I didn't trust you I wouldn't be here, Blackheart."

Sitting down a decent foot or so away from her, he took the chilled bottle from her hand, opened it and handed it back, his tawny eyes sober. "Up to a point."

"Up to a point," she agreed, tilting back her head and swallowing a quarter of the beer. "Since you know all about my less than patrician history, I suppose I have to." Stretching her legs out, she leaned back on the blanket, a suddenly carefree smile playing about her lips. Phillip was out of touch, the echoing silence of the deserted ballroom seemed a magic place and the man opposite her a magician, a creature from some elfin world where people appeared and disappeared at will. And for a brief moment she was willing to be enchanted. The dark, rainswept afternoon let little light through the row of French doors, and the small, crack ling fire lent a small pool of warmth and brightness to the shadow-filled room. "What are you going to feed me?" she questioned, that slightly husky note in her voice more pronounced.

"Knockwurst and blintzes. And Beck's dark."

Ferris laughed then, and once she started, she couldn't stop. Rolling onto her back, she let her delicious laugh ring out in the room, wrapping her arms around her waist to hold in the pain. Tears were in her eyes as the mirth bubbled forth. "That's... the most... ridiculous thing I've ever... heard," she gasped. "I thought you were on the make. Everyone's warned me about Blackheart, Inc. and its reputation for keeping bored ladies busy. With all that experience you should know that you can't seduce a woman with knockwurst and blintzes."

"You can if you pick the right woman," he said, levering his body forward. And then his mouth stopped her laughter as he covered her with his lean, lithe frame.

He couldn't have picked a better time. She was soft and vulnerable and relaxed from her laughter, with the warmth of the room around her, and his mouth on hers was right and natural, delicious with the taste of the dark beer. She started to put her arms around his neck, her mouth softened and began to open beneath the gentle pressure of his, and then sanity returned.

"No!" With a convulsive start she shoved him off her, rolling away to end up crouching like a cornered creature of the forest, staring at him as if he were the devil himself.

He'd landed on his back, and he made no move to right himself, just lay there looking at her out of enigmatic eyes. "You needn't act like a Sabine about it, lady," he murmured gently. "It was only a kiss."

"I don't want you kissing me," she shot back, and he politely said nothing, the small, eloquent quirk of his mobile mouth signaling his disbelief.

"All right," he said finally, pulling himself upright and catching her abandoned beer before it toppled onto the blanket. "Come here and eat knockwurst and I won't even be tempted."
Ferris felt the tension drain from her body, felt the absurd disappointment flood it in return, like the ebb and flow of the blue Pacific. She hesitated for a moment, then, with a wary look in her eyes, rejoined him on the blanket, a good two feet away from him. "Is that why you bought it?" she questioned, accepting the beer from him again. "As a medieval form of birth control?"
"You don't get pregnant from a kiss, Francesca."
"Is that all it would have been?"
His eyes had darkened in the shadowy room — as they looked at her they were warm and gentle and subtly promising. "If that's all you wanted."
Ferris swallowed. He was so damned attractive, sitting there. And that infuriating smile of his was half the attraction. It was no wonder the female half of San Francisco society was at his feet. "And if I wanted more?" Why the hell was she asking such a question? Was she out of her mind?

Blackheart's smile broadened. "Why then, I'd be happy to oblige. Ever the little gentleman, you know."
Ferris gave a snort of disgust. "Hand me a knockwurst, Blackheart. I think I need all the protection I can get."
"We're going to need something to roast them with. I forgot to bring any sticks."
"I thought you were on top of everything." The moment the words were out of her mouth she could have cursed herself.

Bless his heart, he didn't even smirk, though the light in his eyes showed his appreciation. "I try to be. Things don't always work out that way."
"I know where the kitchen is. I imagine they have skewers of some sort." She rose swiftly. She could feel her cheeks were flushed, she could still feel the warmth of his mouth on hers, his bones pressing into her softer flesh. She needed to get away, and fast. "You build up the fire."
She got as far as the door to the hallway when he caught up with her. His hands were gentle but so very strong on her shoulders as he turned her back to face him. "Don't be afraid of me, Francesca," he said softly. "I'm not going to hurt you."
She met his gaze steadily, making no move to break free. "Then let go of me," she whispered.

"Oh, love," he murmured. "I can't do that." He pulled her against his taut body, slowly, giving her plenty of time to escape. She made no move to break free. His head dropped down, his mouth catching hers in a deep searching kiss as his hands slid down her shoulders, down her back, molding her body to his. Slowly, carefully he kissed her, his tongue teasing her lips open, the rough texture exploring her quiescent mouth.

She didn't dare move, didn't dare react, or she would be lost. She stood there passively in the circle of his arms as he kissed her, willing her mind to think of other things, willing her body not to respond. But then his head moved away a fraction, his eyes were blazing down into hers with a slumberous, intense passion that she could no longer resist.

"What's the matter, Francesca?" he whispered, a note of laughter in his voice. "Cat got your tongue? You're supposed to kiss me back." And when his mouth caught hers again, she was lost. Her arms slid around his waist, holding him close against her, and she couldn't tell if she was trembling or he was. Maybe they both were. Her tongue shyly met his, sliding along the rough-textured intruder with a shudder of delight. His narrow hips were pressed up against her rounder ones, and she could feel him hard against her. Those strong, beautiful hands of his were gentling her back, soothing her fears, just as his mouth was melting her brain. She couldn't think, couldn't fight, couldn't do anything more than react to the overwhelming sensual stimuli he was using. She could feel the last restraints begin to slip away, her conscious thought fading before the sensual onslaught of his mouth and hands and her sudden, overwhelming, unbearable wanting, and she wanted to sink to the hardwood floor and pull him with her, pull that strong, lean body of his over her and into her and around her and —

"My, my, we seem to have come at a bad time", Olivia Summers's coolly amused tones broke through the haze of passion like a bucket of ice water, and Ferris tried to break away in sudden horror. But Blackheart held on to her, allowing her a few inches distance as his strong hands caught her arms and held her there.

"What are you doing here, Olivia?" he questioned, and as sanity rapidly returned, Ferris could appreciate what he was doing. Guilt and panic were exactly what Olivia wanted, and she had almost made the mistake of giving them to her. She took a deep, calming breath, and Blackheart gave her arms a subtly reassuring squeeze before releasing her.

"Actually, I had a few measurements to make. I appear to have lost my notes, and Dale was a perfect lamb and offered to bring me over. It appears I interrupted a... conference?" she queried delicately, and it was all Ferris could do to control a snarl. "And such a charming spot for one," she added, her patrician nose raised in amused disdain. "Honestly, Patrick, you're up to your old tricks again. Do you and Trace always have to have a new conquest with each job? And you really shouldn't pick on poor Ferris. She isn't as sophisticated as I was — she might think you really mean it." 

Ever the little gentleman, he'd called himself. He proved it then, Ferris thought, with that distant, polite smile. "Maybe this time I do."

"Oh, Patrick, I doubt that." Olivia laughed her soft, condescending laugh. "And if you have no pity for poor Ferris, think of Phillip. You really mustn't play fast and loose with people's emotions. You should save yourself for someone who's better able to handle you." There was little doubt who Olivia meant, and not for the first time Ferris wondered how someone who looked like Grace Kelly could act like Attila the Hun.

"Olivia, I think there's someone here." Dale Summers's rich, fruity voice came from the hallway, preceding his lanky form. "I don't think we ought to — " Spying Blackheart and Ferris, he came to a halt, and a blush came over his long, bony face.

His obvious embarrassment only made Ferris more miserable. But there was no way she was going to leave Olivia with the upper hand. "Go ahead with whatever you were planning, Olivia. Blackheart and I were just finishing."

"Really?" Olivia raised one exquisite eyebrow. "It looked to me as if you'd just begun."

"You do have a mouth on you, Olivia," Blackheart said softly. "You might consider washing it out with soap every now and then."

"So charming," Olivia purred.

"I do my best. What are you two doing here? I can't imagine you needed any measurements that couldn't wait till tomorrow. And why do you have a key? You aren't one of the people listed as having one."

"Dear Patrick, you are becoming professional all of a sudden. And you've caught me, I'm afraid. I borrowed Regina's key last week and had a copy made. I didn't really relish going to dear Ferris every time I needed to get in. It smacked too much of boarding school." She cast Ferris an appraising glance out of her china-blue eyes. "Though I must say you're looking a great deal less schoolmarmish than usual, Ferris."

"You still haven't answered my question, Olivia," Blackheart persisted, that deep, quiet voice of his embedded with steel. "Why did you and Dale come here today?"

Dale had blushed even a deeper red, and his prominent Adam's apple worked convulsively. Ferris watched him with distracted fascination, almost missing Olivia's indulgent little laugh.

"Why, Patrick, you taught me about the erotic possibilities of empty mansions. I'll never forget the costume ball at San Simeon. I thought I'd bring Dale along and see if I could recapture the old magic." Her perfect lips curved in a smile. "I figured anything was possible."

Ferris had finally reached her limit. "Then I think we should leave you two to your privacy," she said quietly. "We were just about to head back to town anyway. I'm expecting a phone call from Phillip." She said it defiantly, eager to show she had nothing to hide from Olivia's beautiful blue eyes.

"Does he call you every Sunday? How sweetly predictable of him," she cooed. "He used to call me every Sunday when we were engaged and he was campaigning. Of course he used to call me earlier. Three o'clock, every Sunday afternoon. I'm glad to know he keeps in touch." She took a step toward Ferris's still figure, leaning forward in a confiding fashion. "Listen, darling, I'd never realized that we had such similar taste in men. Why don't we trade men for the afternoon? I've missed Patrick's — shall we say, enthusiasm. And you'll find Dale can manage a creditable performance when properly inspired."

Ferris's hand clenched into a fist. She would have given five years of her life to have driven that fist directly into Olivia's perfect little teeth, but the strong hand on her back would have moved fast enough to stop her. She gave up the notion with great sorrow, promising herself that sooner or later she'd have her revenge. "I'm going out to the car now, Blackheart," she said calmly, congratulating herself on her even tone of voice. If she couldn't have revenge, she could at least have dignity.

With a cool nod at Dale, she strode past them, ignoring Olivia's amused smile. By the time she reached the broad front steps she was shaking with rage, by the time she reached the car she was swearing and cursing in words taught to her by her brothers in deepest secret. Yanking open the car door, she slid inside and sat there, waiting, counting until Blackheart joined her.

He got there by seventy-three, and the surface of Ferris's white-hot rage had cooled to red. He slid into the front seat beside her, turning to look at her before turning the key in the ignition.

She met his gaze accusingly. "How could you?" she demanded in a furious undertone.

"How could I what?" 

"How could you sleep with that slimy bitch?"

Blackheart shrugged, and she could see the amused light in his eyes. If it had reached his mouth, he would have been the recipient of her fist instead of Olivia. "I had nothing better to do at the time," he replied. "You want to tell me about your past love life?"

"I would have thought that would be part of your report."

"It should have been. Kate couldn't find out anything of interest, apart from a high-school football player."

"Damn you, Blackheart, leave me alone!" she snapped, enraged. "Tommy Stanopoulos has nothing to do with this."

"Nor does my past affair with Olivia Summers," he said calmly, starting the car.

"You're right about that. Your affairs have absolutely nothing to do with me. As long as you have the energy left to get the job done you can sleep with every single socialite, married or otherwise, that you can get your hands on. I won't say I don't admire your prowess, but — what are you doing?"

Blackheart had started out the driveway, but as her words escalated he'd slammed on the brakes, turning to her with the first anger she'd seen from him. Part of her was gratified she'd goaded him beyond that smiling calm, part of her was terrified. He put those strong hands on her, yanking her against him, and his mouth effectively silenced her.

It was a long kiss, deep and searching, and she was helpless to do anything but respond. When he finally released her, they were both breathless. She fell back against her seat, staring at him as he slowly put the car in gear and started back out the driveway. His breathing slowed, the hands clenching the steering wheel loosened, and the tension in his wiry shoulders relaxed. "That seems as good a way as any to shut you up," he said meditatively. "For your information, I don't happen to want to go to bed with anybody but you. Not right now, at least. My reputation is based more on rumor than fact; Olivia Summers was an unpleasant mistake that I don't care to make again. And if you want any more excuses, you can damn well do something to earn them."

The rest of the ride was finished in complete, absolute silence. He didn't bother to turn the car off when they arrived outside her apartment, and he kept his face averted. Without a word she climbed out of the car, without a word she grabbed her purse and without a word she slammed the door as hard as she could. She heard the tinkle of glass with real delight, and ran into her building before Blackheart could respond. Forgetting that when he was ready, locked doors weren't about to keep him out.

The angry squeal of the tires as he drove away was balm to her outraged soul. "Take that, Blackheart," she murmured, climbing the flight of stairs to her second-floor apartment.

***

dale summers turned to his wife, the high color fading somewhat. "That was close."

Olivia was staring out the window, watching the Volvo start, stop dead, and then start up again. "Too close," she murmured. "But every cloud has a silver lining. I've just had the most delicious idea."

Dale looked at his wife's serene little smile with worried doubt. "You wouldn't..." he began, but the icy expression in her blue eyes stopped him. "I just hope you know what you're doing," he said plaintively.

Olivia smiled her tranquil smile. "Oh, I do, darling. I know precisely what I'm doing. Come along."

Chapter Eight

Rough Cut hadn't been enough to hold her interest past one that night. She clicked it off with a determined snap, burrowed under her tangled covers, and tried to will herself to sleep. It hadn't been the best day of her life, starting with Blackheart's appearance in her apartment and ending with Phillip's querulous phone call. Even Phillip's querulousness was gentle and charming, and Ferris felt like every kind of traitor as she soothed his ruffled feathers. A traitor because she'd responded to Patrick Blackheart's kisses far more enthusiastically than she ever had to Phillip's restrained necking. Of course, Phillip respected her, planned to marry her. Blackheart didn't respect anything or anybody, whether it was someone else's diamond necklace or someone else's fiancée. And he probably went after both for the same reason — the sheer, mischief-making challenge of it.

Ferris was still trying to sleep when she heard the restrained batting against the door that opened onto her terrace, and she dived further under the covers, trying to escape the determined daylight and that nagging little sound. But consciousness had taken hold, and as the tap-tap renewed, she tossed the covers back with a glad cry to survey the fierce-looking gray beastie outside on her terrace.

"Blackie!" she cried, flopping across her bed and reaching for the door handle. It only opened a scant three inches against the oversize bed, just enough to let the furry creature slither through, hop onto her bed, and survey her with his usual haughty disdain while she slammed the heavy door shut again. "Where have you been, old man?" she demanded, stroking him on his grizzled gray head. "I thought you'd left me for good this time."

Blackie the alley cat expressed his thoughts with a feline sneer, batted at her hand, and headed for the kitchen. Ferris, knowing her duty when she saw it, headed after him, shivering a bit in the early morning chill. An ice-blue Victorian teddy wasn't the warmest of sleeping apparel.

"You've been gone three days this time, Blackie," she informed him as she opened a can of cat food. "I'd almost given up on you. I met your namesake while you were gone." Blackie sniffed at the can, gave her a reproachful look and sat back on his haunches. "I know, you'd prefer herring in sour cream, but I ate it last night. I'll buy you some more if you promise to stay around."

Blackie continued to stare at her, unblinking. "No, I don't suppose you will. Any more than your namesake. He's far more elegant than you are, old man. And far quieter. You sounded like a herd of elephants outside the door this morning. Come on, Blackie old boy. It's Dixie Dinner, your favorite."

Blackie considered this, his gaze alternating between her beseeching face and the dish of Dixie Dinner. Taking pity on his poor mistress, he bit daintily into the food, slowly enough to show his disapproval. Ferris knew full well that the moment she turned her back he'd scarf it down in record time. "I should have left you in that alley," she said ruefully.

And that was just where she intended to leave Patrick Blackheart himself. She must be out of her mind, to risk everything she'd worked so hard for, jeopardize her relationship with an undemanding gentleman like Phillip Merriam. She was going to be a senator's wife, and with Phillip's genteel ambition, who knew where that would end? Short of the White House, she devoutly hoped, but not too far short of it. She'd have wealth, security, and her own kind of power. Why was an amoral felon having any effect on her whatsoever?

It took her longer than usual to whirl through the apartment, straightening the mess she'd made the day before. Blackie followed her, weaving between her legs and doing his best to trip her. He seemed to take exception to the white linen suit she was wearing, and even Ferris had to admit it was a little severe. Just the thing to keep Blackheart in line, to keep herself in line. Al though she may have accomplished just that objective when she'd inadvertently smashed his car window.

She made it to Carleton House at more than her usual breakneck speed, frightening even herself once or twice. She had almost forgotten — the Honorable Hortense Smythe-Davies was arriving that very morning, with the Von Emmerling emeralds in tow. They were being kept at a local bank until the night of the Puffin Ball, but the elderly Honorable wanted to see for herself that the emeralds would have the proper setting. And the ladies wanted to see the emeralds.

Ferris couldn't remember whether she'd informed Blackheart, Inc. of the occasion. It would be just too bad if they didn't know. Maybe it would be enough to take them off the case, and the major problem in her life would be resolved. Then all she'd have to do would be to change her cat's name.

The parking lot was filled with cars. Predominantly Mercedes, with a Bentley, several Porsches, and a Ferrari mixed among the Hondas, Cadillacs and wood-paneled estate wagons. There was even a Volvo station wagon or two, but none of Blackheart's vintage. Ferris smiled triumphantly. He wasn't there.

None of that mitigated the fact that she herself was late. She scampered up the steps two at a time, entering the ballroom in a rush. Thankfully no one noticed her arrival — all the women were clustered three deep around an immensely tall, immensely skinny old lady with a crown of white hair, an aristocratic nose and an extremely British accent. Regina looked up and caught her eye, giving Ferris a broad wink before turning her attention back to the Honorable Miss Smythe-Davies, and Ferris allowed herself to relax for the first time that morning.

She made no move to get any closer to the famous gems — she'd see them soon enough, and she didn't fancy trying to elbow past Olivia Summers's regal figure, which was blocking almost everyone's view. Leaning back against the white-and-gilt paneled wall, she prepared to listen to the old lady's lecture delivered in tones loud enough to reach Oakland. And then she recognized the short, sturdy figure of Kate Christiansen, clad in modified combat wear, and her spirits flagged somewhat.

Well, she should have known Blackheart would be more efficient than he appeared. He was probably wandering around right now, preparing to pop out at her when she least expected it. That was resignation she was feeling, not pleasure. Do you hear me, mind?

"The Von Emmerling emeralds changed hands several times during the last three centuries," Miss Smythe-Davies was declaiming. "My great-great-grandfather, the Earl of Borsbury, won them in a game of whist, and they have been in my family ever since, with the exception of a two-week period in the early nineteen-seventies."

"What happened then?" Ferris could recognize Olivia's sculptured tones.

"My dear, they were stolen. The only time in their history, as a matter of fact. My father was livid, of course — it nearly brought on a fatal apoplexy."

"How did you get them back?" That was Regina's voice.

"We paid a king's ransom for them. I told my father we shouldn't, but he was adamant. Fifty thousand pounds we paid the miscreant, far less than the actual worth of the gems, but steep enough. Since then we've been more careful."

"It was only fifteen thousand," Blackheart whispered in her ear. "And it was dollars, not pounds."

She turned to stare at him, for once more startled by his words than his sudden appearance. "You didn't! "

He smiled that charming, self-deprecating little smile that seemed to have the most insidious effect on her stomach and its nearby regions. "I did," he confessed.

"Oh, my God."

"Don't worry about it, darling. The thrill is gone, the challenge has been met. I make it a policy never to steal the same thing twice. Unless it's a kiss."

"Keep away from me," she warned in an undertone.

"I wasn't talking about right now," he said, much aggrieved. "You know, you look like a nun out on parole. Isn't that outfit just a trifle severe?"

"I am a trifle severe. I don't dress to please you."

"That's for sure." His gaze turned back to the old lady, and Ferris gave in to temptation and studied his profile for a moment. It was a nice profile, with a strong, straight nose, good cheekbones, warm, deep-set eyes, and that demoralizing mouth of his. The khaki shirt hugged his wiry torso, stretched across his shoulders, tapered into his faded jeans. "Have you seen the gems?"

Guiltily she pulled her eyes upward. His pants were too tight, she thought grumpily. Or maybe she had that effect on him. More likely it was his proximity to jewelry that was turning him on. "Not yet," she said. "I'll see them soon enough."

"They'd go beautifully with those eyes of yours."

"No, thank you. Bland diamonds are more my style." Of course she'd forgotten to wear her ring to day, blunting the effect of that particular barb. She clenched her left hand, drawing Blackheart's attention to it, and he smiled.

He was leaning against the paneled wall beside her, entirely at ease. "I'm afraid I disagree. You'd look magnificent wearing the Von Emmerling emeralds and nothing else. Have you ever made love in nothing but an emerald necklace?"

"No."

"Well, I have. Of course, I wasn't wearing the necklace — I'm not that kinky. The lady of my life at the moment obliged. It was very uncomfortable. I don't recommend it."

"That's fortunate, because I have no intention of attempting it," she snapped.

"Of course, pearls might be a different matter. I can just see you, draped in yards of huge baroque pearls. We could try that. I'd have to find the pearls, of course, but I imagine I could put my hand to some."

"I imagine you could. No, thank you."

"You mean it's just going to be skin to skin when we make love?" he inquired, a thread of laughter in his soft, warm voice. "I thought I was going to have to be very inventive when I got you in bed."

"You're going to have to be fast on your feet when you try," she shot back. "Or you'll be walking funny for a week."

"Such a romantic. Humor me, Francesca. What's your most memorable erotic encounter?"

"Don't call me Francesca," she hissed.

"Then answer my question. I could always raise my voice, you know. Olivia would be fascinated —"

"You wouldn't!"

"No," he said regretfully. "I wouldn't. But I'm tempted. Come on, Fra — Ferris. What did you do the last time you made love?"

Things were getting out of hand, as they always seemed to when she was around Blackheart. "I told Tommy Stanopoulos that I wouldn't."

"I beg your pardon?"

"I said that the last time I made love, I didn't. I'm wearing white on my wedding day, Blackheart. Well-deserved white." Why in God's name she was telling him, she wondered.

Blackheart went very still, and she couldn't read the expression in those beautiful eyes of his. It looked like an odd combination of amazement, wonder and belated anger. Why was he angry? It was a long moment before he said anything. "So if you can't give Phillip Merriam a patrician background you can at least give him an honest virgin on his wedding night."

"You bastard."

"Actually, I was never certain of that," he said calmly. "My father never told me, and I didn't want to pry, out of respect for my dear departed mother. I hope you enjoy your fairy-tale life, Ferris. You may find it's not quite what you expect." And without another word he turned and walked away from her.

So why did she feel bereft, watching him go? No, she wasn't bereft, she was relieved. She'd seen the last of Blackheart, heard the last of his taunting comments, and she was well rid of him. But why was he so angry?

"What'dya say to him?" Kate Christiansen had ambled away from the group of entranced women. "Must have been something hot. He doesn't often lose his temper."

"What makes you think he lost his temper?" Ferris questioned coolly.

"The way he was walking. He must've lost his temper last night, too. His car window was broken. I had to give him a ride out here today."

"Then I can thank you for getting him here on time."

"No, you can't. I don't want your thanks for any thing. I just want you to leave him alone."

"What?" It came out in a little shriek, and Olivia turned her regal head to glance at them, a smug expression in her blue eyes.

"I said, leave him alone. He doesn't need you playing games with him. You're going to marry Merriam, aren't you?"

"Yes."
"Then leave him alone."

"Did it ever occur to you that it might be the other way around?" she questioned coolly, still aware of Olivia's fascinated gaze.

"It occurred to me. But you're not his ordinary type of squeeze. I don't think he needs a broken heart." That was pain in Kate's flinty eyes, and the pale mouth in her freckled face trembled slightly.

"Are you in love with him?" Ferris couldn't quite believe it, but neither could she fathom the emotion she was eliciting from Blackheart's assistant.

"Don't be ridiculous," Kate snapped. "He and Trace are my buddies."

The light dawned. "Oh, it's Trace you're in love with," she blurted out with less than her customary tact.

She was rewarded for it. Kate sent her a look of such murderous hatred that it made Blackheart's temper seem mild in comparison. "You go to hell, Miss Berdahofski." And she stomped out in her boss's wake.

"What have you been doing, Ferris?" Regina glided up with the unconscious grace that had taken Ferris months to perfect. The Honorable Miss Smythe-Davies had ceased her lecture; the magpies were chattering and Olivia was still watching her.

"Winning friends and influencing people," Ferris replied morosely.

"Don't worry about it, darling. Did Phillip manage to track you down yesterday? He called me hoping I'd know where you were."

"He got in touch with me a little after seven," Ferris said.

"Phillip was very upset that he couldn't find you. I told him not to be such a baby, but I'm afraid he's a little spoiled. I must be to blame, though I don't know how I let it happen." Regina's lovely brow wrinkled in worry.

"Everyone spoils him, Regina. He's so charming and so handsome that people can't help it, both women and men."

"Well, don't you do it," Regina recommended. "Your married life will be hell. I suggest you make a habit of not being around when he calls. It doesn't do him any good to be too sure."

"Regina, we're engaged. Don't you think people should be sure of each other if they're planning to marry?"

"Are you sure of Phillip?" Regina asked gently. "And your feelings about him?"

When it came right down to it, there were times when Ferris thought she liked Regina Merriam even more than she liked her very likable son. She liked her too much to lie to her. "Regina, I have a miserable headache. Do you suppose the entire Puffin Ball will collapse if I go home?"

"I think you're so marvelously capable that you've ensured that things will run smoothly even without your presence. Go ahead home, darling, and take your phone off the hook," Regina said.

"Bless you, Regina."

"What should I tell Patrick when he asks?" she queried slyly.

"Blackheart won't ask," Ferris said grimly, her head pounding. "If by any chance he does, tell him I've moved to Siberia." On impulse she leaned over and gave the slender lady a hug. "I don't deserve you, Regina."

"Nonsense. It's the Merriams who don't deserve you. I hope for our sake that we get you, but I want to make sure you know what you're doing."

That was too loaded a statement for Ferris to question. With another squeeze she headed back out into the cool San Francisco sunlight.

Olivia watched Ferris go, a cat's smile curving her perfect mouth. Things were looking very promising, very promising indeed. It always helped to be open to possibilities. Ferris Byrd would provide an admirable scapegoat if her first choice didn't work out. The more possible culprits the better.

She took another longing look at the Von Emmerling emeralds. When it came right down to it, the glass and gilt reposing beneath her mattress was prettier. Perhaps that yappy old lady would appreciate the substitution. Perhaps not. That was scarcely Olivia's concern.

She liked the choker the best. That one central emerald was really magnificent. The old lady said it had come from a Hindu idol and had a curse on it. Perhaps. Olivia had the notion that it would prove cursed indeed for several people. But lucky for her. Very, very lucky.
Chapter Nine
Blackheart still couldn't understand why he was so mad at her. If he had any sense at all, he ought to be pleased that Ferris had resisted the countless importunate young men who must have thrown themselves at her magnificent feet. There was no doubt, no question in his mind that he would have her sooner or later — why wasn't he obscurely pleased that he'd be the first?

Part of him was. Part of him reveled in the fact that whether Francesca Berdahofski knew it or not, her first lover was going to be a retired cat burglar and not the society blue blood she'd set her matrimonial sights on. Quite a comedown for such a ruthlessly ambitious young lady, and better than she deserved. Without any conceit on his part, he knew that he'd be a far better lover than someone of Phillip Merriam's limited imagination. Besides, there was no way in hell that the good senator could want her any more than Blackheart did. He must want her a lot less — if Blackheart was engaged to her, she would have long ago left her pristine state.

Maybe it was the very fact that she'd clung to her virginity for so long that bothered him. A part of him wondered whether she was holding onto it for bargaining power — forcing Merriam into marriage if he wanted to have her. No, that didn't seem likely. If Merriam was that hot to trot, he could have found a score of willing young ladies, with more easily traceable pedigrees. He wouldn't marry her just to get her into bed.

So why did the thought of her still being a virgin bug him so much? He had the unpleasant feeling that it was because he was afraid. Afraid of Francesca, of the depth of her feelings, of the entanglement that would result if he broke through twenty-nine years of defenses as he knew he could. And if he was willing to go through all that trouble, was he willing to pay the price likely to be demanded? He still wasn't quite sure.

He hadn't come to terms with his abrupt change in life-style yet, and it had been years since he'd made his living out of rich men's pockets. Well, no, that wasn't completely true. He still made a very handsome living from the upper classes — the only difference being that now they had some say in the matter. It hadn't always been so, he thought as he let himself into his apartment without turning on the light and flung his body down into the overstuffed sofa, stretching his stiff leg out in front of him.

There were three things his father had taught him, three things that were basic to the precarious profession of jewel thief. One: Never pull a job by the light of the moon. Two: Never feel sorry for the people you steal from — they can afford it far more than you can. And three: Never get caught.

He'd broken the first two prime rules, that night in London, and that, of course, had led to his breaking the third. His father later added a fourth rule to that list of sacrosanct commandments. Never trust a woman; they're seldom what they appear to be. It was the breaking of that particular rule that had set the seal on his fate, and one would have thought he'd learned his lesson. But here he was, five years later and five years smarter, about to do the same thing all over again.

Francesca Berdahofski was a bundle of contradictions, as far removed from his varied lives as anyone could be. And he had the uncanny feeling that she could bring him down as effectively as Patience Hornsworth had.

Patience hadn't been bad-looking, in a long-toothed, receding-chinned, sharp-eyed British sort of way. And of course, the diamond necklace her elderly husband had bestowed on her on the occasion of their seventh wedding anniversary, not to mention the tasteless but quite valuable sapphire and ruby collection belonging to Lord Hornsworth's socially ambitious and extremely ugly sister, only added to Patience's myriad charms. She hadn't minded cuckolding her husband in his own house, indeed, had been doing it on a regular basis since the end of their honeymoon, and Blackheart had done his best to tire the energetic creature out before he set off on his nightly rounds.

It was one day past the full moon, and Blackheart knew better. But the opportunity was too good to miss — the Hornsworth town house was chock-full of friends and relations, there for some boring but mandatory charity ball. Among the both elegant and seedy guests present in the rambling old mansion there were at least three other likely suspects when the jewels turned up missing, and Emmie Hornsworth had been far too tight and far too smitten with a rather myopic young fortune hunter to remember to see about locking up those hideous pieces her maiden aunt had left her. They would be lying on her dresser, and even if she were in the same room, accompanied by young Feldshaw, they wouldn't see or hear him. He'd had too much experience to be more noticeable than a shadow or a breath of wind.

No, the damning light of the moon could be dealt with. The odd diffidence that had been attacking him more and more frequently was another problem. He'd been brought up to steal, brought up to think of the idle rich as nothing more than ripe and deserving victims for a poor man's son. His father had thrown a whole lot of Irish nationalism at him at the same time, half convincing him, when he'd started out, that robbing the fat British upper classes was a political act for the oppressed minority. It had been a while before he'd noticed that the only oppressed minority who benefited from the influx of priceless jewels were his father and himself. By that time it was too late — he'd grown accustomed to the rich life, and the last thing he wanted to do was to turn his back on it. The fact that the precarious profession he was in had killed more than one member of his family made little difference — it even added to his self-justification. He'd risked his life for the jewels — the greedy owners had done nothing more, in most cases, than inherit them.

But even that constant litany wasn't helping any more. He was beginning to feel sordid, sleazy and, worst of all, dishonorable. Honesty and honor were two different things to him, and always had been. He'd tried to keep the latter in mind, while consigning honesty to perdition as a luxury he couldn't afford. But honor was beginning to slip away, leaving him feeling like the lowest sort of criminal, and his self-proclaimed image as a latter-day Robin Hood somehow vanished beyond recall.

He'd have to give it up, he'd told himself as he'd shoved the tacky ruby and sapphire necklace and ear rings in the black velvet pouch he'd inherited from his father for just such a purpose. Or find some way to rid himself of these absurd feelings of guilt. Because what in hell could he do as an alternative profession?

The rooftops of Hornsworth House were crenellated, gabled, full of interesting little twists and turns. He always preferred plying his trade in Europe — the boxlike structures that held most of moneyed America made it far too difficult to maintain an adequate hold. He'd done it, of course, and reveled in the challenge, but for pure esthetic pleasure you couldn't beat the stately homes of England or the chateaus of France.

He'd shut the window behind him with a soundless click, leaving Emmie Hornsworth happily entwined with a snoring Feldshaw. Blackheart had taken a moment to grin heartlessly at the happy couple. Better him than me, he thought wryly. Emmie had been after him for more than a year now, but he drew the line at skin and bones and wrinkles. If he'd wanted to support himself with his talent as a swordsman, he might as well just be a gigolo. For one last time he tried to tell himself that what he did had more class, and for one last time he failed to believe it.

The moon had risen as he made his way back across the steep expanse of slate to Patience's bedroom, and his silhouette was black and mercilessly visible against the silvered roof. He moved as swiftly as he dared, not giving up an iota of silence for the sake of speed. If it had only been two weeks later, he could have made enough to keep him comfortably for a year or more — the amount of jewelry adorning the wattled necks of the Hornsworths' guests was estimable even in those overtaxed days, with a surprisingly small percentage of copies among the real thing.

But that wasn't to be. He'd already risked far too much on a moonlit night, and he wasn't assured of Patience Hornsworth as he'd like to be. When he got back to the safety of her bedroom, he'd have to wake her up and make sure that she was too besotted to even think he could have left her bed for a rooftop stroll to her sister-in-law.

It was with a rough start that he realized that for the first time in almost seventeen years of making his living he must have made a mistake. The window that he'd left open just a tiny crack was solidly locked. He must have miscalculated — Patience's room must be on the next section of roof.

But the moonlight made it more than clear that there were no wide dormers over there, nor were there any back the way he had come. He wouldn't have, couldn't have made such a mistake on such a brightly lit night. This was definitely Patience's room, and the window was closed and locked.

He was used to thinking fast, and this time he didn't even hesitate. He'd go back the way he had come, sneak out through Emmie's bedroom and...

And then what? Should he take his chances that Patience didn't suspect anything, had just woken up with a chill on her soft white shoulders and shut and locked the window? He could tell her he'd gone for a late-night brandy and take the chance she'd believe him. But then, he'd had the foresight to grab those very pretty diamonds that had been sitting in plain view on her bedside table. He hadn't taken the time then to check the rest of the room, planning on doing so at his leisure. Would there likely be enough to warrant the risk of going back? It wouldn't take him long, once he made his way back there through the rambling old house.

Or should he just get out as fast as he could? No one would see him go — he could be out of the house and out of the country before anyone realized that John Patrick Blackheart wasn't quite who he appeared to be. It would be an abrupt end to his career, at least in the British Isles, but he could always pick a new alias, a new identity, and start again. Or he could retire.

Suddenly, that thought seemed so beguiling that all hesitation left him. He spun around, planning to head back toward Emmie's room and, through that, to the sort of freedom he'd never really known, when he heard a clicking at the window.

He was fast on his feet, and tonight was no exception. But Patience Hornsworth was faster. The casement window crashed open and Patience shrieked in fury, lunging out after him, her pale blond hair hanging around her white face, making her look like one of Macbeth's three witches. He could have withstood that shock if it hadn't been for Emmie by her side, her improbably red hair a tangle, screaming imprecations. And for the first time in his remarkable career, John Patrick Blackheart fell.

***

it hadn't been a pleasant time. He might have wished he'd suffered more than a smashed knee — unconsciousness would have been a great relief. As it was, an enraged Patience had directed her servants to drag him inside and lock him in the cellar, to await his fate like an eighteenth-century servant. And it had taken that bitch three days to bring in the police.

There were still times when he remembered what it had been like down there. The ghastly pain in his leg that had him rigid and sweating in agony, the hunger that began late the first day and was a gnawing in his guts by the time they let him out. The thirst had been worse — when the minions of the law had first shone their torches down at him, he'd been unable to do more than croak at them.

But worst of all had been the darkness. He had no idea where they'd dumped him — even the Hornsworths didn't possess dungeons in their London house, though he wouldn't put it past them to keep a covey of skeletons in the house in the Lake District. But that damp, impenetrable darkness had shut in around him, leaving him alone with his pain and his hunger and his fear, and only the sound of some curious rodent penetrated the thick silence.

In comparison, prison had been a snap.

There wasn't a whole hell of a lot they could do to him. After the weeks and months in the hospital, the operations just to enable him to walk, a goodly amount of time had been spent. And even if the entire British judicial system knew that John Patrick Blackheart was a burglar par excellence, even if they knew he'd been thumbing his nose at the police for more than a decade, and his family before him, there wasn't enough proof to do more than slap his wrist with a six-month sentence.

Emmie and Patience Hornsworth did their best, of course, elaborating on the hideousness of his crimes so that, if they'd had their way, he would have been on trial for rape, sodomy, grand larceny and bestiality besides. Fortunately, the little velvet pouch had never materialized, and the witnesses for the prosecution were taken severely to task for their foray into vigilante, justice, not to mention creative testifying.

And at the end of his six-month sentence he had limped through customs and entered his mother's country and site of half of his own dual citizenship. There was no way the United States could refuse to take him, much as it would have pleased the customs officials to reject a convicted criminal. And the proceeds from the combined Hornsworth jewels would at least go far enough to pay for the best orthopedic surgeons on the West Coast. It would have pleased his sense of justice to have thrown it all away on wine, women and song, but finally he had his priorities straight. First he had to be able to walk straight again, then he'd see about making a living. He'd be far too busy to think about any kind of revenge, subtle or otherwise. The loss by Patience Homsworth of her diamond necklace was revenge enough.

The only thing Patrick resented, the only thing that still grated against his sense of tentative well-being, was that it hadn't been his idea. He'd been on the verge of renouncing the life as it was — he hated like hell to let infirmity and the British judicial system make that renunciation for him. His anger at fate's manipulation had driven him to breaking into Trace's apartment so long ago, it pushed him into afternoons like yesterday, when he had to test his expertise against the solid bulk of supposedly impenetrable houses. And a part of him always wondered whether sometime he'd have to do it just one more time, succeed at it just once, before he could let it go forever.

Well, he hadn't listened to his father, and he was still paying for it with his peace of mind. He'd robbed by moonlight, he'd identified with his victim and he'd gotten caught. And worst of all, he'd trusted a woman, Patience Hornsworth, who wasn't the trusting, randy socialite he'd expected her to be, but an avenging Valkyrie.

And here he was, about to trust another woman who made it clear she wasn't to be trusted. If he had any sense, he would keep as far away from her as possible. It was Monday now, he thought, getting up from the sofa and moving across his darkened apartment to pour him self an amber whiskey, the ache in his leg slightly more pronounced than usual. If he kept a minimum of common sense, he wouldn't have to have more than a few words with her in the next couple of days. The question was. Had he lost his common sense along with his ability to climb around on roofs? He was rather afraid he had.

***

olivia was pleased, very pleased indeed. Things were falling into place with delightful ease. If things went as they should, she would be able to close up that little room, get rid of all that electronic equipment, and live the life she wanted.

Of course, enough people would remember her lucrative sideline. Distribution of certain damning video tapes and the high prices commanded by them would be bound to leave an indelible memory in certain embarrassed gentlemen of wealth and power. Which was all to the good. When Olivia made her move, ran for office, there would be plenty of people who still owed her. The paying off of huge sums to cover up a video taped indiscretion didn't wipe out one's memory, did it? And she knew all their wives so well — a deliberately careless word here or there could do untold harm.

No, she would have a lot of people eager to help her. And all the money she needed, once the emeralds were liquidated. If things just continued to go her way.

Olivia smiled dreamily. Fate wouldn't dare do other wise.

Chapter Ten
It was probably just as well that Blackheart was keeping such a low profile, Ferris thought. He seemed to have had an uncanny knack of avoiding her during the past three days. Every time she walked into a room he'd find a reason to leave, every time she had to seek out a member of Blackheart, Inc. Trace Walker would appear, a beaming smile on his affable face. Patrick was there in an advisory capacity — if she had any questions, Trace was more than happy to answer them. He was more than happy to drape one of his heavy, muscled arms around her slight frame, more than happy to invite her out to dinner, more than happy to flirt outrageously with a stricken, sullen Kate Christiansen looking on.

Fortunately he took no for an answer with equanimity, his enthusiasm not the slightest bit diminished by her constant refusals. She only wished there was some way she could steer him in Kate's direction. At her one mild suggestion that he feed Kate instead of her, Trace had stared back at her in honest shock. "Kate's my buddy," he protested. "Besides, she's got a broken heart and she's not interested in men right now, except as friends. Did I tell you about this little Vietnamese place I know...?"

Thank God it was almost over. It was Wednesday night, late, when Ferris fumbled through her keys. The ancient locks were more recalcitrant than usual — she had enough trouble using a key. How had Blackheart managed to get in so easily on Sunday morning? She should talk with her landlord — see about getting the antique locks replaced with something a little more reliable. Something hefty, burglarproof, fireproof, bulletproof. But could they find any that were Blackheart-proof?

It was well after midnight — she'd had a late supper with Regina and several of the other stalwart members of the Committee for Saving the Bay, she'd had one brandy too many and she was tired, just slightly tipsy and edging toward depression. The only consolation was that it would soon be over. Phillip was murmuring something about announcing their engagement at the Puffin Ball, and in another four months Francesca Berdahofski would be Mrs. Senator Phillip Merriam. Damn it, no. Ferris Byrd would be Mrs. Senator Phillip Merriam. God, Blackheart, what have you done to me?

Success was finally hers. The last key clicked into place in its lock and she stumbled in the door, closing it quietly behind her and leaning her forehead against the cool panel. She fumbled with the locks, with the latch and chain, feeling weary, depressed and very sorry for herself. In her current state even Double Rainbow ice cream wouldn't help. She was going to go collapse on her bed and sleep the sleep of the just. She wasn't even going to turn on the television. They were still running those damned caper movies, and night after night she watched cat burglars and their kin romp through millionaires' homes and museums, and when she fell asleep she would dream of Blackheart. Last night it had been How to Steal a Million, and she'd been awake till four in the morning. Not that she was ever going to be Audrey Hepburn. And Blackheart was no Peter O'Toole in his prime. But God, she'd love to be kissed in a closet.

Slowly she raised her head from the door. Her blouse and jacket were off, her skirt a pile on the floor, when she heard the thin, distant thread of sound in her rambling apartment. There was also a pool of light coming from her bedroom. She stood very still, the last traces of the brandy leaving her brain, her hand on the locks. Didn't they tell you that if you came home and surprised a thief in your apartment you weren't to confront him? You were supposed to run as fast as you could.

Of course, the purveyors of that sage advice hadn't taken John Patrick Blackheart into account. She wasn't going to find some drug-crazed junkie looking for her cash. She was going to find what San Francisco Nightlife had termed one of the area's most eligible bachelors. It was that article that had prompted her to christen her cat in his honor. But it was a very righteous indignation that prompted her to storm down two stairs, across the hallway, up three stairs and into her bedroom.

He was lying stretched out on her bed, a pile of pillows propped behind him. He was barefoot, with faded jeans hugging his lean, muscular legs, a white cotton shirt open and loose about his chest. In the middle of his chest was a large patch of fur. Better known as Blackie, the wandering alley cat.

The human cat smiled up at her lazily. "There you are. We wondered when you were going to get home. Out with dear Phillip?" "With his mother. What-" He joined her in perfect unison,"— the hell are you doing here, Blackheart?" he mimicked. "Watching Topkapi and waiting for you. Does Phillip know you wear sexy underwear next to that virginal body of yours? What color is that? Peach? It's very erotic next to your skin. But I suppose you still wouldn't be so pure if the good senator did know. There are some things that can't be resisted."

It was too late for her to run screaming for a bath robe. Besides, the hip-length silk chemise covered more than what she wore on the beach. "Blackheart, get out," she said wearily, leaning against the door-jamb.

"Not on your life, kid. This is my favorite movie, and my TV's broken. I'm watching it here. You can join me," he added generously. "We won't mind."

"I'm going to call the police."

"No, you aren't," he said. "It would make too big a scandal, and a clever lady like you knows better. You're going to climb on the bed and watch Topkapi with me. And I promise on my honor not to make a pass at you. I doubt your feline friend would let me."

He was right, of course. She couldn't call the police, much as she wanted to. She couldn't even call Phillip — as usual she had no idea where he was. She only knew he would arrive at her apartment in less than forty-eight hours to escort her to the Puffin Ball.

"Please, Blackheart," she said, hating the sound of pleading in her voice, unable to help herself. "I'm tired, I had too much to drink and I don't want to fight with you. Please go home and let me get some sleep."

Smiling, he shook his head, patting the bed beside him. "I promise, Francesca. I won't try to have my wicked way with you."

Was she demented in her old age? Or drunker than she thought, to be actually considering his suggestion. "Can I trust you?"

That mocking grin twisted his mouth, and she wanted to kiss it away. "For tonight you can," he said. "I can't promise you more than that."

And she believed him. Or was too besotted to know the difference. With a sigh she flicked off the overhead light and crawled across the huge bed on her hands and knees till she reached him. Blackie took one look at her, a disgruntled expression on his face, and left, stalking with all the dignity of either a Winston Churchill or a very old alley cat.

Ferris ended at the top of the bed, just within reach of her unwelcome guest, but he made no move to grab her, and slowly she began to relax. "He's a great cat," Blackheart said gently. "We had an interesting time waiting for you. What's his name?"
"Blackie."
"Very original. Except that he's not black — he's a dark gray."
"I know that, I have eyes."
"They're not functioning too well tonight. How much did you drink? Not that I'm meaning to criticize — far be it from me to pass moral judgments on other people," he said lightly. "I was just interested."
"Not enough to make me trust you," she snapped.

"Ah, but you're on the bed, aren't you? You must trust me a tiny bit. So why did you name your cat Blackie when he's gray?"
Yes, she was sitting on the bed, scarcely dressed. May as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb. "I named him after you. I'd read about the infamous retired cat burglar in San Francisco Nightlife and thought it was a good name for an alley cat."
"I'm flattered. Come here, Francesca."
"You said you weren't going to make a pass." She eyed him doubtfully.

"And I'm not. I want to watch this movie, and I'd feel a lot more comfortable if you put your head on my shoulder and curled up, instead of glaring at me balefully. You'd feel more comfortable, too."
"No."

"Yes." He was stronger than she realized. One steel-like hand caught her by the wrist, dragging her off balance, and she fell against him. His other arm came around her, his hand catching the nape of her neck and holding her against the hollow of his shoulder. She struggled for a moment, then gave it up, the fight draining from her body. His hold loosened, and she relaxed against him. It really was comfortable, lying there next to him. His shoulder was surprisingly cozy, considering that it was composed of bone and muscle and not an ounce of soft fat. She sighed peacefully.

"That's not so bad, is it?" he murmured softly, one eye on the movie in front of them as his hand began threading through her loose bun of hair. A moment later it was free, a cloud around her sleepy face.

"Not bad," she murmured, snuggling closer. "Why did you retire, Blackheart?"
She could feel the grin that widened his face. "I thought you weren't sure that I did retire?"
"I'm not. I'm taking your word for it tonight. Why did you? Was it because you were caught? I wouldn't have thought your prison sentence was long enough to account for such a radical change of heart. It was only six months, wasn't it?"
"You know a lot more about me than I would have thought. I'm flattered." His voice rumbled pleasantly above her ear. "And I haven't had a change of heart."
"Then why did you quit? And why did you start in the first place?"
"And what's a nice boy like me doing in a place like this?" he paraphrased with a soft laugh. "It's a dirty job, but somebody's got to do it."
"You aren't going to tell me."
"I'll tell you, if you really want to know."
"I really want to know."
"I became a... how shall I phrase it — "

"A thief," Ferris supplied sleepily.

"That's a little crass, but I suppose it's accurate enough. I became a thief because it was the obvious thing to do. I was merely following the family tradition. My father was one of the most famous... thieves in the history of society burgling."

"I didn't know there was a history of society burgling. I can't even say it."

"My father was a member of polite society in London in the thirties and forties and even into the fifties. He was known everywhere, accepted everywhere, liked by everyone. By day he'd play cards and gamble and ride with his friends, at night he'd rob their wives of their jewelry."

"A charming friend," Ferris grumbled against his shoulder. He smelled positively delicious. Of warm flesh, and Scotch, and something else. She realized belatedly it was the dregs of Dixie Dinner. Blackie must have enticed him into feeding him. With a sigh, she burrowed closer.

"Oh, he wasn't too bad. No one was seriously injured by his pilfering. He knew his victims well enough to know who could afford to lose a diamond or two. I think he did it more for the excitement than the money. He made as much gambling, I think."

"What happened to your parents?"

"My mother died when I was twelve. Some complications after gall-bladder surgery. My father died four years later." His voice was even, his eyes trained on the television, but that strong, beautiful hand of his was stroking her thick dark hair with a steady, soothing beat.

"How did he die?" Ferris asked quietly.

"Occupational hazard. He fell one night. His partner was counting on him, and I took his place. He'd shown me a few things, but I mostly learned on the job." His calm, matter-of-fact voice allowed for no pity, and Ferris swallowed the sudden surge of sympathy. It wouldn't have been welcome.

"And what made you quit? You must have been at it a long time — ten years?"

"Closer to fifteen. And I didn't retire — it retired me. Same thing as my father. I fell."

She felt suddenly sick. "What are you guys, the Flying Wallendas? How many other members of your family died that way?"

"Just an uncle."

"Damn."

"And I didn't die. I just had a smashed leg. Unfortunately, my fall attracted a bit of attention. It was... several days before I managed to get help. By that time infection had set in, and..." he shrugged, the gesture bringing her body temporarily closer.

"Is that when you went to prison?"

"Yes." The short syllable was neutral, neither inviting nor discouraging further confidences, but Ferris persevered with brandy-tinged tenacity.

"And you can't rob places anymore?" she asked.

"It's difficult. I've had enough operations to make my knee comparable to that of a retired professional quarterback. Good enough, as long as I don't ask anything exceptional of it. No skiing, no ballet dancing and no cat burglary."

"Do you miss it?" she asked in a small voice.

"Sometimes. Not often. Not right now. There's no place I'd rather be than lying in bed with the virginal Francesca Berdahofski," he said lightly.

"Don't tease me," she said sleepily. He was still stroking her head, gentle, soothing strokes, and if he stopped she would die.

"I can't help it. You're so teasable." His other hand reached up to touch her face gently. "So now I've told you my deep, dark secrets. Your turn."

"I've already told you more than you need to know," she grumbled.

"You haven't told me how you managed to be the only twenty-eight — twenty-nine? — year-old virgin left in captivity."

"Twenty-nine. And maybe no one's captured me."

"Not for want of trying. What about Tommy Stanopoulos, for starters? Why didn't you go to bed with him?"

"I didn't want to."

"I don't believe you."

Ferris sighed. It was much more comfortable to put her hand on his shoulder, to snuggle closer against his warmth, to tell him what he seemed determined to know. "We were all set to," she said. "We'd been going steady a year, been necking and petting and getting pretty passionate. He was going away to the university and I was going to follow him the next year, and we decided to 'go all the way.' We waited till his parents were out of town for the weekend, we lied to my parents and I thought we were all prepared. But he wasn't."

"He wasn't?" Blackheart sounded perplexed, and his attention had shifted from the television screen with the low murmur of voices to her sleepy, troubled face.

"He didn't have any protection. He said we didn't need it, that I wasn't going to get pregnant the first time. I told him I didn't want to take chances, not with my family's track record, and he said, 'What's the big deal? We'll be married as soon as you graduate from high school, you'll be pregnant and have to drop out of college before the first year is over. I'll make more than enough to support you — you don't have to go to college.'"

"And did you then proceed to emasculate him as he deserved?" Blackheart questioned lightly.

"I should have. I told him I wouldn't sleep with him if he didn't use protection. He told me I didn't love him enough to trust him. I told him I guess I didn't. And that was that."

"So what's happened in the intervening years? You must know that there are ways for a woman to stop conception even more effectively than a man."

"Believe it or not, things just never came together at the right time. Whenever I felt like going to bed with a man it was a spur-of-the moment thing, and neither of us was prepared. By the time I had a chance to do something about it, the notion had passed. Until Phillip."

"And you haven't even slept with Phillip?" The hand had left her hair, was now gently stroking her shoulders, and she curled into him like a contented cat.

"Nope. I was all set to, but when he found out I was still a virgin, he decided we should wait till we were married. He figured if I'd waited that long I could wait a little bit longer and do it right. Phillip's very traditional at heart."

"Phillip's an idiot," Blackheart mumbled against her forehead. "So you're going to be married in white lace."

"You can come to the wedding," she murmured sleepily.

"I think I'll pass on that one. We're getting to the good part of the movie, Francesca. Don't you want to see them lower the mute down through the window?"

"Nope. I've seen enough caper movies in the past week to last me a long time. I'm going to sleep. Wake me when you leave." She shut her eyes, nestling closer still, and one slender hand closed around his shoulder. A moment later she was sound asleep.

Blackheart looked down at the woman lying in his arms, the wonders of Topkapi forgotten. He'd kept away from her as long as he could, far longer than he wanted to. And now he really didn't know why.

Someday he'd tell her about Patience Hornsworth and the rat-infested cellar. Sometime he might even tell her what he had never told another living soul — that he'd begun to hate what he'd been doing and who and what he was.

But not now, not yet. For now she was going to have to go by her seldom-used instincts and trust him. And despite all evidence to the contrary, despite that wary, mutinous look that came over her usually serene face, he knew that she would trust him. She couldn't help herself.

He didn't bother to think about why it should matter. He didn't even bother to think about where this was leading. Silently, carefully he pulled her sleeping body closer against his, flicking off the remote control for the TV before putting his other arm around her. It was a moonlit night again, and he'd long ago given up fighting his regrets. He was trusting a woman who wasn't what she said she was, and he had the uneasy feeling that his distant crimes were once again going to catch up with him. His father must be spinning in his grave.

Patrick hadn't been sleeping well these last three days, but the comfort of the bed beneath him and the soft body in his arms were producing an erotic sort of lassitude. A wry grin lit his face. He'd promised her he wouldn't make a pass at her tonight.

The sooner he fell asleep the sooner tomorrow would come, and he'd made no promises about tomorrow. Shutting his eyes, he willed himself to sleep.

Chapter Eleven

Ferris was aware of several things, all shifting and drifting in and out of her consciousness. It was another gray day — the early morning light filtered through the glass door and tried to pry her eyelids open. There was a heavy weight on her feet — Blackie, most likely. And another heavy weight across her breasts, which definitely couldn't be Blackie. And the mouth and tongue nibbling at her earlobe, nuzzling through her tangled hair had nothing to do with a cat. Or did it?

She opened her eyes, whipping her head around to stare at the man in bed with her. He just barely managed to miss getting knocked in the jaw by her forehead. "What are you doing here?" she asked in a shocked whisper. There was no need to raise her voice — he was more than close enough to hear her. She was lying curled up in his arms, her long bare ankles tangled with his, her breasts just touching his chest through the thin silk chemise. He was still wearing his shirt, and she felt his warm skin, his heart beating with surprising rapidity against hers as he stared quietly into her eyes.

"Waiting for you to wake up," he whispered back. He had just a fine covering of hair on his chest — not too much, not too little — and it tickled and aroused her sensitive skin. She found her own heart had started beating more rapidly, in time with his.

"Did you want to say good-bye?" she questioned breathlessly. It was such a big bed, why was she entwined so closely with him? Why didn't she want to move?

He shook his head. "I wanted to say hello," he said, his mouth so near that the soft breath tickled her skin. His lips reached hers before she could protest. And then protest was the last thing on her mind as his mouth caught hers, gently forcing her lips apart. Slowly, thoroughly, he began to kiss her, his tongue teasing past her teeth, exploring the soft, trembling contours of her willing mouth.

She made a quiet little surrendering sound back in her throat as his rough, dexterous hand slid up one smooth thigh, under the silky chemise, across her flat stomach and up to gently catch one full breast. It seemed to swell in his touch, and Ferris whimpered slightly against his mouth, trying to edge closer.

His mouth left hers, pausing long enough to nibble lightly on her lower lip before moving back to her ear-lobe, as his other hand caught her shoulder and turned her closer against his body. Her hands were trapped between their bodies, there was nothing she could do but spread them against the warm, enticing skin of his chest, threading her restless fingers through the fine, crinkly hair. He felt so good to her hands, so strong and warm and alive, and she wanted to feel all of him, wanted no barrier of faded jeans or silk chemises. His hand slid its relentless way underneath the light material, and then it was his strong, long fingers on her skin, the texture rough and arousing.

With a low moan she sought out his mouth herself, losing herself once more in the heady delicious thrust and parry of their tongues. Her hands slid lower, encountering the frustrating barrier of his jeans, and she had just reached for the zipper when his hand caught hers, holding her still against his arousal, his thumb and fingers like steel around her wrist, keeping her captive. His mouth moved away from hers, reluctantly, and his eyes were black as midnight as they looked down into her love-dazed ones.

"Are you sure you want this, Francesca?" he asked quietly, his voice slightly hoarse with controlled passion.

She looked up at him, at the passion-dark eyes, the tangled brown hair that was rumpled endearingly around his face, the mouth that was still damp from her kiss. He felt hard and strong against her captive hand, and she knew how much he wanted her. As much as she wanted him. Slowly she shook her head.

"I don't want this," she said coolly, calmly, a part of her shrieking in disbelief.

His hands released her, and she rolled away, pulling the skimpy chemise around her exposed body. Unfortunately the oversize bed wasn't made for dignified exits. She had no choice but to scramble across it, trampling on an outraged Blackie, who remained directly in her path, finally ending up at the doorway, rumpled, tousled, breathless and embarrassed.

Blackheart hadn't moved from the bed. He lay back, crossing his arms behind his head, and surveyed her with a calm she knew was completely false. She could see his chest rise and fall with the effort at controlling his breathing, and the state of his jeans hadn't changed appreciably since her escape.

"You're blushing," he drawled.

"You told me you wouldn't do that."

"Wouldn't do what?"

"Wouldn't try to make love to me," she said in a strangled voice.

"I said I wouldn't last night. I never made any promises about the morning."

"I trusted you."

"No, you didn't," he corrected her mildly. "You didn't trust me one bit. You were just tired and a little drunk and willing to play with fire. And I just proved to you how trustworthy I could be. I let you go."

"You didn't... you..." Her outrage suddenly deflated. "Yes, you did. Thank you, Blackheart."

His self-deprecating smile was only slightly mocking. "I could say my pleasure, but that wouldn't be entirely correct. I can't say I was happy to do it, either. I guess we'll have to settle for 'you're welcome'." He continued to eye her from his position on the bed. "In return you might do me a small favor."

Ferris looked at him warily. "What?"

"Put some more clothes on. I could always change my mind," he murmured.

Ferris fled.

***

and he'd called Merriam an idiot. What did that make him, calling a halt when she was lying in his arms, trembling, responsive, ready to be loved as she needed to be loved? If Merriam was an idiot, John Patrick Blackheart was the king of fools.

It didn't look as if he'd won any points for that magnificent bit of self-sacrifice. She'd looked at him out of those wonderful green eyes of hers like he was the devil incarnate, she wouldn't even stay in the same room with him, and her hands trembled when she handed him the worst cup of coffee he'd had in months. And he'd used every ounce of his willpower not to tease her, when what he'd really wanted to do was say to hell with it and drag her back into the bedroom.

And she would have gone with him. He knew from that slightly dazed expression on her face that she hadn't quite recovered from her near escape and wasn't sure if she wanted to. There'd been no questions about protection — for the first time in her life she'd forgotten all about it.

Well, he could wait. And that was what he was intending to do. But sooner or later he was going to have Miss Francesca Berdahofski exactly where he wanted her. In his arms, in his bed, in his life. And for now he was going to ignore the fear that he'd never want her to leave.

In the meantime, he had things to do. The San Francisco morning was cool and damp, and his leg ached slightly. Not enough to bring the almost forgotten limp back, but enough to slow him as he climbed the steep hill toward California Street. Francesca could wait until after the Puffin Ball. Could and should wait, until he could give her his undivided attention. She needed to be handled very carefully indeed. But he wasn't going to wait much longer than that.

There were things he had to check out. Something didn't feel right about this job, something was in the wind. He'd relied on his instincts during the past fifteen years, and they'd seldom failed him. Trace often scoffed at him, but Blackheart had seen the secret look of awe in his eyes. He'd laughed when Blackheart told him there was something funny about the Puffin Ball.

"You're getting spooked in your old age, man," Trace had said, clapping a heavy hand on Blackheart's shoulder. "This job is a piece of cake. Just a bunch of sex-starved ladies and their fancy party. There are no professionals in the city — we would have heard of them. And it would take a seasoned professional to handle something like the Von Emmerling emeralds in the long run. We have nothing to fear from amateurs. Not with your magic."

"Something smells funny about this," Blackheart had insisted. "I want you to be doubly observant."

Trace had looked hurt. "Don't you trust me to keep my eyes open?"

"Yeah, but I also know that pretty ladies have a habit of getting in your line of vision. I just want us to be extra careful."

Trace hadn't looked mollified. "You don't have to act so high and mighty. I've noticed you've been more than a little distracted on this job yourself. You should know better than to mess with Senator Merriam's lady. She's out of your league, old man."

"You were trying to mess with her pretty hard your self, old man," Blackheart had replied mockingly.

"It's expected of me," Trace had said righteously, and Blackheart had let out a hoot of laughter.

"Well, for once, don't live up to people's expectations. Trust in my instincts. There's something going on."

"I always trust your instincts, Patrick. Even though they give me the creeps. I won't even blink Friday night."

"I knew I could count on you. Listen, don't mention this to Kate, okay? You know how she worries."

Trace had given him a funny look at that one, but agreed without question. Blackheart still wondered why he'd said it. Kate never worried; Kate was stern and unflappable. But she'd been more uneven in the past few months, and he didn't want to take any chances. He wouldn't even allow his mind to speculate how trusting someone who was as close to him as Kate would be taking chances. He felt enough like a traitor.

It was going to take some time today. He had to track down the man who'd installed the alarm system at Carleton House and have him tie in two more windows that had been considered impregnable. Blackheart had good cause to know they weren't.

And then he had another, more personal job to take care of. Miss Francesca Berdahofski could wait until after the Puffin Ball, but not long after it. Maybe an hour. And if he didn't want to be tossed aside like — what was the kid's name? — Tommy Popandopoulos or something like that, then he'd better be prepared. In more ways than one.

What had she called that expression that must be wreathing his face at the very thought? Rapturous. He had every intention of putting just such a look on her face as she lay underneath him, that mass of brown-black hair spread out around her.

Tomorrow night. The Puffin Ball was a fast job, worth a great deal of money and not an untidy amount of good publicity. And never had he wanted a job to end sooner. He had no choice but to put Francesca out of his mind for the time being, or a troop of Girl Scouts could march into the middle of the ball and carry off the emeralds under his nose. Business first. And then pleasure, he promised himself. Pulsing, pounding, delirious pleasure. For him, but most especially for her.

And a wicked smile wreathed his face as he topped the hill and started down the other side. Most especially for her, he thought.

***

"are you sure we ought to go through with this, Olivia?" Dale questioned with that well-bred whine that was one of his most irritating characteristics. "I mean, we're taking a pretty big chance, and — "

"Don't be tiresome, Dale. If you haven't got any guts, don't come bleating to me about it. We're taking no chance at all — I've looked at it from every possible angle, taken care of any possible loophole."

"What about our unwilling partner? Don't you think Blackheart...?"

"Blackheart, Inc. will go down the tubes once they're implicated in the theft," Olivia said coolly. "No one is going to believe their protests of innocence. The police will know someone had to be paid off. They simply won't be able to find out who did the paying and who did the collecting."

"But what if-"

"Enough 'what ifs', Dale! It's too late for cold feet. You wanted this as much as I did."

"No one wanted it as much as you did, Olivia," Dale said, with more force than he usually used with her. Her glare was enough to whip him back into servitude. "All right, Olivia. I won't come up with any more objections. Just remember when they're carting us off to jail that I told you so."

"Don't worry, darling. They'll know at once I was the mastermind. You couldn't think your way out of a paper sack. You'll just face accessory charges. And you can always tell them I brainwashed you."

"You are a cool bitch, Olivia," he said slowly.

"Yes," she said, "I am. Be thankful of that, or we'd be in real trouble right now, courtesy of your little habits."

He looked at her for a long moment. "I suppose you're right," he said finally, unconvinced.

"Of course I am. Now why don't you go downstairs and see what's keeping our confederate? I don't want cold feet to be catching."

"Yes, ma'am," Dale muttered under his breath.

Olivia watched him go with a cool smile on her pink lips. She'd have to get rid of him sooner or later — he was too great a liability. It was a fortunate thing divorce was now allowed in politics — even the President had been married twice. There was no way she was going to spend the rest of her life carrying his dead weight.

She stretched her small hands, shaking them slightly to release the tension. Tomorrow night. And then it would be over, and she'd be so very much richer. And someone, she didn't really care who, would be in deep trouble. She smiled, quite pleased with herself, and lit another cigarette.

Chapter Twelve
The apartment was very quiet. For once Ferris hadn't gone through her usual binge-and-purge cycle of house-cleaning. She hadn't dropped her clothes all over the floor when she'd walked in early that afternoon, she hadn't shoved her empty ice-cream dish under the bed. She hadn't even had any ice cream. When she fed the demanding Blackie — she had to change his name! — his can of Savory Supper, she tossed the lid and the can into the almost empty wastebasket. Even her bed was made, with fresh sheets, and the dead panty hose and year-old magazines had been routed from under it. The rabbit warren of an apartment was close to spotless, and for a very good reason. Phillip was coming.

She could just imagine his fastidious horror if he ever looked under her bed. Not that he'd been anywhere near her bed. But assuming that she was going to marry him, and the discreet diamond on her left hand suggested that she was, and assuming they would sleep together, sooner or later he'd find out her deep dark secrets. She often wondered which would bother him more — her haphazard approach to housecleaning or her less-than-patrician background?

Of course, with Phillip's inherited money she wouldn't have to worry about housecleaning. Someone could follow her around and pick up the clothes as she dropped them, someone could whisk away the ice-cream dishes when she finished them, even bring them to her in the first place. Sheer, luxurious heaven it would be. Why did the thought depress her?

If she had the energy after her grueling week, she could summon up worry about his reaction to her background. But she knew she'd be manufacturing problems. Phillip Merriam was no snob. He might be disappointed that she hadn't been frank with him, but even he would admit she had never told him an out right lie. As for her Italian-Polish background, Phillip was a suave enough politician to know that would aid rather than hinder him in garnering votes. Once she told him, he might very well want to move the wedding ahead a few months. Though he'd probably insist she change her name back.

Well, that wouldn't be too great a hardship. She'd chosen "Ferris" off the top of her head, and she had come to dislike the cool, distant sound of it. Recently "Francesca" had taken on a certain charm. It was probably only coincidental that it was Blackheart's soft, compelling voice wrapping around it that had made it suddenly appealing.

She'd had too much coffee and Diet Coke that day — the caffeine was giving her an uncustomary case of the jitters, and there was absolutely no need for it. Every thing was in order, everything in place — all the committees had proved responsible. The Puffin Ball was set to begin in a few short hours, preceded by a state dinner, and there was nothing left for Ferris to do but enjoy it in the company of her fiancé. And try to avoid Blackheart's knowing eyes as she'd been avoiding his presence the last two days.

Everything was set for Phillip's arrival. The Brie was at the perfect stage of ripeness, the imported British wafers exactly the ones he liked. She had his favorite Scotch, the Dubonnet she'd affected early on in her transformation and had since grown to hate, and every thing was in readiness.

Ferris controlled the temptation to take one last look at her reflection. There was no way she was going to improve on coolly calculated perfection. She was exactly what Senator Phillip Merriam expected to see, she was a work of art created by a master. Even if she was no longer so proud of her efforts, she could at least appreciate the results.

The dress was a slight departure from her usual boring good taste. When she went shopping, everything she tried on looked like something Nancy Reagan would wear, and there was a limit to how far she would go in her quest for upper-class anonymity. Looking like Nancy Reagan was beyond that limit. Her final choice was a deceptively simple white sheath, as demure as she cared to make it, which was very demure. It was made of a clingy, silky material, with cunning draw strings that could raise the side slit from below the knee to halfway up her thigh, could move the neckline from somewhere near her waist up to the polite vicinity of her collarbone. She had opted for the most coverage available, piled her silky hair atop her head and put on strategic gold museum jewelry. An Egyptian collar from the Metropolitan Museum in New York, an Abyssinian slave bracelet from a small college museum in the Northwest and round gold-disk earrings from the Roman collection at the Palace of Fine Arts in San Francisco. She had deliberately not taken a raffle ticket for the emeralds. The last thing she wanted to do was parade around in priceless jewels in front of Blackheart's avaricious eyes. He might well find her irresistible, and then where would she be? In deep trouble.

Carefully, Ferris reclined on her camelback love seat, the closest thing to a sofa that would fit in her tiny apartment. Phillip was late, an almost unheard-of circumstance, and for a moment she considered sneaking into the kitchen and pouring herself a neat glass of his Scotch. Her nerves were on the screaming edge, and sitting around waiting didn't help matters.

Five minutes passed, with her longing for a drink and Blackie weaving his fat gray body around her crossed ankles. At one point he looked up, uttering a plaintive "mrrrow?"

"You couldn't be hungry again, you' pig!" Ferris said. "You scarfed down all of the Savory Supper and got into the Brie besides. You're just lucky Phillip wasn't here. He barely tolerates you as it is, and if he knew you'd been munching on his precious cheese you'd be in big trouble." Blackie replied with another plaintive "mrrow," and Ferris rose to her feet.

"All right, I'll give you some more. I may not be back till very late, and God knows what you'll do to the apartment if I don't leave you enough food." She kept up the conversation as she followed Blackie's furred chubby form into the pocket-size kitchen. "But no more Brie. You'll have to make do with Seaside Surprise and be grateful. I don't — " Raising her head, she looked directly into John Patrick Blackheart's amused eyes.

"Merciful Mary in heaven!" Ferris said, falling back against the refrigerator. "You scared me half to death! You've got to stop sneaking up on me like that. And what-"

" — are you doing here?" he chanted in unison with her. "Really, Francesca, you're going to have to think of something more original to say every time I break in. It's getting redundant."

"Your breaking in is getting redundant. Don't you know there's a law against — against — "

"Breaking and entering is the legal term for it, remember? '' he supplied politely. "Or B and E, as they call it in the trade. Who says I broke in? There's no sign of forced entry."

"You're too smart for that. I bet Blackie let you in when I wasn't looking."

"No, but I could always train him. He knew I was here long before you did."

"Damn it, Blackheart, you have to get out of here. Phillip's due any minute."

"Good. I haven't seen the senator in months, apart from talking to him on the phone about you."

"About me?" she squeaked, horrified.

"You remember," he said kindly. "He called and told me you'd take good care of me."

"God, Blackheart, you scared me!" she breathed, the panic never leaving her body. "You've got to get out of here," she said again. "I don't want Phillip finding you here."

"Why not?" He was leaning against the kitchen counter, in no mood to move, and his arms were crossed over his chest. A very elegant chest it was, in perfect evening dress, obviously tailored just for him. There was nothing prettier, Ferris thought with an absent sigh, than a gorgeous man in well-cut evening clothes. Unless it was a gorgeous man in nothing at all.

She shook herself, trying to regain a semblance of sanity in the face of incipient disaster. "Have pity on me, Blackheart. I don't want Phillip suspecting anything."

"What would he have to suspect?" Blackheart countered mildly, and the simple words made a tiny dent in her panic. "I mean, what have we done that's so awful? Shared a kiss or two?"

"Four," she corrected.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Four kisses," she elaborated, and then flushed in the face of his delighted grin.

"Bless your heart, Francesca. I didn't know you were counting."

"So I happen to have a photographic memory," she said defensively. "Anyway, how would you like it if someone kissed your fiancée once or twice, not to mention four times?"

"I wouldn't like it one tiny bit. But then, I wouldn't have left her in the first place with prowling wolves like me around."

"Alley cats," Ferris corrected him in a dulcet tone.

He grinned. "And I wouldn't have left her a virgin for so long."

"Come on, Blackheart." She grabbed his wrist and started dragging him toward the door, ignoring the little thrill that ran through her at the feel of his warm flesh against her fingers. "I really don't want Phillip to find you here. Be kind for once."

He stopped in the arch that separated the living room from the tiny dining alcove, and she couldn't budge him any farther. "I'm always kind, Francesca," he murmured, his voice a sinuous thread. "To you, at least. You just don't recognize it."

She gave a useless yank on his arm. "Please, Blackheart. You have to leave."

He was as still as a statue, his eyes alight with mischief. A moment later the wrist that had been so life less in her hand twisted around, capturing hers. Slowly, inexorably he drew her body toward him. She could have fought him, might have twisted away, but she didn't. She was mesmerized by those devilish eyes, that smiling mouth, and a wanting that all the sense in the world couldn't banish. And when his mouth reached hers she met it hungrily.

The hand on her wrist pulled her arm around his lean waist, her other arm followed of its own accord, and suddenly she was clinging to him as if he were the only safety in the world, the only reality that existed. A reality that was promptly shattered by the intrusive shrill of the doorbell.

"Damn!" She tore herself out of his arms in sudden panic. "Get out, Blackheart. I don't care how you do it. You managed to get in here without using the front door, you can leave the same way. I don't want Phillip seeing you."

"Don't you think he'll notice?" Blackheart said lazily, not moving from his perch against the arched doorway.

"Notice what?" she demanded, harried, as the bell rang again.

"That you've just been thoroughly kissed. If I were he and found my fiancée looking like you look, with your cheeks flushed and your eyes shining and your hair coming down, I'd be very suspicious."

"Damn," she said again. "I'll get you for this, Blackheart. I swear I will. At least wait on the terrace until we leave. He's late, we shouldn't be here long."

"Sorry. I told you I wanted to see the good senator. That's just what I intend to do." He moved then, striding past her horrified eyes, straight for the front door.

"No!" she gasped, diving for him in a vain effort to stop him. She may as well have been trying to tackle a tight end for the Forty-niners. He merely proceeded to drag her the rest of the way, opening the door before she could do more than moan in despair.

Trace Walker smiled down at them with impartial benevolence. "Sure took you long enough, Patrick. Are you guys ready?"

If her cheeks had been flushed before, it was nothing compared to the scarlet mortification that washed over her then. Slowly she detached her stranglehold from Blackheart's neck, slowly she tried to right her dress and brush the tumbled hair away from her face.

"Hello, Trace," she managed serenely, and Blackheart burst out in unrepentant laughter. "What are you doing here?"

"Didn't Patrick tell you? The Senator was delayed in Santa Barbara — he'll meet you at the dinner. He asked Patrick and me to pick you up. Didn't you tell her, Patrick?" Trace's handsome face creased in confusion.

"I didn't get around to it," Blackheart replied innocently.

"You — you unspeakable piece of garbage," Ferris said in a low voice. "You miserable, slimy piece of crud. You — " His hand caught her wrist just as she was about to hit another human being for the first time in twenty years.

"I know a very good way of stopping your mouth, lady," he said lightly. "And I don't mind if I have an audience."

"You two got something going?" Trace inquired curiously. "Kate told me you did, but I thought that Ferris was engaged to the senator."

"We have nothing going," Ferris said icily. "Apart from dire enmity. I'm glad to know Blackheart, Inc. is so sure of themselves that they can leave the place they're supposed to be guarding with easy minds. You haven't bothered to wonder whether someone might not break in ahead of time, or any other mundane consideration, have you?"

"Not to worry. Ferris," Trace said jovially. "Patrick and I have got it all under control. The general security staff is watching things right now, Kate is sitting on the emeralds with three large men surrounding her, and the alarm systems are fully operational. Everything's fine. You ready?"

Blackheart was still holding on to her hand, but the iron grip had softened, the thumb absently stroking the inside of her wrist and sending melting little tremors up and down her spine. And she was standing there like a fool, reacting to it.

Quickly she snatched her hand out of his loose clasp. "I'll be ready in five minutes. I have to repair my makeup."

Blackheart grinned. "I guess you do. I'll feed the cat for you."

As long as Trace was such an interested observer, Ferris had to content herself with an answering glare. Without another word she disappeared into the bath room, determined to stall as long as possible. She didn't care if she jeopardized the Von Emmerling emeralds, the Puffin Ball or her engagement. She needed time to compose herself before she had to face Phillip's trusting blue eyes. Especially when she knew the greatest betrayal wasn't Blackheart's, it was the gnawing longing in the pit of her stomach, the ache in her heart, the hunger in her loins. And she wasn't leaving that bathroom until she conquered it. At least temporarily.

Blackheart was right. She did look thoroughly kissed. Staring at her reflection in the mirror for a long moment, Ferris let out a deep, trembling sigh. "Damn his soul to hell," she whispered. "What in God's name am I going to do?"

***

"are you ready? Olivia, do you hear me?" Dale's querulous tones were definitely getting on her nerves. She would have to be circumspect in divorcing him. He had a vindictive streak — if she pushed him far enough he wouldn't mind destroying himself just to get at her.

"I hear you, Dale." She turned from the window, icy cool and elegant in a pale-blue silk dress that matched the wintry blue of her eyes. "I was just wondering how our friend was handling things."

"Oh, I don't think there's any problem. You have an innate talent for putting the fear of God into anyone. Things will be just as you planned."

"I do hope so," she said mildly as he draped a silver fox stole around her narrow shoulders. "Because not only would I be very displeased if something went wrong tonight, I would also have to bring the two of you down with me. And none of us would like that, would we?"

"No, Olivia."

His agreement was mumbled, but Olivia thought she could see a furtive flash of hate in his milky blue eyes. Good. Hate and anger kept you on your toes. As long as Dale was actively hostile, she didn't worry about him. It was when he grew affable that he became care less.

It was their third, unwilling partner who troubled her. The partner that was right now in place, eagle eyes trained on the Von Emmerling emeralds. Olivia had managed to drown all objections and doubts with her forceful personality, but from now on she had to rely on the residual force of her orders. There was no way she could be on hand, reminding her minions of what was expected of them.

She took a deep gulp of the damp, chilly fog that blanketed the city. A good night for a jewel robbery, she thought, a little cat's smile curving her lips. She could only wonder whether John Patrick Blackheart might agree.

Chapter Thirteen
Ferris stood off to one side, half hidden by the heavy damask draperies that shut the fog-ridden night away from the gaiety of the crowded ballroom. The Puffin Ball was a smashing success, socially, artistically, and financially, and yet Ferris had never felt worse in her life.

The third winner of the Von Emmerling emeralds, a stocky brunette with the build of a fireplug and the voice of a sea gull was whirling around the dance floor in the arms of her equally unprepossessing husband. She'd chosen an unfortunate shade of chartreuse chiffon for her dress, succeeding in making the garish old emeralds look almost tacky in the candlelight. They'd fared better earlier. The first winner had been a slight, feathery blonde in pure white. Blue-blooded to her fingertips, she'd done the jewels proud for the two hours she'd worn them, giving them a stately elegance. As had the second winner, a fashionably blue-haired matriarch. And even if number three hadn't quite the style or grace, she more than made up for it in enthusiasm, Ferris thought wearily, leaning back into the drapes. Who was she to sit in judgment?

Damn, would she like to sit, though. From the moment she'd arrived she'd been on display, an ornament on Phillip's very urbane arm. She'd smiled till her jaw ached, her teeth felt windburned and her eyes were permanently crinkled. She'd shaken hands and chatted and danced and ate, and right now all she wanted to do was crawl under a blanket and hide. Her head hurt, her feet hurt, everything about her was a mass of pain. She would have given ten years of her life to go home right then, but she knew it was out of the question. Phillip had let her escape, reluctantly, when she insisted there was some important lady in need of her. That important lady had been herself, but Phillip didn't need to know that. He was still holding forth, this time on gun control, and part of her longed to stay and watch with real admiration as he told each listener exactly what he or she wanted to hear. But there was a limit to her endurance. She would have to be there until the last possible contributor to Phillip's campaign remained, she would have to stay until the Von Emmerling emeralds were safely stowed for the night.

If only the Honorable Miss Smythe-Davies had been up to the rigors of the Puffin Ball, a good many of Ferris's worries would have been over. Somehow she knew that she wouldn't have a moment's peace until the damned jewels were no longer even remotely her responsibility. And then there would be no reason ever to see John Patrick Blackheart again.

She looked down at her slender wrist. There was a bruise there, just above the bone, a smudge of darkness against the lightly tanned skin. Would he regret it if he saw it? She'd make sure he'd never have that chance.

Phillip had been waiting when they arrived, long arms outstretched, that smile that could charm old ladies into giving up their Social Security checks beaming down on her and her companions. Blackheart had relinquished her readily enough, almost too readily, his eyes almost black in the romantic candlelight as his mouth quirked up in wry amusement.

But there'd been no sign of amusement from then on. Whenever Phillip drew her into an admiring circle of men, Blackheart would be nearby, glaring at her. Every time one of Phillip's political cronies danced with her, and the times were far too numerous to count, Blackheart's expression darkened, and when Phillip finally drew her to the floor, executing turns and dips to the fatuous pleasure of almost everyone there but Olivia Summers, his face was nothing short of thunderous. Ferris had smiled, moving closer to her fiancé's stalwart form, each time she had caught sight of that unrestrained fury. Until she finally pushed him too far, and he'd cut in during the last one.

Phillip had relinquished her with a graceful smile and a hearty clap on Blackheart's back, not noticing that Ferris's smile was forced.

"You don't have to crush my wrist," she'd hissed at Blackheart when he'd swung her into the dance. The band was playing "I Can't Get Started," and the sound was slow and sad and sensuous. If Blackheart's tumble off the side of a building had hindered his career of thievery, it certainly didn't put a crimp in his dancing. He was smooth, graceful and more than able to concentrate on other matters as his body and hers did his bidding.

"Are you enjoying yourself, Miss Byrd?" he inquired acidly, the fingers biting into her wrist.

"Definitely, Mr. Blackheart." The more she strained against his imprisoning hand, the tighter the fingers held her. .

"Do you think plastering yourself against the good senator sets a proper example for his constituents?"

"No one seemed to mind," she replied coolly, ignoring the memory of Olivia's pale anger. "I don't know what your problem is."

"Don't you?" His hand tightened for a moment, then loosened, and the grim look faded from his face. "No," he murmured, half to himself. "I won't do that."

"Won't do what?" Surreptitiously she flexed her aching wrist.

"Won't drag you closer and show you in specific, physical terms what my problem happens to be," he replied.

It took her a moment to understand his meaning. "You're sick."

"On the contrary, I'm a very healthy male, with healthy reactions, particularly to long-term frustrations. I've been in somewhat the same state since Wednesday morning."

"That's no one's fault but your own," she snapped.

"I wouldn't say that. You had something to do with it, willing or not," he continued in a musing voice. "Actually, I suppose if you'd been willing..."

"Could you please change the subject?" Ferris's voice was a little strangled.

"Certainly. If you'll move three centimeters closer to me. I'm not radioactive," he said gently. His thumb was absently stroking her abused wrist, the gentle caress sending shivers down her spine.

She looked up at him then, met his gaze directly. "As far as I'm concerned, you're even more dangerous."

His eyes were dark with a distant humor and something else, something she vainly hoped no one else would recognize. What in heaven's name would people think if they saw Senator Merriam's fiancée in the arms of an ex-cat burglar looking like that?

Of course, not that many people knew they were engaged, despite the discreet rock on her left hand. And not that many people would be able to decipher the mixed emotions in Blackheart's tawny eyes. But Ferris could, and it made her knees weak.

His temper, at least, had improved. "Do you want me to waltz you out onto the terrace for a little polite necking?" he murmured against her flushed temple.

"For one thing, Blackheart, we aren't waltzing," she said caustically. "For another, it's cold and damp and foggy out there, not at all conducive to necking, polite or otherwise. And finally, don't you think you might give at least a tiny portion of your attention to the Von Emmerling emeralds? After all, we're paying a rather exorbitant sum to have you protect them — I would think you'd like to earn your keep."

"Oh, but I am. As the only guest here under an assumed name, you're still my chief suspect. My assistants are watching the emeralds themselves."

"Don't be absurd, Blackheart. You know as well as I do I wouldn't steal those damned jewels. I didn't even take a raffle ticket."

"Maybe you still regret not taking the red shoes," he said. "Maybe you've been secretly acting out your aggressions, stealing here and there to make up for that one act of self-control," he continued, unmoved by her anger.

"I wish I'd never told you that," she said in a deceptively quiet tone of voice. "I should have known you'd use it against me."

"I wouldn't use it against you, love," he said softly, all the teasing gone from his eyes.

"You'd use anything to get your own way." She was horrified to feel sudden tears springing to her eyes.

There was no way he could miss them. "Francesca, love, I'm sorry," he said, stricken.

"Go watch your damned emeralds," she said, pulling out of his arms and moving with lowered head across the dance floor. She could feel curious eyes on her, but when she raised her head, the only face she saw was that of Olivia Summers, that cool-bitch smile on her perfectly shaped lips.

But if Blackheart had regretted his words, his actions the rest of the night didn't show it. To be sure, they kept their distance by unspoken mutual consent. But those dark eyes followed her, watching her when she least expected it, and she could no longer read their enigmatic expression.

And she watched him, from over Phillip's tall, broad shoulder, past Regina's stately coiffure, beyond the punch bowl and over the champagne. And every now and then his eyes would meet hers, and sparks would shoot through her body, and she'd wonder how Phillip could miss her very strong physical reactions.

Some of her tension must have penetrated, for at the end of the last dance he'd sent her upstairs. "You're wound up as tight as a spring, Ferris. Why don't you go upstairs and lie down for a few minutes? I can carry on without you. You've had a grueling week, I'm sure."

"So have you, traipsing all over the state," she replied conscientiously.

"Yes, darling, but I'm used to it," he assured her. "And I haven't got a tense bone in my body. I thrive on this sort of thing. I thought you did, too."

It would be useless to deny it. If she could say one thing for Phillip, it was that he was abnormally perceptive. "I usually do," she admitted. "I suppose it's been a little much for me tonight."

"Well, you go on upstairs and lie down for a bit. Try some deep breathing, all right?" He gave her his most winning smile. "You're as nervous as a cat."

Ferris couldn't help it, she winced at the simile. "All right, I will, Phillip." Reaching up on tiptoes, she kissed him on his smooth, scented, clean-shaven cheek. "I'll be back before too long."

"Don't hurry, darling. I can hold down the fort."

With a smile, she turned to leave. And there was Blackheart again, that still, unreadable expression on his face. He'd seen her kiss Phillip, and Ferris told herself she was glad. She was only sorry she hadn't given him a more enthusiastic embrace, just to make certain Blackheart understood how things stood.

But the problem was, Blackheart probably understood far better than she did. "There you are, Phil," he said lightly, ignoring her. "Dale Summers was looking for you."

"Thanks, Patrick. See that my lady gets upstairs for a rest, would you? She's worn out on her feet and refuses to admit it."

"Be glad to," he said blandly. "Come on, Ferris." He held out his black-clad arm.

There was no way she could avoid it. Phillip was watching her, concern clouding those big blue eyes that were a major asset in his political career. She put her hand on Blackheart's arm, and she could feel the steel of clenched muscles beneath her light touch. One strong, well-shaped hand covered hers with unnecessary force, and Phillip turned away.

Without a word he led her to the hallway, past a throng of merrymakers, up the stairs, both of them ignoring the curious glances cast their way. He stopped halfway up the wide, curving stairs, removing his warm, angry hand from hers, pulling his arm from her light grasp. "I think the senator's lady is more than capable of finding a bedroom on her own. You've made it clear you don't want my help." 

She stared at him, a sudden, unwary delight filling her face. "You're jealous," she said, her voice soft with wonder.

His black expression didn't change. "Damn straight. I'd like to go back and rip Phillip's tongue out. If you marry him and spend the rest of your life as Mrs. Senator Ferris Byrd Merriam, you'll deserve it."

"How about ending my life as Mrs. President Ferris Byrd Merriam," she taunted. She shouldn't have, she knew it, but this unexpected fury was so flattering it went straight to her head. She wanted more of it, more proof that she mattered to him, no matter how dangerous it was seeking it.

"How about Mrs. Francesca Berdahofski Blackheart?" 

That effectively wiped the smile off her face. "What?" she managed in a choked voice. "Are you serious?"

"That look of pained disbelief is hardly flattering," Blackheart drawled. "No, I wasn't serious. Never trust a cat burglar, Ferris Byrd. You've made your bed; you can lie in it." Without another word, he turned and left her on the stairs.

That was when her headache had started. For a brief moment she watched him go, wondering whether he really would rip Phillip's silver tongue out, whether there was any molecule of seriousness when he'd asked her to marry him. Of course there wasn't. She shook her head, trying to clear the mass of confusion, and continued up the stairs.

How did the man manage to move so silently, she wondered. It didn't seem to matter what he wore on his feet — he'd crept up on her in dress shoes, Nikes and Tony Lama boots. Could she ever learn to move about as silently?

The second floor was far too brightly lit and noisy. Practicing her quiet moves, she continued on up the broad staircase, passing only one or two curious guests. If she could only perfect it enough to sneak up on Blackheart and scare the spit out of him, just once, she'd die a happy woman. If you stepped just the right way on the ball of your foot, she discovered —

"Darling." A woman's voice sighed deeply, and she heard the rustle of clothing.

Ferris froze in place. The third-floor hallway was dimly lit, the open door to the bedroom was a pool of light on the floor. She had better than average eyesight, even in those less than perfect conditions, and she had no trouble at all recognizing Olivia Summers clasped in a fevered embrace. And the man holding her was distinctive enough. She'd know Trace Walker anywhere.

Never in her life had Ferris been so embarrassed and so fascinated. Cool, snotty Olivia wasn't just kissing Trace Walker, she was climbing all over him, her greedy hands pawing at him. He seemed to be enduring the attention with good humor, even if Ferris suspected his heart wasn't in it.

And then her hackles began to rise, as she recognized which bedroom the two of them had chosen for their tryst. The third-floor front bedroom was where the Von Emmerling emeralds were to be kept when they weren't on display or hanging around some lady's neck. And sure enough, that's exactly where they were, clasped around Olivia's skinny throat, the bracelet en circling the wrist that was traveling down toward Trace's lean buttocks. They looked prettier than Ferris remembered them, more delicate, and the emeralds shone more brightly.

Of course, it was probably a coincidence. Trace had been keeping the emeralds company, and Olivia had decided to keep Trace company, since Blackheart seemed to have no time for her. But Ferris couldn't stand around and let them use a fortune's worth of jewels as an erotic toy. She was going to have to interrupt them, no matter how embarrassing just such a move would be. And she'd better do it soon — Olivia's hands were getting positively indecent. Ferris caught the flash of the two-carat emerald ring before Olivia's hand slid down in Trace's front, and she could feel her face flushing. Damn them both, for putting her in such a position. It was just lucky that she'd come up here when she did.

She was about to clear her throat when she noticed the small dim figure by the far door. It was Kate Christiansen watching the embracing couple. She was wearing an unflattering floor-length dress of peach chiffon that made her short body look dumpy, and the expression on her face was a mixture of anger and such pain that it hurt Ferris to see it. She just stood there, her anguished eyes dark in her freckled face, too distraught to notice Ferris standing there like a voyeur.

Slowly, imperceptibly, Ferris backed away. Kate would interrupt them in another moment or two. Even if she wasn't sure she could trust one of Blackheart's associates, she knew that between the two of them the jewels would be safe. And there was nothing to worry about. Olivia came from a family as old as the San Francisco hills, and the Summers fortune was equally legendary. She had no need to filch the Von Emmerling emeralds. As well suspect Regina Merriam of trying to run off with them,

By the time Ferris reached the stairs she could hear the voices from the bedroom, low, slightly embarrassed voices. There would be no problem.

***

the two women watched Trace Walker leave the room, an embarrassed angle to his shoulder. She'd played it well, Olivia thought. Trace was so embarrassed at having been caught in such a compromising position that he'd put the responsibility of the emeralds low on his list of priorities. He hadn't liked the expression on Kate's face one tiny bit. As she'd suspected, there was something more there than poor little Kate recognized. Her grand passion might not be as unrequited as she supposed. But fortunately for Olivia, neither Kate nor Trace had any inkling of the other's feelings.

Kate was glaring at her, her lower lip thrust out unattractively, her eyes wide and angry. Really, the whole thing was laughable.

"Don't glare at me, Kate, darling," Olivia said easily, unfastening the clasp on the phony emeralds. "Have you got the real jewels?"

Chapter Fourteen
Her apartment was still and silent as she let herself in. Phillip waited by her door, a pleased smile on his tired, handsome face. "You're dead on your feet," he observed kindly. "I won't come in."

She hadn't invited him in, but perversely she was annoyed. "I probably won't be able to sleep anyway."

"Sure you will. It's almost four in the morning. Just pour yourself a glass of Dubonnet and you'll be dead to the world," he assured her, and immediately Ferris was determined to stay awake till dawn. "I was glad to see that you and Patrick managed to get along," he added. "They did a great job, don't you think?"

"I suppose so. No one stole the emeralds, and that's the main thing." It had been with mixed emotions that she had watched the assembled staff of Blackheart, Inc. drive off with the beautiful gems safe in their pos session. Now that it was all over, the Von Emmerling emeralds had suddenly taken on an added luster. She hadn't liked them much when she first saw them, but now that the responsibility was gone she found they were much prettier and more delicate than she'd first thought.

Blackheart must have lost his touch, though. He'd barely given them a cursory glance as he'd shoved the velvet cases into a briefcase that resembled something out of a James Bond movie. Ferris had little doubt that if some unauthorized person tried to open it, it would shoot poison darts at the very least. And he'd driven away from her, out of her life, without a backward glance.

"You'll have to admit that Patrick isn't so bad," Phillip persisted.

Ferris looked up at him then, suddenly curious. "He was no major problem. Why are you so concerned, Phillip?"

Phillip was a consummate politician. Even when he was avoiding a direct answer, he looked you straight in the eye. But this time he made no effort to avoid it. "Something my mother said," he replied lightly.

"She told you Blackheart and I were involved?" Ferris questioned, horrified that they had been so obvious, horrified that Regina Merriam would have said some thing to her son.

"Exactly the opposite. Apparently you two fight like cats and dogs. I've never known you not to get along with someone, no matter how offensive you find them. My mother was concerned, and so was I. You know how much Mother adores you. She's always considered you far too good for me. She wants what's best for you — my interests come second."

"Don't be ridiculous, Phillip, your mother worships you."

He grinned, that engaging grin that had melted the hearts of women from eight months old to eighty years. "Of course she does. How could she help it? But that doesn't mean she'll sacrifice your happiness for my well-being. Think about it, Ferris."

"Think about what?" she said irritably. "I don't happen to get along with Patrick Blackheart. I don't approve of him — does that make it a federal crime?"

"You've got a bleeding heart, Ferris. You approve of ex-murderers when they're properly repentant. There's something else, and — "

"Phillip, I think you're the one who's overtired," she interrupted ruthlessly. "You're making a mountain out of a molehill. If you want to talk about this, in depth, we can do so tomorrow when I've had more rest. All right?"

He gave her his charming, rueful smile. "I'd like that, darling, I really would. But I've got to be in Santa Cruz for the next three days, and then Sacramento, and then-"

"Never mind. I'll be coming back to work for you now that the Puffin Ball is finished." Something in his expression alerted her. "Won't I, Phillip?"

"Yes," he allowed. "Though perhaps not in the same capacity. But we can always— "

"Why not? I like being administrative assistant." Her voice was getting a little shrill, and she quickly toned it down.

"Of course you do," he said soothingly. "And I love having you there — there's no one I count on more. But Jack Reginald has a son in need of a job, and—"

"And Jack Reginald is making substantial contributions to your upcoming campaign," Ferris said lightly.

"You understand the political facts of life as well as anyone, Ferris. You scratch my back and I'll scratch yours, and that sort of thing."

"I understand completely," she said, her voice calm and accepting. "And you're right, I am dead tired. Why don't you give me a call this week when you have a chance, and we can work something out?"

"I'll call you Sunday at-"

"I won't be in Sunday," she broke in. "I have other plans."

"When will you be in, then?" he managed to look both hurt and forgiving at the same time. A talented man, was Phillip Merriam, she mused.

"I don't know. You'll just have to keep trying till you get me."

He stood there, still in the doorway, half in her apartment, half out, half in her life, half out, and Ferris fingered her diamond ring, considering her options. She'd never been a fool, and practicality told her not to make a move she might later regret. Even though deep in her heart of hearts she knew that move would have to be made, and soon, tonight was not the night. She left the ring in place. For now.

"Well," he said finally, his usual urbanity wiping out his temporary frustration. "Well. You get some sleep, then, darling. I'll somehow manage to squeeze a few days out toward the end of the week, or maybe early next week, and we'll go someplace. How does that sound?"

"Just fine."

"Do have a glass of Dubonnet. It will help you relax."

She looked up quite fearlessly into his clear blue eyes. "I," she said, "don't like Dubonnet."

"Well," he said. "Well. Good night, then." He still seemed uncharacteristically uncertain, and Ferris felt a moment's sympathy. Reaching up on her toes, she kissed that sweet-smelling, smooth-shaven cheek. And there was no way she could fool herself into thinking it wasn't good-bye.

"Good night, Phillip."

His footsteps clattered down the two flights of stairs. She stood there at the open door for a long moment, then shut it after the disappearing sound of his departure. She looked at the three locks for a moment, reached for them, then dropped her hand, shrugging. Nothing would keep Blackheart out if he wanted to get in. Not that he would, ever again. It had been a dangerous few days, and part of her had found it irresistibly attractive, playing with fire. But it was safely over now, and she could go back to living her life.

Blackie had no intention of spending the fogbound night in her apartment. She met his look of haughty demand with an affectionate scratch behind the ears, and then he was out on her terrace and gone a moment later. For a moment she considered leaving the door open a crack. It was cool — about fifty degrees outside — but the air was refreshing to her flushing cheeks. She could always huddle under a blanket for warmth.

She kicked off her heels and let her bare feet sink into the carpet. Phillip was right; Phillip was always right. What was she going to do without him telling her what she needed? She did need her bed, and she needed a drink to take the edge off the nervous energy that was still sparking through her. Whenever she closed her eyes she could see Blackheart's eyes, watching her, following her, wanting her? Damn, but he gave up easily.

She must be more tired than she thought, to have regretted his sudden lack of interest. She trailed out into the kitchen, poured herself a small glass of Drambuie and wandered back into the darkened living room. Without bothering to turn on the lights, she curled up on the sofa. Like a fool she'd left the Brie out when she'd taken off with Trace and Blackheart hours earlier, and Blackie had made a hearty meal of most of it. He'd even been piggy enough to sample a few crackers, but obviously found them less than entrancing.

Reaching forward, Ferris took a non-felined cracker and bit into it, following it with a sip of the sweet, rich Drambuie. A trip to her sister Cecilia's might be a good idea. Cecilia could be counted on for her good sense, her warmth and her marvelous ability to give a person space. A week spent at her ramshackle farmhouse, surrounded by half a dozen nieces and nephews in all shapes and sizes, with the soothing example of Cecilia's and Joe's love for each other and their numerous offspring, and she should be able to view her life with a better sense of reality.

The sound of the buzzer startled her out of her pleasant reverie. Leaning back she stared at her blank white door for a long moment. Of course it could be Phillip, come back to have his wicked way with her. He'd looked more than faintly disgruntled when he'd left, maybe he thought it was time to show her who was boss. This time she would give him his ring.

Or maybe it was the police, come to tell her that Blackheart, Inc. had never showed up at the Mark Hopkins suite of the Honorable Miss Smythe-Davies and was now wanted for grand larceny.

Or maybe it was Blackheart himself, come to tell her he loved her and renew that whimsical offer of marriage. No, that was the one person it wouldn't be. He wouldn't bother to ring the bell, he'd just come right in.

The bell rang again, interrupting her lazy thoughts. Whoever it was, she wasn't about to get up from her comfortable perch on the love seat. If she could help it, she wasn't going to stand on her feet for twenty-four hours. She could crawl into her bed.

One more ring. She considered it, then shrugged. If it was a rapist — ax murderer, he would doubtless find a way to get in anyway. Right now she really didn't give a damn. "Come in," she called in a throaty voice. "It's open." And she took another sip of her Drambuie.

There was a long pause on the other side of the door, and then it opened. And Blackheart stood there, a package in one hand, a furious expression on his face.

***

it had been a struggle for him, all night long. Blackheart wasn't used to being consumed by jealousy, he wasn't used to giving a damn. He wasn't so egocentric that he had to have every woman who didn't want him. When he was turned down, as every man was now and then, be he Mortimer Snerd or Robert Redford, then he usually shrugged his shoulders and looked further. But the more Francesca Berdahofski dodged, feinted, refused, insulted, fought, and struggled, the more determined he became.

He still couldn't figure out why he'd said that to her on the wide, busy staircase. Just to see the shock widen her eyes? Except that he'd been even more shocked. He'd never proposed to a woman in his life, never even been tempted. And the moment the words were out of his mouth, he hadn't wanted to recall them. In fact, he'd wanted to throw the troublesome wench over his shoulder like something out of an Errol Flynn movie and carry her out of that house, and be damned to her charming senator and her idiotic pretensions.

Phillip Merriam hadn't made things any easier. He'd been so damned decent, so revoltingly good-fellowship that Blackheart really had been tempted to rip out his tongue. If Blackheart was anywhere near the decent human being he tried to be, he would have then and there renounced his designs on Francesca Berdahofski's luscious body. But decency was in short supply nowadays. He could keep his hands off the Von Emmerling emeralds, but he couldn't keep his hands off Francesca.

He'd left Kate and Trace at the Mark Hopkins. Neither of them was looking particularly happy, but he racked that up to their tangled relationship. If he were the meddling kind, he'd drop a hint in Trace's inattentive ear. But then, maybe Trace knew, and figured that ignoring it was the kindest way to deal with Kate's languishing glances. Maybe.

He'd swung by his apartment, changing out of that damned monkey suit. He hated full dress nowadays. For so long it had been his working costume. He couldn't put on a tuxedo without remembering other nights, long ago, and his hands would start sweating.

He still hadn't decided how big a fool he was being. He'd probably get to Francesca's ridiculous little apartment and find Phillip Merriam in that oversize bed. And then what would he do? Slink away into the fog like a beaten dog? Or maybe rip out Phillip's tongue.

Tonight wasn't a night for a touch of B and E, just on the off chance that the good senator had finally chosen to initiate his virgin bride. He took the two flights of steps slowly, silently, unaccountably nervous. Would she be asleep already? Would she glare at him out of those green eyes? Was he being ridiculously sentimental? Maybe he should turn around, give it a few days.

Damn, he was acting like an adolescent boy on his first date. His hands were sweating for sure now, and shaking just a tiny bit as he reached for the bell. There was no way he could wait any longer. Push had come to shove, and he wasn't going to sleep until he knew that she was irrevocably in love with the good senator. Not that he could blame her. Any woman with good sense would be. The man was handsome, rich, charming, friendly, and possessed of a great mother. What did a man with a past like John Patrick Blackheart have to offer in comparison? As he rang the bell again, the box beneath his arm suddenly felt very heavy. Where the hell was she?

***

blackheart had changed his clothes, Ferris noticed. He was wearing jeans again, and his boots, and the black, body-hugging turtleneck beneath a corduroy jacket. She had never liked turtleneck shirts on men, but on Blackheart the effect was absolutely demoralizing. She wondered what he was angry about now.

"Why didn't you lock your door?" he demanded crossly, shutting the heavy door behind him and snapping each lock, including the chain. "Don't you realize there are dangerous criminals out there, waiting to prey on people like you?"

"It didn't seem worth the trouble. In the past four years the only person who's broken into the place has been you. And I knew those locks wouldn't keep you out."

"Certainly not these flimsy ones," he scoffed. "A stoned-out junkie with a credit card could get through those locks."

"Why would a stoned-out junkie have a credit card?" Ferris inquired prosaically.

"That's beside the point. Where's the good senator?" He moved toward her then, with his usual feline grace.

"Not here. What do you want, Blackheart? I thought we were finished with our dealings. Did the emeralds get safely back to Miss Smythe-Davies?"

"I wouldn't be here if they didn't."

"No, you wouldn't," she mused. "What's in the box?"

Blackheart pulled it out from under his arm, looking at it as if he'd never seen it before. "A present for you."

"From whom?"

"From me, of course. Don't just recline there like Cleopatra waiting for an asp," he snapped. He tossed the box to her, and she caught it expertly. "Open it."

She held it in her hand, weighing it, and her green eyes were extremely wary. "What is it? A time bomb? I don't hear any ticking."

"I sent the time bomb to the senator," he said. "May I have a drink? It's been a long night."

"Help yourself." She still didn't move, just stared down at the rectangular box. "My feet hurt too much to get up."

A moment later he was back, a glass of whisky in one hand, and he tossed the jacket across a chair before sitting down beside her, at the opposite end of the love seat. She had to pull her feet up, and she eyed him with a mixture of suspicion and wariness. If she didn't know better she'd say he was nervous. Maybe it was a time bomb. Or a rattlesnake. She shook the box again, but only a quiet thud rewarded her straining ears.

"It won't bite, Francesca," he said quietly. "Consider it a farewell present. Open it."

"You going somewhere?" she inquired in a desultory voice as she pulled at the wrappings.

"I hadn't planned to. What about you? Have you and the good senator set a date yet?" He took a sip of his drink, and his hand shook slightly. He was nervous, Ferris thought with amazement.

The brown paper came off, and the box underneath it read Ramon's. She looked up at him. "Ramon's what?" she queried lightly, mystified. "Open it," he said again.

It was a pair of red shoes. The most beautiful red shoes she'd ever seen, made of shiny, metallic crimson, with high stacked heels, diamond buckles and no toes. There were little metal taps on the heel and toe, and she turned to look at Blackheart, her face very still.

He cleared his throat. "The taps are for when you dance. You're supposed to click them against the floor, and-"

"I know what the taps are for." Her voice was very quiet in the darkened room. "Why?" He didn't pretend to misunderstand. "I thought you ought to have something to remind you of Francesca Berdahofski when you're Mrs. Senator Merriam."

The shoes lay in her lap, and she stared down at them. She was used to tears. She cried when she was frightened, she cried when she was unhappy. But she couldn't understand why she felt like crying right then, why the tears were stinging her eyelids, burning the back of her throat, taking control of her body so that she sat there and shook, imperceptibly, as Blackheart watched her out of distant eyes.

She felt him rise from the love seat, saw the strong, beautiful hand place the empty whiskey glass on the coffee table in front of her. "Good-bye, Ferris," he said gently, leaning over to kiss her cheek. "Have a good life."

His lips brushed her cheek gently, and he could taste the dampness on his lips. He drew back, startled, as she turned her tear-streaked face up to him. "Don't call me Ferris," she said with great, hiccuping sobs. "I hate that damned name."

"Francesca..." She could feel his hand on her shoulder, the fingers strong and warm on her bare skin.

She raised her head. "And don't you dare leave me," she added, her voice raw with tears. "Don't you dare."

It was too dark in the room to see his face through her blur of tears, but his voice was clear, with a thread of warm laughter running through it. "Oh, love, I wouldn't think of it." And he drew her weeping body off the couch and into his arms.

Chapter Fifteen
She tumbled into his arms, the tears coming faster and more freely. She could feel the tender laughter shake his strong body as he held her there, the two of them in a tangle on the floor, trapped between the love seat and the coffee table. Gentle hands held her, cradled her against that smooth black chest, as she wept furiously.

It was a very long time before the storm of tears abated. One long finger reached up and brushed her tears away, and when they had finally slowed he shifted to a more comfortable position, holding her shivering body in his arms as he kicked the table away from them and leaned back against the sofa.

"Such a great many tears," he whispered against her cloud of hair. "Did the good senator jilt you?"
She managed a watery chuckle. "Pig," she said comfortably. "I'm about to jilt the good senator. How do you do this to me, Blackheart?" /
"Well, first I get you off balance, then I pull you into my arms, and then—" his mouth feathered hers "— I kiss you. Not too hard—" he did it again, lingering a moment "— just enough to get your motor started. And then I move my hand, like this...." His strong hand moved up to cup her chin, holding it gently in place as he kissed her again, and this time, when his soft, tempting lips left hers, she emitted a tiny moan, her tears forgotten. "And then, when I think you're ready for it, I kiss you again. A little longer, a little deeper." And his mouth dropped once more onto hers, nibbling, tantalizing, the gentle pressure of his fingers on her jaw opening her mouth beneath his.

Slowly, delicately, his tongue slid into her mouth, gently exploring the secrets of the soft interior, and for the moment she lay quiescent against him, glorying in the feel of him. And then, with the gentle prompting of his tongue, she began to kiss him back, sliding her bare arms around his neck and meeting him thrust for thrust, the glorious hot wetness of their mouths causing tremors of desire to twist and turn through her body.

She could feel his hand fumbling in front of her, and a moment later the neckline plunged to its lowest level, the silver cord loosely entwined in Blackheart's clever fingers. Reluctantly he pulled his mouth away from hers. "There," he said, his voice rich with satisfaction. "I've been wanting to do that since I first saw you to night. Covering up all that beautiful flesh is a crime against nature." Leaning down, his hot, wet mouth traced random, teasing patterns along the tops of her almost exposed breasts as his hands cupped their bountiful fullness.

Ferris moaned, deep in the back of her throat, and arched against his hand and mouth. The silky covering was frustration beyond bearing, but she didn't know how to tell him.

There was no need. Another gentle tug of the silken cord, and the dress tumbled to her waist. His warm, damp mouth followed, catching one rosy peak with practiced care as his hand tended the other. His tongue swirled, teased, enticed, and she could feel a knot of wanting so strong that hurt twisted deep inside her, between her legs. She could feel him beneath her soft hips, hard and pulsing against her tender, silk-covered flesh, and the knot twisted again, so that she cried out with the pain of it.

She wanted him with a longing she'd never felt before. She wanted his warm bare skin beneath her fingers, smooth and hot and hard beneath her mouth, she wanted him above her, beneath her, around her and in her, she wanted to melt into the golden wonder of his body and never escape. She wanted him and she didn't know what to do. 

Slowly, reluctantly, his mouth moved from the delectable feast of her breast, leaving a warm wet path across her exposed skin as he reached for her mouth again. And this time she was more than ready for him, kissing him with all the passion and aching love that had been locked away for too long.

When he finally broke away he was as breathless as she was, and his heartbeat thudded against her hand. His eyes were staring down into hers with dreamy de sire, a desire that matched her no longer controllable need.

"Will you go to bed with me, Francesca?" he asked, the words slow and quiet and very distinct.

She wanted to sink against him with a helpless sigh, she wanted to fill his mouth with hers so that there'd be no more room for words. But she owed him more than that. "Yes, Blackheart. Please. Take me to bed and show me what it can be like." '

He was very strong indeed. He lifted her effortlessly in his arms, rising from their cramped position on the floor with fluid grace. He moved through the darkened, twisting apartment with the eyes of a cat, with never a misstep. The first gray light of dawn was spreading over the city as he drew her down on the gigantic bed, and his hands were gentle as he settled her among the tumbled pillows.

Slowly, deftly, his hands withdrew down the length of her body, bringing the silky gown with him. He tossed it on the floor with a disregard worthy of Ferris at her most slothful, and stood there at the foot of the bed, watching her out of warm, wanting eyes.

She could feel the intensity of his gaze washing over her, her long legs, the skimpy swathe of silken panties across her hips, the smooth torso with its gently curved stomach and her full, aching breasts.

He stripped the turtleneck over his head with one swift move, kicking off his boots as he did so. She looked away as he reached for his belt buckle, and the sound of his soft laughter mingled with the rasp of the zipper, the rough slide of denim against flesh.

"Such a chicken," he chided, and in the morning twilight she dared a furtive peek at him. "Haven't you ever seen Playgirl?" He slid into bed with her, dropping his jeans within easy reach beside the bed.

With sudden nervousness she nodded, keeping her eyes firmly fastened to his face and nowhere lower.

"Well, I'm just like them," he said, and his hands began a warm, reassuring stroking along her bare arm.

"There seems to be a lot more of you," she said gruffly.

Leaning over, he kissed her gently on the mouth. "Nothing more than you can handle, I promise you."

"Are you sure?" Her voice was plainly doubtful, and she cast a nervous, scuttling glance downward before returning to his face.

Slowly, carefully, so as not to frighten her, his hand slid down her arm until he reached her wrist. He brought her hand to his mouth, kissing each trembling finger, one by one, letting his tongue gently caress her palm. And then he placed her open, relaxed hand on his chest, letting her become accustomed to the feel of his flesh against her, the muscle and hardness. Slowly he moved her hand downward, sensitive to her slightest hesitation. Her eyes met his, mesmerized, as he brought her hand down to meet his swollen maleness.

The quick intake of breath was his own, and when he opened his eyes again she was smiling at him. "There," he breathed. "That's not so bad, is it?"

She shook her head. He released her wrist, but her hand stayed where it was, the fingers cool and curious on his fevered skin. Slowly she encircled him, tugging gently, and he moaned softly. .

She pulled away, suddenly skittish. "Did I hurt you?"

With a lazy smile he shook his head, recapturing her curious hand. "It feels very good," he whispered against her lips. "Too good." And he moved his hands to her waiting body, encircling her slender waist with his long deft fingers. They slid across her gently rounded stomach, slid inside the skimpy bikini panties and drew them downward over her unresisting legs.

"Oh, love." he breathed, "you are so very beautiful." Gently, carefully he nuzzled her full, straining breasts as his hands moved back up her legs, sliding inexorably toward their ultimate goal.

And then he found her, one large, strong hand reaching the damp, heated core other, and she bit back a cry of part frustration, part joy, part unadulterated panic. Her legs instinctively clamped together, and her hands left the delights of his body to ward him off.

He was prepared for the panic. One hand caught her wrists in a gentle but unbreakable grip, and he threw a strongly muscled leg over hers, pulling them apart. She whimpered, struggling for a moment, and then she saw the stark whiteness of the scar along the length of his leg. There were two of them, running parallel from mid-calf to mid-thigh. And suddenly the fight left her. This was Blackheart, her nemesis, a man who had somehow managed to get closer to her than any human being outside her family ever had. And he was about to get even closer.

"Let go of my hands," she whispered. He must have felt the change, felt the tension leave her. He released her wrists, and she twined her arms around his waist, pulling herself up close to him, pressing her breasts against the smooth planes of his chest, pressing her trembling hips against that frightening, enticing arousal, pressing her mouth hungrily against his, giving and receiving a kiss that was a release in itself. And this time when his hand slid down over the gentle curve of her hip she turned for him, opening her legs at his gentle urging.

She hadn't known it could be so sweet. His hands were clever, so clever, and she could feel that burning need within her escalate out of control, until she knew she'd explode if she had to wait any longer. She touched him, and he was as damp as she was. She looked up through a haze of desire, puzzled, and his warm laugh shook against her swollen breasts.

"It's just me, wanting you," he said softly, his lips brushing hers, and she smiled against his mouth.

"Me too," she whispered. "Now, Blackheart. Please." Her voice was plaintive, polite, and he kissed her again.

"In a moment." Once more his hand reached down, the gentle, insinuating strokes preparing her for a more overwhelming invasion. She arched against his hand, her eyes closed, her senses slipping away.

And then his body covered her, and she could feel him against her, hard and strong and needful. She wasn't expecting the pain, the sharp burning of stubbornly resisting flesh. Her quiet moan turned into a whimper as he pressed against her, and she could feel his hands against her hips, holding her still for his steady invasion. When he came to rest, deep inside her, he was panting, beads of sweat sparkling against the dark planes of his face, and his tawny brown eyes were sorrow-filled.

"I didn't want to hurt you," he whispered, and she could feel the tension in his body, the rigid control in his muscles as he held himself above her.

Already the pain had begun to recede, in its place a wonderful lassitude that overlay that still-burning need that she didn't quite understand. She smiled up at him, love and longing all mixed up in a dazed, dreamy expression. "It's okay," she murmured. "It's more than okay. It's... very... nice...." The words drifted in a gasp of pleasure as he began to move, as his iron control began to melt within the heat of her body. The hands that held her hips slid down and wrapped her legs around him, and his mouth caught hers in a searing kiss.

And she was lost, lost in the tumble of flesh, pulsing heat and aching want that somehow coalesced through the shifting, pounding rhythms of his body and hers. She was there, floating, dreaming, awash in a current of slumbering sensual wanderings, when suddenly it peaked, and she was gone, lost in some starry universe with only Blackheart for safety.

In the distance she felt him collapse against her, felt the shudders rack his body, heard the distant echo of his voice. What had he said to her, when she was consumed in that fiery tumult? She could no longer hear the distant echo of the words.

But the vast sense of well-being had washed over her body and now enveloped her in a cocoon that was too strong to be denied. Her low wail of despair when he gently extricated himself from her embrace was greeted with a low, loving laugh.

"I'll be right back, love," he whispered. She was too sleepy and too peaceful to open her eyes, to ask him where he was going. She heard the water running in the bathroom, and then he was back beside her, traversing the huge bed with far more grace than she usually managed.

"What're you doing?" she murmured sleepily. "Administering first aid." A cool, wet cloth was placed between her legs, and then he drew her into the circle of his arms, her head resting naturally against his shoulder. "Poor angel," he murmured. "Are you feeling battered?"

"Gloriously abused," she said against the smooth skin. "Are you going to make a habit of this?" The moment the sleepy words were out of her mouth she could have bit her tongue. She had been determined not to make demands her body and soul and heart craved. But it was hard to be strong and independent when you were lying in your lover's arms.

If Blackheart felt her withdrawal, he didn't comment on it. "As often as I can. Would you fancy a pair of green shoes next?"

She should have been furious. Instead she giggled.

His strong hand reached up and brushed the tumbled hair away from her flushed, sleepy face. "I like to hear you laugh. You should do it more often." He kissed her nose. "Do you have any regrets?"

"Fishing for compliments, Blackheart?"

"Just curious."

"You're asking me if I should have surrendered my virginity on my wedding night to a rich, handsome man who happens to love me, rather than lose it to a sneak thief who's offered me nothing." She said it baldly.

"Don't forget the shoes," he said lightly, but she could feel the tension in his arms. "Answer me, Francesca. Are you sorry you didn't give the good senator his pound of flesh?"

She smiled against his sweat-damp skin. How unlike Blackheart to need reassurance. She never would have thought he'd suffer from a guilty conscience. "No."

"No?" he echoed.

"No, I don't regret it. No, I don't wish I'd waited for Phillip. I'm content. Blissfully content." She snuggled closer, and felt the tension leave his body as his arm drew her even closer.

They were silent for a while, and Ferris was almost asleep when his warm, sweet voice broke through her lethargy. "You forgot to ask."

"Forgot to ask what?" she murmured.

"You don't want to end up like your brothers and sisters, do you? Or did you do something about it?"

"No." Ferris was suddenly wide awake, pulling her protesting body out of his arms in sudden horror. "Oh, God, no! I forgot all about it."

Blackheart laughed, a heartless laugh. "That must be a first for you."

"This isn't a laughing matter, Blackheart. It is just the wrong time of month, and I — "

"Hush, love." He was still laughing, and his hands were gentle as he pulled her back to him. "There's nothing to worry about. I took care of it."

"You did? Why didn't I notice?" She nestled back against him, still doubtful.

"You were, uh, otherwise occupied. Don't worry, sweetheart — next time I'll let you help me."

"Are you sure...?"

"I'm sure, love." Reaching down, he rummaged through the jeans he'd dropped beside the bed, and a moment later half a dozen silver packets rained down on her. "Satisfied?"

"Silly question," she murmured, her hand drifting lazily downward across his stomach. She watched with interest as the muscles contracted. "Blackheart?"

"Mmmmh?"

"Thank you."

He looked down at her, a lazy smile lighting his face. "My pleasure, love. My pleasure."

***

she didn't want to hear the pounding. She felt too good, lying curled up against Blackheart's warm skin, nestled in the cradle of his body, his arm possessive around her sleeping body. She didn't know when they'd gone to sleep the final time — there wasn't a clock in sight and she hadn't really cared. Her body ached in a thousand places, she ought to get up and have a long soak in the tub, but she had no intention of moving until she absolutely had to. The last thing she wanted was for reality to intrude.

But the damned pounding continued, and she felt Blackheart stir beside her. "Who's that?" he whispered against her ear, his tongue making tiny, darting forays that were stirring fires better left banked, given her physical condition.

"Nobody I want to see," she replied, moving closer and pressing up against him. "They can't know we're here. Let's just pretend we went to Australia."

Blackheart looked disturbed and overwhelmingly young in the late morning light. His long brown hair was rumpled around his sleepy face, and the white quilt they'd thrown over them sometime during the night made his tanned skin stand out in golden contrast.

But at that moment the pounding ceased, and Ferris breathed a sigh of relief. "It was the landlord, wanting to know if I had a man in here," she said, pushing him back against the sheets.

"And do you?" he questioned mischievously.

She slid her hand down across the flat plane of his stomach to brush against him tantalizingly. "I guess I do," she admitted with an air of wonder. "That's quite a surprise." She moved her hand back up, across the surface of his chest. "You're too skinny," she observed. "Very strong, but too skinny." 

"I know the cause of that," he replied, nibbling on her exposed arm. "Not enough cannoli."

"Blackheart," she said, filled with an overwhelming emotion that felt uncomfortably close to love. "I—"

The pounding began again, louder than before, and Blackheart jumped, swearing, and pulled away from her. "I'm going to see who the hell it is," he said, grabbing his pants and crawling back down the bed. "And then I'll give you the attention you deserve."

"Blackheart, no!" she wailed, jumping up and heading after him. "You can't answer my door looking like that." She grabbed a robe and yanked it on, reaching the living room just as he was opening the last lock. His jeans were zipped but unbuttoned, his bare chest had a few artistic scratches that she hadn't realized she'd contributed, and there was little doubt as to what the two of them had been doing. "What if it's somebody?" she hissed.

The look he gave her would have quelled a sterner soul. "I expect it is," he said calmly, unhooking the chain and flinging the door open. Ferris held her breath, expecting Phillip, expecting Regina, expecting God knew who. But not expecting the small, dapper man who stood there, temper darkening an already overtanned face.

"Rupert," Blackheart said numbly, pulling the door open to let him storm in. "What's wrong?"

"What's wrong?" the angry man demanded. "What's wrong, you ask me? What the hell isn't wrong? You had to pick last night of all nights to do a disappearing act. Let me tell you, kid, your timing couldn't be better. Couldn't you have kept your pants on until the damned job was finished?" 

Ferris flinched, looking anxiously from Blackheart's suddenly still face to the angry man in front of her. "Since no one's making introductions." she said with a last attempt at calm, "would you mind telling me who you are?" 

"I'm Rupert Munz," he snapped. "And I'm this idiot's lawyer."
"Lawyer?" she echoed, her voice a little rusty. "Why were you looking for Blackheart?"
"Because, Ms Byrd, his partner was arrested last night for grand larceny. And the San Francisco police department are greatly interested in Patrick Blackheart's whereabouts."
"Grand larceny?" Ferris echoed, a horrid sense of deja vu washing over her.

Blackheart had a grim expression on his face. "The Von Emmerling emeralds."
"There's nothing wrong with your thought processes," Rupert snapped. "And at least you had a good alibi. She'll testify?" A jerk of his head indicated Ferris, and Blackheart's eyes followed meditatively. She knew what her face looked like, mistrust and condemnation wiping out the last trace of warmth. He'd used her, and she hated him for it.

She could tell by the darkening of his face that he read her reactions clearly. Turning back to Rupert, he shrugged. "I don't know. Do you think it will come to that?"
Rupert frowned. "Who can say? They had a very nasty look on their faces when they questioned me about you. You may be about to have your first experience with the American penal system."
"No," he said sharply. "I told myself when I got out of prison in England that I'd never go back; I'll be damned if I let them pick me up when I haven't been doing a thing."
"I don't know if you'll have any say in the matter. Not if you want to help Trace," Rupert said heavily. "You can disappear for a while and leave Trace holding the bag, or..." He let the sentence trail off.

"Trace is as innocent as a lamb — he doesn't belong in jail, and you know it as well as I do. Has bail been set?" Blackheart snapped.

"Not yet. I was on my way back there when I thought I'd check here. Kate said you might be here. She's pretty upset, Patrick."
"I imagine she is." He was still staring at Ferris's shuttered face. "What do you want me to do?"
"Stay put. I'll check on what sort of evidence they have — they probably won't arrest you without some thing to go by. Unless they're so happy to finally be able to pin something on you that they don't bother with such technicalities. You don't need to worry — if they do, I'll slap a false arrest charge on them so fast their heads will spin."
"I don't know if that's reassuring," Blackheart said, his eyes grim.

"Don't worry about it. I'll see if I can get them to drop the charges before they actually arrest you. But keep out of sight. Let her answer the phone, the door, whatever."
She could feel those tawny brown eyes on her averted face. "I'm not sure if Ferris is willing to be Bonnie to my Clyde," he drawled. "I'll be in touch, Rupert."
Rupert opened his mouth to protest, then shut it again. "Don't let him answer the door," he ordered Ferris sharply. "Not if you don't want to see him in jail."
There was dead silence in the apartment when the door closed behind Rupert's dapper figure. Ferris kept her face averted, the old terry-cloth robe pulled tightly around her as she turned to head down the two narrow stairs to the kitchen. Her sense of betrayal was so strong that it tore at her body, engulfing her in pain that left her numb and shaken. Blackheart didn't move, but she could feel his eyes intent on her narrow back.

"Rupert was making too many assumptions," he said finally.

Somewhere she found a rusty semblance of her voice. "What was that?"
"That you don't want to see me in jail. I get the feeling you'd be very happy to see me locked up right now, with the key thrown away."
She couldn't even trust herself to look at him, much less deny his gentle accusation. "Would you make me a cup of coffee before I go?" he said suddenly.

She had no choice but to turn at that, and the look on her face was cold and angry. "You're going to abandon Trace after all," she accused him. "You're going to run off and leave him bearing the blame."
She had never seen such a look on any man's face. It was as cold and still as death, and she stumbled back ward against the kitchen door in sudden panic.

An unpleasant smile curved his mouth. "I won't hit you, Ferris," he drawled. "Much as you deserve it. And you can believe what you want to believe. I'm not going to sit around and wait for the police to find me, and I'm not going to give you the chance to turn me in. I'm going out to find out who did take the emeralds, and when I find them I'm going to shove them down your throat." He brushed past her on the way to the bedroom, and she controlled the urge to flinch away. Just as she controlled the urge to fling her arms around his sleek, muscled body and beg him to tell her he was innocent.

She was still standing there when he emerged, black turtleneck pulled over his tousled head, boots on his feet, his jacket slung over his shoulder. "No coffee?" he drawled. "Nothing to send the weary felon on his way? Not even a good-bye kiss or a simple question? Such as, did you do it, Blackheart? Not that I'd find that element of doubt reassuring, but it would be a hell of a lot better than instant condemnation."

"Did you, Blackheart?"

He stared at her for a long moment. "Be damned to you," he said succinctly.

The buzz of the doorbell shattered the tension. The two combatants stood there in the narrow hallway, motionless, condemning eyes watching the other. Ferris couldn't move, couldn't breathe, could only watch him with sudden desperation shattering her heart.

The bell buzzed again, impatiently, followed by a steady pounding. A wry smile lit Blackheart's bleak face. "It would appear the police have found me."

She ran a nervous tongue over suddenly dry lips. They felt bruised to the touch, bruised from Blackheart's mouth. "It might be someone else."

"Who else would be so vehement?" Blackheart murmured. "Don't answer the door, Francesca."

His use of her real name almost convinced her. "They know we're here," she whispered.

"They probably don't have a search warrant. Just give me enough time to climb out over the terrace. Come on, lady, don't be such a damned prude. Let me go. I don't want to end up in jail for something stupid like this. It's a matter of honor."

"Honor?" she echoed, her voice rich with bitter accusation. "You call it honorable to let your best friend take the blame for your robbery?"

He froze, and the last bit of emotion died from his eyes, leaving them cold and brown as winter leaves. "Answer the damned door, lady," he said savagely.

"I didn't say I wouldn't-"

"Answer the damned door. Or I will."

She couldn't move. She could only stand there under the force of his rage and inexplicable pain and wonder if she had made the very worst mistake of her life.

"Then I will." He moved past her, careful not to touch her body, and the locks melted beneath his practiced touch.

And still she stood there, as she heard the words drift past her. "You have the right to remain silent. If you give up that right..." And when she was finally alone again in her small apartment, when Blackheart had been marched away, those awful handcuffs on his beautiful wrists, when he'd gone without a backward glance, she'd stumbled back into her bedroom and fall en on the tumbled sheets, her heart and her eyes burning with pain and disillusionment. And a doubt so horrifying that she pushed it resolutely away.

Chapter Sixteen
"Really, dear, I couldn't be more distressed," Regina Merriam murmured. "I can't imagine how such a thing could have happened. I've known Trace Walker for years now, and he's incapable of dishonesty."

"You can't say that about Blackheart," Ferris said in what she hoped was a desultory voice. They were having tea in a small coffee shop in the Mark Hopkins after doing their best to placate a semihysterical Miss Smythe-Davies, and Ferris wished they'd opted for the bar instead. In the three days since the robbery and the arrests, all hell had broken loose, for the Committee for Saving the Bay, for Senator Merriam and his staff — which included Ferris, in her own nebulous position, and his worried mother — and most particularly Blackheart, Inc. In the two years since Blackheart, Inc. had become society's darling there hadn't been a whisper of scandal about them. That halcyon reputation had come to an abrupt end.

"I wouldn't say that," Regina replied. "Despite his earlier manner of earning a living, I'd trust Patrick with my life."

"Yes, but would you trust him with your jewels?" Ferris countered. It was only through constant vigilance that she had kept her inexplicable feelings of guilt at bay, and if Regina had noticed her unusual hard-heartedness, she tactfully ignored it.

"Absolutely. And if you thought about it, so would you. If he had taken the jewels, he certainly wouldn't have hung around waiting to get arrested. If he were the kind of man the police and you seem to think he is, he would have taken off the moment the theft was discovered and let poor Trace rot in jail all alone."

"I don't imagine Blackheart chose to get arrested," Ferris murmured cynically.

"Let me assure you, that if Blackheart had wanted to avoid getting arrested he would have. And even the police found they had nothing to hold him on. I think they just arrested him because they'd always wanted to. They just took the least little excuse they could find — "

"The disappearance of a fortune in emeralds is not a little excuse," Ferris said sternly.

"No, I suppose not. But I know in my heart of hearts that Blackheart didn't have a thing to do with it. And so would you if you were any judge of character. I just thank God he didn't have to spend the night in jail." Her patrician cheekbones were pink with indignation, and Ferris leaned forward to pat her hand.

"Sorry, Regina. I'm afraid when it comes to Blackheart I'm no judge of character at all." She sighed, taking a sip of her too-cool Hu Kwa." Have you heard from Phillip recently?"

"Last night. He's distressed, of course, but handling it with his usual aplomb. He told me to tell you he'd be in touch next Sunday. He thought it would be best if he kept out of the Bay Area for the next week or so. That way he won't have to answer any impertinent questions."

Ferris smiled wearily. "But he's so good at dealing with impertinent questions."

"Better than Blackheart, certainly. I gather he punched a reporter from the Chronicle. Very unwise of him," Regina mused.

"Why did he do that? I'd missed that installment in this ridiculous soap opera."
"I gather the man was brash enough to ask Blackheart where he was the night of the robbery. Apparently he wasn't arrested till the next afternoon, and various people are wondering if he was off stashing the jewels someplace and leaving Trace to take the blame. They haven't turned up, you know."
"They will," Ferris said, with more wishful thinking than any grasp of the situation. She could remember the look on Blackheart's face when she'd suggested that he was going to abandon Trace, and knew with sudden clarity that when Blackheart had taken a swing at the reporter he'd been seeing her accusing face. She swallowed. "And then I'm sure it will become clear that Trace had nothing to do with it."
"And Blackheart, too," Regina said sharply. "I certainly hope so. In the meantime—"
"I was hoping I'd find you two ladies here," Olivia Summers's cool, arch tones broke into their conversation, and it was all Ferris could do to control the glare she wanted to direct in the tall blonde's direction. "Miss Smythe-Davies didn't seem any happier to see me than she was to see you. I thought I'd help placate her, but I didn't seem to get any further than you did."
Regina gave her a distant, welcoming smile. "Join us, won't you, Olivia? I expect Miss Smythe-Davies's shattered nerves are beyond mending. I'm afraid we were less than a success. It was sweet of you to try your luck."
"Forgive my frankness, Regina, but are you sure you picked the right committee?" Olivia slid into the seat with her customary smooth grace. "Not that you wouldn't be welcome, but given the circumstances I would have thought Miss Byrd would have been a less than wise choice."
Regina didn't even try to hide the amazement that washed over her beautiful, lined face. "What in the world are you talking about, Olivia? What circumstances?"
"Didn't you know?" Olivia managed an expression of embarrassed concern that was just a shade too perfect. "I realize the details of Patrick's arrest didn't make the papers, but I assumed since you were so intimately involved... I'm sorry, I've been indiscreet. Forget I said anything."
"I think I should," Regina snapped. "You know I don't care for malicious gossip, Olivia, particularly about my friends." Tossing the linen napkin down, she rose to her regal height, and even Olivia managed to look paltry. "I have things to do. Are you coming. Ferris?"
Ferris's wary green eyes went from Regina's disapproving expression to Olivia's sly smile. "I think I'll share a cup of tea with Olivia. Call me, Regina?"
"Certainly, dear." She kissed Ferris warmly on her cheek. The look she gave Olivia would have withered a less self-centered person. "And you, young lady, watch your tongue."
"She's a dear soul," Olivia said with a bite of acid as they watched Regina thread her way gracefully through the closely set tables. "It's a shame she has to be disillusioned."
"Does she?" Ferris sat very still, waiting for Olivia to strike. "But of course. Even if she won't listen to me, someone, at some time, will tell her."
"Tell her what?"
"Tell her about Francesca Berdahofski," Olivia murmured. "Tell her where Blackheart spent the night when he was trying to establish an alibi and where he was arrested the next day. And then I doubt her fondness will extend enough to cover those particular transgressions. She's a sweet old lady, but I don't expect she'll enjoy being lied to. It has the tendency to make people feel like fools, when they've been tricked. Most unwise of you, Miss Berdahofski." Her pink mouth curved in a pleased smile. "Tell me, does Phillip have any idea? I wouldn't think so, but the man has surprising depth. I would be surprised if he'd overlook the night of the Puffin Ball, however. I still can't imagine what Blackheart was doing there and not Phillip. Or were they both enjoying your rather earthy charms?"
That had pushed it too far. Up till then Ferris had sat there, misery and guilt washing over her. But belated pride made her snap her head up, and the look in her green eyes daunted even Olivia for a moment. A few little pieces of the puzzle had begun to fall into place. The unexpected arrival at Carleton House last Sunday. A tryst with more witnesses than she had expected. The Von Emmerling emeralds clasped around her skinny neck. Ferris smiled, a dangerous smile in deed.

"Nothing for me," Olivia told the waiter who'd just made his appearance. "I'm leaving." She rose, stretching gracefully, but Ferris wasn't fooled. Every muscle in her slender body was tense. "You might remember not to trust every ex-felon who tumbles you into bed, Francesca. I never got my recreational sex confused with real life. As good as Blackheart is in bed, security is better. And you've just lost both."
Ferris gave her more than enough time to leave. She sat there, sipping at her cold tea, thinking with careful deliberation. She had jumped to too many conclusions in the last three days — she should have enough sense not to jump again.

To be sure, only Blackheart had known her real name. He was beyond anger when they'd arrested him three short days ago. Would he have hit upon Olivia as the perfect revenge? But for all her doubts, Ferris had never suspected Blackheart of being vengeful. No, Olivia must have found out some other way.

Nothing would keep that mouth of hers quiet. But Ferris didn't know that she cared, one way or the other. Who and what Ferris Byrd was and what she'd done seemed of little importance right now, compared to the burning question that had left her with little sleep and no appetite. If it hadn't been Blackheart, who had taken the emeralds?

She got only that damned recorded message when she called Blackheart, Inc. And when she called the only K. Christiansen in the phone book, she got no answer. That left her one place to check.

Blackheart's apartment was within walking distance, a pretty classy neighborhood for a retired cat burglar. If she called him, he might very well hang up; if she showed up, he could only slam the door in her face. But she couldn't wait any longer. More and more pieces of the puzzle were falling together. The only other person who knew about Francesca Berdahofski was Kate Christiansen. And Ferris needed to talk with Blackheart, to find out if her sudden, overwhelming suspicion was only wishful thinking.

It was a small narrow building on one of the cross streets. The disreputable Volvo, complete with a new passenger side window, was parked way down the street, and Ferris felt a sudden tightening in the pit of her stomach. Not an hour had passed in the last seventy-two without her remembering, her body feeling once again the silken slide of flesh within flesh, and her skin began to tingle.

Damn it, she wasn't going there to get tumbled into bed again, she reminded herself angrily. They were past that now — too much distrust had shattered what had always been too fragile a relationship. But she had to know whether she was manufacturing a scapegoat because she couldn't stand the thought of being used by him, or whether there was any chance that what she had begun to suspect was true.

The elevator was small and silent as it carried her up to the fifth floor, and it moved much too swiftly. She hadn't had time to get her composure in order before it spilled her out in the miniscule hallway. She stood there in front of 5B, hesitating, wondering if she shouldn't turn around and leave, when the damned door opened and Blackheart came out.

He didn't see her at first. When he did, his reaction wasn't promising. His eyes were shadowed, he looked as if he hadn't slept in days and his mouth was grim. He was wearing faded jeans, and she wondered briefly if they were the same pair that had resided by her bed so recently. The look he gave her was wary, unwelcoming, and she couldn't blame him.

"What are you doing here?" he demanded roughly. He hadn't closed the apartment door behind him yet, and Ferris thought she could see movement behind him. And it looked like a woman.

Pain sliced through her like a knife. "Absolutely nothing," she mumbled, turning back and punching the elevator button. But the hall was too small for her to escape, the elevator had already stopped on the second floor and 4 Blackheart just stood there looking at her. 

"You must have had some reason for coming," he said coldly. "Did you want to see what hideous mark five hours of American prison left on my recalcitrant soul?"

"It doesn't matter now," she muttered, pushing the button again.

His hand closed over hers, pulling it away from the wall, and it was all she could do to control the little rush that went through her skin at his touch, no matter how impersonal it was. "Leave it alone," he said. "The elevator will come when it's ready. Have you come to apologize? Because if you have, you'd better save it. I'm not ready to accept it, so it would just be a waste of time."

"I didn't come to apologize," she shot back.

"All right, then what did you come for?"

She hesitated, trying to peer past him into the apartment. It couldn't be Olivia — not that fast. "Nothing important. Forget it."

"Don't be a pain, Francesca," he grumbled. "I'm going out for beer and sandwiches. Go on in and hold Kate's hand for me till I get back. She needs someone to talk to."

Kate, Ferris thought, relief washing over her, followed swiftly by determination. "All right."

"And when I get back, you can tell me what made a saintly character like you enter this den of thieves."

"I may not be here when you get back," she temporized, not liking the command in his hostile voice.

"You'd better be. Or I'll find you. And in case you don't remember, locked doors don't keep me out."

The elevator finally chose that moment to arrive, and Ferris considered shoving him out of the way and bolting for it. But he was stronger than she was, and probably faster, and it would be an embarrassing waste of time. "I'll be here," she muttered gracelessly. And with a short nod he left her.

"Oh, no, just what I needed!" Kate greeted her from her curled-up position on the sofa. "What made Patrick think you could be of any help?"

Ferris paused just inside the doorway, surveying the room and its inhabitant with real curiosity. If she'd had to imagine how Blackheart lived, she never would have guessed with any degree of acumen. It was uncomfortably like her own apartment, from the haphazard piles of books and magazines to the rich, deep colors of the Oriental rugs on the hardwood floors. His furniture was bigger, and seemed a great deal more comfortable, and the paintings on his walls were modem and original, not copies of old French masters. But the room was surprisingly welcoming, warm and comfortable and aesthetically pleasing. Despite the lump of angry female flesh smack dab in the middle of it.

Kate had commandeered the blue sofa. She had a thousand used tissues scattered around her, a half full box in her lap, a cup of coffee with a cigarette floating in it on the table beside her and red swollen eyes above her belligerent pout. The look she gave Ferris was more than baleful, it was positively filled with hate. It was such an overreaction, as a matter of fact, that Ferris wondered if that was fear beneath the petulance. Or was she still just looking for what she wanted to see?

Kate's unprepossessing greeting didn't augur well for the time while Blackheart was gone, but then, Ferris didn't particularly care about Kate's comfort, or her own for that matter. What she cared for was the truth.

Closing the door behind her, she advanced into the room. "I don't imagine he thought I'd be much good at all. He doesn't have much use for me right now."

Kate laughed — a coarse, humiliating laugh — as she dabbed at her reddened nose. "Oh, he has a use for you, all right. But I don't think it's what you have in mind, Miss Prissy Pants. Women like you make me sick. All your gold jewelry and your designer suits and you think that makes you better than the rest of us."

Yes, it was definitely fear lurking in the back of those red-rimmed eyes. Ferris sat down in the rocking chair opposite Kate, crossing her slender ankles and leaning back. "You know as well as I do that I wasn't born to gold jewelry and designer suits. You needn't have such a chip on your shoulder."

"What do you mean?" Kate was definitely edgy now, and the tissues lay forgotten in her lap.

"Blackheart had you check me out before he took the case. You must have been the one to tell Olivia Summers about my background," Ferris said easily, wishing she smoked — it would help her nervous edginess if she could toy with a cigarette. "I don't understand why you told her where Blackheart spent the night, though."

"I don't know what you're talking about. I don't even know Olivia Summers," she said staunchly.

"Certainly you do. You were watching her wrap her skinny little body around Trace Walker just three nights ago."

"What?" Kate looked ghastly, her face papery white around her red-rimmed eyes.

"You didn't notice that I was there, too. You weren't surprised at the little scene you interrupted, but you weren't unmoved, either. I saw your expression, Kate. You were mad as hell."

"I still don't know what you're talking about." Kate's voice was hoarse with pain and fear.

"What I don't understand is why, if you hate her so much, did you help her steal the emeralds?" Ferris said. A movement beyond the sofa drew her attention, and she saw that Blackheart, with his customary silence, had returned.

Kate must have felt his presence, for she swiveled around on the sofa, tears falling afresh.

Here it comes, Ferris thought. Now he's going to kick me out for sure.

Blackheart moved forward, taking Kate's plump hand in his, and his tawny eyes were dark with sadness. "Yes, Kate. Why did you help her?"

She fought it for a moment. "You can't believe what that stupid lying woman says. She's the one who turned you in to the police, remember? She's just jealous, trying to distract you so you won't think—"

"Why, Kate?" he repeated calmly, and her last bit of self-control vanished. She burst into loud, ugly sobs, her face crumpled in pain and shame. Ferris sat very still, wishing she were any place but right there as Blackheart moved around the sofa to take Kate in his arms. She was embarrassed, and she was stupidly, painfully jealous. Ferris wanted Blackheart's arms around her, she wanted to weep against the white cotton shirt and feel his soothing hands sweep down her back. Maybe he had some cigarettes lying around.

For a moment, Blackheart's eyes met hers over the weeping figure. She couldn't read their expression: She could only tell that it wasn't condemnation or dismissal. He seemed to want her there, though she couldn't imagine why. So she stayed.

"I was going to tell you," Kate snuffled noisily. "I never thought Trace would be blamed, or you either. She told me no one was even going to catch on. The copies were so good that it was impossible for anyone to tell."

"They were good," Blackheart said. "Too good. They're much prettier than the real Von Emmerlings — I know from experience." He was capable of a wry smile in the midst of all this drama.

"If only she hadn't come..."

"I knew, Kate. I always knew. I just didn't know how you managed it, and I still don't know why. Was she blackmailing you?"

Kate shook her head miserably. "There were a hundred reasons. One was the money. She was offering a lot, and I needed it. Another was blackmail. I — I did something I shouldn't have... a few years back. She was going to make sure certain people found out about it."

"How did she know?"

Kate's flush turned her already red face an ugly mottled shade." She was involved, too. She helped me out at the time — lent me some money when I needed it. When she first asked me to help her, she said it was for old times' sake."

"And when that didn't work she threatened you," he murmured. "And by that time you were so mad at Trace you didn't care who you hurt."

"I cared. But that big moose can't see two feet in front of his nose. I would have died for him."

"You don't have to die for him. You just have to come down to the police station and tell them the truth. How Olivia got in touch with you, how it was planned, exactly what you did...."

Kate was shaking her head. "It won't do any good. She's got an airtight alibi. And no one's going to believe me anyway. The moment I start making accusations, some very nasty photographs get sent to the newspapers. You see, I was in some — home movies, you might call them. With a few influential businessmen and politicians, and we weren't exactly fully dressed, if you know what I mean. And you can take that look off your face, lady," she snarled at Ferris. "Senator Merriam wasn't one of them."

"I'm sorry," Ferris stammered. "I didn't mean to be disapproving."

"Hell, you can disapprove all you want," Kate said wearily. "I was young, just dropped out of college, and I was into some things that I should have been smart enough to leave alone. And now it's too late. The Chronicle wouldn't print the pictures, but plenty of others would sure the hell jump on it. And anything I said to implicate a blue blood like Olivia would be laughed at. I don't even know how she was involved. I just know that she seemed to know everything that went on."

"So you won't testify?" Blackheart asked, no surprise or shock clouding his expression.

"If it will help you and Trace, I will. But Olivia covered her tracks too well. The only way for her to be caught is with the stuff right on her."

"And is it? Does she have the stuff in her apartment?"

Kate shook her head. "I don't know, Patrick. She didn't tell me or Dale a thing."

"Dale was in on it with her?" Ferris couldn't keep still a moment longer. "But why?"

Kate cast her a withering glance. "Gambling debts. And he does everything Olivia tells him."

"How did you do it, Kate?" Blackheart questioned, handing her a tissue as she snuffled noisily.

"It was easy enough. You trusted me." She dissolved into fresh wails. "Olivia got the copies made, and I carried them in a little bag sewed inside my dress. Olivia had the dress made for me. I looked like a stuffed cabbage in it."

Blackheart's mouth twisted up in a reluctant grin. "It wasn't the most flattering dress."

"I hated it. Olivia must have gotten it on purpose. That's the kind of person she is."

"So you were the courier? When was the switch made?"

"Just after the last raffle winner."

"But what did Trace have to do with it?" Ferris couldn't help but ask. "Why did she throw herself at him like that? He didn't need to be distracted — he trusted you to look after the jewels."

Kate flinched at the memory of that betrayed trust. "That was just the icing on the cake. I told you Olivia was that kind of person. She knew that I — I cared about him, and she decided to amuse herself by showing me just how out of reach he really was. Well, she showed me." She blew her nose heartily into the tissue.

Blackheart leaned back wearily against the sofa, stretching his legs out in front of him and shutting his eyes. "That . answers most of my questions," he murmured. "But it doesn't answer the most important one. What has she done with them?"

"Does it matter that much?" Ferris ventured.

The look he gave her held withering disdain, and she realized with despair that now she had proof that he'd done nothing, that her accusations had been groundless. And he despised her all the more. "Of course it matters," he said patiently. "They can't arrest Olivia without some proof. At this point it's only Kate's word against hers, and Olivia McKinley Summers's word holds a great deal more clout. We need proof. And it's a waste of time to go to the police without it. They'll just assume I'm trying to foist the blame on someone else. They dropped the charges against me very reluctantly."

"But what can you do?" Ferris questioned anxiously.

His smile was mocking. "Not what can / do, Francesca, my trusting one. What can we do? And the answer is absurdly obvious and quite, quite simple."

Ferris knew a sudden sinking sensation. "All right, I'll bite. What are we going to do?"

He smiled seraphically. "We're going to break into Olivia Summers's apartment."

Chapter Seventeen
"You have to be out of your mind," Ferris snapped.

"Not in the slightest." Blackheart was placidly grinding coffee beans in the warmly lit kitchen of his apartment. It was much larger than her kitchen — there was even room for a butcher-block table and several stools in the middle of it. She had been hard put to control the sigh of covetousness that had filled her when she first saw it. The gleaming copper pots and pans had just enough discoloration to prove they were there for hard use, not decoration. The butcher-block countertop was scarred and pitted from a thousand knife strokes, the food processor was artistically battered, and the electric coffee grinder was buzzing its overworked heart out. If she had a kitchen like this, she just might give up her allegiance to Le Menu frozen dinners.

"You can't seriously expect me to help you rob Olivia Summers's apartment. For heaven's sake, it's a twentieth-floor penthouse! "

"The very best kind," he said sagely, dropping the pulverized coffee into a filter. "High enough to be out of sight, not too high. We've gone over this already, Ferris. And you're coming with me."

He was still very angry with her, she could tell. Despite his calm tone of voice, his use of that hated name tipped her off. And if he weren't mad, he wouldn't be trying to punish her by dragging her into life of crime.

"But why?" she wailed.

Blackheart sighed. "Reason number one — it's your reputation and future that's on the line as well as mine. Number two — if I do it alone, what's to stop me from running off with the emeralds and never being seen again? Number three — with my bad knee I don't know if I can do it without help. And number four — you're the one who accused me of it. You can damn well find out for yourself whether your charming lack of trust was justified." He poured the hot water over the grounds, his face bland, his voice easy.

"What did you expect from me, Blackheart?" she said, suppressing her justifiable guilt." The circumstances were pretty damning."

"Sure they were. I don't know why I would have thought the night we'd spent together might have earned some vague sort of loyalty, not to mention commitment. But what I really don't understand is why you've suddenly chosen to believe that I'm innocent. Kate could be wrong, you know." Together they watched the water level descend in the coffee filter. "I wouldn't be surprised if you suddenly decided that I was in on it with Olivia, the mastermind behind it all. You could ignore the fact that if I were interested there were a lot bigger scores available in the last two years. Not that the Von Emmerling emeralds aren't worth a substantial amount, but I could have done better." He poured her a cup of coffee, black and dark and rich, and she looked at it distrustfully.

"I don't think I ought to have any," she demurred. "I've had too much caffeine as it is."

Blackheart smiled that wry smile that was now completely devoid of tenderness. "Haven't you seen the ads on TV? This is decaffeinated. Just what us artistic types need before a big job."
"Blackheart, you can't blame me," she said suddenly, ignoring the innocuous topic of conversation. "It looked like a setup. I couldn't hide you from the police, it would have been aiding..."
Blackheart walked out of the kitchen, and her words trailed off. Well, he'd told her he wasn't ready for an apology. And she still wasn't completely convinced he deserved one.

Looking down at her inky cup of coffee, she sighed. She didn't need any more sugar — she was too wired as it was. She wondered if she could fling herself at Blackheart's feet, beg him to let her cry off? It wouldn't do any good, and she would be damned if she'd tell him....

But why did it have to be twenty floors up? Why couldn't Olivia be sensible and have a basement apartment? Only Blackie knew of her weakness, it was only for Blackie's sake that she'd venture out on her unused, windy second-floor terrace. It wasn't paralyzing acrophobia; if she had to, she could tolerate high places. She just didn't like them much. Her family's trip to the Grand Canyon when she was fifteen had been torment, she'd never even taken a close look at the Coit Tower, and the only way she managed the steep hills of San Francisco was to drive as fast as she possibly could. And now Blackheart expected her to traverse twenty-story buildings without a qualm.

Well, she wasn't going to tell him. She'd be more likely to get mocking disbelief than compassion, and nothing would make him let her off. It was his revenge, and if he was innocent, then he had every right to it.

And if she didn't go, if she somehow managed to cry off, then what? Then she would never be certain of him. There'd always be room for doubt, and she'd never know if she was the lowest slime bug in creation or a painfully good judge of character. And that uncertainty wasn't something she could live with.

The living room was in shadows when she finally trailed in after Blackheart. He was sitting on the sofa in the twilight, his feet up on the coffee table, hands clasped loosely around the mug of coffee, eyes trained on the skyline. He didn't move when she came in the room, didn't turn. Kate had left hours ago, with stem instructions to stay in her apartment and not answer the telephone or the door unless it was on Blackheart's prearranged signal. The solitude of the apartment pressed down on Ferris, and she idly wondered what Blackheart would do if she gave in to her irrational temptations and leaped on him. He probably would have dumped her on the floor.

Sighing, she took a chair opposite him. "When are we going to do this?" 

"Nine-thirty."
"Nine-thirty!" she shrieked. "That's four hours from now."
"Three hours and forty-five minutes," he corrected. "And that's when Olivia and her husband should be well settled in at Regina Merriam's; If we leave earlier they might decide to be late, or even worse, not go at all. If we go later they may decide to come home early. Regina's going to do her best to keep them, but there's nothing she can do, short of force, if they make up their minds. She's a redoubtable lady, but I can't see her barring the door."
"Regina's in on this?" Fen-is couldn't control her astonishment.

Even in the gathering darkness she could see the flash of teeth as he smiled his ironic smile. "Regina trusts her own judgment, and she trusts me." 

"Was this her idea or yours?"

"Oh, mine. She just offered her assistance." 

"And does she know I'm going to be part of this?"
Blackheart turned his head to look at her then, and she wished she could read his expression in the gathering darkness. "Don't worry, Ferris. Your secret is safe with me. None of the Merriams have the faintest idea that you ever had doubts about my perniciousness. I imagine if all goes well, no one will believe what Olivia has to say about my whereabouts the night of the ball. And once the police are convinced of my innocence, I imagine they'd have no reason to tell anyone where I was when they arrested me. Rupert had a damned hard time keeping it out of the papers as it was, but we've been fortunate so far. If you're cool-headed and lucky, you should be able to carry it off and have your white wedding after all."
"Don't, Blackheart." Her voice was very still in the dark room. A long silence ensued. Despite her tightly strung nerves, the sleepless nights were beginning to take their toll. In the dark, silent living room she found her eyelids drifting closed, and the half-empty mug of coffee tilted in her hand.

"Come here," he said suddenly, and despite the softness of his voice she jumped, spilling coffee on her camel-colored skirt.

"Why?"
"Because we have hours before we have to leave. You need to sleep. You may as well curl up in the comer of the couch."
"Why don't I just go home and take a nap?"
"Because I don't trust you to come back," he said simply.

There was no way she could argue with that. "What about the bedroom?"
"I keep that for sex," he drawled. "Come here, Francesca. I promise you, you're entirely safe."

She should have been offended by that snotty tone of voice, but at least he'd called her Francesca. It could have been a slip of the tongue, but for some reason Ferris felt cheered. Without a word she set down the mug of coffee and moved over to the sofa.

He was right, there was more than enough room for her to curl up without touching his body on the far end. "What are you going to do?" she asked sleepily, trying to make herself comfortable.

"What I usually do before a job. Empty my mind of everything."

Ferris couldn't control a sleepy giggle. "I guess meditation has a thousand uses."

"It does," he agreed softly. "You're at the wrong end of the couch."

She lay very still, her nerves atingle. *'I thought the bedroom was for sex."

An iron hand closed around her wrist and she was hauled upright and over to his side of the sofa. A moment later she was curled up by his side, her head resting against his shoulder, his arm around her. "It is. Go to sleep, Francesca."

A thousand protests sprang to mind, but she uttered not a one. He smelled of coffee and Kate's cigarettes and Blackheart, and she hadn't realized how much she missed him, how much she missed the feel of his body against hers. She wanted to turn her face against the smooth cotton of his shirt, put her arms around his waist and tell him how sorry she was. But he was right — it was too soon. He wasn't ready to forgive her, not yet. But the feel of his arm around her body, holding her comfortably against him, told her that he was getting there. With a sigh she closed her eyes.

***

ferris had been half hoping that she'd awake to find herself stretched out along the wide couch, safe in his arms. When she awoke she was alone in the darkness, the light from the bedroom a small pool of brightness in the inky room. She lay there for a moment, hoping she could pretend to be asleep, hoping against hope he'd go without her. Without any warning her heart had begun a steady, violent thudding, and her palms felt cold and damp.

Blackheart's shadow blocked the light, and then he moved across the room. She lay there absorbing his approach. As usual she couldn't hear him, and once he was out of the lamplight she couldn't even see his silhouette. But she could feel him, feel the displaced air as his body moved closer. Maybe he'd lean down and kiss her. Maybe brush the hair away from her sleeping face. Maybe even —

The pile of clothes hit her with a whoosh. He must have dropped them from quite a distance, and the force of their landing made her sit up with a startled squeal. "Damn you, Blackheart!" she snapped. "Haven't you heard about waking people up gently? ''

"I don't have the time," he drawled, leaning over to turn on the light. "Besides, you were awake."

Ferris didn't bother to argue with him — Blackheart always knew too much. She looked up at him, silently impressed. He was dressed for work, that much was obvious. The faded jeans had been traded for soft black denims, the black turtleneck covered him from wrist to chin, even his running shoes were black. A pair of thin black gloves was tucked into his hip pocket, and a black sailor's cap balanced the other side.

"You look very effective," she said, and her voice was slightly strangled. He also looked devastatingly attractive, and the thought didn't help her inner turmoil. "Put those on." He nodded toward the clothes. "They're the same sort of thing. I can't see you climbing over rooftops in a business suit."

The very thought made her stomach lurch, but she managed a brave smile. "No, I suppose not. Whose clothes are they?"

"Mine," he said without batting an eye. "You'll have to roll up the pants, but they should fit well enough." He cocked his head to one side. "They may be a little tight in the hips."

"Pig," she said, too nervous to be as insulted as she should be. What do I do for shoes?"

"That may prove a problem." He gave her high-heeled sandals a disapproving glance. "I'll check and see if I have anything that will do. We may have to stop on our way over to Olivia's. I think black ballet slippers would be the best."

"Won't I look funny walking around in ballet slippers?" she questioned caustically.

"This is San Francisco, remember? Everybody looks funny. Hurry up. Are you hungry?"

The very thought of food made her knotted stomach twist, but her panicky brain reminded her that food would take time. "I'm famished," she said brightly.

"Too bad. I never eat before a job."

Ferris looked up at him, a sudden, furious suspicion entering her mind. "You're looking forward to this, aren't you?" she demanded. "You're excited, you're glad to be breaking into a twenty-story building."

He smiled at her with more benevolence than he'd shown in the three days since the emeralds were stolen and he'd been arrested. "Damn straight. Wanna make something of it?"

As the sinking feeling filled her heart, she realized there was nothing she could say. "No."

"Then change your clothes and let's get going."

Heartless, the man was completely heartless, she thought, struggling into the clothes in the small confines of his apartment-size bathroom. And damn his soul, the soft, faded black denims were tight in the hips. Sucking in her stomach, she pulled the zipper up, then turned to admire the back view in the mirror. Even if they were tight, they looked very enticing. Maybe she'd do her best to precede Blackheart up a ladder. Oh, dear God, what was she thinking?

Blackheart was waiting impatiently by the door when she finally emerged, and his expression was critical, not admiring. "You'll need to tie your hair back," he said, his eyes running over her body with a professional eye. "Maybe we ought to cut off those pants, rather than roll them up."

"Don't you think you might need them again?" she said sweetly.

Blackheart didn't rise to the bait. "If I do, I could afford to buy new ones. B and E is a lot more lucrative than security work. Come on, we're running late." He tossed her a wool hat and a pair of thin kid gloves. "Keep those stowed until we get up on the first roof."

"First roof?" Her voice came out in a tiny squeak, and his smile was chilling.

"I've been thinking about it. There are two ways we can get in. One way is from the bottom, but the security on Olivia's building is very tight. Our alternative is to go from the top. There's a building on the corner that's fairly accessible, and the rooftop route is straightforward enough. No peaks, at least. We'll scout around a bit before we actually do it."

"Don't you want to try starting from the bottom?" she said wistfully. "It sounds a lot more direct."

"And a lot more dangerous. Five hours in jail is just about my limit. Much as it would please me to drag you along with me, I think I could do without another arrest." He peered at her, and his sadistic smile widened. "You aren't afraid of heights, are you, Francesca?"

She managed a creditable shrug. "Of course not."

"That's good," he murmured. "Because if you were, you wouldn't like tonight at all. Not one tiny bit." And his smile was nothing short of sinister.

"Don't try to scare me, Blackheart. I'm tough enough to take anything you have to dish out and more," she snapped, her backbone stiffening. "What do I wear on my feet?"

"I found these in the back of my closet. They should do." He tossed her a pair of dark-brown moccasins, a size too small for her size-eight feet.

"Whose are they?" she queried, then cursed herself for opening her mouth.

Blackheart smiled. "Let's just say they came from the bedroom. Are you ready?"

He wasn't going to goad her. "Ready."

"Well, I'm not." He'd been standing a few feet away, watching her. Before she could realize his intent, he'd crossed those few feet and pulled her into his arms, his mouth coming down on hers with a hungry fierceness that washed everything away, her panic, her doubts, her guilt.

Twining her arms up around his neck, she opened her mouth for his plundering tongue, lost in the sudden swirl of wanting that washed over her. He'd caught her hips in his firm, strong hands, pressing her up tightly against him, and she whimpered softly as his tongue met hers, seeking a response that was there for the asking. His hands slid up her black-clad sides, around in front to cup her breasts, and the fingers were enticingly rough and arousing. She pressed herself against those hands of his, her own traveling up his strong, narrow back, the feel of the soft cotton turtleneck frustrating when she wanted silken skin. His blatantly aroused hips ground against hers, and for one brief, mad moment she considered tripping him up and jumping on him. Anything to avoid heights, she told herself righteously, pressing closer to his enticing body.

His hands left her breasts, caught her arms and drew her away from him, slowly, deliberately, being very careful not to hurt her. His breathing was labored, his eyes glistening in the darkness, and she could hear the rapid thudding of his heart in counterpoint to hers. "Now I'm ready," he said finally, dropping her wrists and turning away. "Let's go."

Chapter Eighteen
It was a cool, damp night, with a low-hanging mist that just might obscure the deadly drops between buildings, Ferris thought hopefully. It might also obscure her footing, but she was resigned to that. She was going to end up smashed on the sidewalks — she'd prefer not to have to see anything as she fell.

Blackheart was right, as always. Nobody gave them a second look as they strode arm in arm, two black-clad cat burglars out for a stroll, she thought bitterly. She kept casting nervous glances up at the jagged roofline that looked like sharks' teeth, with Blackheart constantly pulling her attention back to the earth. Where she'd so much rather stay, please God.

"Where are we going now?" she whispered angrily as they casually strolled past Olivia's building for the second time. It was a stately, post-earthquake building on Nob Hill, heavily doormanned, as Blackheart had warned her. She cast the uniformed guard a longing look. Maybe she could entice him into a back alley while Blackheart slipped upstairs alone. Without her archaic virginity to protect, she'd choose additional dishonor before death any day.

But Blackheart had dragged her past the building without allowing her more than a wistful glance. "Forget it," he'd ground out in her ear. "I've already checked everything. The only way we could get into that place is with a Sherman tank or the Pope by our side — and even then they might still want IDs. And I'm afraid anyone connected with Blackheart, Inc. is strictly persona non grata around here."

"But maybe I could distract him...."

His laugh was heartlessly derisive. "You're starting to see yourself as a Mata Hari after one night of passion? If you managed to get past him, there'd still be the elevator operator."

"Oh."

"Oh," he echoed cynically. They plowed onward, Ferris's hand numb on his arm. "We're here," he said finally, and her heart plummeted to the too-tight moccasins.

It was a small building, a little seedier than its sisters on the neat upper-class street, its facade smog- and pollution-stained. "What is it?"

"A hotel. Look sultry." He began to steer her in through a tawdry lobby, and the woman behind the desk looked up with absolutely no expression on her tough, tired face. Her hair was an improbable shade of blond, her eyes were dead, and the stub of a cigarette hung from a coral-lipsticked mouth. Ferris stared at her for a moment, wondering how she managed to smoke so far down without burning those overripe lips others.

"We'd like a room," Blackheart announced, still maintaining a tight grip on Ferris's arm.

"So what else is new?" the woman returned, shoving the register at them. "Mr. and Mrs. Smith, I presume?"

Still clamping the defiant Ferris to his side. Blackheart signed in a dark, sprawling script. The desk clerk turned it back, peered at it, then glanced up at the two of them suspiciously. "Berdahofski?" she queried.

"Mr. and Mrs." Blackheart said sweetly.

"Any luggage?" She dropped her cigarette butt in the Styrofoam cup of congealed coffee by her side. She didn't bother to look or wait for an answer. "No loud noises, no screaming, no breaking the furniture. Twenty bucks."

"We'll be discreet," Blackheart assured her, drop ping thirty on the desk. She pocketed it without looking up, tossed them a key and jerked her head in the direction of the elevators.

"She didn't tell us the checkout time," was all Ferris could find to say as they traveled upward in a creaking elevator that had served as a urinal in the not-distant past.

"That's because she doesn't expect us to stay more than an hour or two," Blackheart said patiently, finally freeing her arm from that iron grip.

Ferris's eyes opened wide. "Why?"
"This place caters to the hot-sheet trade, darling. They get quite a turnover, if you'll pardon the expression." The elevator doors creaked open, and Ferris wrinkled her nose.

"How could such a sordid place be so close to Olivia's?" she demanded. "Isn't there such a thing as zoning?"
"They don't zone places like this. And the neighborhood's on the upswing. I'm sure this place hasn't got much time left." He slid the key into the fifth door down from the elevator, opening it with a flourish. "After you, madame."
Ferris cast him a worried look. "You don't seriously expect me to — to—"
He shoved her inside, switching on the light and closing the door behind them. "No, I don't seriously expect you to — to —" he mocked. "I can think of pleasanter places and better times. This is hardly my idea of romance." He gave the sagging bed with its rose chenille bedspread a withering glance. "Make yourself comfortable, Mrs. Berdahofski. We have a wait."
"But why? I thought Olivia would have been gone for hours now. We don't want to run into them coming home." She plopped herself down on the bed, alternating relief and panic washing over her. On the one hand, she was in no hurry to end her life in a fall from a San Francisco rooftop. On the other, the longer she put it off, the harder it was going to be. She didn't want Blackheart to have to drag her, kicking and screaming, up there. She had no doubt at all that he would.

"I don't want to run into her, either. But the desk clerk was watching the elevator when we went up — she'll probably keep an eye on it for a while. I wouldn't put it past her to head up this way. I want to allay her suspicions."
"She wasn't suspicious," Ferris protested, bouncing slightly on the loose springs. "She didn't give us more than a second look."
"She wouldn't have done that if you hadn't been giving her that helpless white-slave routine. If I hadn't kept a grip on you, you probably would have bolted. And if I were you I wouldn't sit on that bed — you never know what might be crawling around."
She was off it in a flash, casting a dubious glance back. "How long do we have to wait?"
Blackheart smiled, that sinister, heartless smile. "It's time. Come on, chicken. We're going a-thieving."
Even through her panic Ferris had to admire him. He picked the lock to the roof with practiced ease, using a small collection of tools that resembled a manicurist's weapons. No one would have been faster with a key, and for a moment she wondered whether she could get him to teach her. Then she abandoned the idea as tactless. Besides, when would she have cause to break into a place? But still she paid close attention — anything to keep her mind off what was awaiting her.

The breeze was stronger up on the roof, but the reality of it was far less threatening than her imagination. The adjoining building was gloriously flush with the hotel, and a mere two feet higher.

"Put your hat and gloves on," Blackheart instructed, doing the same himself. He looked different like that, she thought as she hastily complied. He looked like a cat, lean and lithe and dangerous, with his eyes aglow and his nerves tightly strung.

"You sound like my mother on Sunday morning," she grumbled. The gloves were too small, the hat too big, with an unfortunate tendency to slip down over her eyes. She smiled up at him brightly. "I'm ready."
He paused, looking down at her with a wry smile. "Okay, Poncho," he said, pushing the hat back off her forehead. "Remember to do everything I say, without hesitation, backtalk or panic. Look ahead, look up, but never look down. You got that?"
She didn't like the sound of that, but she nodded. "Good girl," he said, kissing her on the forehead with unexpected warmth. "Let's get going."
Ferris scampered after him, up onto the adjoining building, her feet silent and just a tiny bit slippery on the tarred roof. This isn't so bad, she told herself with a hint of pleading. I'll be fine.

In the misty darkness the huddled shapes of the heating vents made eerie obstacles, but she kept her eyes trained on Blackheart's narrow back, unconsciously imitating his catlike grace. He was waiting for her at the far end, and this time the neighboring building was a good two stories higher. He was standing by a rusty wrought-iron ladder.

"You first," he offered kindly.

"Very convenient of them to have left a ladder," she grumbled, glad now for the tight gloves. They gave her better purchase than her cold, wet palms.

"Most buildings have them. Didn't you ever watch 'Starsky and Hutch'?" She had paused three rungs up, and he put his hands beneath her black-denimed rear and shoved. "Or any other cop show, for that matter?" he continued, following her upward, and the sound of his voice was blessedly distracting. "They're always chasing around on roofs, and there are always convenient ladders."
"And if there aren't?" Her voice quavered slightly as she neared the top. She nearly collapsed on the next roof in relief, but with a superhuman effort she maintained her balance. Not dead yet.

"Then we're in trouble," he said with callous cheer, dropping down on the roof beside her, making no noise at all. "You're doing okay, partner. Ever thought of taking up mountain-climbing?"
"No," she snapped. "How many more buildings to go?"
"Only three," he said, with genuine sadness, the swine. "And we're just beginning to get the feel of it. I hope it's not all as tame as this. You won't get any proper taste of it."
"I don't want a proper taste of it," she said through clenched teeth. "I want to get the damned job over with and get home."
"You have no soul, Francesca," he murmured, peering past her through the murky darkness. The tangle of antennas stretched against the cloudy night sky like bare tree limbs, and a look of inhuman delight lit his face. "Ah, now that's more of a challenge."
"Wh-what is?"
"No ladder."
She swallowed the yelp of panic. "How are we going to get up?"

"Leave it to me."
She only wished she could. She only wished she dared turn around and head back down, back to street level to disappear into the fog and never be seen again. South Dakota could be very pretty in February. If you liked the Arctic.

She'd thought those clothes of his fit like a second skin, but somewhere beneath them he'd managed to hide a thin coil of rope. Sudden dizziness assailed her, and she sat down abruptly on the rooftop, taking deep, covert breaths as she watched Blackheart size up the wall. He looked back at her for a moment. "Sitting down on the job, Francesca?" he inquired.

"Just for a moment. I figure I may as well relax while I wait," she said with deceiving calm.

Except that when had she ever deceived Blackheart? Maybe now, when he was distracted. She could only hope so. Her heart was thudding so loudly that surely he could hear, if he weren't so busy trying to figure out how to kill them both. She wouldn't look any closer, she wouldn't. But she had to.

Slowly she rose, edging toward the next building. Her quiet little moan was swallowed up in the night air. There was a good two feet between the two buildings. Enough for her body to bounce down, ending wedged in some narrow alleyway.

Blackheart had taken a small cylinder from his pocket and was unfolding it into something that resembled a cross between an umbrella and an anchor. From somewhere in the murky mists of memory Ferris recognized it as a grappling hook, the kind used by mountain climbers. She watched him attach it to the end of the thin rope with practiced ease. He tossed it expertly, and it caught on the next building, some twelve feet higher than their current uneasy level. 

"You want to go first?" he offered courteously, yanking on the rope a few times to ensure that it was sound.

"No, thank you," she said, choking. "After you."
He went up easily enough, though she could see that he was favoring his right leg. What would happen if he fell, she wondered. He'd done so once, and his father had died from a fall. Would it be better or worse if it was his body smashed against the pavement and not hers? She really didn't know.

"Come on, chicken heart," he called softly from the roof above her. "Time's a-wasting."
I can't do it, she thought suddenly. I simply can't do it. Taking a few steps back, she shook her head. Blackheart was up there, waiting patiently. "Come on, Francesca," he said softly, and his voice was a siren's lure. "I can't leave you alone on the roof. Either come with me or I'll have to take you back, and it will all be for nothing."
Good, she thought, still not saying a word. She no longer cared about Trace Walker, the emeralds or any body's reputation. But Blackheart was looking down at her, and through the misty darkness she could see those calm, laughing eyes, daring her to come up. And she knew that if she turned and left she'd never see him again.

Some things were worth dying for, she thought dazedly, grabbing the rope. Was Blackheart one of them? Was the truth one of them? Would she ever find out?

"That's right, love," he crooned down at her, his voice soothing. "Just don't look down. The rope's more than strong enough to hold you — I'm up here to catch you when you get in reach." He kept up the calming, gentle litany as she climbed, hand over hand, her moccasined feet bouncing off the opposite brick wall. Her face felt chilled, and she realized that tears were pouring down unbidden, tears of pure, simple terror. She couldn't take her hands off the rope to wipe them away, and it would have done no good. They just kept coming, silent, copious, slipping down her face as she moved up the rope.

His hand on her wrist was like a vice, biting, blessedly painful, as he hauled her up the rest of the way. She kept herself stiff, not falling into his arms as she longed to do. If she did, she would start to howl and scream and he'd never get her to move another foot.

"Is this it?" she inquired, her voice calm, her face wet with the tears.

"One more," Blackheart said. "We'll have to jump."
She thought she'd reached the apex of terror, but she had been mistaken. She looked at him with shock and disbelief, but he just shrugged his shoulders. "Don't think about it," he advised. "Do it before you have time to be frightened." He hadn't released her wrist, and she felt herself being dragged to the opposite end of the roof.

There was a yawning abyss between the two buildings. A vast chasm of perhaps thirty inches. She couldn't do it — she'd reached her limit. If that same space was flat on the sidewalk she would have made it with feet to spare. But if she tried to jump those thirty inches, twenty stories above the street, she would die. It was just that simple.

Blackheart jumped first, making it look ridiculously easy — a child's hopscotch game. He stood on the other side, waiting for her. "Come on, Francesca," he said. "Prove that you love me."
"But I don't," she said, and knew it was a lie.

He smiled, unfazed. "Then prove that you don't. Jump. For once in your life, trust me."
It was rotten and unfair of him, and it left her no choice whatsoever. And she knew if she hesitated one more moment she'd never move in the next five hundred years. She leaped, not preparing herself, and her shins hit the edge of the opposite building as she began to tumble downward.

Of course Blackheart caught her. How could she ever have had any doubts about it? One moment she was sliding down the outside of a building toward certain death, in the next his hands had clamped around her wrists and she had been hauled onto the roof before her knees had even made contact with the building. They tumbled onto the rough surface, his arms locked so tightly around her that she couldn't breathe. She didn't think she wanted to, anyway, and she hugged him back, closing her eyes and willing the dizziness to fade.

"Damn you," he muttered in her ear. "Damn, damn, damn you. I ought to wring your neck. Why the hell didn't you tell me you were scared of heights?" There was no way she could answer, first because the arms crushing her didn't give her enough breath to do so, then because his mouth had come down over hers, stopping any effort at speech.

She considered protesting for a brief moment, then decided against it. She'd really rather be kissing him than breathing anyway. Especially since he had just ensured that she would be breathing in the near future, she could give up a few moments of air in a good cause. And his mouth was so very delightful. There was a faint, windy sort of humming in her ears, and little blue and pink stars in front of her eyes, and she wondered if she was going to come just from being kissed, and then realized that no, she was more likely simply going to pass out from lack of oxygen, when he released her. The return of her breathing almost made up for the absence of his mouth. Almost, but not quite. She lunged back for him, but he held her at arm's length.

"None of that, wench," he cautioned sternly. "We have work to do."
"Oh, no, Blackheart," she wailed. "No more rooftops."
"No more rooftops. Everything is downhill from now on. We're on Olivia's building. See those trees down there? That's her terrace."
The tops of the trees looked bizarre twenty stories up, but Ferris took his word gratefully. "How do we get there?"
By this time she was past fear. Very slowly, very care fully he lowered her down the eight feet to Olivia's flagstone terrace, very carefully he leaped after her, landing lightly on his cat's feet.

"Blackheart, there's a light on in the apartment," she hissed, ducking behind a potted Douglas fir.

He caught her arm and dragged her back out. "Do you think Olivia worries about the electric company? It is—" he peered at his watch in the darkness " — ten forty-five. I don't expect them back before eleven at the earliest."
"Blackheart!" she moaned.

"More likely midnight. Regina promised she'd stall them. Come along, darling. You'll reach street level by the service elevator."
It sounded too good to be true. "Do you mean it, Blackheart?" she breathed as he busied himself with the terrace door. He was using an American Express card, and the door opened immediately and soundlessly.

"How did you do that?"
He grinned. "I never leave home without it. And yes, you'll leave by the elevator, or at worst twenty flights of stairs wouldn't be so bad, would it?"
"It would be sheer heaven. But what about the people in the lobby?"

"It's a lot easier going out than in," he explained patiently as he stepped through the sliding glass door, beckoning her to follow. "Even so, we'll probably leave through the basement. It should be deserted this time of night."
The apartment was still and silent, the bright lights lending a false sense of security to the whole operation. "You take the bedroom," he ordered. "I'll start in here. Use your gloves, and don't disturb anything. We just want to make sure the emeralds are here, we don't want to take them."
Ferris nodded obediently, heading into the bedroom and shuddering at the strong reek of Olivia's perfume. Shalimar. Wouldn't you just know it? The room was spotlessly, compulsively neat, even the makeup and perfumes on the glass-topped dressing table in alphabetical order. The clothes in the closets and drawers were arranged by color and season, each shoe had its mate, and though the jewelry looked very valuable to Ferris's un trained eye, there wasn't an emerald among them.

Nothing between the mattress and the box spring, nothing under the bed, not even dust or a missing paperback novel. The woman was definitely sick, Ferris decided righteously.

The bathroom was an equal washout. Nothing secreted in the back of the toilet, hidden among the color-coordinated towels, concealed in the extra roll of toilet paper. There was one advantage to the demented neatness, Ferris conceded. It made searching surprisingly easy.

"Any luck?" Blackheart appeared in the doorway, and Ferris told herself she could see the pleasure and excitement jumping in his veins.

"Nothing. Except I can't open that door." She gestured toward the locked door hidden beneath a row of curtains.

He gave it a critical look. "Piece of cake. Does Olivia have anything as mundane as a nail cleaner?"
"Olivia's nails don't get dirty," she said dourly. "Will this do?" It was a narrow emery board, and he nodded his approval.

"Go to it, kid."
"Don't be ridiculous, Blackheart. We don't have time for games."
"This is a learning experience. You can do it, Francesca. And we're staying right here until you try," he said blandly, leaning against the doorway.

And she'd thought she was over being scared for the night. Gracing him with an obscenity she seldom used, she set to work, jabbing at the keyhole in a fine temper.

"Don't be so rough," Blackheart advised. "You have to coax a lock to open, tease it open. Treat it like a lover, talk to it."
"Go to hell, Blackheart!"
"Of course, since that happens to be the way you talk to your lovers, it might be better if—"
"Oh, my God, I did it," Ferris breathed, sitting back on her heels in amazement as the knob turned with a well-oiled click.

Blackheart strode past her, giving her an approving pat on her capped hair. "Of course you did. I knew you had the makings of a felon in that heart of yours." He stepped inside the room and stopped dead still, blocking her entrance. "Well, well, well."
"What is it?" She pushed past him, curiosity getting the better of her.

"I think I've discovered how Olivia knew what Kate had become involved in. And how she's been making money for the last few years." 

Ferris looked around, her forehead wrinkled. "It just looks like a lot of electronic equipment."
"Exactly. Videotape machines, a video camera, a small pile of tapes. I think Olivia and Dale have been involved in experimental filmmaking for very high profits."
"What makes you think they haven't just been boot-legging movies? Isn't there a big profit in that, too?" she questioned curiously, roaming around the small, dark room, trailing a gloved hand over the shiny equipment.

"Not as big as the profit in blackmail," Blackheart drawled. "I wouldn't have thought Olivia would be so enterprising. Though she always was a little kinky."
"What do you mean, kinky?" Ferris demanded, her interest in the videotape machines vanishing.

Blackheart smiled seraphically. "Never you mind, Miss Innocence. Let's just say that Olivia's not particularly my cup of tea. Why don't you go ahead and check her drawers one last time? I'll give this place a quick once-over and see if I can come up with anything."
"You think they might be in here?"
"They might," Blackheart said. "They might be anywhere. And we're running out of time as it is. Hurry up, Francesca. The sooner we get out of here, the better."
Ferris left readily enough as he pushed her out the door. The small silver clock by the spotless king-size bed said five past eleven, and once more Ferris was struck with the difference between this compulsive neatness and the squalid mind that conceived of black mail as a way to make a living. Poor Kate, enmeshed in Olivia's schemes. And poor Trace, set up like a clay pigeon. And poor Blackheart, and poor Ferris, more unwilling pawns. Damn her soul to hell.

She found them by accident. All her mental energy was spent on her fury with Olivia, and her search was desultory, mindless, instinctive. She hadn't bothered to check the wastepaper basket the first time around — the idea had been too absurd. But this time she was going by instinct, not ideas, and the solid weight of the supposedly empty tissue box tipped her off.

She was kneeling on the floor on the far side of the bed, the box held loosely. With shaking hands she opened it, and the Von Emmerling emeralds tumbled into her lap.
She stared at them for a long, speculative moment. They looked garish, ornate, and tacky in the electric light, and sudden doubt assailed her. She didn't even look up when Blackheart reentered the room, carefully locking the door behind him.

"Nothing in there," he said. "Not even any video tapes. She must have them stored someplace else. Though from the dust on the machines I don't think she's been using them for quite a while. Maybe she decided theft was more lucrative than blackmail. I expect it's safer."
"I think I found them," Ferris said quietly.

"What?" She had his full attention now, and he materialized by her side immediately, squatting down next to her. "You've got 'em, all right," he said, a rich note of satisfaction in his voice as he looked at them. Reaching forward, his long slender hands lifted them, holding them up against the light, tender as a lover stroking satin flesh.

And what was she doing, being jealous of a few rocks, she wondered, miserably aware that that was exactly what she was feeling. "How do you know they're the real ones? Didn't Olivia have copies made?"
"The police have the copies," he said absently, never taking his tawny gaze from the jewels. "Don't you remember, we tried to pawn them off on Miss Smythe-Davies? No, these are the real things. You can tell by the shimmer of blue light in the heart of the big emerald." He held it out for her admiration, but like any jealous woman, she only gave it a cursory glance, controlling an urge to sniff contemptuously. "What makes you think they might be fake?"
"They look so... so tacky," she said finally. "I remembered them being a lot prettier."
"Jewelry usually looks prettier by candlelight, particularly those that were designed when that was the main form of light. But that's your proof right there. The Von Emmerling emeralds are famous for being vulgar. The fakes were much prettier. If I'd had my mind on my business and not on something else the night of the Puffin Ball, I would have noticed immediately when the substitution was made."
"What did you have your mind on, Blackheart?" she asked quietly.

"Sex," he said bluntly. "Put them back, Francesca. We found out what we came for. The sooner we get out of here the better."
"Shouldn't we just take them?" She was wrapping them reluctantly and shoving them back in their box. "I mean, they may find out we've been here. Wouldn't it be safer if we took them to the police ourselves?"
"And you think they'd take the word of Patrick Blackheart against the likes of Olivia Summers?" he scoffed. "They were overjoyed to have finally managed to arrest me — it just about broke their hearts to let me go. Even if they couldn't make any charges stick, they still knew exactly what I was doing for the last fifteen years of my life, and most people figure six months at a minimum-security British prison wasn't punishment enough. They'd love to get something new on me. If I showed up at the police station with the Von Emmer ling emeralds and some cock-and-bull story about the Summerses, I don't expect they'd waste too much time listening." He shook his head, rising to his full height. "No, we'll leave them right where we found them. Olivia's foolish enough to think she's home free. Tomorrow morning Kate and I will make a visit to our local police station in the company of Rupert and set our case before their impartial judicial eye."
"And then they'll believe you?"
"Of course not. They won't believe me until they get a search warrant and find the jewels themselves, and even then they might not be certain. Come along, darling. This isn't the place for postmortems. That's the second rule of thievery, right up there after don't look down. It's don't stop to count the loot while you're still at the scene of the crime."
"Yes, sir." She stuffed the box back in the trash. "How are we getting out?"
"Service entrance just off the kitchen." He headed for the door, and Ferris paused for a moment. Had the bedside light been on or off? She couldn't recall, but what was more important, would Olivia remember? She was about to call after Patrick, but he was already gone.

Well, she'd just have to chance it. Flicking it off, she sped across the thick wall-to-wall carpet in search of the kitchen. Blackheart was standing in the open door, looking impatient.

"Off with the hat and gloves, Francesca," he ordered. "You don't want to advertise what we've been doing."
Sudden guilt assailed her at the memory of that bed side lamp. "Blackheart, I don't remember—"
His hand suddenly covered her mouth as he pulled her back against him. The only sound was his heavy breathing. And the rattle of the lock being turned on the front door of the apartment.

Chapter Nineteen
They were halfway down the twenty flights of stairs when reaction began to set in. One moment she was racing after him, the too-tight moccasins flying down the narrow metal steps, the next she was clinging to the railing as a sudden wave of dizziness assailed her.

He was half a flight ahead of her when he realized she was no longer following him. In a flash he was back beside her, gently prying her clutching hands from the railing and rubbing an elbow over the section of metal to wipe out her fingerprints.

"You go on ahead," she said in a choked voice. "I just need a minute." She tried to break free of his grip, but he held fast.

"Francesca, love, we can't hang around the scene of the crime. That's rule number three, darling. Rule number four is don't touch anything once you take your gloves off."

Her knees were trembling so much she doubted she could stand much longer, and there was a shocked look to her face and eyes. "I'll be along in a moment. Blackheart," she pleaded.

"Rule number five, and most important. Do as the senior partner says, without question. Come on, my fledgling felon. We're getting out of here."

"Blackheart, I can't," she whispered, sinking down to sit on the narrow steps.

Her rear hadn't even made contact before she was hauled up again, his fingers digging painfully into her arms as he gave her a hard, teeth-rattling shake. "The next step is a slap, Francesca," he informed her coldly. "Do you want that?"

The shocked expression was leaving her face, her cheeks were filling with color and her eyes with fury. "Don't you dare! "

"Then stop whining and come on," he snapped, dragging her on down the steps. She stumbled after him, gritting her teeth and concentrating on the cold anger that was filling her.

Five minutes later, when they ended up in a deserted alleyway that looked as if it belonged more to the Bontemps Hotel than to Olivia's classy condo, that anger was still rampant. Blackheart finally released his grip on her hand, leaning back against a brick wall and taking in slow, deep breaths of the foggy night air.

For a brief moment Ferris considered flinging her self down and kissing the blessed ground. She con tented herself with a surreptitious caress with her moccasined foot, while she continued to glare at Blackheart's shadowy figure.

"Don't give me that look, Francesca," he drawled out of the darkness. "You know as well as I do that you couldn't afford to stop on the stairs like that. If I hadn't dragged you you'd still be there, just waiting for someone to find you."

The fact that he was probably right didn't help her nerve-induced temper. "I was just wondering, Blackheart. We had no trouble leaving by the basement, ending up in this deserted alleyway. Why didn't we go in this way? And don't tell me the service door is locked — I've seen the way you deal with locks. They melt beneath your fingertips."

Blackheart shrugged. "What can I say? There's not much challenge in unlocking a service door and climbing twenty flights of stairs. Besides, there's usually an alarm system wired into those service entrances, and I'm not familiar enough with American current to dismantle it."

Ferris held herself very still, outrage coursing through her veins. "Was there an alarm system?"

"No."

"Then we could have gone up that way?" Her voice was low and dangerous in the aftermath of her fright.

"Yes."
There was nothing she could say in the face of that bald confession — rage left her momentarily speechless. That was one she owed him — and by now they were almost even.

"What about the hotel?" she asked finally, her voice a semblance of normalcy. "Aren't they going to wonder when we don't return the key?"

"Nobody wonders about anything at places like that,'' he replied, taking another deep breath of the cool night air. "I left the key on the dresser — someone will find it and figure we had a fight before we made it."

"Maybe I should have messed up the bed?"

"A made bed would get more attention than an unmade one, but no one's going to give a damn. Trust me — the Bontemps Hotel is the least of our worries."

"And what's the greatest of our worries?" she asked after a moment. Some of the rage had. left her, some of the panic, but her blood still sang with nervous energy.

"First, getting back to the apartment without being seen. Second, getting the police to issue a search war rant. And third, making sure the Summerses are caught red-handed."

"Do we have to worry?" she asked in a very small voice, and through the misty darkness she could see his wry smile, like the Cheshire cat.

"We always have to worry. Come along, my intrepid mountain-climber. Let's get the first worry out of the way. Hold on to my arm, look up at me as if you adored me, and we'll go for a stroll."

"I don't know if I'm that good an actress," she bit back, taking his arm in her slender hands. The muscles were taut and iron-hard beneath her hands, telling her he was far from relaxed, despite that drawling tone of voice.

"You can manage, I'm sure," he returned, moving out of the shadows with her clinging to his side. His hand reached up and covered hers, and the touch of his skin was comforting. He probably did it just for that reason. Ferris thought, knowing she should pull away, knowing that was the last thing she wanted to do. He must be right — it would look more believable if she snuggled up against him as they walked.

It was a long walk. Blackheart made no move to get a taxi and Ferris made no move to request one, as they made their circuitous way back to Blackheart's apartment. The long, leisurely walk, up and down the hills, skirting Chinatown, started to soothe her shattered nerves. They stopped once, and Blackheart bought her a Double Rainbow coffee ice-cream cone; later he bought her a bag of coconut-and-macadamia-nut cookies and then proceeded to eat most of them. The night was get ting cooler, the fog was fitful, but Blackheart's body next to hers was a furnace. She wanted to curl up next to it, to luxuriate in its animal heat, to get as close as one human being could possibly get to another. It was getting harder to remember this was an act, to fool passersby into thinking they were just a couple in love, out for a walk on a foggy winter's evening. As she looked down at the strong arm she was holding, she found herself wishing she still believed in fairy tales.

Blackheart's street was deserted. The Volvo was still parked down the street from his entrance, the street lights provided pools of light to keep muggers and their ilk at bay. With a start Ferris realized that she and Blackheart qualified as "their ilk." They had broken into someone's apartment that night, and even if their motives had been pure and their victims evil, even if they hadn't taken a thing, they were still technically criminals.

That knowledge appeared to affect Blackheart in the strangest way. He seemed positively lighthearted as they climbed the front steps of his apartment building, and if the arm beneath her hand was still iron-hard with nervous tension, his spirits were soaring.

When they reached the front door of the building, she quickly detached herself. "I'll see you tomorrow," she murmured. "It's late."

Blackheart smiled then, that ironical, laughing smile that always made her feel like a fool. "Don't be an idiot, Francesca. You don't want to wander around town in my clothes. Besides, you've been limping for the last three blocks. Come in and change and I'll call you a taxi."

If that wasn't what she wanted to hear, she would have gone to the stake rather than admit it. But her feet did hurt, and the sooner she retrieved all her possessions from his cool, airy apartment the sooner she could get him out of her life, where he belonged.

She'd thought the elevator was small when she rode up alone. With Blackheart's warm, black-clad figure sharing the space with her, it was practically a coffin. Or a bed. Her nerves were still jumping, the blood pumping through her veins, and her hands were trembling slightly. But she could be just as cool as Blackheart, she told herself as he unlocked the three professional-looking locks on his door.

"Your locks look a great deal more solid than mine," she said, striving for a calm she was far from feeling. With a sudden sinking feeling she knew she'd have to change and get out of there fast, before she threw herself at his feet.

"They slow me down more than most when I've forgotten my keys," he replied, almost absently, as he swung the door open and gestured for her to precede him. "Those pieces of tinfoil on your door wouldn't stop an eight-year-old."

"I'll get them replaced." He hadn't bothered to turn on the light, and as he closed the door behind them they were plunged into a thick, velvet darkness.

"Do that," he murmured, and she could feel his soft breath on the back of her neck, his long fingers in her hair, deftly releasing it from the hairpins. She stood motionless beneath his touch, afraid to say a word and break the sudden spell that had come over her. The hair tumbled down onto her shoulders and his hands ran through it, caressing it with a feather-light touch. And then suddenly she was trembling all over again, her knees weak, her heart pounding, her breath rapid in the thick darkness.

"Will they keep you out?" She struggled for a last brief moment. He was only touching her hair, and that so gently she might almost be imagining it. If she were abrasive enough he might move away, turn on the light, and watch her go with that enigmatic expression in his tawny eyes.

The hands lifted her hair up, and his hot, wet mouth touched the vulnerable nape of her neck in a slow, lingering kiss that melted the last hope she had of escape. "Nothing will keep me out," he whispered against her sweetly scented skin.

The small, lost wail that came from her mouth could have been despair, could have been surrender, could have been protest, could have been all three. "Don't, Blackheart," she murmured brokenly. "Please, don't."

His hands caught her shoulders and turned her around to face him, and she could feel the tension running through his strong, lean body. Her own tension matched it. "Why not, Francesca? Give me one good reason to leave you alone and I will."

"Phillip..."

He shook his head. "That's not a good reason. Try again." 

"We don't have anything in common."

"No good, either. We have a great deal in common, and well you know it. And you're a born cat burglar. If I'd met you five years ago, there would have been no stopping us."

"Don't be ridiculous, Blackheart." Her words were brisk, her tone breathless as his hands gently brushed the hair away from her face. She couldn't help herself, she turned her face into that hand and kissed his palm.

"Give me another reason, Francesca," he said, his voice low and husky and unbearably seductive. "Just one."

She was struggling hard; her Catholic mother would be proud of her. "I don't trust you," she said. "Do you want to go to bed with a woman who doesn't trust you?"

"No," he said, his hands cupping her face and holding it still. "But I saw you jump tonight, Francesca. You couldn't have done it if you didn't trust me." His lips feathered hers, lightly, tantalizingly, and she found herself reaching for more. "Could you, Francesca?"

"No," she murmured against his mouth. "Yes." She no longer knew what she was saying, but she liked the sound of the latter. "Yes," she said again, kissing him. "Yes, yes, yes."

She was glad the lights were out, glad she wouldn't have to see the look of cynical triumph that must be on his face. It was all an act, a sophisticated, manipulative act to get one more notch on his list of bedmates. So why were his hands shaking as he pulled the close-fitting turtleneck jersey over her head and tossed it in the corner? Why was his heart pounding as fast as hers, his lips traveling over her face as if he wanted to memorize her features with his mouth? And why was the tightly strung tension in his body transmuting into a pure sexual tension that trapped her within its threads?

Somehow she had gotten pressed up against the wall, the grainy texture of the plaster cool and rough against her bare back. He'd unfastened her bra and disposed of it, and his mouth traveled down her collarbone, his tongue slipping over her satin skin, enticing, arousing, worshipping, as his hands caught the zipper of her black denim pants and drew it downward. His hands pulled the jeans off her hips, sliding them down her long, trembling legs, and she was grateful for the sup port of the wall behind her. She stepped out of the crumpled jeans, and it wasn't until his hands reached her hips again that she realized he'd taken her panties with him, and she was naked.

His hands cradled her hips, the long fingers easily encircling their ripe contours, as his mouth moved slowly, sensuously across her bare stomach. She felt like a pagan goddess with Blackheart kneeling in front of her, slowly worshipping her body with his mouth and fingers. She felt decadent and sinful and gloriously alive, and when his mouth sank lower to the tangled heat of her femininity, her heart and soul emptied in a rush of pleasure so heady that she had to brace herself against his strong shoulders or lose her balance.

This was new to her, and unbearable, sweetly glorious. Her body trembled against his mouth, and the world began to slip away, bit by bit, until it finally shattered in a tumbled rush, and her body convulsed in a white-hot heat of love.

She was falling, falling, and she cried out. But he was there, warm and solid and loving, catching her against his hard body, and she hid her face against his shoulder, frightened of her sudden vulnerability.

He held her until the trembling ceased, held her until she somehow found the courage to lift her head and look at him, half fearfully. There was no trace of cynical triumph in the shadowy darkness of his face, no cool calculation. There was nothing but love and desire in those tawny eyes of his, a love and desire that mirrored her own.

A moment later she was swung up high, and he was carrying her through the darkened apartment with the sureness of a cat. He laid her down on the bed, stripping off his clothes with thoughtless grace before stretching out beside her. She felt lazy, sensual and well loved, but the sight of his strong, slim, absolutely beautiful body sent the slow-burning embers of desire glowing into a brighter flame. With a shy sort of boldness she reached out for him, relearning the planes and hollows of his body with a wondering delight. In the darkness there were no rules, no pride, no ego and no fear. No safety, either, but the most elemental trust. He needed her on every level that existed, and that need was her delight.

He moved to cover her, lean and strong and powerful, and she reached up, wrapping her arms around him, drawing him into her heart, into her life, into her body. Her sigh of pure pleasure met his, and then his mouth covered hers as he suddenly turned deliciously, playfully rough, arousing her to a fever pitch that left no room for anything but the heated, pulsing, shattering intensity that swept between them like wildfire. 

Their love was fast and furious, a celebration and a culmination of the tension and danger they had shared, washed clean by love and sweat. She was reaching, reaching for a summit that was somehow beyond her, and he was there with her, holding her, helping her as they reached it, and together they fell. He collapsed against her, and for the first time that night she felt the tension drain from his body.

Ferris wanted to cling to him forever, wanted to keep her arms and legs wrapped around him, holding him tight against her. But he began to stir, restlessly, and she knew she had no choice but to let him go.

He rolled away from her, leaving her alone in the darkness. A moment later he was lying back against the sheets, and his breathing was still uneven. Ferris realized suddenly that he hadn't said a word since he'd begun to make love to her. It had all been silent and intense, and she had the sudden, age-old need for reassurance.

Blackheart wasn't the man to give it. They lay together in the darkness for a long time, not touching, and then Blackheart reached out and turned on the bedside light. Ferris blinked at the sudden brightness. When she could focus, she wished she'd kept her eyes shut. On Blackheart's face was the cynical expression she'd dreaded.

He yawned, stretching, and gave her a distant, cool smile. "There's nothing better than a little quick sex after a job," he drawled. "The perfect way to wind down, don't you think?"

She stared at him for a long moment as a tiny part of her heart started to wither and die. And then her head snapped up, her backbone stiffened and she pulled her self into a sitting position, doing her level best to ignore her nudity. "Cut it the hell out, Blackheart," she shot back, determinedly unmoved. "You don't fool me with that crap."

If she expected to shock him she was disappointed. Blackheart was unshockable. But that cold look vanished from his eyes, and the smile warmed up several degrees. "What crap?" he inquired pleasantly. His nudity was a lot harder to ignore than her own, but gamely she persevered.

"Don't try to pretend you took me to bed to wind down," she said severely. "That's hogwash, and you know it."

His smile broadened. "Then why don't you tell me why I did take you to bed? Not that I approve of that terminology. Whether you like it or not, it was mutual."

"Did you hear any complaints?" Ferris said dangerously.

"No. So why did we have sex?" He crossed his arms behind his head, prepared to be entertained, and for a moment she contemplated mayhem. It had been a long time since she'd hit anybody, but now might be the time to start.

Well, maybe she deserved it, she thought forlornly. But she wasn't going to give up without a fight. "We didn't have sex, Blackheart," she said flatly. "We made love. There's a difference."

"And that difference is very clear to one of your great experience?"

She sat there, looking at him out of frustrated eyes for a long moment. "Blackheart," she said wearily, "I'm in love with you. You know it — you've probably known longer than I have. So stop playing these stupid games."

Blackheart just watched her, and she couldn't read the expression in his tawny eyes. "And what does this mythical love entail?" he said finally, in a bored voice. But Ferris knew he was far from bored.

"For God's sake, Blackheart, give me a break! I've given you my virginity after fighting off scores of determined men, I've turned to a life of crime for your sake, I've leaped tall buildings in a single bound. What more do you want?" she demanded, desperate.

He grinned at her, and sudden relief washed over her. It was going to be all right. It might take some time, but it was going to be all right. "So you love me, do you?"

"Yes."
"What about the good senator?"

"The good senator will have to look elsewhere for a suitable... senatress," she said finally.

He still watched her out of those distant eyes.

"Scores of men, eh?"

"Hundreds," she replied.

He cocked his head, as if weighing her. "All right, wench. If you love me, come here and prove it."

She sat very still. After all, there were limits. "You come here," she said sternly.

And he did.

Chapter Twenty
Ferris liked sheets. She'd never noticed before, not really. To be sure, she'd bought pretty sets for her huge bed, dribbled chocolate and ice cream and even spaghetti sauce on them on occasion. But she'd never noticed their erotic potential.

Mind you, having Blackheart's sleeping body between them, pressed up against hers, helped. He had particularly nice sheets, she thought dreamily. Navy blue, with white piping. It made his skin look gloriously golden, and she wanted to touch the rumpled brown hair against the pillow.

He'd look nice in charcoal-gray sheets, she mused, snuggling closer with the subconscious hope of waking him. Or maybe beige. He'd even looked glorious against the tiny blue-and-white flowers that had decorated her bed.

If she had a lover, she thought lazily, or a husband, she wouldn't waste money on sexy nightclothes that would end up on the floor before long. She'd buy sheets. All colors and patterns, deep rose and black and purple and yellow. Flowers and stripes and solids, cottons and satins and flannels. The very image made her giddy with anticipation.

Was she going to have a husband or lover? Blackheart looked angelic when he slept, but he'd given her no clue last night. She'd presented him with her heart and soul, and he'd accepted them willingly enough. But he hadn't offered anything in return. Not yet. Would he? It was too early to wake up. Dawn was just creeping over the rooftops, the sun fighting its way through another gray, misty day. It hadn't been that long ago when Blackheart had fallen asleep. If she was going to be worth anything, she'd better try to sleep herself. She and Blackheart had a long way to go. She'd need all her wits and her energy to get there.

He was so warm under the cool blue sheet. Turning over, she pressed up against him. One arm came around her waist, pulling her back against him. "Love," he murmured in her ear. She tensed, waiting for something else. But the rhythm of his breathing told her he was sound asleep, and his murmured word could have meant nothing. Or something too important to bear. Ferris sighed, closing her eyes against the brightening sunlight, and drifted off.

***

four hours later he looked down at her, sleeping so peacefully in the center of the dark blue sheets. She looked good there, with her thick mane of hair spread out around her. She looked like she belonged.

And he belonged there in bed with her. The last thing he felt like doing right now was trying to convince a stubborn SFPD that Olivia Summers was the jewel thief, not he. And despite what he'd said last night, he wasn't any too certain he was going to be able to do it, even with the jewels in place.

The last thing he felt like doing was returning to the precinct that had held him with such unrestrained glee a few short days ago. If it were up to him, he'd never set foot inside a police station again.

The last few days had brought home the hard-learned lesson of his life. Never again could he stand the suffocating, demoralizing, slow death of prison. He'd flirted with the idea that he could go back to the rooftops any time he wanted, as long as his leg could support him. Last night had proved beyond the shadow of a doubt that he could scramble over all the rooftops he wanted. The magic touch was still there, and his body still did his bidding.

But his luck was gone, and his options with it. He'd lost his innocence as surely as the woman in his bed had lost hers, and things would never be the same. And it was past time for him to face up to things.

When it came right down to it, when he looked at his life devoid of any illusions, it was more than clear to him that he no longer wanted to make his living from other people's possessions, and hadn't for a long, long time. The fall and the shattered knee had been an excuse, a welcome one. The prison sentence had done more harm than good — he'd stubbornly refused to let someone else make that decision for him. But if it hadn't been the fall, it would have been something else, sooner or later. John Patrick Blackheart had been more than ready to settle down, and last night was his last fling.

How would Ferris-Francesca react when he told her? And he'd have to tell her, sooner or later. Though he hated like hell to give her that trust when she was still withholding hers. If it hadn't been for her sudden excess of morality, he could have gone through life with only that one arrest marring his career. But then he might have gone through his life never having faced the welcome end to his inherited profession. In the last few days he'd finally faced who and what he was, and who and what he wanted. And the woman in his bed was part and parcel of that wanting.

Kate was meeting him downtown. Trace would be with her, she'd said, and Blackheart's interest had been piqued. Had she already told him? How would he react to Kate's treachery? Knowing Trace, he'd be surprised if the big moose was anything less than sympathetic. Trace never blamed anybody for anything, just accepted people, warts and all. Pray God things went as they should, and he wouldn't have to pay for his trusting nature.

And once that was settled, then maybe he could figure out what he was going to do with Francesca-Ferris Berdahofski-Byrd. He didn't for one moment believe that she loved him. Her religion and her working-class upbringing had taught her that you have to love the man you sleep with. He had given in to overwhelming temptation, seduced her and voila, true love! It would take care and time to elicit the real thing from her.

But that was exactly what he intended to do, once he got Olivia Summers sorted out. Because even if he didn't trust Ferris's protestations of true love, he knew exactly what he was feeling. For the first time in his life, in thirty-six misspent, fairly promiscuous years, he had fallen in love. And he wasn't about to give up with out a fight.

Neither was she. The memory of her drawling, cutting temper last night still made him grin. He thought he was going to keep her at arm's length, maybe teach her a lesson or two. She should know what it felt like, to make soul-shattering love and then have your partner look at you with complete distrust. It still smarted, even though part of him couldn't blame her. Things had looked suspicious. But damn it, she should have trusted him.

Well, she trusted him now. Now that she'd seen the proof with her own eyes, heard it from Kate. And she'd trusted him enough to follow him up on that roof when she was petrified of heights. If he'd had any idea, he wouldn't have made her go.

But she'd gone, without a word, and he loved her for it. And he loved her for her messy apartment, her temper and her lopsided morality. He could go on, making a list of all the things he loved about her. But now wasn't the time. He could save that for some night when he was alone and couldn't sleep for wanting her. That time would come sooner than he wanted. Francesca Berdahofski wasn't going to give up being Mrs. Senator Phillip Merriam without a struggle, no matter what she said in the heat of passion. He'd just have to take every unfair advantage he could think of, to make sure she ended up with him and not in Washington. It was all for her own good, he thought righteously.

She needed her sleep, but he couldn't resist. Leaning down, he kissed her on the soft curve of her jaw, trailing his mouth up to her high cheekbone, glancing off her brow and ending on one closed eyelid. The eyelid fluttered open, and she smiled up at him, shyly, sleepily, and he almost jumped back on top of her.

"I'll be back," he said, trying to keep a disinterested tone in his voice. "I'm not sure when."

"I'll be here." She frowned sleepily. "If that's all right?"

"You stay. If you're gone I'll find you." It came out sounding almost like a threat, and he could have cursed himself. Ferris didn't seem to mind in the slightest. Smiling, she closed her eyes and fell back asleep.

If you're gone I'll find you, he echoed to himself grimly. Fine. Real cool, Blackheart. That's just the way to keep a distance from her. Next you'll be proposing again, and then where will you be? Up a creek without a paddle. And without Francesca. Damn.

It was all he could do to keep himself from slamming the door behind him. He closed it very silently, turning the three locks. He'd have to do something about her apartment. He didn't want anyone else breaking in there. It was his domain, and she was his woman. It might take some time, but sooner or later she'd come to terms with that. Please God it was sooner, or he still might have to rip out Phillip Merriam's tongue.

***

it was past noon when she finally decided to wake up. Each time she opened her eyes earlier she'd reached out for Blackheart and he hadn't been there. She could think of no reason for getting up without him, though she probably would have been even more loath if he'd been with her. But high noon was getting just too decadent to be believed, and her stomach was putting up a noisy protest.

"Damn," she said out loud to the silent apartment, throwing back the cool blue sheets and staring around her. Her stomach replied with a grumble, and she moaned. Every muscle in her body ached, both from the unexpected romp over San Francisco's rooftops and the romp that followed. She needed a hot bath and a huge amount of food, not necessarily in that order. And then she needed Blackheart.

There was a pot of coffee keeping warm on a hot tray, half a loaf of moldy bread in the bread box, and a six-pack of Beck's dark in the fridge. And not even a cannoli in sight, she thought with a groan, sagging against the open refrigerator door. The hell with the long hot bath — a shower would have to suffice. And then she'd be bold enough to go out and buy enough food to feed them both, and to hell with him if he thought she was being encroaching. She was, and he'd have to put up with it. After all, he'd started it,

The shower went a long way toward making her feel more human; two aspirins helped, and a cup of rich, strong coffee almost completed the job. All she needed was food in her stomach and she'd feel like a new woman.

The light wool suit and high heels felt tight and restricting after the freedom of Blackheart's black denims, and for a moment she considered raiding his closet for something more comfortable. Then she dismissed the idea. The last thing she wanted to be caught doing was rummaging through his apartment. She'd just managed to convince him that she did trust him — and she didn't want to risk blowing that fragile belief.

He'd left an extra set of keys on the hall table. Tossing them in her leather purse, she let herself out of the silent apartment and headed for the nearest food store.

It took her longer than she expected. The first place she stopped had fresh croissants and Haagen Dazs ice cream, a good enough beginning for the day, but as she was leaving she developed a sudden craving for cannoli. They weren't to be found for seven blocks, and by that time several other delicious ideas had come to mind. It was one of those rare, brilliantly clear days that San Francisco so seldom got, with a chilly little breeze that made her glad for the wool suit, if not for the tottery high heels. By the time she was back on Blackheart's street her arms were aching, her ankles were tired and her stomach was knotted. So preoccupied was she in getting back to the apartment that she almost didn't notice the small dark Porsche parked illegally by the curb. It was a pretty car, oddly familiar. But even more familiar was the slender figure strolling casually down Blackheart's front steps.

Even half a block away Ferris could recognize Olivia Summers's greyhound elegance. Ducking quickly be hind a large American car, she watched with dawning horror as Olivia made her way back to the Porsche, sliding into the front seat with a pleased expression hanging about her pale lips. Every blond hair was in place, and her patrician blue eyes were glistening with triumph. Triumph that didn't allow her to notice Ferris's watching figure as she drove off down the street, gunning the motor.

Ferris ran the rest of the block to Blackheart's apartment. The elevator was in use, and after slamming her hand against the buttons and cursing, she dashed to the back of the hall and ran up the five flights of stairs, pausing only long enough to yank off her obstructive shoes.

Blackheart's door looked the same — no sign of forced entry. But what the hell did she expect? Olivia Summers carrying a crowbar beneath that elegant suit she was wearing? With shaking hands Ferris fiddled with the three locks. They all turned beneath the key, and Ferris's blood ran cold. She'd only locked two of them.

The apartment looked exactly as she'd left it, silent and deserted, the lingering smell of the warming coffee lending a false air of coziness to the place. And with a sudden, horrifying clarity Ferris remembered. The light beside Olivia's bed had been on when they'd broken in. And she had been stupid enough to turn it off when they left.

It was a small enough thing, but anyone with Olivia's compulsiveness would notice it. And know that some one had been in the apartment.

What had she done? Why had she sneaked into Blackheart's apartment when no one was there? There could only be one reason. To find some way of incriminating him, rather than herself. Olivia could feel the noose tightening around her, and she needed another scapegoat. Trace and Kate weren't enough. Blackheart was a big enough prize to divert attention from the Summerses permanently. And this time, when the police came after him, they'd hold him a great deal longer than five hours.

Ferris quickly, methodically, began to tear the apartment apart. Somewhere was something incriminating enough to send Blackheart to prison for a very long time. It might be something as easily overlooked as a receipt for copying the jewels. If forgers gave receipts. Or it might be the Von Emmerling emeralds themselves.

Nothing but clothes in his drawers and closets. Nothing but papers in his desk. She tried to take the time to see whether anything was incriminating, but panic was beating down around her like bat's wings and she couldn't concentrate. Nothing under the couch, unlike her own apartment, nothing under the bed or between the mattress and spring. To her horror she found a handgun, complete with ammunition, in his desk, and she slammed the drawer shut on it with absolute terror.

No, you can't do that, she told herself sternly. Olivia might have planted a murder weapon. Not that anyone's been shot, much less murdered. But you have to check.

She opened the drawer again, staring down at the ugly black thing with a shudder of distaste. Slowly, reluctantly, she picked up the cold gray metal and brought it to her nose, sniffing for the smell of gun powder. It smelled of metal and oil, and if it had been fired recently there was no way she could tell. With a shudder, she dropped the gun back in the drawer, slamming it shut.

She was mumbling under her breath as she upended sofa cushions and dropped them back haphazardly. "Where is it? Where the hell is it?" Inspiration struck, and she dived for the ice bucket. Nothing in it but three inches of cold water.

"The kitchen," she murmured, under her breath. "Check the kitchen. Lots of drawers. Maybe in the freezer."
The first drawer spilled onto the floor as she yanked it out, and she refilled it with shaking hands. Cabinets, drawers, refrigerator, oven — all were empty of anything remotely suspicious. The bags of recently purchased groceries were in a pile on the floor, the croissants and cannoli probably crushed, the Haagen Dazs melting. The coffee had heated down to a thin layer of sludge in the bottom of the pot, and she reached over and turned it off, her mind still intent upon her search. There was a two-pound bag of coffee beans out on the counter. How odd that a coffee snob like Blackheart hadn't put the beans in the freezer with the other two-pound package. And why did he have two packages, when beans were better fresh roasted? He certainly didn't stock up on anything else.

And the bag in the freezer was half full. With shaking hands she reached for the bag. Did it feel heavier, was there anything bulkier than coffee beans in it? She upended it on the counter, and the small dark beans scattered over the butcher-block surface, raining over the floor like marbles. But it wasn't two pounds of beans. In the midst of the pile lay a plastic-wrapped package of tawdry silver and green. The Von Emmerling emeralds.

Damn her, Ferris thought savagely. Damn her soul to hell. Her fingers were trembling so badly she had trouble dialing the phone. Which precinct, damn it, which precinct? She got lucky on her third try. Patrick Blackheart was there, all right, but he was in conference. Would she care to leave a message?

What the hell kind of message could she leave, she thought savagely after she'd hung up. The stolen jewels are in your apartment, but don't tell anyone. Damn and double damn.

They'd arrive at Olivia's, search warrant in hand, and would find exactly nothing. And it wouldn't take much effort on Olivia's part to put the shoe on the other foot. Even if Ferris re-hid the emeralds, what in heaven's name was she going to do with them? And how would anyone ever prove that Olivia had masterminded this whole plot?

She had no choice. And no time to hesitate, to panic, to have second thoughts. Her course was clear, and she had to take it.

"Darling, what's wrong?" Regina responded to her breathless phone call. "You sound in an absolute panic."
"Regina, can you do me a huge favor? Can you somehow get Dale and Olivia to come over to your house? Right now? You could tell them they left some thing-"
"They're not home, Ferris," Regina broke in.

"They're not?"
"Blackheart called me from the police station a while ago to tell me they were being brought in for questioning. I don't like Olivia Summers, but I still can't believe-"
"Good-bye, Regina." Ferris slammed down the phone. So it had already started to happen. Would the police search their place while they were at the station? Or would they question them first? She'd have to count on it being the latter. Damn, why didn't she know more about criminal law? If Olivia had the right to be present when her apartment was searched, she'd doubtless insist on it. Ferris didn't fancy being caught red-handed by some of San Francisco's finest.

She wasted precious minutes changing back into Blackheart's burgling clothes. She found an old zippered sweatshirt hanging on the back of the bathroom door. The pocket was large enough to hold the bulky packet of emeralds. In the other she slipped Blackheart's lockpicks and trusty American Express card. Pray God she remembered enough from last night to retrace his steps.

It was with a sinking sense of horror that she realized she'd have to traverse those rooftops once more. Blackheart could have made short work of the service door to the basement of Olivia's building, but Ferris was still a rank amateur. It would take all her concentration and a fair amount of luck to get through the simple locks of the night before. She had no choice but to take the high road. And to hope that she made it in time.

Chapter Twenty-one
"You, again?" It was a different cigarette dangling from the desk clerk's lips, a different shade of fuchsia on those lips, and her unlikely blond hair was up in curlers. But those same hard eyes flitted over Ferris's figure briefly, then went back to the magazine she was reading. Cosmopolitan, Ferris noticed. One hand with red chipped nails pushed the register at her. "Twenty bucks," she said flatly.

She hadn't signed her name Berdahofski in years. For a moment she hesitated, then wrote in bold, black letters. She pulled a twenty out of her wallet and dropped it on the desk. The woman just looked at her, and belatedly Ferris remembered. Another ten floated to settle on top of the twenty, and the woman took it, tossing a key back at her. "He meeting you up there?" she queried in a bored voice.

"Uh... er... yes," she finally managed.

"That'll be another five," the blonde said flatly.

"Another five?"
"For the inconvenience. Not to mention the security problems," she said with a straight face. Another five followed, and the woman nodded. "I gave you the same room, seeing as how you didn't bother to use it last night. This time, sweetie, wait till after to have your fight. And next time bring me back the key," she called after her, as Ferris scurried toward the elevator.

She didn't even bother to open the hotel room door. Getting off on the ninth floor, she headed up the stair way to the roof, the emeralds weighing heavy in her pocket. She felt like she was playing Dungeons and Dragons. Her first obstacle loomed ahead — the locked roof door.

It seemed to take hours. Her hands were slippery with sweat, but she didn't want to bother with the gloves just yet. She concentrated fiercely, poking with the little tools, sweat pouring off her forehead. She broke one, snapping the end off, and she cursed. Just one more try, she kept telling herself grimly as the stubborn lock held. One more, and then I'll give up. One more try.

She almost missed it when it finally worked. The tiny click was almost too good to be true. Reaching up, she turned the greasy knob. It opened with the lightest of touches.

That gave her enough confidence to carry her across the first two roofs. It was better in the daylight, with the blue sky overhead. It gave her something to concentrate on, rather than the inky blackness of certain death below. The ladder between the second and the third building looked more rickety in the daylight, but she reminded herself that it had held both of them last night. It could hold just her slight, shaking weight with no trouble.

It took her three tries to get the grappling hook safely attached to the fourth roof. Each time she yanked it to test its purchase it would clang back at her. When it finally held, she almost wished it hadn't. She had no choice but to go ahead, and the longer she hesitated the worse it would be. She pulled on her gloves, knowing that her sweat-slick hands could easily slide right down that thin nylon rope.

"Hail Mary, full of grace," she muttered under her breath, and swung out between the two buildings.

It was over in a minute. She was lying flat on her stomach on the pebbled roof, the sun-heated asphalt hot beneath her face. The worst was yet to come, and she had to force herself up to face it. But not yet. She needed a brief silent moment to regroup her scattered bravery. Just to the count of sixty, and then she'd move on.

It had looked like the Grand Canyon last night when they'd made their final jump to Olivia's building. This afternoon it was more like the Pacific Ocean. There was no way she was going to make it without Blackheart there to catch her. She was going to tumble down between the buildings, bouncing off the sides and ending in an ignominious, very dead heap on the sidewalk.

If there was any justice in the world, Olivia would be beneath her when she fell. And she'd taken too long as it was — she couldn't stand there and stare at the great chasm waiting to swallow her up. This time she'd take a running leap, and if she didn't make it...

Well, she would make it. She wasn't going to die a tragic death and leave Blackheart to chase after bored socialites. He needed taking in hand, and she was the one to do it. She moved backward, slowly, carefully, until she was a good ten feet from the edge of the roof. And then, before she could think about it any more, she ran and leaped.

"Ooooh, damn! " she cursed in a muffled shriek, as her knee hit the pebbled roof and she sprawled in a graceless bellyflop that knocked the wind out of her. She lay there like a beached whale, struggling for breath, hugging the rooftop like a crazed creature.

Her breath came back in a sickening whoosh. Her knee felt smashed in a hundred places, her gloves tore and her palms were scraped by the rough roof, but she had made it. This time she did kiss the roof, her fingers caressing its rough surface. She'd made it.

Jumping down onto the Summerses' terrace was a piece of cake compared to everything else. Her knee almost gave way as she landed, but she caught on to a wrought-iron chair that held her upright. No sign of life beyond the sliding glass window. No men in blue staring back out at her.

Reaching around in her back pocket, she panicked once again as she came up empty. She didn't find the card until she checked her front pocket for the third time, and by then her nerves were screaming once more. She'd taken Blackheart's American Express card for luck. Her hands were shaking again as she jammed the thin plastic between the two doors. It had looked so easy when Blackheart did it. One little push, and the door had slid open. Why couldn't it be as easy for her?

She jammed again, and the card made an ominous cracking noise. Ferris was mumbling and moaning under her breath, prayers and curses tumbling forth. What had Blackheart told her last night? So many things, and right now they were all jumbled in her panicked brain. Caress it open, he'd said. Treat the lock like a lover. Tease and soothe it.

She pulled the card out, swearing at the splintered end. Reversing it, she gently slipped the undamaged end between the two doors, using the lightest possible touch. Like a lover, she thought with a rueful grin, Blackheart's smiling eyes dancing in her mind. The door clicked open.

The apartment was still and silent, blessedly so. Ferris took a deep breath before stepping inside, her moccasined feet silent on the thick wool carpet. She had made it, in time. Reaching into the sweatshirt pocket, she drew out the plastic-wrapped emeralds and headed for the bedroom.

The door was open, the tape equipment and cameras and stacks of videotapes gone, she noticed with sudden surprise. A desk had been moved in place, with a type writer and a pile of correspondence, everything bright and businesslike. All clean and nice and normal, she thought with a twisted smile. Olivia certainly knew they were coming.

The empty wastebasket was her next shock, and it stopped her for a moment. Of course the tissue box would be gone, along with the trash. And she couldn't very well just dump the plastic bag in there without any covering. It took her a moment to realize it didn't have to be where Olivia had originally left it. Anywhere reasonable would do the trick. The police would be politely thorough if... when... Blackheart prevailed on them to get a search warrant. Olivia would be unlikely to raise more than a token objection, being blissfully secure that the jewels were residing among her nemesis's coffee beans. It would be interesting to see how she planned to turn the tables. Of course she wouldn't get the chance.

Underneath Olivia's silky lingerie would be the best bet. With her fastidious tastes, she wouldn't like strange men pawing through her panties, and she'd dislike even more the thought of someone planting the loot there. Did she know her secret room had been breached last night? Maybe she hoped they'd come across the jewels before they found her lucrative side line.

She would have given anything to be a fly on the wall when they found the jewels. But that was far too risky, just as standing around dithering was. With exquisite care Ferris slipped the bulky jewels beneath the pastel silk lingerie, careful not to disturb the neat piles. This time she had to leave no sign that she'd been there. It had been her own stupid fault that Olivia knew they'd broken in the night before. If she'd just remembered about the damned light none of this would have been necessary.

Her knee and shin were beginning to throb. The sooner she was out of there, the better. It was going to take some time getting down those twenty flights of stairs. And this time she was going to stop and rest if she needed to. Her leg was stiffening up, and there was no longer any need to push it. She'd make her way slowly, carefully down those narrow metal stairs, maybe get a taxi and head out toward Oakland, just in case anyone happened to be watching. In another hour or two she could end up back at Blackheart's and receive the praise and love due her. With a weary sigh, she let the kitchen door shut quietly behind her and headed down the first flight of deserted stairs.

***

"did you see the expression on her face?" Rupert demanded for the third time. "I thought she was going to have a fit." — "Very satisfying," Blackheart drawled in agreement as they climbed the front steps to his apartment an hour and a half later. "What I can't figure out is why she looked so damned surprised. And why she'd moved them from her first hiding place. Hiding the emeralds under her underwear seemed just a bit too obvious for someone like Olivia."

"Her husband certainly thought so," Rupert chortled. "It was just like 'Perry Mason.' The accomplice takes one look and starts ratting on the other. The police couldn't even keep up with him to take notes. I love it, just love it."

"There's still something that doesn't seem quite right about it," Blackheart murmured, punching the elevator button. "I can't get rid of the feeling that something more was going on. Why did Olivia look so surprised, when she'd been so smug beforehand? And why was that room cleared out, if she wasn't expecting the place to be searched?"

"The less you tell me, the better," Rupert warned him. "I don't want to know what you were doing last night."

"Rupert, you're my lawyer," Blackheart drawled, gesturing for the shorter man to precede him into the tiny elevator. "You're allowed to hear privileged information."

"Well, I don't want to. I'm too cheered by how things worked out. Stop raining on my parade, will ya? For once just appreciate that everything worked out and stop trying to find problems. Jeez, you're such a downer, Patrick."

"Sorry," Blackheart murmured, unmoved. "I can't help it." He began unlocking the three locks. If only there was some way he could rid himself of that nagging feeling that something had gone wrong. Over the years he'd learned to rely on an almost mystical instinct, and that instinct was clanging loudly inside him, and had been for hours now. He'd been almost as surprised as Olivia when the jewels turned up. He'd taken one look at that smugly opened inner door and been prepared for the worst.

The apartment was dark and silent when he opened the last lock, and his feeling of foreboding increased. She'd said she'd be there, waiting for him. It was get ting darker — she must have been gone for some time. Where the hell had she gone?

Without betraying his uneasiness, he flicked on the light. "I don't know where Ferris is, but I imagine she'll be back in a while. Do you want to meet us for dinner? I imagine love's young dream will want to be alone."

Rupert laughed. "Kate and Trace were pretty funny, weren't they? He seemed almost glad she'd helped with the robbery. I've never seen so many meaningful glances in my life."

Blackheart shrugged. "They're in love. Trace is the most tolerant man I know — he doesn't give a damn what she did, he only cares about what she's feeling now. I guess he was so busy being her buddy that he didn't realize he was in love with her. And of course, given her earlier standoffishness, he didn't think he had a chance with her. You can tell it's the real thing — the two of them look absolutely ridiculous together."

Rupert snorted. "Ain't love grand?"

Blackheart grinned. A month ago, ten days ago, he would have echoed Rupert's cynicism. But that was be fore Francesca Berdahofski had argued her way into his life. "Yes, it is," he drawled. And then stopped short, as that instinct began clanging loudly inside his head.

"Something wrong, Patrick?" Rupert was quick to — — pick up the sudden tension.

"The apartment's been searched."

"Oh, surely not. It's a little messier than usual, but no one's trashed the place."

"No one had to," he said grimly, taking in the cushions still askew, the desk drawers left haphazardly open. "She had plenty of time to go through it — she didn't need to dump everything on the floor."

"She? Surely you don't think Ferris...?"

Blackheart turned a bleak face to his lawyer and friend. "Of course it was her. I left her here, with a set of keys. Anyone else would have had to break in."

"Think about it, man. Why would she do such a thing? What could she expect to find? She knew the emeralds were at Olivia's. Maybe she was just curious. Women are like that sometimes."

"Simple curiosity wouldn't involve a thorough search like this. And she wouldn't have been so clumsy. I think maybe she wanted to see if I was involved after all. Maybe see if I had some jewels left over from before. Maybe she didn't think it was before, maybe she thought I was still working even if I didn't do the Von Emmerling job. Damn her." His voice was furious.

Rupert stared at him for a long moment. "Listen, Patrick, give her a chance to explain. There may be a perfectly logical reason for this."

"There is. She didn't trust me," he said bitterly, flinging his tired body onto the sofa. "Get me a drink, will you, Rupert? Something strong. And get something for yourself."

Rupert paused, looking at his friend. "Okay," he said finally. "But think about it before you start making accusations. You want me to stay in the kitchen?"

They could both hear the fumbling with the unfamiliar locks. "I don't give a damn," Blackheart said. "Do what you want."

"See you in a while," Rupert said hastily, vanishing into the kitchen as Ferris finally opened the door.

She looked tired, Blackheart thought, feeling not an ounce of pity. She dumped his keys on the hall table and looked up, and the exhaustion on her face vanished, replaced by a look of intense joy as she moved toward him, limping slightly.

"Blackheart, you're back," she cried happily. "What happened? Did..." her voice trailed off, and the joyful look on her face disappeared, leaving a wary expression in its place. He just sat there on the sofa, looking up at her with a cold, bleak expression. "Didn't they arrest Olivia?" she asked.

"They did. Caught red-handed, and Dale started blabbing and nothing could stop him. There'll be no problem. The charges against Trace and me were dropped, and Rupert says Kate will probably get off with a suspended sentence." His voice was clipped and dry.

"Then what's the problem?" Ferris demanded, relief warring with the wariness. "Everything's wonderful. Blackheart, I have to tell you what I did. I — "

"You don't have to tell me," he interrupted in a savage voice. "It's more than clear."

She had started toward him, — but the cold words stopped her. "What is it you think I did, Blackheart?"

If he'd bothered to look at her, he would have recognized the pain and surprise that washed over her face. But he kept his eyes on the skyline. "You searched my apartment. Couldn't quite trust me, could you? Despite all those pretty words, when it came right down to it you had to make absolutely certain that I wasn't still a felon. Didn't you?"

"Didn't I what?" she asked very calmly.

"Didn't you search my apartment?"

"Yes," she said.

"And did you find what you were looking for?"

"Yes," she said again. She stood there for a long moment, not moving. "Good-bye, Blackheart."

He didn't turn his head until he heard the door shut quietly behind her. And then he began to swear, steadily, obscenely. :

Rupert appeared from the kitchen, two dark drinks in his hand. "You got rid of her, I see. Didn't listen to my advice, did you?"

"When I want your advice I'll ask for it and pay for it," Blackheart snapped.

"I do think I ought to mention something to you," Rupert said casually, handing him the drink and sitting down opposite him. "Your kitchen is a mess. She was in a bigger hurry when she got to it. ''

"So?"

"So, there are coffee beans all over the counter and the floor, and the bag that held them is ripped apart."

Blackheart just looked at him. "This is supposed to be edifying? Maybe she didn't like my kind of coffee."

"It wasn't your kind of coffee, Patrick. You drink Sumatran coffee exclusively. This was a bag of Colombian beans." .

He'd finally gotten Blackheart's interest. "I don't like Colombian coffee."

"Exactly."

"And what does your analytical mind tell you, Rupert?" Blackheart was genuinely curious.

"Oh, I wouldn't jump to any conclusions, unlike you who thinks he knows everything. But I will mention that the police noted one curious thing about the emeralds. There was a coffee bean wrapped up in the plastic wrap."

Dead silence filled the room as Blackheart looked at his friend in horrified comprehension. "I'm an idiot!" He slammed his drink down and was at the door two seconds later. There was no sign of her — she was long gone. He turned to look for his keys, and swore again. Sitting there on the hall table were his butchered lock picks and a shredded American Express card. And a key to the Bontemps Hotel.

Chapter Twenty-Two

Blackie greeted her at the door when she let herself in. The apartment had that faintly stale, musty odor places get when they've been closed up for a while. It hadn't been that long since she'd been home, she thought wearily. Only a lifetime ago.

Seaside Surprise wasn't compensation enough for her outraged gray tomcat. The look of contempt in his yellow eyes was unnervingly like Blackheart's, and Ferris hastily rummaged for a tin of people tuna. Blackie gave her a look that said. Don't even try.

"Well, what do you want?" she demanded, harassed. He raised his tail with supercilious grace and she gave in, reaching for the leftover bit of Brie. She wouldn't be entertaining Phillip again, anyway, so there would be no one to begrudge its absence.

Very carefully she stripped off the black denims, dropping them in the middle of the kitchen floor. Her fall had scraped layers of skin off her shin and knee, and the blood had crusted over, sticking to the denim. She moaned softly as she pulled the cloth away, and Blackie looked up from the cheese for a moment, offering a questioning "mrrrow?"

"It's nothing, kid," she murmured, peeling the turtleneck over her head and dropping it on top of the discarded jeans. "Just a battle scar." Clad in her underwear, she limped into the bathroom. For the time being she wasn't going to think about Blackheart, wasn't going to tear her heart out over him. She was going to sink into a hot, soothing bath and soak all the aches and pains out of her bones. And then she was going to eat everything she could find in the house, short of Seaside Surprise. And then maybe she'd feel like thinking about Patrick Blackheart.

***

she was in the kitchen when the doorbell rang. She was clad in a pair of powder-blue ladies' jockey shorts and matching tank top, and for a moment she considered ignoring the summons. If it was Blackheart he could find his own way in there. And she didn't know whether she felt up to facing anyone else. Especially if her afternoon's activities weren't as discreet as she had hoped, and someone had seen her clambering over the rooftops.

The bell rang again, and she reached for her old terry-cloth bathrobe, padding to the front door on bare feet. Peering out the tiny peephole, all she could see was a huge basket of red roses.

"It's me," a tinny voice said. "Mrs. Melton from next door. These were delivered for you earlier today and I took them in."

She controlled the immediate pang of disappointment, hastily opening the door to let the little woman in. "You were out," Mrs. Melton continued, eying Ferris's bathrobe as if she knew full well what lay underneath and disapproved of it heartily. "I told them they could leave them with me, but they ought to be watered."

"Who are they from?" The question was desultory. If they arrived this afternoon they couldn't be from Blackheart, complete with a heartfelt apology.

Mrs. Melton drew herself up to her full height of four feet eleven inches, bristling with outrage. "I haven't the faintest idea, Ms Byrd. I wouldn't think of looking. I'm not a nosy neighbor."

Mrs. Melton was an extremely nosy neighbor, but Ferris let that pass. She was rummaging through the roses, looking for a card, when her neighbor spoke again.

"It's in the back," she said, and blushed. "I didn't read it, I just happened to notice it was there."

Ferris gave her nicest smile. An overwhelming curiosity about one's fellow man surely wasn't the worst trait in the world to possess. The card wasn't sealed, and there was a smudgy fingerprint on it.

The roses had to be from Phillip. But the card was a definite surprise.

"I understand," it read. "Love, always. Phillip."

What did he understand? Mrs. Melton was craning her neck, trying to read the card, but Ferris tucked it back in the envelope. "Do I owe you any money?" she inquired tranquilly.

"What for?" She was still looking forlornly at the card.

"Did you give the messenger a tip?"

Mrs. Melton sniffed. "Of course not. He's paid for delivering things, isn't he?"

Ferris controlled the smile that threatened her. "Of course. Thank you again, Mrs. Melton."

There was nothing the woman could do but leave. Ferris watched her go, refastening the ineffectual locks with an abstracted air. Phillip understood, did he? The note sounded like a farewell. A farewell that was long overdue, but she had expected it was going to be more of an ordeal.

Well, maybe things were improving. She'd send Phillip back his ring, and perhaps that would be the end of it. She only hoped she could remain friends with Regina. She'd always liked Phillip's mother a tiny bit more than Phillip himself. It would grieve her more than she liked to admit to lose that relationship.

Phillip's ring was nowhere to be seen. She searched over every available surface, under the bed, in the drawers, in her pockets. Don't panic, she told herself. //'// turn up. You never lose anything for good. When did you last see it?

The memory wasn't reassuring. She didn't remember seeing it since the night of the Puffin Ball. Had Olivia somehow managed to get her slender, patrician fingers on that, too?

It was late, after midnight, when she gave up and finally headed for bed. She'd been avoiding that room like the plague. It was ridiculous — she'd lived in the apartment for three years, and after one night it had taken on all sorts of unshakable memories.

There was no way she could summon up a great deal of self-pity, she thought with determined fairness. She'd condemned Blackheart without a hearing the moment the theft was discovered. It served her right to have the same lack of trust thrown back in her face.

The red shoes were sitting on top of her dresser. She slipped them on her feet, giving her reflection a wry grin. Powder-blue jockey shorts and red high heels. Too bad Blackheart wasn't here to enjoy it. Hopping down on the bed, she grabbed a pillow and tucked it underneath her as she flicked on the TV. And flicked it right off again. Channel 12 was still running its series of caper movies, and the last thing she was going to do was lie on her big empty bed and watch To Catch a Thief.

She lay there, staring at the sheets for a long moment. They were new, a deep wine color. Blackheart would look beautiful on them.

Damn, there was no way she was going to get him out of her mind. She may as well watch the movie — his memory was going to drift in and out like the Ghost of Christmas Past as it was.

And damn Blackheart. Cary Grant he wasn't, but there was still no way she could lie there and watch and not be inundated with the memory of Blackheart. The sound and smell and feel of his supple flesh, the memory of his laughing eyes and mocking, arousing mouth.

She was lying at the opposite end of the bed, the shiny red shoes on one of the pillows, her head at the foot, watching the television set intently. Hugging the pillow as Cary Grant sank onto the couch with Grace Kelly and the fireworks flashed overhead. She moaned miserably into the sheets. Maybe ice cream would help her forget her sorrows. — "Where did the flowers come from?"

She kept very still, her fingers still clutching the pillow beneath her. Maybe that low, warm voice was a figment of her imagination. Maybe she'd died and gone to heaven. Slowly she lifted her head, to look straight into Blackheart's tawny, rueful eyes.

"From Phillip," she replied breathlessly.

"Did he have anything interesting to say?" Blackheart was determinedly casual. Blackie was reposing in his arms, and one long-fingered hand was stroking the furry gray head.

"I guess he was saying good-bye." She tried to summon a tentative smile. "He beat me to the punch. You can get rid of them, if you want." She held her breath, waiting for his response.

"I already did." Blackie jumped out of his arms then, stalking back toward the living room without a backward glance.

"I'm going to have to find Phillip's engagement ring to send back to him," she said, still not able to gauge Patrick's mood. "I looked everywhere for it, but I couldn't find it."

"Are you accusing me of stealing it?" he asked, and she flinched.

"No, of course not. I wouldn't think—"

"Because I did," he continued smoothly.

"—of accusing you of... You did?"

His smile was entrancing. "Guilty. I couldn't resist. It was just sitting there, abandoned, and my palms started itching."

She stared at him for a long moment. "What did you do with it?"

"Sent it to Phillip. I neglected to mention that it came from me and not you. I didn't think it mattered," he said gently.

"Why did you take it?"

He shrugged. "I guess I can't resist. Every now and then something comes along and all my good intentions go out the window. I really need someone to keep me in line."

"What sort of someone?"

"Well, I'd prefer another cat burglar. Someone who could climb over rooftops with me if the need arose. Someone who could even do it by herself if she had to."

Ferris held her breath. "Wouldn't that be encouraging you?"

"Oh, I don't think so. She could make sure I only broke into places that I had to. Maybe she should be afraid of heights. That way she won't be into doing it at the drop of a hat."

"Sounds logical," she said softly. "Does she need anything else?"

"An American Express card. Mine got mysteriously shredded. I don't know how I'm going to explain it to the company. Not to mention getting certain slightly illegal tools replaced. I suffered a lot of losses today."

"Did you?"

He nodded, moving into the room with his usual cat like grace. "I lost my secretary to my assistant. It looks like they're going to make a match of it."

Ferris grinned. "That's wonderful."

"And my tools of the trade suffered considerable damage," he continued. "I've probably earned the displeasure of Regina Merriam, not to mention half of San Francisco society, for my part in Olivia and Dale Summers's fall from grace."

"I think you're more likely to win appreciation for that one."

"Maybe." He shrugged again, and Ferris suddenly realized that cool, sophisticated Patrick Blackheart, cat burglar extraordinaire, was nervous. Nervous as a cat. "Most people knew about their gambling debts, so I don't think it came as too great a surprise."

"What else did you lose today?"

"The respect of my lawyer, for jumping to conclusions. And I may have lost the woman I love. I'm sorry, Francesca."

Slowly she closed her eyes as relief washed over her. When she opened them, he was staring down at her intently, and she smiled, a tremulous, loving smile. "You haven't lost her," she said. "You haven't even discouraged her a little."

He still didn't cross the last few feet of space. "Trust is a funny thing," he said meditatively. "It's a gift that's given, it's something you earn, and yet it's so damned fragile. And without trust, love isn't worth a damn."

Ferris pulled herself into a sitting position, looking at him intently. "Blackheart," she said steadily, "there's trust and there's trust. I trust you with my heart and my soul and my life. If I find that I can't trust you with other women's jewels, I'm just going to have to accept the fact that I'll be spending a lot of time returning them when you're not looking. At least I'm not with out experience."

Those beautiful hands of his caught her bare shoulders, and he was drawing her slowly up to him, almost into his arms, when a startled look came into his eyes. "What the hell are you wearing, woman? You have the strangest taste in nightclothes."

"You can always take them off me," she murmured, moving the rest of the way. His mouth met hers in an open, searing kiss that weakened her already abused leg. She sank against him, and slowly he lowered her to the bed, following her down. His hands were eager, hurried, but oh, so gentle as they stripped the ridiculous clothes away from her body. Slowly, carefully he loved her, his body tuned to her every need, anticipating them and satisfying them with an almost mystical cleverness that left her reaching, longing, aching, and then blissfully sated.

She lay in his arms, cradled against his warm body. He did look beautiful against the wine-colored sheets, his skin warm and firm and faintly tinged with damp ness.

"I suppose it's only fair to tell you," he murmured against her cloud of hair.

"Tell me what?"

"That I've decided I don't need to replace my tools of the trade."

She lay very still against him, holding her breath. "Why not?"

"I think I've broken into enough places in my misspent life," he drawled. "I held on to the lock picks just in case I wanted to go back to the life. I've realized in the last few days that I never want to go back. My fall and the prison term were only an excuse to put a stop to it."

"Won't you miss the excitement?" She had to ask.

She could feel the smile that creased his face as it rested against her temple. "Not with you around." His lips brushed her damp forehead. "I don't suppose there's any chance of your making a similar sacrifice?"

"Hell, no," she replied lazily. "I intend to keep on breaking into places."

"I wasn't talking about B and E," he said with mock severity. "I was wondering when you felt like facing Francesca Berdahofski."

She bit him, lightly, on the smooth skin of his bony shoulder. "I did, Blackheart. Days ago. If you'd stopped to buzz my apartment, you would have noticed the new name on the mailbox. Ferris Byrd bit the dust the night of the Puffin Ball."

"I'm glad. I have my reputation to consider, after all. I wouldn't want it known that I was consorting with someone living a double life."

She bit him again, a little harder, her mouth nibbling at his warm, enticing skin, and he growled an approving response.

"There's one major problem with all this," he said as his hand reached up to stroke her neck.

"What's that?" She wasn't going to fall for one of his teasing ploys this time. There were no major problems that would stop her.

"If you marry me and change your name, you won't be able to call me Blackheart in that deliciously scathing voice of yours. Not when you share the same name."

She grinned up at him. "Of course I can. You don't think I'd settle for anything as tame as Patrick, do you? You have a wicked, black heart, and your name suits you better than anything your parents might have saddled you with."
"I thought so, too", he said complacently.

"What do you mean?" She was suddenly wary.

"Just that you aren't the only one who changed their name. John Patrick Blackheart is a much more fitting name for a cat burglar than Edwin Bunce."

"Oh, no," she groaned, hiding her face against his smooth silky chest.

"Oh, yes. Still want to marry me?"

She eyed him. "Can I marry Patrick Blackheart? I'll accept Francesca Berdahofski, but Francesca Bunce..."

"Changing my name was one of the few legal moves I made in my formative years," he murmured, kissing her lightly on the nose. "You can be a Blackheart, too, but you'll have to make it legal."

"Whenever you want, Blackheart. I have to warn you, though. I expect I'm out of a job. Phillip won't want his ex-fiancée as an administrative assistant."

"Kate's out of a job, too. I don't suppose you'd be interested in whipping Blackheart, Inc. into shape?"

"Along with Blackheart himself? That might prove very... challenging."

His mouth dropped onto hers, his tongue tracing the soft contours of her lips. "Why don't we start now?" he whispered.

"Because we're coming to the best part of the movie," she murmured limpidly. "And I want to see how Cary Grant manages those rooftops. Professional curiosity, you know. Just because you're giving up a life of crime doesn't mean that I intend to follow suit." Rolling away from him, she grabbed the remote control and turned up the sound.

A moment later the little box was wrenched gently from her hand, the television went blank, and the room was plunged into darkness. "I'll tell you all about it," he drawled. "If you come here."

"Well, it's a tough choice," she said on a low note of laughter. "But I guess they'll rerun the movie."
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