


Toni was tired of playing games with Nick. 

“Why would you deliberately put yourself into the 
middle of a shooting match?” she asked him. 

Nick caught her chin and tilted it up so he could stare 
down into her eyes. She hoped to God he couldn’t see 
what caused the intense burning behind them. “Don’t 
tell me you were worried about me.” 

She jerked her chin free, angry because she had been 
worried, no matter how much she wanted to deny it. 
“Dream on, Manelli.” 

“I will if you will, del Rio.” 

He was referring to her dream of last night, of course. 
She could have slapped him for that remark. She 
couldn’t help it if her subconscious mind was unstable 
enough to conjure up images of him. Of them… 
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To Rick, whose belief in me never wavered, 

even when my own did




Chapter 1 

In the murky, rain-veiled light that spilled into the alley, 
Nick watched. The man who called himself ‘‘Viper’’ 
leaned over, his face alternately beige and bright orange 
in the flickering light of a broken neon sign. Viper 
grunted as he pulled the blade from the dead man’s 
chest. Nick turned up his collar when the rain came 
down colder and harder than before. He was glad of the 
rain. There would be less blood. 

Something moved and Nick gave a quick glance up 
and down the alley, simultaneously lifting the 9 mm au­
tomatic. The gun’s muzzle moved in perfect unison with 
his eyes until he found the source of the sound in an 
overflowing trash bin. Red eyes glowed in a shiny black 
coat for an instant before the rat scurried away. Nick 
relaxed and turned back toward the little man with the 
pinched face and the intimidating nickname. In truth, he 
looked more like a weasel than a snake. ‘‘We can’t have 
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Vinnie ID’ed right away,’’ Nick reminded him. ‘‘You 
know the drill.’’ 

Viper shook his head, but his slicked-back hair didn’t 
move. ‘‘I’ve done my part.’’ He wiped the blade over 
the dead man’s lapel and started to stand. 

Nick worked the action of the Taurus he held, and 
Viper’s head snapped toward him. ‘‘Lou sent me to wit­
ness the hit, not clean up after it. You don’t want to do 
it, either—that’s fine with me. Just let me come along 
when you tell Lou why Vinnie was ID’ed before he was 
stiff.’’ Nick knew his voice was like cold steel. He 
wanted it that way. He pretended great interest in the 
blue-black barrel of his gun while Viper made up his 
mind. 

After a long moment Viper knelt again to begin re­
moving items from the dead man’s pockets, taking the 
ring from his finger, ripping the tags from his clothes. 
He handed these to Nick and bent once more, this time 
intent on rubbing the limp fingertips back and forth over 
rough pavement until no trace of a print remained. Nick 
stuffed the victim’s belongings into a plastic zipper bag 
and pushed it into the pocket of his raincoat. Viper 
pulled a small-caliber revolver from his own coat, held 
it two inches from the dead face and thumbed the ham­
mer back. 

A sound like a gag, or someone choking, made them 
both freeze and turn their heads slowly toward the en­
trance where a woman stood, frozen. For an instant 
Nick’s gaze locked with hers. She stared right at him, 
and there was no doubt in his mind that she was mem­
orizing his every feature, better to describe him to the 
local cops she intended to call. Viper leveled his gun at 
her as she tore her gaze away and whirled to run. 

‘‘No!’’ Nick swung one arm downward, knocking Vi­
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per’s muzzle off target before the other man had a 
chance to pull the trigger. ‘‘Finish this job, dammit. I’ll 
take care of her.’’ He spun and ran for the opposite end 
of the alley. He knew she’d head that way—to the clos­
est place with lights and people. He vaulted the mesh 
fence that blocked the alley at the nearest end and landed 
with a jarring thud on the pavement. He jogged over the 
sidewalk, keeping close to the buildings. 

He stopped when he heard her heels smacking along 
the wet sidewalk and waited to step into her path when 
she came around the corner at breakneck speed. 

She careened into his chest. He felt the heat emanating 
from her, heard her ragged breathing. ‘‘Thank God,’’ she 
said on a noisy exhale. ‘‘Take me to a phone, fast, I—’’ 
She looked up into his eyes and she knew. 

Before she could pull back, he clamped his hands on 
her shoulders. When her full lips parted, Nick said, 
‘‘Scream and you die, lady.’’ She didn’t. She pressed 
her lips tight and swallowed hard. Nick saw her fear. He 
felt it. It surrounded her like a halo of light around a 
candle’s flame. He watched her, ready to react to her 
slightest move. 

She had a mane of wild black curls that hung nearly 
to her waist and glittered with the clinging raindrops 
reflecting the city lights. Her eyes—they looked black, 
too, but he couldn’t be sure in the darkness—were wide 
with fear, but alert and intelligent. She was small, so she 
wouldn’t be hard to handle. The top of her head didn’t 
reach his chin. 

He heard footsteps in the distance, half trot, half shuf­
fle—Viper’s unmistakable gait. If Nick didn’t think of 
something fast, the little bastard would probably put 
them both on ice. He held the gun under her nose, so 
she could get a good look. She refused to glance down. 
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She stared up at him instead, her eyes still afraid but 
defiant. He could see the wheels turning behind those 
eyes. It surprised him to realize that he knew what she 
was thinking. She was weighing the odds, waiting for a 
chance. She’d bolt at the first opportunity and then she’d 
end up dead. 

‘‘Listen to me and listen good.’’ Nick used his best 
street voice and most intimidating tone. ‘‘The guy you 
hear coming is a killer—a pro. When he gets here he’s 
gonna make you his next job, then he’s gonna do the 
same for me ‘cause I didn’t off you myself. Now, you 
have one chance to live beyond the next few minutes. 
You wanna see tomorrow, you do what I say, to the 
letter. You got it?’’ 

She didn’t acknowledge the question in the slightest, 
but just kept watching him with those unbelievably huge, 
liquid eyes. He blinked and made himself continue. 
‘‘When I let you go, turn around and run. I’m gonna fire 
one shot, and you’re gonna hit the pavement and play 
dead for all you’re worth.’’ 

Viper’s footsteps drew nearer. Her gaze flicked away 
from his to glance back over her shoulder. She looked 
up at him again, a little of the defiance gone. ‘‘What if 
I don’t?’’ The words sounded as if they were forced 
through a space too small for them. 

‘‘If you don’t, lady, then the second shot will be for 
real.’’ He let the words fall heavily between them, saw 
her go a shade paler. She nodded once. 

Nick drew a steadying breath, released her shoulders 
and stepped aside to let her go by him. ‘‘Go.’’ 

She ran from him. Nick waited to be sure Viper had 
a good view, then raised the gun, aiming well over her 
head. He closed his finger on the trigger. He never re­
alized he’d been holding his breath until she went down 
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and he released it all at once. She lay still, facedown on 
the sidewalk some forty feet away. Viper reached him a 
second later. 

‘‘You get her?’’ 
Lights came on in apartment windows. Nick had no 

doubt that someone was dialing 911. ‘‘You got eyes. 
How could I miss?’’ 

Viper looked toward the girl and started forward. 
‘‘Damn, that broad looked familiar.’’ 

‘‘Where’s Vinnie?’’ Nick’s barked question stopped 
the other man in his tracks. 

‘‘In my trunk.’’ 
‘‘Get him the hell outta here. This place will be crawl­

ing with cops any minute.’’ Viper looked toward her 
again, and Nick saw the doubt in his eyes. Viper needed 
more convincing. Nick dug into his pocket and emerged 
with his keys. He tossed them to the smaller man. ‘‘My 
car’s around the corner. Get it over here.’’ 

‘‘What do I look like, a damn parking attendant?’’ 
A head poked from a window above, then ducked 

back inside. The window closed with a bang. Viper mut­
tered a curse and dashed around the corner, moving un­
evenly but quickly. Within two minutes he brought 
Nick’s car to a screeching halt at the curb. Nick was 
already bending over her. He rolled her onto her back, 
and she went like a wet rag. Perfectly limp. She was 
putting on one hell of a show. He grabbed her under the 
arms and pulled her up and over his shoulder. He 
wrapped one arm firmly around her thighs to hold her 
there and turned toward the car. 

Her hands dangled loosely against his back. Her legs 
felt cold beneath his hand. Stupid woman, he thought, 
walking around in a skirt on a night like this. ‘‘Pop the 
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trunk, Viper.’’ His thumb inadvertently touched the gar­
ter that held up her stocking. Nick’s mouth went dry. 

He moved to the rear of the car as Viper hit the button 
inside and the trunk slowly lifted. He dumped her un­
ceremoniously inside, hard enough so Viper could feel 
the car sink with her weight. He checked to be sure all 
of her was in, then slammed the trunk hard. Viper got 
out of the car, and Nick hurried to slide behind the 
wheel. ‘‘Where you dumpin’ Vinnie?’’ 

‘‘East River,’’ Viper answered quickly. He was ner­
vous now. A faint siren came wailing from somewhere, 
and his eyes danced in their sockets. 

‘‘I’ll take her somewhere else. We don’t want any 
connections,’’ Nick said. ‘‘Let’s go.’’ 

Viper nodded and hurried into the darkness like a 
cockroach when the lights come on. 

Nick managed to avoid the police, taking side streets 
until he was certain he hadn’t been followed. He pulled 
to the curb on an empty street, between a crumbling, 
condemned heap and a weedy vacant lot. Most of the 
streetlights had been shot out or demolished with stones. 
He thumbed the trunk latch button and ran to the rear 
of the car as it lifted. 

The rain fell harder. He tightened the belt of his rain­
coat and leaned inside. The only light was the tiny bulb 
that came on whenever the trunk was opened. ‘‘Come 
on out,’’ he said softly, glancing around once more to 
be sure he wasn’t being watched. She didn’t move. He 
leaned lower, frowning. ‘‘Lady, you can cut the act 
now.’’ He pushed at her shoulder with one hand. She 
remained as she was, a small, unmoving bundle. Nick’s 
blood slowed to a stop in his veins. Could he possibly 
have— 

‘‘Oh, hell...’’ He gripped her shoulders and shook her 
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gently. When she still didn’t respond, he found himself 
frantically pushing the damp, tangled masses of hair 
away from her face in search of an exit wound or a trace 
of blood. He bent so close to her, he could smell her 
perfume. It wrapped around his mind and tugged. He 
saw the tiny beads of moisture clinging to her face. 

When her feet suddenly slammed into his solar plexus 
it was like an explosion. He stumbled back, pain shoot­
ing outward in every direction from his middle. He dou­
bled over, struggling to draw a breath, and so far failing. 
When he finally blinked enough moisture from his eyes 
to see straight and managed to unbend himself and ac­
tually inhale, he glimpsed her running like hell in the 
direction they’d come from. He swore violently and 
dove back into the car, pulling it around in a noisy 
doughnut and slamming the accelerator to the floor. The 
car overtook her in seconds, but she veered into the lot. 
Nick pulled over, got out and sprinted after her. 

His legs were longer, more powerful, but God, she 
could run. Her feet flew and her hair billowed behind 
her. She’d kicked off her shoes somewhere along the 
way. The lot was thick with tall grasses and weeds, and 
Nick’s legs were soon soaked to the skin. His shoes were 
so wet it was hard to keep from slipping. Still, he gained 
on her. 

With one final burst he leapt on her, taking her to the 
ground in a tackle that was brutal. He came down on 
top of her and in two quick movements he rolled her 
over and clasped her wrists in one hand. He held them 
to the ground over her head. She struggled, and he 
dropped his body on top of hers, stilling her instantly. 
‘‘You try that again and I’ll tie you up so tight you’ll 
be lucky if you can breathe. You reading me?’’ 

Her eyes flashed anger at him, and her breath came 
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in shuddering gasps. ‘‘I’m supposed to come along 
peacefully, is that it? You want me to load the gun for 
you, too, before you blow my head off?’’ 

It was the most she’d spoken to him, and Nick was 
surprised that her voice was deep and sultry, not soft and 
high-pitched as he would have expected from someone 
her size. She had a voice like Hepburn or Bacall. A voice 
that—a voice that distracted him from the matter at hand, 
dammit. ‘‘If I’d wanted you dead, you’d be playing a 
harp by now,’’ he ground out, irritated. His grip on her 
wrists tightened when she tried to pull them free. Her 
breath was warm on his face in contrast to the chill 
breeze. 

She twisted beneath him, trying to wriggle out from 
under him—a futile attempt. He pressed himself harder 
against her, his chest jammed so firmly into hers that 
each shaky breath she drew lifted him. He knew he must 
be hurting her. 

When she saw that her struggling was useless, she 
stopped. He eased the pressure of his body on hers. 
‘‘What are you going to do with me?’’ she finally asked. 

‘‘Keep you quiet about what you saw in that alley 
tonight. That’s all.’’ 

‘‘That’s all,’’ she mocked. ‘‘You might as well shoot 
me and get it over with, then. You can’t lie on top of 
me forever.’’ The venom in her voice was real, and he 
was shocked she could do more than cower in fear and 
swear she’d never utter a word if he’d only let her go. 

‘‘You’ve got a smart mouth on you, lady. I don’t need 
to keep you quiet forever. Just for a few days.’’ His 
common sense whispered that it would likely be closer 
to a few weeks, but he ignored it. What she didn’t know 
wouldn’t hurt her—or him. 

She seemed to absorb what he’d said and turn it over 
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in her mind. A little more fear came into her eyes. ‘‘How 
do you plan to do that?’’ 

It hit him then that, tough as she came off, she was 
probably more afraid of him than she’d ever been of 
anyone in her life. He eased his grip on her wrists and 
moved off her to let her sit up. He never let go of her 
hands, though, and he kept her feet in sight at all times. 
Her question was one he’d been trying to answer since 
he’d first seen her near the alley. No matter how he 
figured it, there was only one solution. He stood and 
pulled her to her feet. ‘‘Come on.’’ 

When he tugged on her, she resisted. Her bare feet 
braced in the wet grass, she refused to move a step. He 
turned to look at her. She squared her shoulders and met 
his gaze. ‘‘No.’’ 

His brows shot up as she surprised him yet again. 
‘‘What do you mean, ‘no’?’’ 

‘‘Do what you have to, mister, but don’t ask me to 
make it any easier.’’ 

Nick shook his head, unable to understand her train 
of thought. He pulled the automatic from beneath his 
coat, intending to persuade her to be a little more co­
operative. When he looked at her again he saw her swal­
low, stand straighter and close those huge dark eyes. Her 
lashes brushed her cheeks. She looked like a proud 
Gypsy princess about to be sacrificed for the good of 
her people or something. Her voice only shook a little. 
‘‘Not in the face, okay?’’ 

‘‘What?’’ 
‘‘It will be easier on my mother...when she has to...’’  

She broke off and opened her eyes again. They shim­
mered. ‘‘Just consider it a...last request.’’ She blinked 
and met his gaze squarely. ‘‘Could we get this over 
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with? I never thought I’d go out bawling, but if you drag 
it out much longer, I—’’ 

‘‘Hell!’’ He thrust the gun back into the shoulder hol­
ster and grabbed her again. ‘‘Will you get his through 
that thick skull of yours? I am not going to kill you. You 
have trouble with English or something?’’ 

Eyes flashing wider, she exploded in a burst of Span­
ish, none of which he understood. He supposed he could 
probably guess at most of it, though. He hadn’t meant 
his remark as a racial slur. He hadn’t realized her Gypsy-
like looks were due to a Hispanic bloodline until this 
moment. Did her exotic beauty come from her mother 
or her father? he wondered, then he wondered what dif­
ference it made. 

Her stream of insults ended. She drew a breath and 
whispered, ‘‘I speak English better than you do, you 
overgrown thug. I was born ten miles from here. My 
mother teaches English lit—’’ She bit her lips as if to 
stop herself. That aroused his curiosity. 

‘‘Go on. Where does she teach?’’ 
She averted her gaze. ‘‘What are you going to do with 

me?’’ 
So she wasn’t talking. All right. He could find out 

anything he wanted to know in less time than she would 
believe possible. ‘‘I’m taking you home with me.’’ He 
said it slowly, watching her face. 

She looked up fast, her shock in her eyes. ‘‘You’re 
kidnapping me.’’ 

Toni shivered. She was soaked, she was barefoot and 
she was mad as hell. How dare the bastard make a re­
mark like that when he was constantly sprinkling his 
speech with ‘‘gonna’’ and ‘‘wanna’’? Her father may 
have been Puerto Rican, but he’d also been one of the 
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finest surgeons at Saint Mary’s. Her mother—as she’d 
very nearly blurted—taught English literature at NYU. 
Toni had grown up hearing both languages, and she 
spoke both fluently and flawlessly. Her English had no 
trace of an accent, nor did her Spanish. She was proud 
of her parents. The past had taught her that nothing was 
more dangerous than an ignorant bigot. 

Unless it was being kidnapped in the middle of the 
night by a hit man. She shook her head slowly as she 
walked with him back toward the car. Months of lurking 
around courtrooms and reputed mob hangouts had given 
her a lot to work with. Nothing, though, had prepared 
her for this. When she’d followed Vincent Pascorelli 
from the jail, she’d expected to see him meet with one 
of Taranto’s men, maybe even Fat Lou himself. She 
hadn’t expected to get a front-row seat at a contract kill­
ing. 

She glanced again at her captor. His London Fog 
trench coat hung open, and his tailored three-piece suit 
was soaked—ruined, she hoped. At least he still had his 
shoes on. If he hadn’t been so damn big, she might have 
managed to get away from him. She supposed she’d 
have to make the best of it until she had another oppor­
tunity. She was beginning to believe he wasn’t going to 
kill her. It made no sense, but he’d have done it by now 
if he were going to. 

Her foot came down on something sharp, and she 
winced. The only things between her sensitive feet and 
the littered ground were the remnants of her stockings— 
not exactly prime footwear. She lifted her foot, jerked 
her hand from his and ran her fingers over the arch. No 
cut. She supposed she’d live. He watched her, his dark 
brows drawn together over his narrowed eyes, as she put 
her foot down again. 
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The next thing she knew, he scooped her up into his 
arms and carried her. When she tried to fight him, his 
powerful arms tightened and she gave it up. The guy 
was just too big. She sat still and grated her teeth. His 
jaw was set, she noticed. Did he find this as distasteful 
as she did, then? He carried her as if she weighed no 
more than that gun of his. She wished she was eighty 
pounds overweight. She wished carrying her would give 
him a hernia. 

This close he wasn’t as frightening. Big, yes, but that 
hardness to his face was only in the expression. He’d 
lose the hardened-criminal look the minute he smiled, 
she thought. She could see the shadow of a beard dark­
ening his jaw. As they moved past the glow of the car’s 
headlights, she saw his thick lips and the cleft in the 
center of the upper one, which gave it a sensual shape— 
when he wasn’t snarling. He wasn’t so mean, she told 
herself. He wasn’t half as scary as he probably thought 
he was. He could’ve killed her. He hadn’t. He could’ve 
roughed her up, slapped her around until she was ready 
to do whatever he said. He hadn’t. Hell, he couldn’t even 
make her walk barefoot over a lot of broken glass and 
litter. 

When he dropped her onto the passenger seat, 
slammed her door and started around to his side of the 
car, she thought about yanking the door open and run­
ning again. He must’ve seen it in her face, because he 
tapped the window with the gun barrel and shook his 
head. In another second he was behind the wheel. 

He drove fast, but not recklessly, away from the city. 
The headlights barely cut a path through the pouring 
rain. She watched him often. He didn’t look her way at 
all. 

He’d driven in silence for forty-five minutes before 
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she drummed up the nerve to ask, ‘‘Where do you live? 
Tibet?’’ 

His brows went up, and he glanced at her briefly be­
fore returning his attention to the highway. ‘‘It isn’t 
much farther.’’ 

He took the next exit, and they spent ten minutes ne­
gotiating side roads before finally pulling up to a tall 
iron gate. He took a remote control from the dash and 
thumbed a button. The gate swung open and they drove 
through. It closed smoothly behind them. The house that 
loomed ahead was a fieldstone monstrosity. It towered, 
three stories of it, and all of them the color of mud. 

He thumbed another button when they drew near, and 
an overhead door rose. The headlights pierced the black 
interior of the garage. He pulled the car in, shut it off 
and closed the door. They sat in total darkness. ‘‘Don’t 
go nuts on me,’’ he said, his voice very low, as if he 
thought someone might be listening. ‘‘This is for your 
own good.’’ 

She stiffened in anticipation, but he had her wrists 
quickly imprisoned in one huge hand. His other hand 
smoothed something sticky over her mouth. Tape! She 
heard his door open. He pulled her across the seat to get 
out the same side he had. He kept hold of her wrists and 
managed to stay far enough ahead of her to avoid her 
attempts at kicking him. A lot of good it would’ve done, 
she thought miserably. She was barefoot. 

He hauled her forward, flung open a door and drew 
her through it. She was in a kitchen, dim but not dark. 
The impression she had was of shiny copper and chrome. 
He tugged her through another door and along a hallway. 
She glimpsed a huge formal dining room to the left, and 
what might be a library to the right. He moved too 
quickly, his long legs eating up the distance as she stum­
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bled in his wake. Another doorway, and she would have 
gasped if she could, at the living room. A marble-topped 
bar with crystal glasses suspended upside-down from a 
rack above it. Brass-legged coffee tables and end tables 
with glass surfaces. White marble sculptures stood on 
every one of them: a rearing stallion, a Bengal tiger, Pan 
with his pipes. The ceilings were stucco, and there was 
a chandelier with crystal droplets turning slowly. Money, 
the place seemed to say. Not in a whisper, but loud and 
clear. 

He pulled her at a frantic pace over the plush carpet 
that felt like heaven to her frozen, bruised feet. She saw 
a foyer beyond a mammoth archway and what she took 
to be the front entrance. She paused for a moment, 
frowning, her body jerking forward again when he 
yanked her hands. She’d caught an unnatural glimmer 
from the left eye of the bear’s head mounted on one 
wall. It caught her attention immediately, and when she 
looked at it, she realized that the two eyes didn’t quite 
match. Because one of them concealed the lens of a 
video camera. She’d been at this game too long not to 
spot surveillance devices as obvious as that one. The 
question was, who did the big lug want to watch? Or 
was someone watching him? Did he even know the thing 
was there? 

Her pondering was cut short when they came to a 
broad staircase and he pulled her up it behind him. At 
the top they veered down a hall and mounted still an­
other staircase, this one steep and narrow. At the top of 
that, another hall, nearly pitch-dark, and through a door­
way into what might have been a study. There was a 
desk silhouetted in the darkness. Other shapes loomed, 
but she didn’t have time to identify them. He drew her 
right up to a bookcase at the far end of the room and he 
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did something to it. Suddenly it swung inward just like 
a door. She felt her eyes widen in fear. Gangsters and 
hit men she could deal with. Not secret passages in 
creepy old houses, though. No way. She braced her feet 
and resisted, but he pulled her hard and she stumbled 
through into total blackness. The bookcase door closed. 

What was this? Was she in some cobwebbed and rat-
infested partition between the walls? Was he going to 
entomb her here and leave her to die where no one could 
hear her screams? God, this was like something Poe 
might have written. He dropped her hands and moved 
away from her, and she shot forward, simultaneously 
ripping the tape from her mouth, regardless of the sting. 
She grabbed for his arm, and when she touched it with 
her groping hand, she clung. ‘‘Don’t leave me in here. 
You can’t...’’  

She stopped when she heard the soft click and the 
room was flooded with light. She blinked and saw that 
she’d been acting like an idiot. She released his arm and 
looked around. This was a compact living room, with a 
small camelback sofa and a couple of chairs in a soft 
fawn brown, a carpet a shade lighter, a stereo system on 
a shelf near one wall and a good-sized television beside 
it. Off to her right was a tiny kitchenette. To her left 
was an open door, beyond which she saw a king-size 
bed. 

She heard his deep sigh when he crossed to the sofa, 
no longer concerned about her getting away, it seemed. 
He sunk down as if exhausted and leaned his head back. 
His hair was no longer combed down gangster style. The 
rain, combined with wrestling her so many times in the 
past hour, had it curling over his forehead as crazily as 
her own. It was dark brown, like sable, and still damp. 
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She studied him, her fear nearly drowned out by her 
boundless curiosity. ‘‘What kind of a setup is this?’’ 

‘‘What’s your name?’’ he asked as if he hadn’t heard 
her question. 

She hugged herself as a full-body shudder raced 
through her. She hesitated over that question. If he knew 
who she was, he’d change his mind about keeping her 
alive in a hurry. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to tell him her 
true name. 

‘‘Antonia Veronica Rosa del Rio.’’ She pronounced 
it with the smooth Spanish accent she used when she 
wanted to impress someone...or  confuse someone. As 
far as recognition went, she knew there would be none. 
It was a far cry from her pseudonym, Toni Rio. 

His stern expression changed. He seemed amused. 
The hard lines in his face eased, and his lips curved 
upward at the corners. ‘‘I guess I don’t need to ask if 
you’re making it up.’’ He tipped his head back and re­
garded the ceiling. ‘‘Antonia Veronica Rosa del Rio,’’ 
he mused. ‘‘What do your friends call you?’’ 

‘‘Irrelevant, since you’re no friend of mine.’’ 
His head came down, and he fixed her to the spot with 

deep brown eyes. In this light she could see the tiger 
stripes surrounding his pupils. ‘‘Glad you realize it, An­
tonia.’’ He watched her for a minute longer. ‘‘You’re 
shivering,’’ he said at length. He nodded toward the bed­
room door. ‘‘Bathroom’s through there. I’d suggest a hot 
bath and some sleep. You can use one of my robes.’’ 

‘‘¡Que cara!’’ 
His brows went up. ‘‘Problem?’’ 
‘‘I’d sooner stay wet, than—than...’’ She was shaking 

harder now, and it wasn’t entirely from the cold. He was 
big. Not big like some guys were big; this guy was big 
like Schwarzenegger. When he started talking about 
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baths and sleeping and her wearing his robe...well, 
maybe she was a little more afraid of him than she’d 
thought. After all, they were alone here. They were iso­
lated, cut off from the world. 

He stood slowly, and came closer until he was only 
inches from her. He towered over her, making her feel 
as small as a child. Her pride wouldn’t let her back 
down. Her gaze stayed on the tie he’d yanked loose. Her 
lungs slowly filled with his scent and that of the rain on 
his body. 

‘‘Look at me, Antonia.’’ She did. She didn’t like look­
ing into those eyes from such a small distance, so she 
tried focusing on the lips. The sensual curl of them made 
them more disturbing. ‘‘If you don’t get out of those wet 
clothes,’’ he told her, ‘‘you are likely to catch pneu­
monia. I’m not in any position to take you to a hospital, 
so I can’t allow that to happen. Now, are you going to 
take them off, or am I?’’ 

She tried to swallow and couldn’t. She wanted to 
move away from him, but her feet seemed to have grown 
to the floor. He took her inaction for defiance. She knew 
it when he shrugged as if it made no difference to him 
and reached up to release the top button of her blouse. 
She drew a calming breath and told herself to move. He 
released the second button. At the third, his fingertips 
brushed over the mound of her breasts, deliberately, she 
was certain. The way he slowed his movements, made 
them a caress, was a dead giveaway. The contact 
shocked her out of her momentary paralysis. She balled 
up one hand, drew back and let him have a left hook he 
wouldn’t soon forget. When he rocked from the impact, 
she whirled and ran into the bedroom, slamming the 
door and leaning back against it. She was certain he’d 
come after her, and God only knew what he’d do. 



Chapter 2 

Nick stared at the door, rubbing his jaw. She’d sur­
prised him more than she’d hurt him. A grudging smile 
tugged at the corners of his lips, and he shook his head 
slowly. Damned if he’d come across many men who’d 
slug a guy his size—let alone one who happened to be 
packing a 9 mm automatic. This mite of a woman didn’t 
hesitate. She was gutsy; there was no denying it. 

At least he’d managed to figure out what she reacted 
to. He’d been worried for a while. His gun hadn’t 
seemed to intimidate her, or his size, or his best street-
thug imitation. When he touched her, though, that was 
a whole other story. When he’d trailed the backs of his 
fingers over her breast, she’d gone three shades whiter. 
Her pupils had dilated until her irises vanished. Then 
she’d decked him. So he’d learned two valuable methods 
of dealing with his little Gypsy. He could intimidate her 
with sexual innuendo, and he’d better duck whenever he 
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found it necessary to do so—because it scared her. He 
didn’t imagine there were many things that did. 

Nick tore his gaze from the door and glanced around 
the room. She’d be safe here, and no threat to his cover. 
He unplugged the phone, wound the cord around it and 
tucked it under the couch. He’d take it downstairs later, 
while she slept. He double-checked the door—the only 
way out of this hidden apartment. It could only be 
opened by pressing the right combination of numbered 
buttons on the panel beside it. A light would flash and 
an alarm would sound if anyone tampered with the lock, 
so there was no chance of her getting away. 

He felt a momentary pang, but he forced it aside. It 
wasn’t difficult. What he was doing was far too impor­
tant to put it at risk just for one woman. So she’d be 
scared for a while. So her family would go nuts worrying 
about her. So what? Kids were dying every day, and Lou 
Taranto was as responsible for that as if he were choking 
the life out of them with his own fat hands. Nick’s own 
brother...  No.  He  wouldn’t think about Danny—not 
now. 

Too late, a voice whispered from within, and the 
memories crashed over his mind like a flash flood. 

Nick squeezed the limp hand tighter, as though he 
could squeeze the life back into it. ‘‘Don’t die on me, 
man. You’re all I got, Danny, hold on. Hold on for your 
kid brother.’’ 

Blue eyes opened, but they were filmy—glazed. 
‘‘S-sorry, Nicky...let  you  down...you  kep’ tellin’ me...  
poison, man...poison.’’ 

Sirens screamed nearer, louder, until they tore Nick’s 
brain apart with their noise. The wind blew like frozen 
death into the condemned, rat-infested heap the Cobras 
called their own. No one who stood there now wore the 
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colors. Danny’s ‘‘brothers’’ had run off, and left him 
there to die alone. Nick didn’t know what kind of gar­
bage Danny had OD’ed on, but he knew where it had 
come from. He reached down to brush an auburn tangle 
from Danny’s forehead. Danny had all the Irish blood 
in him, from their mother. Fiona had walked out two 
years ago—just left. They didn’t need her, though. They 
had each other. Nick was the image of their father, but 
he didn’t want to be. A. J. Manelli was doing eight to 
fifteen in Attica. They didn’t need him, either. 

‘‘Help’s here, Danny. You hear me?’’ There were 
voices and thundering feet now. Flashing lights bathed 
the still face in color. Red and blue. The cops were here, 
too, then. Nick felt the dampness on his cheeks and 
swiped it away. ‘‘They’re here, Dann-o. It’s gonna be 
okay. You’ll be fine—home in time for your eighteenth. 
We’ll party like we planned. It’s gonna be okay.’’ 

Only it wasn’t. 
Nick shook himself free of the rage he’d felt in the 

months following Danny’s death. He’d blamed the gang, 
but he’d only been sixteen then. Street smart but naive. 
Those kids, he learned later, had been just like Danny. 
Young, cocky, following the pack. It was the filth re­
sponsible for bringing the drugs into the country—into 
the streets—who ought to pay. 

‘‘And pay he will,’’ Nick muttered. ‘‘If it causes an 
inconvenience to one sloe-eyed spitfire, well that’s just 
too damn bad.’’ 

He realized that water was running into the tub. She 
was going to take that hot bath he’d suggested. He 
frowned. He hadn’t expected her to comply quite so eas­
ily. Maybe he’d scared her more than he thought. He 
told himself that was a good thing. She’d be more co­
operative, and a hell of a lot less trouble, if she were 
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afraid of him. God help him if she ever got it in her head 
that he was all bark and no bite. She was cocky enough 
as it was. She wouldn’t be, though, if she had a clue 
about how much trouble she was in. Nobody—nobody— 
eyeballed Viper and lived to tell. That Lou Taranto had 
trusted Nick enough to send him along on one of Viper’s 
hits was the best thing that had happened since Nick had 
come in. To think it had all nearly gone to hell because 
some dusky Latin beauty happened to be in the wrong 
place at the wrong time! 

Nick’s stomach growled, and he glanced at his watch. 
Midnight, and he hadn’t had a bite since lunch. He won­
dered briefly whether she’d had dinner tonight. He shook 
his head and shrugged. It didn’t matter to him if she was 
hungry or not. 

The water gurgling and splashing into the bathtub 
covered any noise she might have made scrounging for 
items she could use to defend herself, if it came to that. 
She’d found nothing. Not a can of hair spray—he ob­
viously wasn’t the hair-spray type—or even a razor 
blade. The jerk used an electric one. It lay beside the 
basin, still dusted in tiny black hairs. 

She stared at the shaver and frowned. Why in the 
world would he have shaved in here this morning? Third 
floor, hidden-away apartment tucked behind a wall in a 
mansion fit for a king. Why use this bathroom? She pon­
dered if for a long moment, then had to hurry to shut 
off the water. The tub was nearly brimming. 

Steam curled from the surface, and she had to admit 
it was tempting. There wasn’t a muscle on her person 
that didn’t ache from running, struggling with him or 
riding in his trunk. She was chilled to the bone, and her 
feet hurt. She regarded the bathroom door, its lock and 
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its keyhole. She had no doubt he had a key. She’d been 
in here quite some time already, and he hadn’t bothered 
her yet. 

The robe that hung from the hook on the door was 
black velour. It probably came to his knees, but on her 
it would hover around her ankles. Still, it looked plush 
and inviting. Biting her lip, she turned the lock. She took 
a big towel from the pile in the closet and placed it 
within easy reach. At least she’d have something to 
cover up with if he decided to come barging in. She 
peeled off her wet blouse, shimmied out of her skirt and 
stockings. She exhaled as she sunk into the soothing 
heat. 

The warmth seeped into her, easing her knotted mus­
cles and chasing the chill away. She leaned her head 
back. She’d needed this, she realized as her eyes closed. 
Time to calm herself, assess her situation and begin to 
plan. 

‘‘I’m being held prisoner by a hit man,’’ she mused 
very softly in case her overgrown ruffian was listening. 
‘‘So obviously my first priority is staying alive. Ranks 
right up there with finding a way to escape.’’ 

She sunk until her head was submerged, soaking her 
hair. When she resurfaced she reached for the bottle of 
shampoo. It wasn’t a new bottle, as you’d be likely to 
find in a seldom-used guest room. It was half-empty. She 
allowed that information to take up residence in her 
brain for possible future use. 

‘‘The question is, do I really want to escape? When 
am I going to get this close to the mob again? This is a 
research opportunity like nothing I’ve ever had.’’ 

Her last tell-all book, sold under the guise of fiction, 
had blown the whistle on several key members of a Co­
lombian drug cartel. Government officials who, for one 
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reason or another, had been dragging their feet on the 
investigation had been forced to act. Her sources for the 
book had all been genuine, her information checked to 
the last detail. She’d changed the names of the players 
but she’d made sure the people who mattered could 
guess the true identities. Of course, the story revolved 
around ex-KGB operative turned American agent, Ka­
trina Chekov. All her books revolved around Katrina. 
The last two had hit bestseller lists nationwide. 

‘‘And this one will be the topper,’’ she mused aloud. 
‘‘Katrina infiltrates the Taranto crime family.’’ She al­
most laughed. If Mr. Macho out there had any idea it 
was Toni Rio soaking in his tub, he’d probably have a 
stroke. Rumors about the subject matter of her next book 
were rampant, and the mob was getting nervous. Luckily 
Toni had always protected her identity. She accepted 
telephone interviews only, and everything else was han­
dled through her agent. If her face became familiar, 
she’d never be able to move in the right circles and get 
the information she needed to make her books authentic. 
In a way, she was Katrina. 

She shook her head. She’d like to be Katrina. Katrina 
had the courage to do things Toni could never do. While 
Toni snooped and eavesdropped behind the scenes, Ka­
trina stormed the front gates and faced whatever was 
behind them. While Toni dreamed of finding the perfect 
man and having a home and a family, Katrina dressed 
in slinky gowns and seduced dangerous rogues. Katrina 
had all the courage Toni lacked. If Katrina had been 
Tito’s daughter, she would never have watched in 
stunned silence as her father was slowly destroyed. 
She’d have done something about it. 

Toni blinked her guilt away and rinsed the soap from 
her hair and face. It had trickled into her eyes and it 
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burned. She ignored the impulse to rehash it all and relist 
all the things she should have done and failed to do. It 
was too late for that. 

She needed to concentrate now on the matter at hand. 
Being who she was and what she was, she probably 
ought to stay and consider this a golden opportunity. She 
swallowed hard and thought again about the man in the 
next room. She was afraid. Hiding fear was something 
at which she’d become adept, but she felt it as much as 
anyone else. Maybe more so. She wished, not for the 
first time, that she had a fraction of Katrina’s pluck. 

She rinsed her hair again, just for good measure. It 
was so long and thick it required extra care. She leaned 
back against the cool porcelain to think. It didn’t look 
as if she could get out of here at the moment. She would 
escape at the first opportunity, though. She couldn’t 
write the book if she were dumped off a bridge some­
where. Even if the giant in the other room had decided 
to let her live, that could change in a heartbeat if he ever 
found out who she was. So, while there might be a good 
measure of cowardice in her decision, there was at least 
an equal measure of practicality. 

In the meantime, she decided, there was no reason not 
to keep her eyes and ears alert. As long as she was stuck 
here, she might as well get something out of it. And she 
couldn’t do that by cowering in a corner and shaking 
like a wet dog. 

When the water began to cool, she stepped out, patted 
herself dry and pulled on the oversize robe. The sleeves 
were too long, and she had to keep pushing them up 
while she rinsed her underwear in the basin. The stock­
ings were beyond help. She was arranging her panties 
on the towel rack to dry when he knocked on the door. 
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She only glanced toward it and scowled, but he thumped 
again. 

‘‘Antonia? Did you drown yourself in there?’’ 
She lip-synced his words back at him and hopped onto 

the counter to wait. It would be a good idea to know for 
certain if he had a key to this room. She heard him swear 
and move away after he pounded once more. Seconds 
later he returned and maneuvered a key into the lock. 
He flung the door open, saw her sitting there and 
frowned. 

Toni tried not to show her disappointment. She tossed 
her wet hair over her shoulder, slid down to the floor 
and moved past him. He was behind her a second later. 
His hand touched her elbow, and she resisted the urge 
to pull it away. There was no sense in letting him see 
how intimidated she was by his touch—how it reminded 
her of his size and strength. He propelled her into the 
kitchenette, where a pedestal table held two plates of 
food. He waved to one of them, and warning prickles 
raced one another up her spine. 

Steak oozed juices and columns of delicious steam. 
Plump baked potatoes rested beside the meat, and small 
dishes overflowing with leafy green salad completed his 
offering. He moved to the refrigerator and stood in front 
of it, holding the door open. ‘‘I have Italian, ranch or 
Catalina.’’ 

Right. And he expected her to buy into this? 
‘‘I’m not hungry.’’ 
He closed the fridge, a bottle in his hand, and turned 

to frown at her. ‘‘At least try the salad.’’ 
Toni’s gaze slid from his tiger-striped one to the 

bowls on the table. ‘‘You must think I’m an idiot.’’ She 
prayed her false bravado wouldn’t fail her now. ‘‘Let me 
correct that notion for you. I won’t be eating anything 
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you push at me. You’ll have to think of something more 
original.’’ There was a numbing certainty in her mind 
that he’d put more than salad into the bowl reserved for 
her. 

He stared for a moment before he understood. ‘‘You 
think I poisoned it, don’t you?’’ 

Her cold, level voice deserted her. She couldn’t come 
up with a fitting rejoinder. A sickening mass writhed in 
the pit of her stomach when she thought of how easily 
she could have simply sat down and dug in. This was 
like walking blind through a pit of cobras. She’d have 
to watch her every step. 

‘‘I don’t quite know how to get this through your 
head, Antonia, but I brought you here to keep you 
alive.’’ 

That really was too much. Her temper came into play, 
and her paralyzing fear was forgotten. ‘‘You brought me 
here to keep me quiet, so don’t try putting any noble 
motivations on it now. I think we might as well dispense 
with this bull about a couple of days, too. We both know 
you have to silence me permanently. A few days won’t 
make a bit of difference unless you’ve figured a way to 
resurrect Vincent Pascorelli from the dead!’’ 

His eyes widened. He lunged forward, one long stride 
bringing him to her, and he gripped her upper arms hard. 
‘‘How the hell did you know his name?’’ He asked the 
question softly, but his face looked dangerous. 

Toni felt her heart flip over. She’d blown it with her 
damn temper again, and it wasn’t the first time. Now 
what? ‘‘I must’ve heard you say it to the other guy while 
I was playing dead.’’ 

She watched him turn that one over, trying to remem­
ber if anyone had mentioned the victim’s name. She 
waited. He must not have been sure, because he let the 
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matter drop. He continued holding her arms, though. ‘‘I 
need to know if you have a family. Anyone who’s going 
to miss you.’’ 

She thought of her mother, and her anger flared anew. 
‘‘You think I’d tell you if I did? Would you have to 
silence them, too?’’ 

He released a short breath and shook his head. ‘‘You 
mentioned your mother. How long before she realizes 
you’re missing?’’ 

She eyed him and she felt her defiance oozing from 
every pore in her. The day she’d breathe a word about 
her mother to this bastard would never come. 

‘‘I don’t want to silence her, Antonia. I only need 
to—’’ He broke off there, released her arms and looked 
at the floor. ‘‘Hell, I don’t suppose I’d tell, either, if I 
were you.’’ He reached for one of the salad bowls and 
thrust it toward her. ‘‘I’m not going to poison you, An­
tonia. Eat your salad.’’ 

With an angry swipe of her hand, she knocked the 
bowl to the floor. Cherry tomatoes, lettuce, slivers of 
onion and cucumber chunks littered the place like con­
fetti. His face turned murderous. He grabbed for her 
again, but she was faster. She ran into the bedroom and 
slammed the door as she had before. He came after her 
this time. He threw the door open so roughly that she 
was knocked away from it. He stalked toward her, rage 
marking his every movement. He grabbed her by one 
arm and jerked her toward him until her chest was 
pressed to his. He held that arm so tight his fingers bur­
rowed into her flesh and she winced. His other hand 
went to the back of her head, and he twisted a handful 
of her hair around his fist. He yanked once, pulling her 
head back. She felt tears of pain and fear burning 
her eyes. 
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Then his mouth descended. He was brutal, making 
sure he hurt her, forcing his tongue into her mouth. She 
twisted away, but another tug at her hair forced her com­
pliance. His tongue invaded her mouth, attacking, plun­
dering. Her lips were ground between his teeth and her 
own. 

When he finally lifted his head away, she knew there 
were tears pouring down her face. She tried to check 
them and found she couldn’t. 

‘‘Have I made my point?’’ He let his hand fall from 
her hair but still held her upper arm, forcing her to face 
him. 

She met his triumphant gaze with tear-blurred eyes. 
‘‘Oh, yes. You made your point. You are bigger than I 
am, therefore, you are in charge. What you say is law 
and I am at your mercy. Is that the point you wanted to 
make?’’ She rushed on before he could say another 
word, angrier than she had ever been in her life—with 
one exception. ‘‘Now I’ll make mine. If you close your 
eyes in my presence, I’ll slit your throat. If you lose track 
of your gun, I’ll use it to blow your head off. If you 
forget to lock the bathroom door while you’re bathing, 
you might find a toaster landing in the water beside 
you—plugged in. And if there is any poison floating 
around this hole, you can bet you’ll be the one who ends 
up ingesting it. Have I made my point?’’ 

She doubted her words had much impact, since she 
blurted them as she cried uncontrollably. He released her 
arm, shook his head in exasperation and turned toward 
the door. ‘‘Get some sleep,’’ he muttered. ‘‘I’ll spend 
the night on the couch.’’ He turned and left her standing 
there, feeling as if she really could carry out those ri­
diculous threats she’d hurled at him. She felt she could 
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wring his neck with her bare hands, if she could get them 
around it. 

Nick went to the table and attempted to eat, but the 
little witch had ruined his appetite. She was being about 
as uncooperative as was humanly possible and she was 
only hurting herself. His little show of aggression had 
scared her into submission—for a moment. His lips 
thinned and his stomach twisted when he recalled the 
sight of twin rivers of tears burning down her face. He’d 
scared her, all right. He’d terrified her, acted like a 
crazed maniac, made her fear and despise him. He had 
no doubt she’d meant what she’d said. She might very 
well try to slit his throat in his sleep, if he gave her the 
chance. 

He sawed off a piece of steak and speared it with his 
fork. ‘‘Good, let her hate me. That’s just the way I want 
it.’’ He lifted the fork to his lips and paused. He threw 
it down in disgust. He rose and took two steps toward 
the bedroom door, then stopped himself. What am I go­
ing to do, go back in there and apologize? he asked 
himself. Tell her I’m not the bastard she thinks I am? 
‘‘You have me all wrong, lady. I’m a nice slime bag.’’ 
Right. 

He could just tell her the truth. 
Nick shook his head the minute that notion popped 

into it. No way. He was already beginning to wonder if 
her appearance earlier had been an accident. That alley 
wasn’t in what he’d call a good neighborhood. So what 
was she doing there? How had she known Vinnie’s 
name? She sure as hell hadn’t heard it from him, and he 
knew she hadn’t been close enough to see the man’s 
face. He couldn’t have mentioned the name. It was too 
well-known, had been plastered all over the papers since 
Vinnie had been busted on a trumped-up racketeering 
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charge. The D.A. had put a scare into Vinnie, leaned on 
him until he’d agreed to testify against Lou Taranto. 
Then at the last minute, Vinnie the songbird had changed 
his tune. There wasn’t a person in the city who couldn’t 
guess why. Lou had got to Vinnie while he was inside. 
Lou scared Vinnie a little more than the D.A. did. Vinnie 
recanted. The D.A.’s bluff was called. He’d never had a 
stand-up case against Vinnie to begin with, so he’d 
turned him loose. Then Lou sent his top hitter to repay 
Vinnie for his loyalty. By the time Nick got to the alley 
to witness the hit, Vinnie was dead. 

Nick remembered the fear in Antonia’s face when 
she’d seen Viper level his gun at her. That had been 
Nick’s first glimpse of her, standing in the rain, pale with 
fear and revulsion. No wonder she didn’t want to eat. If 
he could guarantee the food was safe, she probably 
wouldn’t be able to eat it. 

Two hours later the light flashed near the door. Nick 
flicked on the big-screen monitor, reminding himself to 
hide the remote control when he was finished. The 
screen lit, giving him a view of the front gate and the 
pizza truck parked beyond it. Joey stood beside the 
truck, pressing the button there. 

Antonia was asleep. Nick had peered in a few mo­
ments ago. He depressed the button on the speaker and 
spoke softly. ‘‘Yeah?’’ 

‘‘Pizza delivery, Mr. Manelli.’’ 
‘‘Extra anchovies, kid?’’ 
‘‘Sausage and mushrooms, just like you ordered.’’ 
He’d given the right answer. Joey was alone. Nick 

used another button to open the gate and watched the 
monitor as the truck lumbered through and stopped near 
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the front door. Nick used the remote to switch the view 
on the screen to that of the foyer as Joey came inside. 

When Nick let him into the apartment a few moments 
later, Joey tossed the pizza box on a table and glared at 
him. ‘‘I knew you wanted him bad, Nick, but not this 
bad. How could you do it? She was just...’’ He swal­
lowed hard and looked toward the ceiling. ‘‘She was 
such a little thing.’’ He closed his eyes, cleared his 
throat. ‘‘The suits are gonna have a ball with this one, 
Nick.’’ 

‘‘Then you were there,’’ Nick asked. 
‘‘Vacant room over the bar. I saw the whole thing go 

down.’’ His gaze was accusing. ‘‘I never thought you 
had it in you—’’ 

Nick pressed a finger to his lips, and Joey instantly 
went silent. He glanced around as if he expected to see 
Fat Lou himself emerge from the shadows with an Uzi. 
Nick walked to the bedroom door, opened it slightly and 
looked through. Antonia lay on his bed with the covers 
pulled protectively up to her chin. Her hair spilled over 
his pillow, completely hiding it from view. Her thick 
black lashes touched her cheeks. He stood back and al­
lowed Joey to peer through the crack in the door. Joey 
pulled back in shock, and Nick closed the door again, 
urging his friend away from it. 

‘‘What did you do?’’ 
Nick sat on the couch, stretching his legs out fully 

and tipping his head back. ‘‘The only thing I could do. 
You didn’t really think I’d shoot an innocent bystander, 
did you?’’ 

‘‘What was I supposed to think when I saw it with 
my own eyes?’’ 

Nick shrugged. ‘‘She was convincing, wasn’t she?’’ 
‘‘What, you just told her to fake it and she did?’’ 
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Nick didn’t want to relive the tense moment. ‘‘I told 
her I’d kill her if she didn’t.’’ 

‘‘And she just came here with you? How much did 
you have to tell her?’’ 

Nick’s head came up. ‘‘I didn’t tell her anything, Joey. 
She already knows too much. She saw Viper.’’ 

Joey paled visibly. ‘‘I was afraid of that. It’s as good 
as her death warrant, you know that, Nick.’’ 

‘‘Exactly. I brought her here because I had no choice. 
If I didn’t have one, how the hell could I give her one?’’ 

‘‘You kidnapped her!’’ 
Nick winced at the term. ‘‘I’m trying real hard to 

think of it as protective custody.’’ 
Joey shook his head, got up and went to the refrig­

erator. He took out two beers, tossed one to Nick and 
popped the top on his own. ‘‘Man, I’m relieved. I 
thought you finally went over the edge.’’ Joey took a 
long drink from the can. ‘‘So do you think Lou trusts 
you, or was it a test?’’ 

‘‘No way to tell, although if anyone identifies Viper 
to the local cops in the near future, you can bet my body 
won’t be found for months.’’ 

‘‘You know how many people that bastard’s killed, 
Nick?’’ 

Nick nodded slowly. ‘‘I know. I want him put away 
as badly as you do. Now that I’ve been at the actual 
scene of a hit, I can give sworn testimony and take Viper 
out of commission. But we have to let him have his head 
a while longer if we want to take Taranto out, too.’’ Nick 
sat a little straighter. ‘‘How’s your part in the drama 
coming along?’’ 

‘‘I’m still just a flunky, running errands for the big 
boys. I did wrangle an invitation to a poker game to­
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morrow night at the Century. Word is there’s something 
big coming up. I hope I can find out what.’’ 

Nick frowned at the news. The Century was Lou Ta­
ranto’s nightclub—a place where most of the patrons 
were mob players and prostitutes. Private rooms were 
commonly set aside for invitation-only poker games. 
Every employee in the club was drop-dead loyal to the 
Taranto family. ‘‘I don’t like it, Joey. You’d have no 
backup. What if something goes wrong?’’ 

‘‘What do you think I am, a rookie? I’ve been at this 
as long as you have. You know damn well the bureau’s 
got guys watching Lou’s place twenty-four hours a day, 
snapping cameras and taking down names. An extra 
plain-brown wrapper parked out front won’t raise any 
eyebrows. Lou’s so used to having them around he sends 
out sandwiches sometimes. They don’t worry him any. 
I had Harry assign somebody. All they know is that if 
they see somebody stand in the window and light a cig­
arette, they raid the place. Bust everyone inside, me in­
cluded, on a gambling charge.’’ 

‘‘But the surveillance guys won’t know there’s a Fed 
inside,’’ Nick said. 

‘‘They don’t need to know, Nick. That’s the drill.’’ 
Nick shook his head. ‘‘I still don’t like it.’’ He saw 

the determination in his friend’s face and sighed. ‘‘At 
least you’ll have a way out.’’ 

‘‘Right. Now, what are we gonna do about the girl?’’ 
It was just like Joey to change the subject rather than 

risk an argument. ‘‘I’m keeping her here,’’ Nick told 
him. 

‘‘Not a smart move, my friend.’’ 
‘‘Smarter than letting her go. The second she was 

spotted, Viper would kill her.’’ 
Joey sighed. ‘‘You’re right on that count. If he knew 
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she was alive, a whole army couldn’t protect her from 
that bastard. But, God, Nick, how long can you keep her 
here?’’ 

‘‘As long as I have to.’’ Nick frowned at a small noise 
from the bedroom. He met Joey’s glance, his eyes con­
veying the message. Was she up and listening? They’d 
kept their voices low, and Nick wasn’t concerned about 
his cover. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to buy some insurance. 
His voice only slightly louder, he added, ‘‘I just hope 
she’s not foolish enough to try and escape. She’d be 
digging her own grave.’’ 

Toni didn’t close her eyes after that. She couldn’t be­
lieve she’d managed to fall asleep in the first place, 
knowing he was just in the next room. All she had to 
do was think of him to feel his mouth possessing hers 
again—the way he’d thrust his tongue halfway down her 
throat. He’d enjoyed showing off his physical power 
over her. The truth was, she was glad he’d done it. There 
had been odd moments when she’d actually found her­
self thinking he was attractive, admiring his size and the 
hardness of his body. Of course, she hadn’t allowed such 
thoughts to linger. For all she knew, he was a killer. She 
knew she wouldn’t be bothered by the idea that the man 
was anything but repulsive from here on in. He couldn’t 
have done anything to turn her off more. 

She pushed all of this analysis aside and tried to guess 
who had been speaking to him just now. She’d been 
roused from sleep by a man’s deep laughter and she’d 
quickly pressed her ear to the door. She’d heard Joey’s 
question, ‘‘What are we going to do about the girl?’’ 

And the answer: ‘‘I’m keeping her here.’’ 
Nick. Joey had called her captor Nick. Then she heard 

both men remark on her abbreviated life expectancy 
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should she be discovered by Viper. Was Nick telling the 
truth, then, when he said he’d brought her here to keep 
her alive? More likely to keep himself alive, she thought 
glumly. He would be a marked man if Viper ever learned 
of his little deception. Neither of them mentioned killing 
her. She supposed she could take that as a good sign. 
And the bit at the end about digging her own grave had 
obviously been tacked on for her benefit. 

A few minutes later there had been absolute silence. 
Either Nick had left her alone or he was asleep. She was 
too afraid to open the door to find out which was the 
case, so she went back to the bed, where she still lay, 
wide awake, in the morning. 

She knew she was a wreck when Nick flung the door 
open. Her eyes were sore and felt puffy. Her head ached 
from lack of sleep and nervous tension. All things con­
sidered, she’d had better mornings. 

He stepped into the bedroom with a flash of straight 
white teeth in that tanned face and a tray of food in his 
hands. Toni sat up, clutched the robe tighter and watched 
him warily. His eyes scanned her face, and his smile 
vanished. 

‘‘You didn’t sleep?’’ 
‘‘Did you really think I would?’’ She injected all the 

venom she could into the words. 
Instead of getting angry, he only frowned harder and 

put the tray down on the bedside stand. When he sat on 
the edge of the bed, she intended to slide right out the 
other side, but he gripped her wrist, his hand capturing 
hers with the speed of a cobra striking. ‘‘You look aw­
ful.’’ 

‘‘Sorry. Being kidnapped has that effect on me.’’ 
‘‘More like no sleep and nothing to eat.’’ 
‘‘Who’s to blame for that?’’ 
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‘‘Look, I’m trying to be friendly,’’ he snapped. ‘‘Why 
don’t you lighten up? I brought you breakfast in bed. 
How bad can I be?’’ 

‘‘I’ve already told you, I won’t eat anything you bring 
me.’’ She said it louder than she needed to, but the aro­
mas coming from the tray were too cruel to bear. 

‘‘Use your head, Antonia. I could think of a hundred 
more practical methods of killing you than poison.’’ 

‘‘That makes you an expert, doesn’t it?’’ She averted 
her face to avoid the tempting scents. ‘‘Take it away.’’ 

‘‘Maybe you think it’s something other than poison. 
Is that it?’’ He caught her face in his hands and turned 
her until she faced him. ‘‘You think I dropped a tran­
quilizer in there? Think I want to knock you out and 
have my way with you?’’ She felt her cheeks blazing 
and tried to pull free of him, but he held her still and 
smiled. 

‘‘You are a bastard,’’ she said slowly, enunciating 
each syllable. 

‘‘You may be right.’’ He let go of her face. ‘‘But at 
least I’ve figured out a way you can eat.’’ He pulled the 
tray of food nearer the edge of the stand. She couldn’t 
resist looking. The brown sausage links and fluffy yel­
low eggs pummeled her senses. Her stomach rumbled 
and he laughed. ‘‘What would you say to a brief truce? 
Just long enough to eat breakfast?’’ 

She glanced at him, her eyes narrow with distrust. He 
took a sausage and brought it to his lips, his eyes fas­
tened to hers. He took a bite from the end. She couldn’t 
look away as he chewed, swallowed, licked his lips. He 
held the same piece of sausage to her lips. ‘‘Eat, An­
tonia. You’re hungry and you know it.’’ 

Ignoring her pride, she parted her lips and let him 
push the sausage between them. She took a bite. He 
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smiled and she realized she was staring at him instead 
of the food. He was so different this morning, speaking 
softly and using good grammar rather than that horrible 
speech he’d used last night. His face was relaxed, not 
hard and scowling. His hair wasn’t wet or slicked back 
as it had been, but dry and thick and wavy, with a shine 
to it that rivaled a mink. He wore a faded pair of jeans 
and an ordinary T-shirt—clothes that accentuated the 
well-developed muscles underneath. 

He took another bite of the sausage and held the last 
tiny piece in his fingers. He pushed it into her mouth, 
and when she took it, her lips closed around his finger­
tips. A jolt shot through her at the sensuality of the con­
tact, and she didn’t miss the dark intensity in his eyes. 

He looked away quickly, scooped eggs onto a slice of 
toast, folded it and took a bite. He handed it to her this 
time. He didn’t try to feed her from his hands again. 

Toni was famished, and more grateful to him than she 
cared to admit for thinking of a way to show her the 
food was safe. She shouldn’t be. It was his fault she had 
to be suspicious of everything he said or did. She ate 
everything on the tray, always careful that he tasted first. 
She even made him sip her coffee after she’d spooned 
sugar into it. He grimaced but he sipped. He drank his 
own black and sugarless, she noted. 

‘‘This is much better,’’ he said, relaxing now and sip­
ping his coffee. ‘‘I think we got off on the wrong foot 
last night, Antonia. This will work out better if you think 
of yourself as my guest. I promise I won’t keep you here 
a day longer than necessary.’’ 

She was shocked at his easy, almost friendly tone. ‘‘It 
isn’t that simple. There’s my mo—’’ She stopped her­
self. 

‘‘Your mother,’’ he finished. He drew a breath and 
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released it slowly. ‘‘I wish I could do something about 
it, but I can’t.’’ 

‘‘She’ll be so worried.’’ Antonia saw the compassion 
in his face and pressed him. ‘‘Couldn’t I send her a 
note—tell her I’ve gone away—’’ 

He shook his head. ‘‘She’ll have you back alive. It’s 
the best I can do. Sorry.’’ 

‘‘Not the best you can do, only the best you will do, 
you lousy—’’ 

‘‘Nick,’’ he told her. ‘‘It’s Nick Manelli. Save your­
self the effort of thinking up all those lovely nicknames, 
okay?’’ 

He drained his cup, stood and left the room. When he 
returned he carried a large green plastic trash bag. ‘‘I 
brought you some things to make your stay a little more 
bearable.’’ He dropped the bag in the center of the floor. 
‘‘If I’ve forgotten anything, let me know and I’ll do my 
best to get it for you.’’ He stepped back into the living 
room and closed the door. 

Curious, Toni got up and looked inside the bag. She 
drew back in shock. Her own clothes lay in neatly folded 
stacks. Her purse rested on top. Gaping and gulping air 
as her rage mounted, she flung open the door and 
charged him. 

‘‘You arrogant bastard! You broke into my apartment 
last night! You—’’ 

He held up one hand, flat palmed. ‘‘Ah-ah-ah, I did 
not break in. I had a key. It was in your purse along 
with the address. If you recall, you dropped it last night 
when I, uh, shot you. The least I could do was get some 
of your things for you. It was no trouble. You don’t need 
to thank me.’’ 

‘‘Thank you! Thank you? I—’’ 
‘‘You’re welcome, Antonia. I knew you’d appreciate 
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it. Of course, I am beginning to think I shouldn’t have 
bothered bringing a robe. You couldn’t possibly look 
better in it than you do in mine.’’ His gaze moved heat­
edly down her body. 

In her fury, Toni hadn’t tightened the cord. The robe 
hung loose to her waist, and the inner swell of her 
breasts had caught his gaze. She tugged the cord tight 
and moved toward him. ‘‘You are the lowest, most vile, 
son of a—’’ She’d lifted her hand in preparation as she 
spoke, but he grabbed it in midswing. 

One ruthless tug, and she was flat against him. ‘‘Since 
I’ve already demonstrated what happens when you lose 
that hot little temper of yours, I can only conclude you 
want more of it.’’ 

Her eyes focused on his lips, and her anger began to 
turn to fear. ‘‘Thanks for reminding me what scum you 
are, Manelli. For a second there I thought you might 
have some crumb of decency.’’ 

‘‘Never think that, Gypsy, because I don’t. Push me 
too far, and you’ll find that out.’’ His eyes blazed down 
into hers, and Toni waited, trying not to let the moisture 
spring into her eyes. 



Chapter 3 

The tears were his undoing. She didn’t let any spill 
over; she was too proud to do that a second time. He 
saw them all the same. They formed glistening pools that 
made her black eyes into rare and exotic gems. Some­
thing inside him came alive, and Nick dropped his arms 
and turned away, shoving one hand through his hair. 

‘‘I am doing my level best to make this easy on you, 
lady, but if you want it rough, make no mistake, I can 
make it rough.’’ His voice was unnaturally gritty. He 
didn’t care. He only knew he had to get away from her 
right now. He blocked her view of the panel with his 
body as he punched the numbers in. He went through 
the door without looking back once and he closed it hard 
behind him. 

He just stood for a second on the other side. What the 
hell had just happened in there? 

He went back over the confrontation in his mind, try­
ing to pinpoint the moment when the tide had turned. 
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He’d been ready to kiss her cruelly, just to show her that 
she shouldn’t be trying to slap a guy his size every time 
she got her dander up. He’d almost done it. But when 
he’d had her there, crushed against him, and he’d looked 
down to see her storm-tossed eyes, something had 
slammed into him. He’d felt her heart thudding inside 
her and had been suddenly, acutely aware of his own, 
pounding right back. He’d heard her short, choppy 
breaths, and his own caught in his throat. Her scent 
wafted up, enveloping him until he was aware of nothing 
else—only her. If he hadn’t stepped away from her at 
the moment he had, he knew damn well what would 
have happened and he was not one bit happy about it. 
He would have kissed her—and not the way he’d kissed 
her last night. 

In his soul, he knew he’d have slipped his arms 
around her until he could cradle her head in his hands. 
He could imagine the feel of all those silken, raven curls 
tangling around his fingers. He’d have tasted her lips 
first, drawing them between his own like he might a 
succulent cherry. He wouldn’t have bruised them this 
time. He’d have worshipped them. He’d have— 

Nick groaned and forced her golden skin and wild 
black mane from his mind. She must’ve lied about being 
Puerto Rican. She truly was a Gypsy. An elusive Gypsy 
enchantress capable of casting powerful spells over men. 
At least, over him. What was he supposed to do with 
her for the rest of the time he had to keep her here? 

He shouldn’t be having this problem. He’d worked in 
close proximity to some gorgeous women in the past. 
He’d never had a problem. He’d always been perfectly 
able to take them or leave them. Never had he felt so 
close to losing it—as though he’d been shoved off a cliff 
and was scrambling for a branch to keep from falling. 
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‘‘Chemistry,’’ he mumbled. ‘‘Major chemistry.’’ He 
turned from the bookcase door and stalked down to the 
second floor and the master bedroom. Since she’d cy-
cloned into his life, he’d had to use the bedroom often. 
Before, he’d only done so often enough to make it ap­
pear lived-in. He’d have to force himself to keep her out 
of his thoughts for the rest of the morning. Lou Taranto 
and Viper would be here to see him, and he’d damn well 
better be on his toes. 

If sending him to witness the hit had been a test of 
Nick’s loyalty, he’d soon find out whether he’d passed. 
If he’d been sent because Lou trusted him, he’d learn 
that, too. He grimaced as the third possibility entered his 
mind. If Viper or Lou had any idea that Antonia was 
still breathing, Nick would be a dead man in the next 
few minutes. 

Joey knows she’s in the apartment upstairs, he thought 
grimly. If anything happens, he’ll come for her. 

Still, his own particular preference was that nothing 
happen. He peeled his shirt over his head and tossed it 
carelessly as he moved into the adjoining bathroom for 
a shower. Despite his decision to keep her out of his 
thoughts, he recalled his late-night visit to her apartment 
as he stood beneath the pounding spray. He hadn’t 
learned a lot. He’d had to get in and get out as quickly 
as possible and do it without being seen. His reasons for 
taking her things had been twofold. He wanted her to 
have everything she needed and he couldn’t afford to be 
seen buying women’s clothing and toiletries in a store. 
That was the first reason. The second was her mother. 
While it was necessary that the woman act worried about 
her daughter’s disappearance, Nick had to give the poor 
woman something to cling to. With enough of Antonia’s 
belongings missing, she could believe her daughter had 
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simply gone away for a few days. The sickening worry 
could be put off for a little longer. It wasn’t much, but 
it was the best he could do. 

The apartment was nice, but not exactly spic and span. 
There had been a day-old newspaper spread on the 
counter that separated living room and kitchen. A stained 
coffee cup sat there, as well as a cereal bowl with the 
spoon still inside. A couple of blouses and a slip were 
slung over the back of the brocade sofa. Antonia 
wouldn’t win any housekeeping awards, he thought. 

Nick moved quickly to the bedroom to get the clothes 
she’d need. He found the bed made, but haphazardly. 
The comforter was neat, but the sheets underneath 
showed bumps and bulges. He took an empty suitcase 
from her closet but didn’t bother packing it. It was faster 
to drop the clothes into the trash bag he’d brought along. 
Taking the suitcase was just to make her impromptu va­
cation a little more believable. He took the book she’d 
been reading, too. 

He moved into the bathroom, where she’d left a damp 
towel slung crookedly on a rack and a pair of silk stock­
ings hanging over the shower-curtain rod. He took her 
toothbrush and everything else she might conceivably 
need. As he left he noted a door he hadn’t seen before, 
probably another bedroom. It wouldn’t hurt to check, 
though. He tried the knob, but it didn’t give. He frowned. 
Why keep a spare bedroom locked? He would have pur­
sued the matter, but the sound of the telephone split the 
silence like an ax splitting a melon. It bleeped again, and 
Antonia’s voice filled the apartment, so low and sexy it 
was as if she were in the room. 

‘‘...can’t come to the phone right now. Leave a mes­
sage and I’ll get back to you.’’ 
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Nick listened. Maybe he’d learn something about An­
tonia after all. A woman’s voice came clearly. 

‘‘Antonia, my dear, sweet girl, if you do not call me 
the minute you get in I am coming over there. I loved 
reading about Katrina’s latest. Can’t wait to see what 
that vixen will be up to next.’’ There was a long pause. 
‘‘I love you, honey. I’m worried, it isn’t like you to stay 
out so late.’’ The woman sighed. ‘‘Call me.’’ The line 
went silent, and Nick continued to stare at the machine. 

I love you, honey. 
Her mother. It had to have been her mother. 
I love you. 
Nick braced himself against the rush of scalding pain 

that threatened to crush his chest. It didn’t matter. He 
was a grown man, not a little boy craving three mean­
ingless words from an ice-hearted parent. It didn’t mat­
ter. 

He’d forgotten about the locked room and hurried to 
get out of the apartment. He refused to think of the mes­
sage on the machine, except for the part about Katrina. 
Who was she? 

But he couldn’t spend any more time dwelling on this. 
He twisted the knobs, stopping the water flow, and 
stepped out. After toweling down, he dressed in one of 
the detestable three-piece suits and combed his hair back 
while it was still wet. Personally he thought it made him 
look as though he were stuck in a time warp, but he did 
it anyway. It was part of the image. 

Toni paced the small living room and wondered if he 
was deliberately trying to confuse her. He’d been about 
to deliver another rapacious kiss, bruising her lips and 
devastating her mind. She’d seen it in his face—but then 
it had changed. He’d softened visibly. His painful hold 
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on her had eased until it was an embrace. The anger in 
his eyes vanished, and the emotion that had taken its 
place, for the tiniest space in time, had looked like de­
sire. 

How would she have responded, she wondered, if his 
kiss had been tender, given in a passion based on desire 
rather than one based on anger? 

Insane! Even the idea was insane. She wouldn’t let 
herself think about it again. It was obvious that he was 
playing some kind of mind game with her—trying to 
convince her that, though he worked for the most pow­
erful criminal in the state, maybe the country, he was 
really just a nice guy. Why else would he have taken 
the couch and let her have the bed, or hand-fed her just 
so she wouldn’t go hungry? It was a ploy to confuse 
her—and it was working, she realized. 

She forced the overdeveloped jerk out of her thoughts. 
Let him be as nice or as mean as he wanted. It wouldn’t 
matter to her one way or the other. She occupied her 
mind fully with unpacking her clothes and finding places 
to stow them in the bedroom. She squashed his things 
to one side of the dresser drawers, trying but failing to 
picture him in the brilliant-colored tank tops she found 
there. She shoved his three-piece suits to the back corner 
of the closet and hung some of her blouses and sweaters 
in front of them. She glimpsed a pair of high-topped 
basketball shoes with neon laces in them and shook her 
head. They clashed with her image of him. She shouldn’t 
be surprised, though. Anyone built the way he was ob­
viously worked out to get that way. She hadn’t thought 
about it before. There was a whole other side to Nick 
Manelli, associate to the mob. Toni’s curiosity was thor­
oughly aroused. She chided herself for wasting time un­
packing clothes when she should have been giving this 
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place a complete checking out. Who knew what kinds 
of things the guy was hiding? 

Dragging a chair nearer the closet, she stood on it to 
see what was on the top shelf. At first she noticed only 
a couple of spare blankets and a well-worn basketball. 
Then she poked around a bit, moving things, and her 
fingers met something hard. A photograph in a frame, 
she realized as she pulled it down. 

She sat on the chair and studied the faded black-and­
white snapshot. A man, a woman and two small boys 
smiled back at her. The woman seemed young and 
happy, and the boy on her lap resembled her more than 
a little. But it was the man who caught her attention. He 
was the image of her captor, in every way except one. 
He didn’t have muscle bulging from every possible lo­
cale. She let her gaze move down to the little boy in the 
man’s lap, and she knew she was looking at Nick. He 
couldn’t have been more than six years old, with a wide 
grin and a tooth missing. His hair was a riot of dark 
curls beneath his father’s hand. 

She felt a lump form in her throat. How did an ador­
able child like that grow into a common criminal? 

She was allowing herself to become distracted again. 
She stood and quickly replaced the photo, then com­
pleted her examination of the bedroom, noting little of 
interest except the twelve-inch portable TV. Why have 
two televisions in an apartment this small? 

In the living room, the first thing she looked over 
carefully were the rows of books. It hadn’t occurred to 
her to wonder if any of hers were among them, but it 
did now. Her heart was in her throat as she scanned the 
spines on the two shelves along the wall. Not that he 
could recognize her just because he’d read her book. It 
just made her uncomfortable to think he might have one 
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here. As it turned out, he didn’t. She sighed her relief 
and frowned. There was one small area where the books 
were not pushed back to the wall. A space had been left 
behind them. She had to stand on a chair once again, 
and in seconds she pulled a slender remote control from 
behind the books. 

Why on earth would anyone hide their remote? She 
got down, pointed the thing at the television, noting for 
the first time the absence of any buttons or switches on 
the set itself. The image that lit the screen was even more 
confusing: a tall iron gate, standing motionless on a 
twisting drive. She stared, blinked slowly, and then the 
truth hit her. It was no TV; it was a closed-circuit mon­
itor—probably hooked up to the camera she’d noticed 
in the bear’s head, as well as several others. She tested 
her theory by hitting various buttons. Just as she’d sus­
pected, each button gave her a view of another room 
within the mansion. 

‘‘He must have a camera hidden in every room,’’ she 
whispered, still flicking one button after another. She 
stopped short when she saw the living room, with the 
black leather furniture and marble-topped bar. Nick 
stood at the bar, pouring whiskey into crystal glasses. 
He was, once again, the gangster she’d seen in the alley 
last night. He wore a dark suit, minus the jacket. His 
hair was tamed down. His stance, his very expression, 
were different than when he’d been here in the apart­
ment. 

Beyond him she saw Viper, his beady eyes darting 
constantly in his puckered little face. He stood near a fat 
man with white hair and flabby jowls. Toni knew him. 
She would have known him anywhere. Lou Taranto. She 
glanced at the remote in her hand, located the volume 
button and pressed it. She could listen to them, as well. 
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* * *  
Nick forced a smile for his guests, but it felt stiff. All 

he seemed able to think about was that Antonia was 
upstairs at this very moment. Having Viper this close to 
her sent a chill through him, right to the marrow. He 
splashed Jack Daniel’s into three glasses, despite the 
early hour, and handed them each one. Lou took his and 
held it up. 

‘‘To new associates.’’ 
Nick clinked his glass to Lou’s. Viper didn’t, he 

noted. Viper wasn’t thrilled with new associates in the 
least. He was cautious. More so than Lou. Nick looked 
at him and felt the same bristle of aversion he’d felt from 
their first encounter. Trying to avoid becoming this 
man’s enemy was essential if he were going to get the 
evidence he needed to put Lou away. It was also the 
toughest thing he’d ever done. 

‘‘You get Vinnie dumped okay?’’ Nick slipped back 
into his street-tough pattern of speech. 

‘‘No problem.’’ Viper took a slug of the whiskey and 
smacked his lips. 

Lou shifted from one foot to the other. 
‘‘Somethin’ wrong, Lou?’’ 
‘‘The girl,’’ Lou answered, his words clipped. 

‘‘Where’d you dump her?’’ 
‘‘She’s in the bay.’’ Nick tried not to show his reac­

tion to the question. Did they know something? ‘‘I 
weighted her. She won’t turn up for months. Maybe 
never.’’ 

Lou nodded, looking fractionally easier. ‘‘Who was 
she?’’ 

Nick shrugged as if it didn’t matter. 
‘‘Dammit, Nicky, didn’t she have any ID on her? 

Didn’t you check?’’ 
Nick took a long pull from his glass. The less Lou 
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knew about Antonia, the better. ‘‘Didn’t think it was 
important. She saw us, she had to go. There was no time 
to check her out before I hit her, and after it didn’t seem 
to matter. Dead’s dead, Lou.’’ 

Lou grunted and didn’t say anything. Nick felt a cold 
finger of unease trace the curve of his spine. Finally Lou 
sipped his whiskey and sat down, his substantial weight 
noisily crushing the leather cushions. ‘‘Viper tells me 
Vinnie went down easy. You agree?’’ 

‘‘Viper didn’t wait for me. It was a done deal by the 
time I got there.’’ 

‘‘But you’re sure it was Vinnie? You took a look at 
his face before it was...altered?’’ 

‘‘Sure did, Lou. No mistake. Vinnie the songbird in 
the flesh.’’ 

‘‘He won’t be singing anymore,’’ Viper put in. He 
laughed aloud, and Lou did, as well. Nick forced himself 
to join in. 

‘‘What about the body?’’ Lou drained his glass, got 
up with an effort and refilled it without asking. He was 
speaking to Nick. 

‘‘Lou, I couldn’t watch the dumping. I had to get the 
girl the hell outta there. Someone had already called the 
cops.’’ 

‘‘You don’t need to send witnesses on my jobs, Lou,’’ 
Viper snapped. ‘‘You know I always come through. Vin­
nie’s feedin’ fish.’’ 

Lou nodded, still standing. ‘‘Let’s hope he’s a lesson 
to the next rat who thinks of squeaking to the D.A.’’ 
Nick raised his glass and nodded heartily. He downed 
the rest of the whiskey in a slug that burned a path down 
the center of his chest. 

Lou cleared his throat. ‘‘Things’ll be hot in the city 
for a while—as soon as they miss Vinnie.’’ 
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‘‘It isn’t like they didn’t know what they were doing 
when they sprung him, Lou. Every official in office 
knew you’d order Vinnie snuffed. They didn’t care. He 
wouldn’t give the testimony he promised, so they just 
didn’t care. And they call us the criminals.’’ It was the 
longest speech Viper had ever made in Nick’s presence. 
The worst part was, he was right. 

‘‘Sure, but no one’s gonna admit that. It would be 
political suicide. Besides, it gives ‘em a great excuse to 
hassle me. When did you know ‘em to pass one up?’’ 
Lou shook his head, frowning. ‘‘At least it’s what I ex­
pected. I don’t like surprises. That’s why I’m worried 
about that girl. She was a surprise.’’ 

‘‘Too bad Nick was in such a hurry to off the bitch,’’ 
Viper said slowly. ‘‘I could’a made her tell me her life 
story.’’ He licked his lips. ‘‘She was a looker, Lou. We 
could’a kep’ her awhile. Partied with ‘er for days before 
we killed her off—the way we did with that uppity 
hooker that tried to put the squeeze on you. Remember 
her? But Nick, he has a hair trigger, this guy.’’ 

Nick’s jaw clenched tight, and he felt a muscle work 
near the corner of his mouth. He turned slowly and 
glared at the slime standing across from him. 

Viper met the scorching gaze with one of his own. 
Lou was quick to step between them. ‘‘I don’t think 
Nicky likes you findin’ fault with his work.’’ His tone 
made the simple statement a reprimand. He glanced at 
Nick. ‘‘It’s okay, Nicky. I think you done good. Hell, 
Viper said she was off and running when you popped 
her. If she’d have got away, all hell would’a broke 
loose.’’ 

‘‘Funny, though,’’ Viper said, slow and confident, his 
snake’s eyes never leaving Nick’s face. ‘‘I drove by 
there this morning and I didn’t see no blood.’’ 
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‘‘You saying she didn’t bleed, Viper? Or are you say­
ing something else?’’ Nick took a step closer to the little 
weasel, his temper approaching the boiling point. 

‘‘I’m saying I’d feel better if I had a look at her before 
you took off with her. How do I know she’s dead? She 
saw my face!’’ Viper stepped closer, as well, and Lou’s 
pudgy body was wedged between them. 

‘‘Maybe you’d like a trip to the bottom of the bay, 
pal. Maybe you’d feel better if you saw her up close and 
personal.’’ Nick leaned over Lou, his voice level but 
tight with barely controlled rage. 

‘‘Enough, already.’’ Lou’s command cut the tension 
between them, and Nick backed off. ‘‘I have enough 
trouble without you two going at it like a couple of punk 
kids.’’ He nailed Viper to the spot with his gaze. ‘‘Nicky 
says he killed her. That’s good enough for me. I don’t 
want to hear you talk him down again.’’ 

‘‘You’re crazy, Lou. He’s not even one of us—’’ 
‘‘But he will be.’’ That statement earned stares of dis­

belief from Viper and Nick. Lou turned and encircled 
Nick’s shoulders with one beefy arm. ‘‘Next commission 
meeting is this weekend, Nicky. When it’s over, you’ll 
be a made man—officially.’’ 

Viper rolled his eyes toward the ceiling and swore. 
He downed his whiskey and slammed his glass on the 
bar. ‘‘You really think the others will go for this, Lou? 
No way. Nick isn’t proven.’’ 

‘‘He took the broad out.’’ Lou slapped Nick’s shoul­
der repeatedly. ‘‘For me, he did this. He acted from loy­
alty, and loyalty to Lou Taranto doesn’t go unrewarded. 
You should know that.’’ His arm tightened, and he 
grinned until his fat face puckered. ‘‘What do you say, 
Nicky?’’ 

‘‘I’m honored, Lou. I—I wasn’t expecting this.’’ 
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Lou reached into a pocket and extracted an envelope 
that appeared stuffed to the bursting point. He pressed it 
into Nick’s hand. ‘‘For the girl, Nicky. You done good.’’ 

Nick accepted the money, thanked Lou, but his thanks 
were waved away. ‘‘I need a favor,’’ Lou told him. ‘‘As 
I already said, things’ll be hot in the city. The Century 
won’t be practical, and we need this meeting. This 
place—’’ he waved an expressive arm to indicate the 
entire room ‘‘—this place would be perfect.’’ 

Nick swallowed and tried to appear bowled over with 
joy that the leaders of several organized crime families 
would be meeting here. The idea shook him. These guys 
were sharp. But he had no choice. You didn’t thumb 
your nose at an offer like this. It was an honor. To refuse 
would be taken as a personal insult, and Viper was al­
ready suspicious of him. 

‘‘My place is yours, Lou.’’ 
‘‘Good, then. Saturday night. And don’t worry about 

the vote. I’ll speak to the others.’’ He gave Nick one 
last slap on the back, put his glass down on the bar and 
turned for the door without another word. 

Viper glared at Nick. ‘‘Don’t get too cocky, Manelli. 
The vote isn’t over yet, and if I have anything to say 
about it, you’ll come out on the short end.’’ 

‘‘Lucky for me you don’t have anything to say about 
it, then, isn’t it, Viper?’’ 

Toni fought a surge of nausea when she heard Viper 
talking about how he could’ve ‘‘made her talk.’’ Thank 
God Nick had been there. She brought that thought to a 
grinding halt. Nick was no hero. He was only the lesser 
of two evils. He’d taken part in a murder. No, she cor­
rected herself. He’d arrived in the alley after the fact, if 
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she could believe what she’d just heard. Still, he was 
about to be inducted into the mob. 

She watched him after the others had gone. He spun 
around, pushing one hand through his hair and rumpling 
its slick perfection. He looked stunned and more than a 
little bit worried. He ought to be, she thought. If those 
two found out what he’d done—that he’d lied to them 
and hadn’t killed her at all—he’d be a dead man. He 
really had taken a risk in not letting Viper shoot her that 
night—or letting him take her alive and do far worse. 
There was no way she could deny it. Nick had saved her 
life. According to the slimy Viper, he’d saved her from 
more than just death—a lot more. 

But why? 
He moved as if deep in thought, picking up glasses, 

replacing the whiskey bottle, wiping the bar with a soft 
cloth. Toni was certain of only one thing. She wouldn’t 
leave here now—not even if he left the doors wide open 
and offered her a ride to the bus station. The bosses of 
at least three major crime families would be meeting 
under this very roof. She had this wonderful setup to 
watch them and listen in. To turn her back on a research 
opportunity like this would be nothing short of pure 
cowardice. She turned in a slow circle. She couldn’t let 
her lack of backbone scare her away from this. She’d 
leave here somehow, but after that meeting. She ought 
to be able to survive four more days here. Nick obvi­
ously wasn’t planning to kill her. He wouldn’t have 
risked his life to keep her alive, only to kill her later. 
She’d be fine as long as he never guessed who she really 
was. 

She glanced at the screen, stiffening when she saw 
only an empty room. She hurriedly shut the monitor off, 
leapt onto the chair and replaced the remote in its un­



60 Reckless Angel 

original hiding place. She placed the chair exactly as it 
had been before and rushed into the bedroom to finish 
unpacking so she’d appear busy when he returned. 

She pulled the last armful of things from the bag and 
stuffed them into an already crowded drawer. That done, 
she bent to pick up the bag, surprised to find there was 
still weight in the bottom. She bent and pulled out the 
last items in the bag: two brand-new spiral notebooks 
and her own copy of On Being a Writer. She’d left the 
book on her nightstand beside her bed. 

Did he know? My God, had he been inside her office? 
The door was locked, but there were copies of every 
book she’d ever written in there—and in the safe behind 
the framed painting of her first cover, there was enough 
evidence to put Lou Taranto behind bars for the rest of 
his life. If he’d found it, he would kill her. There was 
no chance he’d do otherwise. She should have turned it 
over to federal authorities, she moaned inwardly. She’d 
known that was the thing to do, and she’d come peril­
ously close to handing it to one man who she later 
learned was on Taranto’s payroll. She’d been terrified to 
make the same mistake again. 

Did Nick know now that she was Toni Rio? He must. 
Bringing the book and the notebooks were his way of 
telling her the game was over. She held the books in 
hands clenched tight and white knuckled. 

‘‘I found it in your bedroom.’’ She jumped as if jolted 
and spun to face him. 



Chapter 4 

Toni stood motionless, unable to utter a word, waiting. 
‘‘Look, the truth is, you might be here for more than 

a few days,’’ he went on. ‘‘I figured if you could get 
something out of this forced vacation—spend some time 
writing, if that’s what you want to do—it might be eas­
ier.’’ 

She opened her mouth and closed it again, still unsure. 
He shrugged. ‘‘You’ve got to start sometime, Antonia, 

or you’ll never know whether you’re any good.’’ 
She thought he must have felt the air currents stirring 

when she sighed in relief. He’d bought the notebooks so 
she could try her hand at writing. 

Pretty nice thing for a morally bankrupt criminal to 
do. 

He’s probably still trying to confuse me, she reminded 
herself. 

‘‘I could’ve sworn you just smiled,’’ he said slowly. 
‘‘Did I finally do something right?’’ As he spoke, he 
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turned toward the dresser, snagged the tie loose and 
tossed it down. He looked tired—drained. His gaze met 
hers in the mirror, and his lips curved slightly in re­
sponse to her alleged smile. She caught just a trace of 
the whiskey’s aroma clinging to him. 

‘‘I suppose, if I had to be abducted and held against 
my will by a two-bit hood, I could’ve done worse than 
you.’’ 

‘‘Don’t heap such extravagant compliments on me, 
lady. You’ll swell my head.’’ 

She smirked at him, her relief that he hadn’t discov­
ered her secret making her feel easy for once in his pres­
ence. 

‘‘Before I forget again,’’ he continued, facing her. 
‘‘Who is Katrina?’’ 

She felt the blood drain from her face. 
‘‘K-Katrina...who?’’ 

‘‘Damned if I know. You had a message on your ma­
chine last night—a woman. She said something about 
wanting to know what Katrina was up to.’’ 

There were only two possibilities that crept into her 
mind. Her agent or her mother. She swallowed hard, 
wishing she could hear the rest of the message. ‘‘Katrina 
is, um, an old friend. I’ve known her since I was a little 
girl.’’ That much was true. Before Katrina had devel­
oped into an ex-KGB supersleuth, she’d been the imag­
inary friend of a four-year-old. Later she’d been a fic­
tional big sister Toni used to threaten bullies. She’d even 
had occasion to blame Katrina for her own offenses, 
when she’d had guts enough to commit any. ‘‘She’s a 
rather adventuresome lady.’’ She glanced up to see if he 
believed her. He seemed to be accepting what she said. 
‘‘Did the caller say who—’’ 

‘‘I think it might have been your mother.’’ 
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The air all left her lungs. Toni sunk slowly to the edge 
of the bed, her eyes on the floor. She’d hoped her mother 
wouldn’t miss her right away. ‘‘Did she...did  she  sound 
worried?’’ 

His gaze slid away from hers. ‘‘A little. For what it’s 
worth, I took enough of your stuff to make it look like 
you’d gone away for a few days. If she checks, she’ll 
think—’’ 

‘‘Mom knows I’d tell her if I were going away.’’ Toni 
closed her eyes slowly and tried to remind herself that 
Kate del Rio was not exactly a fragile, elderly parent 
who needed protecting. In fact, if she knew where her 
daughter was right now, she’d probably kick the door 
in, grab Nick Manelli by the scruff of his neck and give 
him a swift kick. 

‘‘You’re that close?’’ Nick’s voice made it sound as 
if she’d just claimed the impossible. 

Toni opened her eyes slowly. ‘‘She’s my mother.’’ 
He scowled and shook his head. She had the distinct 
impression that he did not believe her. She could have 
kicked herself for the overwhelming urge to convince 
him, and still she found herself doing just that. ‘‘Maybe 
we’re closer than most, but that’s because we need each 
other. For a long time, we haven’t had anyone else. But 
it’s more than that, because we enjoy being together.’’ 
She paused and drew a shaky breath. ‘‘She’s my best 
friend.’’ She sought Nick’s face and found it with an 
expression of bewilderment, his gaze still focused on 
her. He was listening—raptly. 

He pulled his gaze away and tried to sound casual. 
‘‘What kinds of things do you do together?’’ 

His voice had come out minutely tighter than before, 
and Toni wondered why. ‘‘Everything. We do a lot of 
shopping. Mom has a wonderful sense of style. We both 
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love the theater—we saw Phantom three times.’’ Toni 
laughed softly. ‘‘Mom loved that musical. If we get re­
ally bored, we sometimes go to a nightclub.’’ 

‘‘With your mother?’’ 
Toni realized how ridiculous that might sound to him. 

‘‘You’ve never seen my mother. When we’re together, 
people usually think we’re sisters.’’ She saw the skep­
ticism clearly on his face. ‘‘You don’t believe me?’’ She 
glanced around the room, spying her purse on the stand 
where she’d left it. She reached for it and tugged out her 
wallet, flipping it open and slowly turning photographs 
in their holders until she came to the one she wanted. 
Her mother smiled back at her from a smooth, unlined 
face with skin as tight and clear as it had been when 
Toni was a little girl. High cheekbones always dusted 
with a hint of blusher, and clear, sparkling blue eyes 
beneath perfectly arched brows gave her a regal appear­
ance—but her long blond hair, curlier than Toni’s was, 
right to the ends, softened that look with a touch of 
wildness. 

Toni handed the wallet to Nick and had the pleasure 
of seeing his eyes widen. ‘‘That’s your mother?’’ 

‘‘Umm-hmm.’’ 
He shook his head. ‘‘She looks great.’’ 
‘‘She is great. She’s been great to me, and I don’t 

want to cause her all this worry. She’s had enough grief 
in her life. She’s going to worry herself sick about me 
if she doesn’t hear something....’’ She broke off as he 
handed her the wallet, and looked skeptical again. ‘‘For 
God’s sake, wouldn’t your mother worry if you dropped 
off the face of the earth without a word?’’ 

‘‘Not only would she not worry, she wouldn’t know. 
If she did, she wouldn’t care.’’ His voice held more bit­
terness than Toni could believe. He went on, his voice 
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devoid of any emotion, his expression shuttered. ‘‘She 
walked out when I was thirteen, and I haven’t seen her 
since,’’ he said. 

Toni swallowed hard, thinking of the pretty young 
woman in the photograph. How could she have walked 
out on her own son—two sons? ‘‘I didn’t know. I’m 
sorry.’’ She closed her wallet and dropped it back inside 
the purse. 

‘‘I’m not.’’ He released the top buttons of his shirt 
and stalked into the living room. Toni followed. 

‘‘Then your father raised you alone?’’ She shouldn’t 
be so curious about his background. She certainly didn’t 
care. But he’d lost his mother—she’d lost her father. The 
only difference was, he pretended not to care. 

He walked to the stereo system, chose a CD without 
hesitation and dropped it in. In a moment Ray Charles’s 
voice moaned ‘‘Georgia on My Mind,’’ and Nick sunk 
into a chair. He leaned back, hands behind his head, legs 
stretched in front of him. ‘‘Last I knew, my old man was 
doing eight to fifteen in Attica. He went up in sixty-
nine.’’ 

‘‘Then he should have been out almost ten years ago, 
shouldn’t he?’’ Toni felt her stomach turn over. Had his 
father gone to prison before his mother had abandoned 
him or just after? She couldn’t help seeing the sweet, 
dark-haired little boy in the photo, with his front tooth 
missing, and feeling the incredible hurt he must’ve felt 
then. 

Nick shrugged. ‘‘I never bothered to find out.’’ 
‘‘What was he—’’ 
Nick’s head came up. ‘‘That’s enough, Antonia. I’m 

not up to telling you my life story, and I can’t imagine 
why you’d want to hear it.’’ Again he tipped his head 
back and folded his arms behind it. 
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Toni took a seat on the sofa and studied him. The 
tension in his body seemed to be ebbing. He’d been 
wound up and nervous from his encounter with Taranto 
when he’d first come in. Now the mellow piano and the 
soothing voice coming from the speakers seemed to be 
calming him. 

‘‘You like the blues,’’ she said, unconsciously keep­
ing her voice low in respect for the music. ‘‘I never 
would have guessed.’’ 

‘‘Relaxes me.’’ 
She shifted, feeling anything but relaxed. ‘‘Was it 

whoever was here before that got you all tensed up, or 
talking about your parents?’’ 

He didn’t move. ‘‘You don’t know when to quit, do 
you? Okay, I’ll bite. How’d you know someone was 
here?’’ 

‘‘It was a guess. I saw the red light come on, by the 
panel.’’ 

His head moved enough to nod. ‘‘Sharp lady.’’ 
‘‘Are you going to tell me who it was?’’ 
‘‘What do you think?’’ 
Antonia sighed and got to her feet. He’d given away 

all he was going to. Her stomach protested softly, and 
she realized it must be nearly noon. ‘‘Am I allowed to 
help myself to some lunch?’’ 

He nodded. ‘‘Can you cook?’’ 
‘‘It is not one of my more highly developed skills. I 

was thinking along the lines of a sandwich or some cot­
tage cheese.’’ She walked to the refrigerator and scanned 
its contents. ‘‘Or some yogurt,’’ she said, spying the row 
of containers. 

‘‘Help yourself.’’ 
Toni hesitated, then shrugged. ‘‘You want one?’’ 
His eyes opened and focused on her. ‘‘Why not?’’ 
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She picked peaches and cream for her, strawberry ba­
nana for him, located two spoons and carried them to 
the living room. She held the plastic cup out to him, and 
he took it. Their fingers touched and for a moment that 
seemed eternal, Toni didn’t take her hand away. When 
she did, she felt flustered and not sure what to say. 

Something had passed between them. Some unspoken 
agreement or understanding. He wouldn’t hurt her. She’d 
be safe as long as she was with him. He’d been saying 
so all along, but she was suddenly sure of it. She didn’t 
quite hate him anymore. She was beginning to see that 
there were reasons he’d become what he had—strong 
emotions that had shaped him into the man he was. If 
he was bitter, it was no wonder. 

He seemed content to relax there with the music filling 
the room. Toni was eager to write down some of the 
interesting discoveries she’d made here and begin to fit 
them into her plot and Katrina Chekov’s world. She hes­
itated, though. The fact remained that she was Toni Rio 
and her book would ruin Lou Taranto. If Nick found 
out, all bets were off. 

She finished her yogurt. ‘‘You speak any Spanish, 
Nick?’’ 

‘‘Not a word,’’ he said, taking his last bite. She 
couldn’t seem to take her eyes from him as he licked 
the pink cream from his lips. ‘‘Although I can tell when 
you’re swearing at me.’’ He got up at long last, carried 
the cup to the kitchen sink and rinsed it. ‘‘I have to go 
out again. I might be a while.’’ 

Toni sighed loudly. 
‘‘Don’t tell me you’ll miss me.’’ He was mocking, 

but not cruelly. 
‘‘In your dreams, I might.’’ She took her cup to the 

sink as he had, rinsed it, then turned, leaning her back 
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on the drain board. ‘‘I don’t like being locked up here 
alone. There’s not a window in the place, not a soul to 
talk to—’’ 

‘‘There’s the stereo,’’ he said, pointing. ‘‘There are 
all those books.’’ He pointed once more. ‘‘Besides, you 
can use the time to do some writing. If you get sick of 
that, there’s a TV in the bedroom—’’ 

‘‘What’s wrong with this one?’’ Toni couldn’t resist 
asking. 

‘‘Not working right now,’’ he replied without missing 
a beat. 

Toni chewed the inside of her lip. ‘‘If I spend every 
day sitting in this apartment, I’ll gain twenty pounds 
inside a week. I run every day, for God’s sake. I can’t 
vegetate for God knows how long just because it’s con­
venient for you.’’ 

He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against 
the fridge. ‘‘Piling it on a bit, aren’t you? It’s only been 
one day.’’ 

She smirked at him. ‘‘I thought you’d understand. You 
obviously work out—’’ 

His brows shot up. ‘‘Not much slips by you, does it?’’ 
His amusement stirred her anger, but not for long. ‘‘How 
about a deal?’’ 

Her curiosity rose on its hind legs. ‘‘What kind of 
deal?’’ 

‘‘I have a gym downstairs, in the basement. You be­
have yourself while I’m gone, and I’ll take you down 
there.’’ 

‘‘When?’’ She sounded too eager, but she couldn’t 
take it back now. She truly was beginning to feel like a 
caged animal. 

‘‘As soon as I can. But right now I have to go.’’ Toni 
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sighed in resignation, while his tiger-striped eyes pe­
rused her face. 

He stepped closer, looked down at her, smiling 
slightly. ‘‘I wouldn’t be averse to a kiss goodbye if 
you’re interested.’’ 

‘‘Since when do you ask permission?’’ She tried to 
make her answer sting, but her eyes went to his full lips 
the minute he asked the question. 

He shrugged. ‘‘Is that a yes?’’ 
‘‘Only if you’d like to kiss my knuckles, Manelli.’’ 
He nodded, his face splitting in a broad grin. ‘‘Atta 

girl. For a minute there I was afraid you might be losing 
your spunk.’’ He tousled her hair playfully as he spoke, 
then his hand stilled, buried in her hair. He took it away 
slowly so the long tendrils slipped between his fingers. 
Toni pushed off from the sink, ducked under his arm 
and moved quickly to the bedroom, where she’d left the 
notebooks. 

She picked them up. ‘‘I’ll take your advice and do 
some writing, then. See you later.’’ She closed the bed­
room door. 

A moment later she heard him leave and she relaxed 
again. She’d have to be careful or she’d wind up liking 
the man. She’d have to keep reminding herself that no 
matter what kind of horrible childhood he’d had, it was 
no excuse for what he did now. Lots of people had lousy 
family lives and still managed to grow up and become 
productive citizens. 

She was surprised that she was able to put him from 
her mind and concentrate on writing. The words flowed 
from her at a remarkable rate. Time slipped by without 
her being aware of it. Pages filled, one after another. She 
wrote in Spanish so he wouldn’t be able to read it and 
guess what she was doing. 
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* * *  
Nick couldn’t explain why he’d told her the things he 

had. He talked to no one about his family. He didn’t 
even allow himself to think about them. None of it mat­
tered; it was in the past and that’s where it should re­
main. It had no bearing on his life today. With one ex­
ception. Danny’s death was at the core of his need to 
end Lou Taranto’s reign as king of the underworld. The 
man had been getting rich on other people’s sufferings 
for too long. It would end. Nick would be the one to 
end it. 

He ran the errands necessary that afternoon, taking the 
money Taranto had given him to three different banks 
to exchange it for clean bills. It wouldn’t be surprising 
if Lou had somehow marked the bills and was keeping 
track of them. He then went to a small gym and left the 
money in an envelope in one of the lockers. 

He told himself he shouldn’t be thinking about the 
little Gypsy alone and restless in his apartment. He 
shouldn’t allow Antonia to haunt his thoughts the way 
she was. He shouldn’t keep catching phantom traces of 
her scent on every wayward breeze. He shouldn’t un­
consciously rub his fingertips together, remembering the 
feel of her silken hair. He certainly shouldn’t keep imag­
ining how it would feel to hold her—to wrap his arms 
so completely around her tiny body that she’d be envel­
oped in him. 

Nick blinked fast, shocked at the path of his thoughts. 
They’d come to a tentative truce, if he’d read her right 
this morning. He couldn’t revert to total animosity be­
tween them by coming on like a cave man again. He’d 
get a lot more cooperation from her if he could keep 
things friendly between them, but not too friendly. 

By the time he returned to the hulking mansion, it 
was dusk. The sky beyond the house was only a shade 
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lighter than the house itself. The place looked haunted. 
Big and dark and ugly. It wasn’t a home—not anybody’s 
home, but least of all his. It was just a cover. Something 
the government set him up with to help convince Taranto 
he was a productive criminal. The truth was, Nick didn’t 
have a home. A small apartment in Brooklyn served as 
a base when he wasn’t undercover. He wasn’t sure he 
wanted a home. It would be too damn empty. 

He picked up the white paper bag with the cartons of 
Chinese food inside and hurried up the two flights to the 
apartment. When he went in, Antonia was on the couch 
with her legs curled beneath her. She bent over a note­
book, and her pencil was flying over the lines. She was 
so engrossed, she didn’t even hear him. He quietly set 
the food down and went back through the door to pick 
up the telephone he’d left in the study. He carried it 
inside and closed the door, and still she didn’t look up. 

His curiosity got the best of him, and he walked up 
behind her and glanced over her shoulder, frowning 
when he saw line upon line of Spanish words. So she 
didn’t want him reading what she wrote? Interesting. 

‘‘Productive afternoon?’’ 
She looked up fast and slammed the notebook closed. 

Her eyes had a spark in them that he hadn’t seen before. 
It was like the effect of certain amphetamines. He had 
the feeling as she looked at him that she wasn’t really 
seeing him, but was instead still at least partially im­
mersed in whatever she’d been writing. ‘‘I didn’t mean 
to interrupt. You look...driven.’’ 

‘‘It’s going pretty well,’’ she told him. Her gaze fell 
to the telephone tucked under his arm, and the zealous 
gleam left her eyes entirely. ‘‘I’ve heard of portable 
phones, but isn’t that a bit much?’’ Her attempt at humor 
was lame, at best. It didn’t fool him for a second. He 
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set the phone down, cursing himself for bringing it in 
now when he should have waited until she was distracted 
in another room. It was cruel to let her see it when he 
couldn’t let her use it. 

He grabbed up the bag and took it to the kitchen. ‘‘I 
brought food. You like Chinese?’’ 

‘‘It’s fine.’’ Her voice sounded dead. 
Nick sighed hard. He walked to the couch and sat 

close beside her. ‘‘What is it?’’ 
‘‘Nothing.’’ She looked everywhere but at him. 
He cupped her chin and pulled her head around so he 

could see her eyes. His thumb traced her jawline of its 
own will. ‘‘You might as well say it, Antonia. Your face 
is too expressive.’’ 

She pulled her face from his grasp. ‘‘You have the 
telephone,’’ she said slowly. ‘‘It would be so easy to let 
me call her.’’ She got to her feet, restless. 

Her mother again. He’d actually thought he’d won 
that argument. ‘‘I would if I could. I’m not doing this 
just to be cruel, you know.’’ He stood, as well. 

‘‘You could let me call if you wanted to. Just plug 
the damn thing in—stand beside me with your gun to 
my head. Blow my brains out if I say one wrong word. 
I just want to let her know I’m okay—’’ 

He gripped her shoulders, silencing her tirade. ‘‘Use 
your head, will you? If your mother doesn’t act worried, 
it will be obvious to Taranto that you’re still alive.’’ 

‘‘Taranto doesn’t know my name,’’ she whispered. 
‘‘How can he watch her if he doesn’t know who I am? 
Unless...you’re going to tell him.’’ 

He released her and threw his hands in the air. ‘‘Of 
course I’m not—dammit, I thought we were past this 
stage. I’m not going to tell him anything about you, but 
that won’t stop him from finding out. And when he does, 
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you can bet he’ll watch your mother. If she acts suspi­
cious, he’ll do more than just watch her. It would be just 
like Lou to assume she knew where you were and try to 
make her tell him, and if that happens—’’ 

He stopped when he saw the change in her. Her eyes 
narrowed. Her jaw twitched and she stepped closer to 
him. Her voice shook with pent-up anger. Her breathing 
was faster and shallow. ‘‘If anything happens to her, 
Nick Manelli, I swear you will pay. If I have to wring 
your neck with my bare hands, you’ll pay, and that goes 
for your precious Lou Taranto and that snake, Viper, as 
well!’’ 

He felt the return of that grudging respect for her just 
before he felt the shock. ‘‘How do you know Viper?’’ 
She said nothing, and Nick saw her courage waver. He 
saw the fear behind it. He stared at her, shaking his head 
and wondering how he’d been so stupid. ‘‘It was no 
accident that you were in that alley that night. What were 
you doing there, Antonia?’’ 

She met his gaze. She stood inches from him and 
tipped her head back to pummel him with her tear-glazed 
eyes. ‘‘I can’t let anything happen to her,’’ she said. Her 
voice was hoarse. ‘‘It would be my fault. God, I never 
stopped to think I would be putting her at risk. I can’t 
let anything happen. Not this time. I can’t stand by and 
do nothing, like before. I won’t. I’ll do anything—’’ 

She was approaching panic; he could see it swirling 
in her ebony eyes. He gripped her shoulders again. ‘‘An­
tonia, I didn’t say—’’ 

The tears spilled over and he choked. Antonia’s small 
fists came up to grip his lapels. ‘‘Don’t let them hurt 
her. For God’s sake, Nick don’t let that happen.’’ 

He didn’t intend to slide his arms around her or to 
hold her tight against him. It wasn’t something he 



74 Reckless Angel 

thought about doing. It was something he couldn’t help 
doing. He cradled her head against his chest and he 
rocked her slowly. Her shoulders quaked. She was stiff 
in his arms but she didn’t pull away. ‘‘I didn’t mean it 
to sound like a threat. I just wanted you to understand 
why I couldn’t let you call her. No one’s going to hurt 
your mother, Antonia.’’ He held her harder, his arms 
tightening almost against his will. A lump came into his 
throat, and he closed his eyes. ‘‘I swear to God, I won’t 
let anyone hurt her.’’ 

She shook her head as much as his grip on her would 
allow. Her voice was muffled by the fabric of his shirt, 
and her breath warmed his skin right through it. ‘‘You 
have no control over what Taranto might do. No one 
does.’’ 

She sounded so hopeless. It tore at his emotions— 
emotions he hadn’t known he could still feel. ‘‘Don’t be 
too sure about that.’’ 

She sniffed, pulled herself away from his chest but 
not out of his arms. She blinked her eyes drier and 
frowned up at him. ‘‘What do you mean?’’ 

‘‘I mean I may not control Lou, but he can’t control 
me, either.’’ He saw her brows lift, the need in her eyes. 
Make me believe, she seemed to be begging him. Take 
this awful fear away. ‘‘There are things I can do,’’ he 
said softly. ‘‘Things Lou never has to know about. You 
can trust me on this, Antonia. No one will touch her.’’ 

She stared up at him, her huge black eyes like bot­
tomless pools. But a moment later they clouded, as if 
she’d only just remembered who was speaking to her. 
‘‘Trust you?’’ She whispered. She looked at the floor 
and shook her head slowly. ‘‘Buena suerte.’’ 

Reassurances leapt into his throat, but Nick swallowed 
them forcibly. To convince her she could trust him 
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would be to destroy his cover. He didn’t answer, and 
when she gazed up again he couldn’t face her imploring 
eyes. He let his arms fall away from her and shrugged. 
‘‘Fine, don’t trust me. You’d sleep better if you did, but 
that’s your problem. In the meantime, why don’t you tell 
me what you were doing in that alley, in the middle of 
the night, in the pouring rain?’’ 

‘‘I was watching a contract killing,’’ she said softly. 
‘‘Why didn’t you let your pal Viper shoot me? It 
would’ve solved all your problems. I saw him lift the 
gun. He never misses, or so I’ve heard. What was going 
through your head when you knocked the muzzle down? 
Any other thug would’ve just...’’ Her head came up 
slowly, her wide eyes narrowed, and her brows pushed 
at one another. ‘‘Why did you stop him from killing 
me?’’ 

Nick didn’t like the look in her eyes. He wasn’t sure 
what was on her mind, but it had him squirming like a 
worm on a hook. He tried to keep the offensive. ‘‘How 
do you know Viper? No one knows his face.’’ 

She acted as if she hadn’t heard him. She turned 
slowly, looking at the apartment as if she were seeing 
for the first time. ‘‘Why do you stay here, in this hidden 
apartment? Are you hiding from someone?’’ 

Nick’s temper began to simmer. He didn’t like the 
way she was trying to take charge of the conversation. 
His jaw tight, he demanded, ‘‘When did you hear the 
dead man’s name?’’ 

She shook her head slowly as her gaze fell on the 
phone. ‘‘Why do you bring the phone in here every time 
you want to use it?’’ 

He turned and paced away from her, more uncom­
fortable than he could remember ever having been. He 
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could barely believe it when she followed, her hand on 
his shoulder trying to turn him to face her. 

‘‘When do you drink the beer I saw in the fridge in­
stead of that expensive whiskey downstairs? And when 
on earth do you pull on your high-tops and shoot a few 
hoops? In between dumping bodies and snuffing wit­
nesses for Lou Taranto? Why do you talk like a thug 
and dress like a gangster when you’re with him and 
speak perfect English when you’re with me?’’ 

Nick was stunned by her barrage of questions and the 
direction they were taking. He tried to force a scowl 
instead of showing the shock he felt. ‘‘You seem to have 
forgotten your position in the scheme of things, Antonia. 
I’m in charge. Your life is in the palm of my hand. 
You’d be on a slab in a morgue by now if I hadn’t 
dragged your cute little butt out of the trouble you 
stepped into. I ask the questions. You answer them. Is 
that clear?’’ 

She stared up at him a moment longer. She raked her 
fingers through her hair and shook her head. ‘‘No. I’m 
crazy to think...  Look, I’ve had all I can handle, okay? 
I’m going to bed.’’ 

She turned and walked away. As soon as the door 
closed, Nick slammed his fist on the table hard enough 
to send the cup that sat there two inches from the sur­
face. She was one giant pain in the backside, and if she 
was thinking along the lines he thought she was, she 
was going to be trouble. He no longer doubted that her 
presence in the alley had been no accident. That theory 
was out the window. She knew way too much. 

‘‘Yeah, way too much,’’ he muttered. She knew just 
how to look at him to make him forget about protecting 
his cover—to make his stomach tie itself into a knot 
while he broke his back to try to tell her what she wanted 
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to hear. Her tears worked better on him than automatic 
weapons would. He paced the room and wondered if he 
should give in to the urge to kick the damn door in and 
make her tell him the truth. 

He had to remind himself that her reasons for being 
in the alley were probably the least of his problems. She 
was beginning to see holes in his story. Holes no one 
else had seen. She looked at him just now as if she could 
see right inside his brain and read his mind. It was damn 
nerve-racking. It reminded him of— 

He wasn’t prepared for the reality that hit him. It re­
minded him of the way Danny used to look at him when­
ever he tried dishing up a line of bull. Nick sucked air 
through his teeth at the sudden pain, like a yard-long 
saber, running him through. He saw his brother’s know­
ing expression. Danny always knew when Nick was ly­
ing, used to say he could see it in his eyes shining like 
a beacon. It drove Nick crazy. He’d been the best liar 
he knew. He’d had to be, or he’d have wound up in 
foster care somewhere with Danny somewhere else. 
He’d made up some of the biggest piles of crap ever, 
and people bought it; the wild excuses he invented for 
school officials whenever they wanted to see one of his 
parents, the line he’d fed the manager at the High Spot 
when he scammed his way into his first job. 

He’d always been big, so it was easy to convince them 
he was older than he was. But the club owner wanted 
an experienced bouncer, not a rookie. By the time he 
was hired, Nick had convinced his new employers that 
he was the greatest bouncer in the city. Nick had gone 
home and tried to tell Danny his new job was at a con­
venience store, and Danny had seen right through it. 
Nick had been afraid his brother would try to make him 
quit, and he loved the job. Tossing guys twice his age 
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out on their butts when they got out of hand was the 
most fun he’d ever had. He used to fantasize that his 
father would come in some night. He planned to put the 
bastard through the door without bothering to open it 
first. 

He’d kept working in that dive for two years after he’d 
lost Danny, and the entire time he’d been in constant 
training. He told himself it was because he had to be 
tough to keep the job. Deep down, though, he knew he 
was bulking up so he’d be ready to take on the Cobras. 
At that time he’d still blamed the gang for Danny’s over­
dose. 

Nick forced the mismatched memories from his mind. 
Why had he thought about his past so much lately— 
about Danny? Was it just having her here that brought 
the memories on? Was it because he felt, even from his 
first glimpse of her standing terrified at the edge of that 
alley, an irrational urge to protect her? Just the way he’d 
wanted to protect Danny. 

He’d known his brother was in trouble, and he’d tried 
every way he knew to talk him back from the edge. 
Danny ignored Nick’s warnings and walked face first 
into the fire. He’d left Nick alone, just as their worthless 
father and mother had. Just as little Antonia would do 
if he gave her half a chance, he thought, even if it was 
likely to get her killed. 

He wouldn’t let her do that. 
He shook himself and plugged the telephone in to dial 

Joey. He was already late. 
‘‘Yeah, Joe’s Pizza, whaddya want?’’ 
‘‘Sausage and mushrooms to go,’’ Nick replied, to let 

Joey know that he, too, was alone and free to talk. 
‘‘Where’ve you been, Nick? On vacation?’’ 
‘‘Couldn’t be helped. You forget I have myself a new 
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roommate?’’ Nick glanced up at the door and wondered 
if the little snoop was listening. ‘‘You have enough 
money for that game tonight?’’ 

‘‘Not unless I win the first few hands.’’ 
‘‘That’s what I figured,’’ Nick said. ‘‘Go down to the 

gym. I left a package in your locker.’’ 
‘‘Greenback? Thanks, Nick.’’ 
‘‘Thank Taranto. It’s what he gave me for handling 

that little problem the other night.’’ 
Joey hesitated. ‘‘You—uh—think he might’ve marked 

the bills, Nick? If he connects us—’’ 
‘‘I did some banking today. The money’s clean.’’ 
‘‘Perfect. How’s your guest, by the way?’’ 
‘‘Just beautiful. What do you say I send her to your 

place for a while?’’ 
Joey laughed. ‘‘Uh-uh, pal. You caught her, you keep 

her.’’ 
‘‘I was afraid you’d say that. Listen, I need you to 

call Harry for me. I never know when she has her ear 
pressed to the door.’’ 

‘‘Curious, huh?’’ 
‘‘A little too curious. She knows stuff she shouldn’t. 

She’s got a mother, and I’m uncomfortable with the 
lady’s security. I want you to have Harry assign a man 
to her, twenty-four hours. I want to be informed if one 
of Taranto’s guys gets within ten blocks of her.’’ 

‘‘Got it. Anything else?’’ 
‘‘Yeah. A background check on the lady herself. She’s 

holding back.’’ 
‘‘I’ll call Harry right now. Then I have to head over 

to the Century. I’ll see you after the game if there’s 
anything worth telling you.’’ 

Nick hung up, unplugged the telephone and took it 
with him when he left. The tension coiled tight inside 
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him hadn’t eased any, and he needed to work it off. If 
he didn’t, he thought he was likely to wring Antonia’s 
pretty neck for keeping so much from him. Even then a 
little voice whispered that wringing her neck wasn’t at 
all what he’d like to do to her. 

He felt a pang of guilt on the way down. He had 
promised her a crack at the basement gym...and he 
would give her one. To have her with him now would 
defeat the purpose. She was the source of the tension he 
needed to get rid of. 

Toni hadn’t heard his telephone conversation because 
she’d locked herself in the bathroom to pace and try to 
work through her sudden suspicion. It had seemed so 
obvious all at once. Nick didn’t just switch personalities 
arbitrarily. It had to be deliberate. He was like two men 
in one body, entirely different with Viper and Taranto 
than he was with her. She’d been confused by him be­
fore. How could he point a gun at her head one minute 
and buy her notebooks the next? She wasn’t confused 
anymore. She thought she knew the answer. 

He wasn’t working for Lou Taranto at all. He was 
undercover, just as she was. He was probably some kind 
of cop. 

Joy at her newfound theory bubbled in her chest, and 
she caught herself grinning. Wait a minute, she thought, 
pulling a mental emergency brake. Just why does this 
idea make me so damn happy? 

Why shouldn’t it? It certainly would improve my odds 
of surviving this mess. 

It would also ease the guilt she’d been feeling for 
allowing herself to be physically attracted to a man 
whose moral values were roughly equivalent to those of 
pond slime. 
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Am I saying that it is now perfectly all right to feel 
slightly attracted to him? 

No way, she realized. She could easily be adding two 
and two and coming up with eighty-nine. She might only 
be seeing what she wanted to see and not what was truly 
there. Still, she couldn’t help but feel a hint of relief that 
he’d made that promise about protecting her mother. If 
he was a cop, the offer made perfect sense. 

And what if he’s just a great liar? 
She had no idea how much time had passed, but she 

finally realized she was too wound up to sleep and that 
her stomach was too empty to relax anyway. When she 
emerged from the bathroom, Nick was nowhere in sight. 
She located the two cartons of Chinese food in the fridge 
and helped herself to a little bit of it. She no longer 
feared he’d try to poison her. Besides, he’d eaten from 
both cartons. She took her plate to the coffee table and 
wondered if he’d left the house or just the apartment. If 
she were going to find out who Nick Manelli really was, 
she would have to keep a close eye on him. 

She retrieved the remote control and flicked the mon­
itor on, getting comfortable on the sofa. She used the 
buttons to move from room to room, but didn’t see him 
in any of them. Then the gym filled the screen. A small 
choking sound came from her throat, and she dropped 
the remote when her fingers went limp. 

She’d found him. He lay on a bench, knees bent, feet 
flat to the floor on either side. He wore only a pair of 
baggy yellow shorts with an elastic waist. His chest was 
bare except for the mat of kinky black hair and the beads 
of moisture clinging. He pressed a bar with several disks 
at each end. His face contorted as he pressed. Sweat 
made a sheen over his nose and forehead. He clenched 
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his teeth, his lips pulling away from them each time he 
pushed the bar up, away from his body. 

Toni stood slowly, her gaze magnetized by the image 
on the screen. His arms bulged with each repetition. His 
chest muscles expanded, his pectorals rippling with the 
effort. She dropped to her knees and felt around for the 
remote, found it and thumbed the volume control with­
out looking. She heard him grunt now, with every rep­
etition. He didn’t count, only emitted a guttural 
‘‘ummf.’’ The sound seemed forced from him. 

She’d known he was big. She’d felt the hardness of 
his body whenever she’d had physical contact with him. 
She’d felt the bulge of those muscles beneath his clothes 
when he’d held her close to him—but, dear God in 
heaven, she hadn’t imagined he looked like that. She 
could only imagine how he’d feel.... 

Her eyes rounded and Toni flicked the power button 
off and sat there, blinking at the now-dark screen. Her 
stomach had a tiny lead ball resting right in its center. 
God, her throat was dry. She couldn’t swallow. 

She went to the kitchenette and opened a cupboard 
for a glass. She needed to drink something. When she 
glanced up, the rounded, amber-colored glass caught her 
gaze. It lay on its side, bottom facing out, on the top 
shelf—an extra bottle of that Jack Daniel’s Nick was 
always feeding to Lou Taranto. Toni pulled a kitchen 
chair closer and told herself it was only to help her sleep. 



Chapter 5 

Nick stretched his hour-long workout into two and then 
some. He hadn’t realized just how much he needed it 
until he got started. By the time he began to feel a little 
of the tension slip away, he’d pretty much exhausted 
himself. He spent another hour in the pool trying to cool 
down and relax. 

When he finally showered and went back upstairs, the 
apartment was silent. He opened the bedroom door and 
peeked in. Antonia was curled on his bed, breathing 
deeply. There was a glass with a bit of amber liquid in 
the bottom on the stand beside the bed. Frowning, Nick 
moved quietly across the room, picked the glass up and 
sniffed. Whiskey. The little Gypsy had been snooping 
again. 

He looked down at her and wondered why she felt in 
need of a shot. Was she that wrought up over her 
mother? She stirred and sighed. The light from the living 
room spilled through the slightly opened door and shone 
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on her hair, so it gleamed like a raven’s wing. For one 
wild instant, he had the insane urge to bend over her and 
kiss her lips—to taste the flavor of the whiskey on them 
and the flavor of her behind them. He shook himself and 
turned to leave the room. God knew what she’d think if 
she woke and found him standing over her. 

It was tough to leave, though. He wasn’t sure why it 
gave him such a rush to look at her as she slept. It 
couldn’t have been that glorious hair all over the place, 
or that she hugged his pillow to her like a lover. It 
couldn’t be because, in this light, her skin was the color 
of cinnamon or that he could see the dampness and smell 
the soap from her recent shower. 

He made himself take a step toward the door. She 
moaned softly in her sleep, and he stopped. 

‘‘Mmm,’’ she mumbled again. And then, in a whisper, 
‘‘Nick.’’ 

She could have hit him with a hammer and done less 
damage. She’d whispered his name in her sleep—and 
she’d said it as if...  

He stepped closer and sat down gently on the edge of 
the bed. He smoothed the hair away from her face and 
looked at her. Her eyes opened slowly, and for an elastic 
moment she gazed up at him, a lazy smile curving her 
lips. Her hands came up to cover his, where it rested on 
her cheek. She blinked. 

Her eyes flew wide. She yanked the covers to her chin 
and moved as far from him as possible. ‘‘What do you 
want?’’ 

Nick shrugged innocently. ‘‘You called me, Antonia. 
I thought something was wrong.’’ He watched her face, 
making no move to get off the bed. ‘‘Was it a dream?’’ 

Her eyes were huge and darker than midnight as she 
searched her memory. Deep color flooded her face. 
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‘‘No!’’ She shook her head fast, so her hair flew. ‘‘I 
mean, not a dream. A—a nightmare.’’ 

He frowned. ‘‘That’s funny. You were smiling when 
I came in. Looked as if you were about to start purring.’’ 
He tried to sound genuinely concerned. ‘‘What was 
this...nightmare about?’’ 

She shook her head once more. ‘‘I don’t know. I really 
don’t remember.’’ She said it quickly, not even bother­
ing to try. 

‘‘That’s the thing about dreams. They’re so vivid and 
then they’re gone.’’ He touched her chin with the tip of 
his forefinger. ‘‘The real thing, Antonia, you’d never for­
get.’’ 

He got up, chuckling, and strolled out of the room. 
He could feel the daggers she was shooting at his back 
before he closed the door. As soon as he finished grin­
ning, he asked himself why it gave him such an absurdly 
huge sense of satisfaction to know that he wasn’t the 
only one having impure thoughts. It certainly wouldn’t 
make things any easier. He couldn’t just hop into bed 
with her and go on about his business. 

Why the hell not? 
The question stopped him cold. Why not? He’d done 

it before. What was so different about her? 
Dumb question. Everything about Antonia was differ­

ent. So damn small, she seemed fragile as crystal, and 
so damn intrepid she was always on the brink of disaster. 
She was a giant in a tiny body. She was a Gypsy sor­
ceress, dancing through his mind but always just out of 
reach. Her eyes were black quicksand. A man could dis­
appear in those eyes and never find his way out. 

He paced for a while, then reclined on the couch 
knowing full well he’d never close his eyes. How could 
he, when he knew she was just in the next room, as 
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wide-awake and restless as he was? He shook his head, 
trying not to think about a sure cure for both of them. 

It was a relief when Joey showed up later. Nick 
reached for the remote, checked to be sure Joey was 
alone and let him in. The smaller man was flushed right 
down to the bald spot in the middle of his head. Nick 
had to keep reminding him to keep his voice down. 

‘‘Okay, Nick, okay. But this is hot. It’s going down 
tomorrow night and I’m in. I can’t let it go. Not this 
time.’’ 

Nick took his friend’s arm and urged him into the 
kitchen, as far from the bedroom as possible. ‘‘Now 
slow down. What is happening tomorrow night?’’ 

‘‘Cocaine. A big shipment of it, coming into Taranto’s 
warehouse sometime after 9:00 p.m. Four guys have to 
be there to unload and I’m one of ‘em.’’ 

Nick schooled his face into an emotionless mask. It 
had been cocaine that had killed Danny, cocaine im­
ported by Lou Taranto. ‘‘So?’’ 

‘‘Come on, Nick, you know what I’m saying. That 
stuff will hit the streets in a matter of days, if not hours. 
Lou has a crew waiting to cut it up, and we both know 
they’ll be selling it by the gram in no time. I can’t let 
that go.’’ He shook his head and ran one hand over it, 
front to back. ‘‘We have to look the other way all the 
time when we’re under. I can’t do it this time.’’ 

‘‘It’s your tip, Joey. Call it. We’ll play it your way.’’ 
Joey looked at Nick for a long moment, his blue eyes 

thoughtful. ‘‘If we let the stuff get inside the warehouse, 
we might as well forget it. The place is like Fort Knox. 
A lot of cops would go down in a raid.’’ 

Nick nodded. ‘‘True enough. So what do you want to 
do?’’ Nick thought he already knew the answer, and he 
knew he wasn’t going to like it. Allowing Fat Lou’s 
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poison to hit the streets was unacceptable...but  so  was  
losing his best friend. His only friend. 

‘‘I’m dropping an anonymous tip to the local cops. 
Letting them know when the truck is due in and what 
it’s hauling. They’ll probably be there waiting.’’ 

Nick expelled his breath in a rush. ‘‘They’ll be there, 
all right, they’ll be loaded for bear. There’s no way you 
can tip them that there’s a Fed with the suspects. You’ll 
probably end up getting your head blown off.’’ 

‘‘Forewarned and all that crap, pal. I knew the risks 
when I signed on. Besides, better I buy it than some kid 
who ought to know better than to try that garbage but 
doesn’t. Some kid like Danny.’’ He paused to let that 
sink in. ‘‘I figure this way I give the cops a pretty fair 
chance, with only four guys and the driver shooting back 
at them.’’ 

‘‘Five guys and the driver,’’ Nick said softly. 

Toni leaned closer to the door. She had to strain to 
make out what they were saying because they spoke so 
softly. They must be in the kitchen. She recognized 
Joey’s voice, but so far, hadn’t understood half of what 
they’d said. She opened the door a crack. 

‘‘Oh, that’s brilliant, Nick. You come along, that way 
we can both get shot full of holes.’’ 

Nick’s eyes looked like Toni had never seen them. 
Possessed or something. ‘‘How long’s it been, Joseph? 
Hmm?’’ He was almost whispering. ‘‘What, twenty 
years now? You remember when you lost Gina and 
crawled into a bottle headfirst? It took some doing, but 
I snapped you out of it.’’ 

Joey sniffed. ‘‘Smashed every damn bottle I had and 
wouldn’t let me out of your sight for a week.’’ 

‘‘Even further back than that,’’ Nick went on, and his 



88 Reckless Angel 

voice was gritty. ‘‘The night Danny OD’ed. I lost it. I 
wanted blood and I was ready to get it with my bare 
hands. If you’d let me go that night, I’d never have come 
back alive. You remember? You had to sit on me to keep 
me from going after the Cobras alone. You ended up 
with a black eye by morning—’’ 

‘‘Hold on, Nick. The way I remember it, you weren’t 
too pretty the next day, either.’’ 

‘‘Hell, I had twenty pounds on you even then, Sal­
ducci.’’ 

‘‘Yeah, but I had ten years on you, you muscle-bound 
punk.’’ 

Toni edged nearer and peered through the door. Nick 
moved and put one hand on Joey’s arm. ‘‘You stuck by 
me, Joey. You’re the only one who did. It’s gonna hit 
the fan tomorrow night, and I’m damn well gonna be 
there to tell you when to duck.’’ 

‘‘More like I’m gonna be there to carry your oversize 
butt home when it’s over.’’ Joey stepped more clearly 
into Toni’s range of vision. He was at least four inches 
shorter than Nick and sported some excess flesh that 
wouldn’t dare attach itself to Nick’s body. His face was 
shadowed with beard, and his black hair grew in a horse­
shoe pattern around a bald center. When he looked at 
Nick again, she saw the resignation in his face. 

‘‘You think you can manage it? I mean, you can’t just 
show up—’’ 

Nick held up a hand. ‘‘If I work this right, it’ll be 
Lou’s idea to send me along.’’ He slapped Joey’s back. 
‘‘Get yourself a vest, GI Joe.’’ 

‘‘I’ll just borrow one from you. That way I’ll be cov­
ered clear to my knees.’’ 

Toni closed the door soundlessly when they returned 
to the living room. She crept back to bed in case Nick 
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should check. She’d heard only a minute’s worth of their 
conversation, but it was enough. More than enough. 
Nick had lost a brother to drugs. He couldn’t possibly 
be working for the biggest importer of narcotics in the 
state. It just wasn’t possible. He had to be one of the 
good guys. 

She’d heard enough to know that there was a tight 
bond between the two men, and more than she wanted 
to know about what was going on tomorrow night. They 
were going to walk into a situation that could get them 
both killed. 

She spent the remainder of the night awake, turning 
their words over and over in her mind. 

In the morning, when she rose and showered and 
dressed, it wouldn’t leave her alone. The image of bul­
lets flying toward Nick—toward both of them—haunted 
her constantly. 

He wasn’t there when she walked into the living room. 
Did the man ever sleep? She dragged herself into the 
kitchen for some coffee, following the rich aroma that 
had reached her the second she’d opened the bedroom 
door. It smelled great, but the way her stomach was 
churning, she wondered if she could even handle a single 
cup. She filled a heavy stoneware mug despite her 
doubts and held it with both hands as she paced the 
room. 

She shouldn’t be wondering where Nick had gone this 
morning. She shouldn’t worry that he was already em­
broiled in a late-late-show-style gunfight. She swal­
lowed. She shouldn’t be worried but she was. She took 
the remote and checked the mansion, but she’d already 
known she wouldn’t find him. She felt the sense of emp­
tiness that pervaded the place with his absence. 
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God, what if he’d already gone on this suicide mission 
of his? 

No. She’d heard them say that whatever was happen­
ing would happen tonight. 

But would he return before all of that? Was he some­
where right now, preparing for it? Would he go directly 
to that hell of crisscrossing bullets? 

She stood still, closed her eyes and took a bracing 
gulp of hot coffee, then grimaced. She hadn’t put sugar 
in it. 

‘‘Enough, already.’’ She moved purposefully to the 
counter and spooned sugar into her mug, then stirred. 
She vowed to keep from imagining all sorts of melodra­
matic nonsense and decided to distract herself by writ­
ing. 

An hour later the coffee was stone-cold and her mind 
was nowhere near Katrina Chekov’s world. Her efforts 
ended when she tore a sheet from the notebook, crum­
pled it into a tight ball and threw it across the room. The 
pencil followed, as soon as she’d snapped it in half. The 
entire notebook sailed through the air a moment later to 
join its companions in a corner. Toni got to her feet and 
paced the room. The confinement made her claustropho­
bic. The knowledge that the door was sealed and that 
the only person who knew how to open it might get 
himself killed before he came back here to let her out 
had her chewing her nails. Sitting here doing nothing, 
while he might be out there getting shot at, had her 
crazy. 

She stopped pacing when her agitated gait took her 
right up to the door. Her gaze fixed on the numbered 
panel beside it, and a new thought made itself heard 
above all the others. 

The panel had ten numbered squares. She was fairly 
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certain it took three to open the door. But which three? 
Did it matter? She’d have to hit on it eventually. 

She began with 1-1-1. 

Nick had phoned Lou at the crack of dawn and ar­
ranged to meet with him at a truck stop off I-95. Always 
on time, Lou was waiting in a booth near the back of 
the place when Nick arrived. 

He stood, clapped a hand to Nick’s shoulder and 
waved him to the padded bench seat. Lou let his gaze 
sweep the place when they were both sitting, and Nick 
followed suit. There was a long counter facing the doors, 
and a line of stools with deep red upholstered seats. An 
old-fashioned cash register sat on one end of the counter, 
and a man who looked as if he ought to be in a boxing 
ring moved back and forth behind it. Booths like the one 
they were in lined the other three walls. The open floor 
was a maze of stackable shelving, all of it cluttered with 
snack foods, magazines and toiletries. The air was thick 
with the smell of hot grease. 

‘‘Nice place you picked, Nicky.’’ Lou couldn’t keep 
the worry from his voice. ‘‘What’s wrong? Why’d you 
call so early?’’ 

Nick sighed and tried to look tormented. He glanced 
at the waitress, whose parents had done a disservice by 
not getting her braces when she was young. She hurried 
toward them, pulling a pad from her apron pocket and 
a pen from her nest of limp brown hair. ‘‘Coffee,’’ Nick 
told her. ‘‘You want some breakfast, Lou? It’s on me.’’ 

Lou shook his head once. ‘‘I’m on a tight schedule.’’ 
‘‘Just coffee, then,’’ Nick told the girl. ‘‘Bring the 

pot.’’ 
She nodded, replaced the pad and was back in less 

than a minute with a bubble-shaped carafe. She turned 
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over both their cups, filled them and disappeared again, 
seeming to sense that the two men did not want to be 
bothered. 

Lou sipped and waited. Nick cleared his throat. ‘‘I’ve 
been thinking about what Vi—’’ He broke off, glancing 
around the place with feigned nervousness. ‘‘What our 
friend had to say the other day.’’ 

‘‘He said a lot of things. He talks too much, that one.’’ 
‘‘About the vote,’’ Nick clarified. ‘‘I’m afraid he 

might’ve been right. I’m not proven.’’ 
‘‘You took the broad out, Nicky. That’s proof enough 

for me.’’ 
‘‘You only have one vote.’’ 
Nick watched Lou’s expression gradually go grim. Fi­

nally the fat man nodded, causing his flabby jowls to 
sway slightly. ‘‘Truth is, Nicky, they aren’t sure about 
you yet. It might not go the way I wanted it to. But I’ll 
keep backing you. Sooner or later—’’ 

‘‘I don’t want it sooner or later, I want it now!’’ Nick 
made a show of forcing his temper back down. ‘‘Look, 
can’t you set me up with something, give me some kind 
of assignment that would show my loyalty?’’ 

Lou frowned and squeezed his chin in one hand. 
‘‘There’s nothing big enough going on—’’ 

‘‘Then it’s hopeless.’’ Nick leaned back hard and 
stared into his coffee cup. 

Lou released his chin and drummed his fingers on the 
table. ‘‘There is a shipment coming in tonight. It isn’t a 
big enough deal to earn you much clout—then again, it 
can’t hurt.’’ 

Nick brought his head up fast. ‘‘I’ll take anything you 
can give me, Lou. I want this so bad I can taste it.’’ 

He tried not to grin as Lou began to tell him about 
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the cocaine that would arrive by truck at his warehouse 
that night. 

He whistled as he drove back to the mansion good 
old Uncle Sam had provided for him. This thing was 
going smoother than he’d hoped. 

Toni was all the way up to the possible combinations 
beginning with 3 before she realized she’d made a big 
mistake. 3-1-1 had no effect on the security system. 
When she tried 3-1-2, a bell started ringing—a high-
pitched jangling that refused to stop stabbed at her ears 
and pierced her brain. The red lights beside the num­
bered panel flashed at her like scolding eyes. 

She jumped back, barely suppressing a yelp when the 
door flew open and Nick’s broad frame filled her vision. 
His face taut with anger, he stepped inside, slammed the 
door and rapidly punched a series of numbers on the 
panel. The alarm died at once, leaving a leaden silence 
in its place. 

‘‘What kind of asinine stunt was that?’’ He didn’t 
raise his voice, but each clipped word made his displea­
sure perfectly clear. 

She was so relieved to see him back in one piece that 
his ill humor didn’t faze her. She turned her back to him 
so he wouldn’t see it in her face. She still attempted to 
convince herself that her gnawing worry had been for 
her own sake, not his. If something happened to Nick, 
she’d be imprisoned here indefinitely. She hadn’t truly 
cared that he might get shot—or killed. She wouldn’t 
allow herself to care. She was not yet sure who the true 
Nick Manelli was. 

‘‘Well?’’ 
She pressed her fingertips to her temples and closed 

her eyes. ‘‘I...had  to  try.’’ 
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‘‘Why, for God’s sake? Antonia, you are safe here. 
You wouldn’t be out there. I thought you understood 
that.’’ 

She turned to face him, feeling a bristle of anger that 
chased away her limp relief. ‘‘You can’t expect me to 
sit here, docile as a lamb, while life-and-death decisions 
are being made for me by a man I’m not even sure I 
can trust!’’ 

His brows came together. ‘‘Not sure you can trust me? 
Isn’t that a major change in attitude? I thought you had 
me pegged as the next Hitler.’’ 

She averted her gaze and shrugged. 
‘‘As for sitting here, docile as a lamb, that’s the last 

thing I expect from you, lady. ‘Docile’ is not an adjec­
tive I’d use to describe you. But you are here and you 
are going to stay so you might as well resign yourself 
to the fact. This place is buttoned up tighter than a spin­
ster’s corset. You’re here until I say otherwise.’’ 

To Toni’s ears it was a challenge. ‘‘Is that so? Well, 
I guess that’s right. I’m here and I’ve got nothing but 
time on my hands. If I can’t find a way out of this hole, 
then my name isn’t Toni—’’ She stopped herself just 
before she blurted ‘‘Rio.’’ 

Nick’s eyes narrowed and he studied her face. His 
gaze swept the room, falling on the crumpled paper and 
abused notebook in the corner. She shook her head and 
spun away to pace to the kitchen. He drew a long breath 
and let it out slowly. ‘‘Confinement is making you a 
little crazy, hmm?’’ 

She turned, then dropped her gaze before his because 
he seemed to see so much. It was making her a lot more 
crazy since she’d overheard that conversation last night. 

‘‘Sit down...Toni.’’ 
She didn’t argue. She was too tired. She went to the 
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sofa and curled on one end with her legs tucked beneath 
her. Imagining him caught in the cross fire, cops firing 
at him from one side, criminals from the other, had taken 
a lot of energy. The relief left her weak. Nick sat down 
close to her. She felt his lingering gaze but didn’t return 
it. She braced her elbow on the cushioned arm and rested 
her forehead in her upturned palm. 

‘‘I need you to promise not to mess with the security 
system again, Toni. I can’t have the alarm going off 
every time I leave the house.’’ 

‘‘I don’t believe this,’’ she murmured. ‘‘My life’s 
turned inside out, my mother is being made to think I’m 
dead, and you’re worried about your precious security 
system.’’ She glanced sideways at him. 

He pursed his lips, dropped his gaze and seemed to 
consider his next words carefully before speaking. Fi­
nally he looked at her again. ‘‘For all I know, the house 
could be wired. Do you know what that means?’’ 

Toni’s curiosity rose to the surface like a shark at the 
scent of blood. It swallowed her frustration in one bite, 
her anger in the next. ‘‘Wired by whom? The police?’’ 

He looked away. ‘‘Maybe.’’ 
‘‘No,’’ she said softly. She turned to face him fully. 

‘‘It’s Taranto, isn’t it? You think Taranto might be lis­
tening in.’’ She knew she was right because the slight 
flicker in his eyes gave him away. 

‘‘The point is, those alarms would seem curious to 
anyone who might be eavesdropping. What if it was Ta­
ranto? If he finds out you’re here...’’  

He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to. Toni was well 
aware what her fate would be if Taranto discovered her. 
That Nick thought Taranto would trust him so little— 
that was interesting to her. 

‘‘Why don’t you just sweep the house?’’ She asked 
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the question only to prolong the conversation. She’d 
hoped he’d say something that would confirm her sus­
picion that he was not what he pretended. 

He watched her as he spoke. ‘‘The house is too big 
to sweep daily. I’d miss some nook or cranny.’’ 

Unconsciously chewing her thumbnail, Toni looked 
up suddenly. ‘‘That’s why you stay in this apartment. 
It’s small, easy to sweep, and no one knows it’s here so 
it’s unlikely they’d bug it anyway.’’ She paused, looking 
around the room with new understanding. ‘‘The phone 
must be secure, too. Probably has a bug signal, doesn’t 
it? What if someone tries to trace a call? Does it give 
them some sham number in Brooklyn?’’ 

He stared at her for a long moment, and finally shook 
his head. ‘‘You seem to know a lot about this stuff, Toni. 
You want to tell me why that is?’’ 

She’d allowed herself to get caught up in her own 
excitement and run off at the mouth, she realized grimly. 
She tried to look nonchalant and shrugged. If he was a 
cop, she must be making him hellishly uncomfortable. 
If not, she might very well have put herself at risk. ‘‘I 
read a lot of spy novels.’’ 

His jaw was tight, and his brown eyes probed hers 
like surgical instruments. ‘‘Then you ought to be able to 
see why it would be a big mistake to mess with the panel 
again. That alarm going off when I’m not even in the 
house is as good as a flare going up on a dark night. 
The wrong people notice it, it will be as bad for you as 
it will be for me.’’ His tone was calmly dictatorial—as 
if he expected no disagreement on her part. As if he 
would not tolerate any disagreement. 

He had a way of putting things so they made perfect 
sense, even in this crazy situation. She found herself 
feeling guilty for setting off the alarm. ‘‘I’ll promise not 
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to try it again if you’ll stop disappearing without a word. 
I was wor—I was scared when I got up this morning 
and you were gone. What was I supposed to do? I wasn’t 
even sure you’d be back. I couldn’t just sit in front of 
the television and wait for a news report to tell me your 
body had washed up on a beach somewhere—’’ 

‘‘What the hell are you talking about?’’ He shook his 
head, puzzled. Then understanding crept over his face. 
‘‘You were listening last night?’’ 

‘‘Not long enough,’’ she shot back. She was tired of 
playing games with him. ‘‘I didn’t hear a word to ex­
plain why two seemingly sane men would deliberately 
put themselves into the middle of a shooting match.’’ 

He caught her chin and tilted it up so he could stare 
down into her eyes. She hoped to God he couldn’t see 
what caused the intense burning behind them. ‘‘Don’t 
tell me you were worried about me.’’ 

She jerked her chin free, angry because she had been, 
no matter how much she wanted to deny it. ‘‘Dream on, 
Manelli.’’ 

‘‘I will if you will, del Rio.’’ 
He referred to her dream last night, of course. She 

could have slapped him for that remark. She couldn’t 
help it if her subconscious mind was unstable enough to 
conjure images of him, of them... 

She shook her head and pretended she didn’t know 
what he was talking about. ‘‘I just don’t care to be left 
in the cell when the jailer checks out.’’ She glanced at 
him again, sensing a chance to get a clue to the truth 
from him. ‘‘Why would you risk your life for Lou Ta­
ranto? Don’t you realize he is personally responsible for 
seventy percent of the cocaine in this city?’’ She shook 
her head. ‘‘I would think that when you lost your own 
brother to that garbage you’d—’’ 
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‘‘You are a good listener, aren’t you?’’ He kept a 
tight hold on his anger, but she could see it there. It 
flashed in those deep brown eyes. ‘‘My brother is none 
of your business.’’ His gaze wavered. He looked at his 
hands. ‘‘He’s dead and buried. He has nothing to do with 
me or what I choose to do with my life.’’ 

The raw agony in his voice was like a whip lashing 
her heart. It also gave the lie away. His brother had 
everything to do with his life. She couldn’t stop her hand 
from going to his arm. ‘‘That was hitting below the belt. 
I’m sorry.’’ He didn’t look at her. ‘‘Nick?’’ 

‘‘Go change,’’ he told her. ‘‘I’ll take you down to the 
gym for an hour.’’ 

All day Nick tried to shake the feeling of impending 
doom. The damn woman was hiding something from 
him; he was sure of it. She knew about bugs and sweep­
ing for them. She knew about phone taps and bug sig­
nals. Worse than that, he was sure she suspected his 
‘‘good-fellow’’ routine was the sham it was. She 
wouldn’t let it drop. She was like a dog with a three-
day-old bone. She had to keep gnawing at it. 

And the ways she had of getting at him! When she 
looked at him with those giant, black-jewel eyes, he 
wanted to tell her everything. When she’d mentioned his 
brother, he nearly had. To let her think he could work 
for Danny’s killer was too much—but he had to do it. 

He’d left her alone in the gym for over an hour. When 
he’d finally interrupted, she was doing transverse sit-ups 
on an incline bench. For a moment he just watched her. 
Her face was red. Her hair was damp and sticking to her 
face. The T-shirt she wore had wet spots beneath her 
breasts and between them. 

He felt bad for having kept her cooped up the way he 
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had and he tried to make up for it. He took her swim­
ming, then served her lunch in the formal dining room, 
warning her first they’d have to remain quiet. He took 
her on a tour of the entire mansion and found himself 
enjoying it, although neither of them could speak above 
a whisper. 

The day passed quickly. She was soaking in a hot bath 
now to ease her muscles after the workout she’d inflicted 
on herself. While she was occupied, Nick plugged in the 
phone and dialed Harry’s number. He needed to know 
what the background check on Toni had turned up. He 
was told that Harry was ‘‘unavailable.’’ He could be 
reached later tonight, but then Nick would be unavail­
able. He’d have to wait until tomorrow. 

She emerged from her bath with all that wild black 
hair, still damp, pulled back in a ponytail. She wore a 
pair of baggy gray sweats and a matching pullover with 
Yosemite Sam on the front. How was it possible, he 
heard himself wonder, for a woman to look so alluring 
with Yosemite Sam spread across her chest? 

‘‘What’s the matter? Do I have something caught be­
tween my teeth?’’ 

Nick shook himself. ‘‘What?’’ 
‘‘You were staring,’’ she told him. She moved 

through the living room, into the kitchen, and yanked 
open the refrigerator. She took out a can of cola, popped 
the top and took a long drink. Nick watched her throat 
move as she swallowed. He had to force his gaze away 
from her. 

When he glanced up again, she was the one staring. 
Her eyes were focused on a point just beyond him, and 
her face was slightly pale. He turned to see what had 
caught her attention. The bulletproof vest he’d dug out 
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was slung over the back of the couch. She looked at it 
as if she thought it might come to life and bite her. 

‘‘You’re really going to do this, aren’t you?’’ 
‘‘I don’t have a choice, Toni, and if it’s all the same 

to you, I’d just as soon not spend the next hour and a 
half talking about it.’’ 

She blinked fast and averted her face. ‘‘But you could 
be killed—’’ 

‘‘Only if you pray real hard.’’ 
Her head snapped around, her eyes hard as coal chips. 

‘‘I wouldn’t pray for that! How could you think—’’ 
‘‘I was kidding. Lighten up, will you?’’ He stepped 

closer to her. ‘‘Look, I’d rather think about something 
else until it’s time to go.’’ 

He saw her eyes narrow as she regarded him. 
He pointed to the box on the coffee table. ‘‘I was 

referring to that. Of course, if you’d rather—’’ 
‘‘A jigsaw puzzle?’’ Toni frowned and went to the 

table, picking up the colorful box and shaking it so the 
pieces rattled. ‘‘You’re ready to walk into a shooting 
gallery disguised as a duck, and you want to put a jigsaw 
puzzle together?’’ 

‘‘It’s a ritual.’’ Nick shrugged. He took the box from 
her and dumped the pieces in a chaotic mound on the 
carpet. ‘‘Helps me to stay focused.’’ 

He didn’t mention that it would also—he hoped—help 
him keep his mind away from the thought that had been 
recurring all day: that if he were to die tonight, and if 
he’d been given a last request, it would have been to 
spend several hours in bed with his little Gypsy. Visions 
of her small, firm body, unclothed and crushed against 
his, crept into his mind unbidden. Whenever he touched 
her or caught the barest hint of her teasingly erotic scent, 
he had to restrain himself from taking her into his arms 
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and kissing her breath away. When had this obsession 
with having her taken over? He was about to go into 
battle, for God’s sake—yet all he could think about was 
how it would feel to love every inch of the ebony-eyed 
minx. 

He sat cross-legged on the floor and began sorting the 
outside pieces, forcing himself to concentrate on the task 
at hand. 

Toni stopped arguing the sanity of doing a puzzle at 
a time like this as soon as she thought about how ner­
vous he must be. She tried to imagine how she would 
feel if she knew that in a short time people would be 
shooting at her. She’d go along with the puzzle thing, 
she decided, if it would help Nick not to think about 
what was ahead of him tonight. 

She watched the intense concentration make a furrow 
between his brows and ignored the urge to put her finger 
there and smooth it away. 

‘‘I probably had a hundred jigsaws when I was a kid,’’ 
he said softly. 

‘‘I had a couple,’’ she responded. ‘‘But my favorite 
pastime was paint-by-numbers. You remember those 
black velvet ones? Took forever to dry, but they were 
so pretty they were worth the wait.’’ 

He glanced up at her, and his relaxed smile took her 
breath away. ‘‘I’ll bet it killed you—the waiting.’’ 

‘‘Drove me crazy! I could only do one color, then 
wait and wait for it to dry before I could do another. I 
used to prop the picture on a chair and point an electric 
fan at it.’’ 

‘‘Wouldn’t a hair dryer have been faster?’’ 
‘‘Who has patience enough to stand around holding a 

hair dryer for hours on end?’’ 
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‘‘Not you, that’s for sure.’’ He held her gaze with his, 
then looked down again and fit a corner piece to another. 
‘‘When did you start writing?’’ 

‘‘I don’t know exactly. It’s just something I’ve always 
done. First it was journals and silly poetry and fairy 
tales. It wasn’t until high school that I got into the se­
rious stuff.’’ 

He looked up again, his gaze intense. ‘‘Such as?’’ 
She frowned for a moment before deciding it wouldn’t 

hurt to be honest with him. ‘‘Social injustice, corruption, 
that kind of thing.’’ She wondered if he would get bored 
with the subject. He leaned forward, the puzzle momen­
tarily forgotten. 

‘‘Okay, so what was the first so-called serious thing 
you wrote about?’’ 

‘‘Prejudice.’’ 
She didn’t elaborate. Nick studied her. ‘‘Tell me about 

it.’’ 
Toni looked at him. She hadn’t talked about it in a 

very long time. It was a painful subject. In her entire 
life, the only person who’d been allowed to glimpse just 
how painful had been her mother. And even she didn’t 
know the extent of Toni’s guilt. She was struck all at 
once with the urge to share it with someone—with Nick. 

She cleared her throat. ‘‘It was during my senior 
year—a nurse was raped and murdered, her body found 
in the hospital parking lot. There were no witnesses, no 
fingerprints. The blood type was so common it was prac­
tically useless. And this was long before the advent of 
DNA fingerprinting.’’ 

She couldn’t go on with his eyes focused unblinkingly 
on hers. She got up and walked a few steps away. ‘‘The 
only clue was a tie clip found at the scene. It was one 
of three that had been awarded to three of the hospital’s 
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outstanding surgeons something like twelve years ear­
lier.’’ 

‘‘That must have narrowed it down,’’ Nick said. He 
sounded puzzled, and in a moment she heard him get to 
his feet, as well. ‘‘Did you know the woman?’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘No.’’ 
‘‘One of the suspects, then?’’ 
She nodded. ‘‘My father.’’ 
She heard Nick suck in his breath. She hurried to con­

tinue before he could say something that would make 
her change her mind. ‘‘None of the surgeons were able 
to produce their tie clips. It had been twelve years, after 
all. They all had alibis for the time of the murder, but 
people lie, so none were rock solid. My father was home 
that night. I know because I was home that night, too.’’ 

She glanced at Nick and found him frowning. ‘‘What 
happened?’’ 

‘‘The other two were Caucasian,’’ she said softly. 
‘‘My father was one hundred percent Puerto Rican. 
What do you think happened?’’ 

Nick shook his head. ‘‘The blood type—’’ 
‘‘Could have been any one of them.’’ 
‘‘But they didn’t convict him—not with evidence that 

flimsy.’’ 
‘‘No,’’ she told him. ‘‘It never went to trial.’’ She 

shook her head. ‘‘I saw what was happening. Dad was 
ostracized. The hospital suspended him. He was shunned 
by the community. We started getting hate mail and 
crank calls.’’ She shook her head. ‘‘He was dying inside. 
I could see it happening right in front of me and I 
wouldn’t admit it. I just kept thinking everything would 
be all right. Then the day came. He kissed me good­
bye...’’ She looked down and shook her head again. 

Nick stood in front of her, his hands on her shoulders. 
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He searched her face when she looked up, not under­
standing. ‘‘Where did he go?’’ 

She squared her shoulders. ‘‘They found his car at the 
bottom of a ravine. It was ruled an accident. But it 
wasn’t. I knew. I knew before he left, but I wouldn’t 
believe it.’’ In her life she’d never uttered the confession 
to anyone else. It had been eating at her soul for thirteen 
years. ‘‘I could have stopped him, Nick. But I didn’t 
have the courage to do it.’’ 

‘‘My God.’’ He pulled her into his arms and held her 
to him. ‘‘It’s okay, cry.’’ She did, letting the hot tears 
soak into his shirt and absorbing the utter strength of 
him. 

‘‘This is stupid. I’m not a little girl anymore.’’ She 
sniffed and tried to straighten. 

He looked at her, shook his head. ‘‘You’ve been liv­
ing with a heap of guilt, Toni. It had to come out some­
time. It wasn’t your fault. You might have seen the signs 
afterward, but hindsight is always clearer.’’ 

‘‘I should have stopped him,’’ she repeated. ‘‘God 
only knows why I’m telling you all this.’’ 

‘‘Maybe for the same reason I told you about my par­
ents,’’ he said slowly. 

‘‘Maybe,’’ she whispered. She thought it might be the 
most honest moment to have passed between them since 
their first encounter. She blinked her eyes dry and 
cleared her throat, allowing the pain to slip away. ‘‘I 
guess that’s why my mother and I are so close. We 
leaned on each other after that. Anyway, when my grief 
subsided enough to vent some of the anger, I wrote a 
lot. Scathing editorials about prejudiced bigots who see 
everything according to its color. The focus broadened 
gradually, until I was writing about anything I saw as 
unjust and exposing those responsible.’’ 
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Nick nodded and then his eyes narrowed. ‘‘Is that 
what you were doing in the alley?’’ 

She was surprised by his insight. She hadn’t intended 
to give herself away by revealing some of her past. Her 
face must have confirmed his suspicion because he let 
the arms that had been giving soothing comfort fall to 
his sides. ‘‘Tell me the truth, Toni,’’ he said slowly. 
‘‘For God’s sake, don’t keep secrets that could get us 
both killed.’’ 

She looked at him for a long time and then at the 
floor. ‘‘You want the truth? Truth is, I’m some kind of 
fool, Manelli. Truth is, I’m getting used to having you 
around and I’d really hate to see you riddled with bullet 
holes. So much so that I’m willing to tell you all of it.. .if  
you’ll call this off.’’ She made herself face him. ‘‘I don’t 
want you to go.’’ 

He swallowed hard. She saw his Adam’s apple move. 
His hands flattened themselves to her cheeks, and he 
tipped her face up, searching it with his eyes. She felt 
his warm breath on her lips. When his lips parted, she 
thought he would kiss her. Instead, he whispered, ‘‘Then 
there is something you’re not telling me.’’ 

Disappointment rinsed through her. His look had been 
so intense—but she banished that thought. ‘‘No more 
than what you aren’t telling me.’’ She would have pulled 
her face from his hands, but the look on his face para­
lyzed her. For an instant she glimpsed pain and raw 
longing. Then his lips came down to hers. He kissed her 
softly, parting his lips to capture hers between them and 
sipping at them like a fine wine. 

Toni’s knees trembled. Her heart fluttered in her chest, 
and before she’d made a conscious decision to do so, 
her hands had slipped across his broad chest, then slid 
around to press against his back. Her body seemed to 
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have melded to his. Her lips relaxed open at the first 
gentle nudging of his tongue, and when its warm, velvet 
length plunged into her mouth, she welcomed it. She 
moaned around it. 

Nick’s hands left her face to cradle her head. His fin­
gers tangled in her hair. His stroking tongue set her on 
fire, and the subtle movements of his hips told her that 
he was just as aroused. When he lifted his mouth away, 
she stood on tiptoe and caught his lips to her again. With 
a low groan, he complied with her unspoken request and 
kissed her once more. He kissed her until her breathing 
was broken and ragged, until her head was spinning and 
her entire body throbbed with wanting him. 

Finally he straightened and held her to him. Her head 
rested against his chest. His heart hammered like a drum. 
He was breathing as erratically as she was. His voice 
was barely more than a whisper when he spoke. ‘‘You’re 
seeing things that aren’t there.’’ 

She frowned and would have looked up, but he held 
her where she was. 

‘‘You’d rather believe a fairy tale than to admit the 
truth, Toni,’’ he went on. ‘‘I’m not hiding a damn thing. 
I’m exactly what I seem. Your problem is you can’t 
stand to admit that you’re hot for Lou Taranto’s right-
hand man.’’ 

Toni stiffened, and this time he let her step away from 
him. He turned his back on her, picked up the vest and 
put it on. His words were like knives in her heart— 
mostly, she realized, because they were true. 

‘‘You want to pick up where we left off when I get 
back, I’ll be happy to cooperate,’’ he said. ‘‘I just like 
my women to know who’s taking them.’’ He slammed 
a clip into his gun with the heel of his hand and worked 
the action. He never even looked at her. ‘‘Right now I 
have to go. Lou’s counting on me.’’ 



Chapter 6 

Toni’s face burned with humiliation as she stared at the 
door he’d just slammed. She’d made an utter fool of 
herself. She’d let herself believe in something that was 
pure fantasy. Like a little girl dreaming of a knight in 
shining armor, she’d let her imagination twist the truth. 
She’d seen everything exactly the way she’d wanted to 
see it. Nick had nailed the reason, in his crude way. She 
couldn’t allow herself to feel what she was feeling for a 
criminal, so she’d built him into a hero. 

‘‘How could I have been such an idiot?’’ She turned 
from the door, and her gaze darted around the empty 
room, not really seeing anything. ‘‘My God, I almost 
told him...’’ She bit her lip, unwilling to complete the 
thought aloud. Hadn’t he just warned her about listening 
devices that might be in the house? Who was to say he 
hadn’t planted a few of his own right here? She’d come 
perilously close to admitting her alter ego tonight. She’d 
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almost told him she was Toni Rio. If he truly worked 
for Taranto, that would be suicide. 

She grimaced when she realized she’d mentally in­
jected an if into the thought. Was she still determined to 
think he was some kind of a saint? Her eyes burned, and 
a stabbing sense of betrayal twisted inside, even deeper 
than the humiliation. It made no sense, that feeling. He’d 
never claimed to be anything but what he was. Yet she’d 
told him her most painful secrets. She’d bared her heart’s 
deepest wounds to him. 

He’d seemed to care, she thought miserably. The way 
he held her and spoke softly...  

So what? Even a morally bankrupt bastard was en­
titled to noble impulses now and then. 

What about all the other things that don’t seem to fit? 
What about all the surveillance equipment, and his fear 
of being monitored by Taranto? Why the hidden apart­
ment—the traveling telephone—the late-night meetings 
with Joey? 

More than that, her mind whispered. There was his 
brother, who’d died of a drug overdose. Just the mention 
of his brother brought Nick extreme pain. How could he 
be working for Taranto? 

She sighed hard and shook her head. She was at it 
again, trying to make a case for what was probably no 
more than wishful thinking. She couldn’t tell if her the­
ory might still be valid. She was too close to it. It was 
like a work in progress at the moment. She wouldn’t be 
able to look at it objectively until she was able to dis­
tance herself. 

The fact was, she’d allowed herself to begin to care 
about the big lug. The lines between realistic theory and 
whimsical fantasy had faded until she could no longer 
see them. She had to get the hell out of here. Tonight. 
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Before she let herself forget his cruel words and started 
seeing him as a character from one of her books. 

She paused as she realized that was exactly what she’d 
been doing. Nick was exactly the type Katrina would go 
for. Built like Atlas, arrogant and dangerous—that air of 
mystery about him. 

But she was not Katrina Chekov, she reminded her­
self. The things she’d seen in him had been different. 
His inability to hurt her or even let her go hungry. That 
well-hidden gentleness, which wasn’t nearly as well hid­
den as he thought. And while she’d exposed her secret 
pain to him, she remembered that she’d seen his, as well. 
The pain of being abandoned by his parents and of los­
ing his brother, the pain he pretended didn’t hurt at all. 

Toni shook her head slowly. No, she couldn’t stay 
here another night. She had to leave before she did 
something she might regret for the rest of her life. 

He’d only glimpsed the hurt in her eyes briefly before 
he’d looked away. If he faced her, he was sure she’d see 
right through his act. He wanted to tell her the truth so 
badly it was eating him up from the inside out. But he 
couldn’t. Taranto was an expert at getting the truth out 
of people. He was damn good, too, at sensing when a 
person had something to tell or when they were ignorant. 
If he ever got his filthy hands on Toni, it would be far 
better for her if she knew nothing. 

Damn, the effect that woman had on him was like a 
wildfire on a tinder-dry forest. He could still taste her 
on his lips, feel her small body straining against him. 
Every move she made, every breath that mingled with 
his had been a plea. Tell me...trust me...  

Trust her. He couldn’t do that, dammit. Trusting other 
people had never brought him anything but disappoint­
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ment. He’d be stupid to trust her when he knew she was 
hiding something. She had her own agenda. Who was to 
say she wouldn’t get whatever information she could 
from him and then just walk away? And why the hell 
shouldn’t she? Everyone he’d ever cared for had. He’d 
learned to depend on no one but himself. Leaning on 
others brought nothing but pain. It made you weak, vul­
nerable. 

Since Danny’s death, the finale in a series of deser­
tions, Nick had existed in a virtual vacuum. No one got 
close to him. When he needed sexual release, he found 
it with strangers. He rarely even asked their names. His 
encounters with women were always cold, preplanned 
exchanges. He was consistently sober, consistently pro­
tected and never really satisfied. 

The only one to breach his self-imposed seclusion was 
Joey. But Joey had been close to him before his mother 
had walked out, before his father had been caught run­
ning from that liquor store with a six-pack, a wad of 
money and a loaded gun, and before Danny had died. 
In all that time, Joey had never broken faith. He’d al­
ways been there. But even with that, Nick lived with the 
constant certainty that Joey would disappear one day. 
He tried not to need his best friend. People never aban­
doned you when you were aloof. As long as you could 
take them or leave them, they tended to hang around. 
The minute you needed them, they vanished like a ma­
gician’s trick. Poof! Voilà!  You’re on your own again, 
pal. 

‘‘Here it is.’’ Joey’s voice shook him out of his brood­
ing thoughts. Nick watched the red taillights come closer 
as the semitrailer backed up to the loading dock. The 
only other light was a single bulb overhead, just enough 
so they could see what they were doing. Besides Nick 
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and Joey, three others waited to help unload the ship­
ment. 

Rosco, an old faithful employee of Lou’s who’d never 
had the ambition to move up through the ranks, stood a 
few feet away, an automatic rifle gripped in a two-
handed, ready-to-fire, hold. He was the lookout. The 
other two were younger, barely out of their teens, but 
already loyal lackeys to Lou’s machine. One called him­
self Sly, the other, Jake. Nick figured their names were 
something like Howard and Irving. 

When the truck came to a halt, Nick went to it and 
lifted the lever to release the rear doors. He swung them 
open and glanced inside. The crates looked for all the 
world like an innocent cargo of coffee. The cocaine was 
buried in the fragrant beans. The aroma would help to 
throw trained dogs off the scent. 

The two kids rushed past him and grabbed a crate 
each to bring out and stack on a waiting pallet. Joey 
pulled up on a forklift. When the pallet was filled, he’d 
pick it up on the tines and take it inside the warehouse. 
Nick glanced out into the darkness. Somewhere out there 
police officers must be waiting. Any second the night 
could explode with muzzle flashes and lethal bullets. 
Still his mind kept wandering into the zone he’d deemed 
forbidden. He was thinking of Toni, wondering if his 
cruel words had caused her any tears. She’d had enough 
pain in her life. Damn little Gypsy was systematically 
chipping away at the walls he’d so painstakingly 
erected...and  that scared him. 

When the spotlight blinded him, Nick jerked in sur­
prise, though he’d known it would come sooner or later. 
The bullhorn-enhanced voice drilled through the white 
glare. ‘‘This is the police. Step away from the truck, 
keeping your hands—’’ 
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And then Taranto’s men started shooting. The kids 
dove for the weapons nearby, dropping crates and spill­
ing coffee beans all over the place. Rosco squeezed off 
the first rapid burst of fire. The police shot back without 
missing a beat, and Nick knew that the men on the dock, 
himself included, were sitting ducks. 

He bent low and charged across the dock, slamming 
into the two kids and knocking them to the ground five 
feet below. He almost went over the edge of the platform 
himself. When he whirled, he saw Rosco lying on the 
wood, unmoving, limp. He must’ve been hit in the first 
volley. Nick lunged toward him and grabbed up the Uzi 
he’d dropped when he fell. He pointed it, squeezed the 
trigger and held it, straining to keep the barrel from lift­
ing skyward with the incredible force of the recoil. He 
put the spotlight out. 

Joey had hustled his butt off the forklift and taken 
cover behind it. He didn’t need to be told that the light 
above them made them perfect targets. He pulled his 
handgun and shot the bulb. Nick made his way toward 
him, bullets flying around him like a rainstorm. At least 
they had the benefit of darkness now. He and Joey 
crouched low, raced to the edge and over it, joining the 
two youths on the gravel-covered ground. 

A searing in his left thigh drew Nick’s hand to it. It 
came away warm and moist. With the adrenaline pump­
ing, he hadn’t even felt the bullet rip into him, but he 
sure as hell felt it now. The two kids were still firing 
back at the cops, but Nick knew they couldn’t see 
enough to hit any of them. He tapped Joey on the shoul­
der. ‘‘We better try for the car. They won’t wait long to 
move in.’’ The unspoken conclusion to the sentence was 
in both pairs of eyes. And then one of these crazy punks 
might kill some of them. 
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Joey nudged the other two, and the four of them ran 
for the nearest vehicle. Nick had left his car close for 
this very reason. They had a precarious three-second 
start before the police realized what had happened. Nick 
slid into the passenger seat, and Joey took the wheel 
without asking why. He slammed the pedal to the floor, 
sending a shower of loose stones behind them. Seconds 
later screaming sirens came to life. 

Nick glanced over his shoulder at the two in the back 
seat. ‘‘You two all right?’’ 

‘‘Yeah,’’ Sly replied. ‘‘Damn, I thought we were all 
goners! I could feel the freakin’ bullets whizzin’ past 
me. I could feel ‘em. Damn!’’ 

Jake said nothing. He sat still, his eyes dilated and his 
skin pale in the dim interior of the car. Nick had a feel­
ing he’d think twice before he decided to devote his 
remaining years to working for Lou Taranto. 

Joey’s stream of fluent cursing brought Nick’s head 
around. ‘‘You’re bleeding, Nick. You’re hit.’’ 

‘‘Just drive,’’ Nick told him. ‘‘It’s nothing.’’ He 
looked down now and saw that his pant leg was soaked 
in blood. The warm trickle along his outer thigh told 
him it was still flowing. He slipped the belt from his 
waist, wrapped it around the wounded thigh, just above 
the injury, and pulled it tight. 

Joey rounded a corner, tires squealing, and came to a 
rubber-burning stop. ‘‘Out, you two,’’ he ordered the 
boys in the back. ‘‘Stay out of sight for an hour, then 
get your butts home.’’ The two clambered out the same 
door and vanished into a vacant building just as Joey 
pulled away from the curb. 

‘‘I’m taking you to a hospital Nick. You’re bleeding 
like—’’ 

‘‘Forget it!’’ Nick yanked the belt tighter and held it 
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mercilessly. ‘‘It’s stopping. You let Jersey’s finest catch 
up with us, and we’ll be tied up for God knows how 
long. I can’t leave that little Gypsy to her own devices 
for more than a couple of hours. You don’t know what 
kind of hell she’d raise.’’ 

‘‘Little Gyps—You mean Antonia? What damage can 
she do? She’s under lock and key.’’ 

‘‘You don’t know her.’’ 

Her plan was simple. He’d open the door, she’d give 
him a healthy dose of hair spray in the face and then 
she’d run like hell. She’d wrapped a change of clothes 
and her notebook in one of his spare blankets, since there 
was no telling how long it would take her to find help. 
The bundle rested close enough so she could grab it as 
she fled. She watched for his car on the monitor, sighing 
her relief when it finally pulled up at the gate. She’d 
begun to think something might really have happened to 
him. She flicked the set off and tossed the remote over 
the row of books on the shelf. In case her attempt failed, 
it wouldn’t do to have him aware that she knew about 
the monitor. She positioned herself near the door, lifted 
the hair-spray can and waited. 

It seemed to take an unreasonably long time for him 
to come upstairs. She grew restless. Her feet itched and 
she shifted her weight back and forth from one to the 
other. 

Finally the door moved and Toni braced herself. It 
opened. Her finger touched the knob on the top of the 
can. Joey came through with Nick’s arm anchored over 
his shoulders. Nick’s head was bowed. Toni’s eyes wid­
ened as her gaze moved downward and she saw the scar­
let blood dripping from his pant leg. His head came up. 
He met her horrified stare, and she could see the strain 
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on his face. The can fell to the floor, forgotten in her 
rush to his side. She pulled his free arm around her and 
tried to take some of his weight. ‘‘To the bedroom,’’ she 
instructed, and she and Joey half carried Nick there and 
clumsily eased his huge body onto the edge of the bed. 
Toni released him long enough to tear the covers back, 
then gripped him again and pressed him down into the 
bed. 

‘‘What happened?’’ Toni tried not to look at Nick’s 
face. Instead, she grabbed up her purse and rummaged 
for the tiny pair of foldable scissors. She couldn’t stand 
to see the pallor of his skin, the lines etched at the cor­
ners of his mouth. She found the scissors, dropped the 
purse to the floor and bent to begin snipping the material 
below the belt he’d twisted around his leg. 

‘‘It’s just a flesh wound,’’ Nick ground out. He wasn’t 
lying flat, but holding his head and shoulders off the bed. 
She could hear the effort he made to keep his voice 
normal. She could hear the way he struggled to breathe 
deeply and regularly. The man couldn’t admit to weak­
ness at all, even with a quart of blood soaking his 
clothes. He was infuriating. 

‘‘He was shot,’’ Joey finally answered. She realized 
it had been a stupid question. Of course he’d been shot, 
what else? She peeled the material away from his skin. 
A mottled chasm in his flesh still pulsed blood, but at a 
slower rate. She couldn’t see the wound well until she 
cleaned some of the blood away. 

Her gaze pinned Joey. ‘‘Find something to prop his 
feet on—they ought to be elevated. Get the wounded leg 
higher so it’ll slow the blood flow.’’ She got off the bed. 
‘‘You can take his shoes off, too.’’ 

Joey’s quick nod assured her he’d do what she asked. 
She hurried into the bathroom, dug into the medicine 
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cabinet and gathered everything she thought might be of 
use: gauze pads and a roll of gauze, a tube of antiseptic 
ointment, some aspirin tablets, adhesive tape. She carried 
all of it into the bedroom, dumped it on the nightstand, 
then rushed back for a basin of warm water, a washcloth 
and a bar of soap. 

She was faster than Joey—then again, the poor man 
was shaking so hard it was amazing he could move. She 
hurried into the kitchen for the bottle of whiskey she’d 
found there before and a small glass. As she headed 
back, she glanced out the wide-open bookcase door. A 
little shudder passed through her. Could the one who’d 
done this to Nick have followed them? She closed the 
door and breathed a sigh of relief, then went back to the 
bedside. 

She had to swallow hard before she could speak. All 
of this was nearly too much. Seeing that much blood, 
knowing it was his...  She  twisted the cap from the bottle 
and poured with an amazingly steady hand. Leaning over 
him, she supported Nick’s head with one hand and held 
the glass to his lips with the other. 

‘‘Hell, I’m not dying.’’ He took the glass from her 
and swallowed the contents. Toni poured another shot 
as soon as he’d emptied the glass. ‘‘Will you quit with 
this, Toni? I’m all right.’’ 

‘‘Shut up and drink,’’ she snapped, her fear for him 
making her voice sharp. ‘‘And then you can quit this 
macho bull and lie back. It’s a strain to sit up and you 
know it.’’ 

Again Nick downed the whiskey. But he didn’t lie 
down. Toni sat on the bed and began gently cleansing 
the wounded thigh. The blood flow had slowed to a 
trickle. 
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‘‘Joey, go close the door,’’ Nick said, watching her. 
‘‘Before my bird decides to fly the coop.’’ 

She didn’t pause in her removal of the blood with the 
wet, soapy cloth. ‘‘I already closed the door. I was afraid 
you might have been followed. Didn’t want whoever did 
this to walk right in and finish the job.’’ She dipped the 
cloth and squeezed it several times. God, there was a lot 
of blood. 

‘‘Your mistake,’’ Nick said slowly. ‘‘I was shot by a 
cop. If he had followed me, he’d have been your ticket 
out.’’ 

‘‘I’d pretty much figured that out,’’ she replied. ‘‘And 
if I’d wanted out, Manelli, I wouldn’t be here. Don’t kid 
yourself about that.’’ She’d removed most of the blood 
by now. The bullet’s path had dug a furrow along his 
outer thigh. He was lucky it hadn’t been fractionally 
more to the right. It could’ve cost him his leg. She took 
the whiskey bottle and removed the cap again. ‘‘Another 
shot?’’ He shook his head. She took a folded towel and 
slipped it beneath his leg, then she tipped the bottle up 
and rinsed the wound in alcohol. She felt his body 
stiffen, heard the air he sucked through his teeth. Joey 
turned away, clapping a hand to his mouth. 

Toni used a gauze pad to absorb the blood-colored 
whiskey that ran from the gash, down the sides of his 
leg, and prepared to pour a bit more over the wound. 
She glanced at Joey. In another minute he’d be green. 
‘‘You two left some obvious footprints to this apartment. 
Maybe you ought to clean them up.’’ 

‘‘Yeah, right. I hadn’t thought of...’’ He stopped and 
glanced at Nick. ‘‘If you guys don’t need me.’’ 

‘‘It’s not as bad as it looks,’’ Toni told him. ‘‘He’ll 
be fine, and I can handle this alone.’’ 
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Joey’s sigh filled the room. He sought Nick’s nod be­
fore he turned and left them alone. 

Toni rinsed the wound again, then began pulling the 
edges together and taping them to hold them tight. ‘‘I 
know it hurts,’’ she told him. ‘‘Hold on and I’ll get it 
over with as fast as I can. If you want another shot, for 
God’s sake say so.’’ He said nothing. She finished clos­
ing the wound, coated it in ointment and then several 
layers of gauze. She wound the roll of thin material 
around his entire thigh several times and taped it there 
tightly. Then she met his gaze. 

He was still sitting up, and his expression was pecu­
liar: puzzled, as if he couldn’t quite fathom what she 
was doing. She hoped he hadn’t lost a lot more blood 
than she realized. She gently released the belt and 
watched the white gauze, waiting for—half expecting— 
a red stain to appear. It didn’t. She sighed hard and let 
her chin fall to her chest. 

‘‘It will be okay. We’ll have Joey get some more 
bandages and some antibiotics if he can manage it. I 
don’t want to risk infect—’’ 

She stopped short when his hand shot out to encircle 
her wrist. He was staring intently, frowning, not angrily, 
when she looked up. 

‘‘The door was wide open, Toni. Why didn’t you 
leave?’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘That has to be the stupidest 
question I’ve heard in a year.’’ 

‘‘Not from where I stand,’’ he went on. ‘‘I saw the 
hair spray, the little pack you had ready. You were plan­
ning to leave.’’ 

‘‘That was before I knew you were hurt.’’ 
‘‘What difference does it make?’’ 
She looked at him and frowned. ‘‘I couldn’t leave you 
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like that. You needed me, for God’s sake. You think I 
could just turn my back and walk out and leave you 
bleeding all over the floor?’’ 

‘‘Plenty of people have.’’ He let his head fall back to 
the pillows. 

Toni heard the double meaning behind the remark, 
and again she saw behind the facade of toughness to the 
real hurt inside him. ‘‘Not me, Nick,’’ she told him 
softly. ‘‘I don’t walk out on people—even when they 
deserve it.’’ She got up and carried the basin of rose-
colored water into the bathroom to pour it down the sink 
and rinse it clean. She refilled it, grabbed a clean cloth 
and returned to the bed. 

‘‘You mean what happened before I left?’’ 
She nodded, trying not to feel again the hurt his words 

had inflicted. 
Joey’s voice from the doorway reminded Toni of his 

presence. ‘‘Bloodstains are all taken care of.’’ His anx­
ious eyes never left Nick’s face. ‘‘You gonna be okay, 
pal? I still think you should’ve gone to a hospital.’’ 

‘‘I told you it was nothing.’’ 
‘‘Yeah, well, I’m spending the night just to be sure.’’ 
‘‘You can’t do that, Joey. We’re acquaintances, don’t 

forget. We start acting like bosom buddies and—’’ 
‘‘But I thought you two had known each other for 

years?’’ Toni’s question brought a sudden wariness to 
both men’s eyes. Nick’s gaze held hers, tired but un­
wavering. Joey looked at her, then away, then back 
again. 

‘‘Maybe—uh—Nick and I ought to discuss this in pri­
vate, if you don’t mind, Miss—’’ 

‘‘It’s Toni. I suppose you want me to believe you’re 
another one of Taranto’s hired killers? Shouldn’t you 
just grab me by the hair, shove me through the door, 
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call me a few choice names and threaten to kill me if 
you catch me listening? You probably don’t realize it, 
but I’ve seen the way Taranto’s men conduct their busi­
ness. I don’t believe the words ‘If you don’t mind, Miss’ 
exist in their limited vocabulary.’’ 

‘‘Don’t ask her to leave, Joey. She’d just press her 
ear to the door.’’ She glanced at Nick again. He sounded 
drained. 

‘‘I’m sorry,’’ she said quickly. ‘‘I’m a little stressed 
out. Look, if you want to talk, fine. But he really ought 
to rest. He’s lost a lot of blood—’’ 

‘‘Go home, Joey. I’ll be fine.’’ 
‘‘If it starts bleeding again, what’re you gonna do? 

The door’s locked, you can’t leave the phone in here. 
How could she even get help for you?’’ 

Toni felt a shiver go through her. ‘‘He’s right, Nick,’’ 
she whispered. 

‘‘He can’t stay.’’ Nick’s eyes looked puffy and 
leaden. He was obviously wrung out. It would do him 
no good to waste energy arguing. Still, Toni knew it 
would be stupid for her to stay alone with him, with no 
way to summon help in an emergency. Nick sighed 
loudly. ‘‘Joey, punch the combination into the door be­
fore you pull it closed. That way the lock won’t engage. 
If something happens, Toni can go downstairs and call 
an ambulance. Okay?’’ 

‘‘And if Lou’s got the phone tapped?’’ 
‘‘I’ll tell him it was just a hooker. He’ll buy it. I know 

him.’’ 
Joey glanced uneasily at Toni. ‘‘And if she decides to 

take a walk?’’ 
‘‘I won’t.’’ She saw the doubt in Joey’s eyes. ‘‘For 

God’s sake, you guys are the ones claiming to be cold-
blooded killers, not me. I said I’d stay and I will.’’ 
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Joey glanced at Nick. Nick shrugged. ‘‘You heard the 
lady.’’ 

He sighed hard. ‘‘I’ll go. But I damn well don’t like 
it.’’ 

‘‘Duly noted, Salducci. Now get the hell outta here.’’ 
She didn’t miss the affection in Nick’s eyes, and once 

again her certainty that he was no criminal outweighed 
the doubt. In fact, she didn’t believe either one of them 
was working for Taranto. She’d never come across a 
gentler man than Joey. 

He left, albeit reluctantly. Toni scrutinized Nick’s face 
from her perch on the edge of the bed. ‘‘He cares a lot 
for just an acquaintance.’’ 

‘‘Don’t miss a trick, do you?’’ 
She sighed at the tautness in his voice. ‘‘It’s odd, but 

I’m not entirely comfortable with the door unlocked. I 
can’t tell the good guys from the bad guys.’’ 

‘‘You don’t want to tell,’’ he replied. 
‘‘You’re wrong about that.’’ 
He dropped his gaze. ‘‘If you hear anyone coming, 

pull the door open and close it again. The lock will take 
automatically.’’ He closed his eyes, then forced them 
open. ‘‘If you leave tonight, Toni, take my gun with you. 
Get on the first flight out of the country and—’’ 

‘‘I am not going anywhere! What is it with you? Don’t 
you trust anyone?’’ His lips tightened into a thin line. 
‘‘You don’t, do you?’’ 

‘‘No. I don’t.’’ 
She looked at the floor, then at his face again. ‘‘Is that 

why you won’t tell me the truth?’’ 
‘‘Are you still fantasizing, Toni? Look, I need to get 

some sleep. I can barely keep my eyes open.’’ 
It was frustrating the way he kept her guessing. Still, 

he had admitted to a weakness rather than discuss 
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whether he was or was not being honest with her. Maybe 
that should tell her something. ‘‘Okay, so sleep.’’ 

She leaned closer to him and unbuckled the strap that 
held the shoulder holster around his body. He stiffened, 
and his eyes flew open again. ‘‘Easy, big guy. I’m only 
trying to make you comfortable. You can’t go to sleep 
as you are.’’ 

He relaxed and let her take the holster from him, gun 
and all. She put it aside, then began unbuttoning his 
shirt. ‘‘Just how ‘comfortable’ are you planning on mak­
ing me?’’ 

‘‘Still have a sense of humor, I see.’’ She helped him 
sit up a little and tried to ignore the feel of his firm 
biceps as she pushed the material down them and eased 
his arms from the sleeves. She refused to look at the 
crisp black hair that swirled over his chest. She wasn’t 
lying to herself anymore. There was a strong physical 
attraction here. But just because she admitted it to herself 
didn’t mean she had to give in to it. 

She eased him back to the pillows, located her dis­
carded scissors and attacked the outside seams of his 
trousers. They were ruined anyway. He watched her 
without comment. ‘‘Brace with your good leg,’’ she told 
him. ‘‘Lift your hips just a little.’’ When he complied, 
she slid the pants from beneath him. He wore white box­
ers underneath. She kept her eyes averted and grabbed 
up the clean cloth from the basin of soapy water. Deftly 
she washed the blood from the length of his leg and 
patted it dry with a towel. She took the whiskey-
dampened towel from beneath his leg and swiped the 
wet cloth over the back of his thigh. ‘‘Almost done,’’ 
she told him, taking the basin to dump it again. ‘‘Then 
I’ll let you sleep.’’ 

When she returned, it was with another clean cloth. 
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This time she wiped a streak of blood from his face. She 
put the cloth in his hand. ‘‘Here. You can do your own 
hands.’’ He did. Toni gave one last, worried glance at 
the patch of white on his thigh and pulled the covers 
over him. 

‘‘You going to read me a bedtime story, too?’’ His 
voice was heavy with sarcasm but heavier with exhaus­
tion. 

‘‘I’m not going to fight with you tonight, so you can 
quit trying to bait me.’’ She tucked the blankets firmly 
around him. ‘‘Now, is there anything else you need be­
fore you go to sleep? Another shot of whiskey? Some 
aspirin?’’ 

‘‘No. I’m fine.’’ 
‘‘Okay, then.’’ She gathered up the bandages, the dis­

carded wrappers, the soiled clothes and towels. She 
dropped his ruined clothing into a plastic bag. She 
looked down at her sweats and saw they were smeared 
with his blood. Her hands were, as well. A shower was 
definitely in order. ‘‘I just need to clean up, but I’ll turn 
the light off so you can rest.’’ She snatched an oversize 
shirt from the back of a chair. ‘‘I don’t want you to 
move, Nick.’’ She chewed her lip, hating to leave him 
alone in case the bleeding should start up again. ‘‘I’ll 
leave the door open. Yell if—’’ 

‘‘It’s my thigh, not a damn kidney or a lung. I’ve hurt 
myself worse than this playing basketball.’’ 

She ignored him and rushed into the bathroom for a 
record-fast shower. She put the baggy shirt on after dry­
ing off and tiptoed back into the bedroom. She hoped 
he was asleep. She pulled a chair nearer the bed as qui­
etly as she could and sat down in it. 

‘‘What are you doing?’’ 
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She saw his head turn in her direction as he spoke. 
‘‘I’m sitting. What does it look like I’m doing?’’ 

‘‘You don’t have to sit there all night. I’m okay. Go 
sack out on the couch.’’ 

‘‘No thanks. I wouldn’t sleep a wink out there, any­
way.’’ 

‘‘Why, for crying out loud?’’ 
She shook her head. ‘‘Because you might need me. 

Whether you’ll admit it or not, Nick, that is more than 
a scratch. You lost a lot of blood and you are not out of 
the woods yet. If you need me, I want to be close by.’’ 

He blew a short sigh. ‘‘I won’t. I don’t need anyone. 
I never freaking have.’’ 

‘‘Well, I’ll be here, just the same, in case you ever 
freaking do!’’ 



Chapter 7 

Nick lay awake for a long time, despite his feeling of 
having been wrung like a wet rag. He watched her, cer­
tain she’d get up and walk out before long. The door 
was wide open now. If he’d thought she could’ve made 
it off the grounds without his knowledge, he wouldn’t 
have had Joey leave the door unlocked. If she got away, 
she’d end up dead. He wasn’t sure why he’d blurted the 
warning he had, about taking his gun and leaving the 
country. He supposed it was because he’d lost so much 
blood and wasn’t thinking too clearly. Or maybe because 
he had to admit there was a slim chance she could es­
cape. She was resourceful. And gutsy. 

He never for a minute thought he’d take a turn for the 
worse and need help. Leaving the door unlocked was 
completely unnecessary the way he saw it. He’d done it 
only to see her leave. He wasn’t even sure why, but he 
needed to see her do it. He needed to be reminded, in 
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no uncertain terms, that people couldn’t be trusted. They 
left you the minute your defenses were down. 

She didn’t leave, though. He watched her tiny form 
silhouetted in the half light for as long as he could stay 
awake, and she never left. After a while her head fell to 
one side. Her breathing grew deeper and took on the 
rhythm of sleep. He couldn’t believe it, wouldn’t have 
if the proof hadn’t been right there in front of him. When 
he fell asleep, it was in a state of confusion. She hadn’t 
left. But she still might. Maybe she hadn’t got from him 
all that she wanted just yet. Maybe she’d wait until 
morning. 

For a time his mind relaxed in blissful darkness, but 
then something changed. The lights came up slowly, and 
the stage was set. Danny lay on the rotted wood floor, 
pale and blue lipped. Nick shook him, but he barely had 
strength enough to do so. He felt incredibly weak and 
clumsy and colder than he could remember being in his 
life. Still, he recited the lines he knew by heart. ‘‘Don’t 
die on me. Hold on, Danny, hold on. Don’t die...don’t 
leave me, damn you!’’ 

The young Nick in the dream thought he must have 
caught his leg on a nail on the way into this dump. His 
thigh was screaming. It felt hot and it throbbed like a 
toothache. He didn’t care—he didn’t care if the damn 
thing fell off, not when Danny’s life hung in the balance. 
‘‘You’re all I got, man. Don’t do this—Danny? Danny!’’ 

The scene faded, but he knew it was there, just out of 
sight. Something cold and wet lay across his forehead. 
Another cold thing pressed to that spot on his thigh. 
God, it felt good. His head was pulled upward, small 
things between his lips...pills, then the lip of a glass and 
icy cold water. 

‘‘Drink, Nick. Swallow the aspirin, you have a fever.’’ 
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He followed the instructions of that musical voice. 
The glass moved away, and he muttered something. He 
wasn’t sure what. But it came back. He drank and drank. 
He couldn’t remember being this thirsty. When the water 
was gone, his body moved until his head was cradled in 
a pillow of warm flesh, familiar scent. He knew that 
scent. ‘‘Toni,’’ he muttered. 

‘‘I’m right here.’’ Cool hands stroked his cheeks and 
his hair in soothing, slow movements. The cloth left his 
forehead, and he heard water trickling. It came back 
colder. 

‘‘You...didn’t leave?’’ 
‘‘I told you I wouldn’t.’’ 
He hovered between the reality of the woman who 

held him and the memory of the dream. ‘‘Danny—’’ 
‘‘I know.’’ The hands stilled on his face. ‘‘It was a 

long time ago, Nick. Danny is gone. I’m here with you 
now, though, and I won’t leave.’’ 

‘‘You will.’’ Nick let his mind drift back into the 
comforting blackness. The pain from his thigh had less­
ened. It no longer burned. ‘‘They all do.’’ 

Nick woke with his head in Toni’s lap. Her palm 
rested motionless on his cheek, and he realized with a 
start that she’d been in that same position for several 
hours, stroking his head and his face as he drifted in and 
out of sleep. A glance at the clock’s luminous dial told 
him there was still over an hour before dawn. 

She sat with her back against the headboard, her legs 
curled beneath her. Nick’s head lay on her uppermost 
thigh. Her chin touched her chest, and a frown had 
etched itself between her brows, even in sleep. Without 
moving, Nick shifted his gaze. On the nightstand a basin 
of water sat beside an opened aspirin bottle, an empty 
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glass and two soaking-wet cloths. He tried to remember 
what had happened during the night to get Toni from 
her chair beside the bed to where she now slept. Only 
fragments came to him. He remembered pain and pills 
being pushed between his lips and the welcome coldness 
of the water. He remembered her voice—her touch...  

My God, she’s still here. 
He studied her face as she slept and realized fully 

what she’d done. She’d held him all night and she’d 
done her damnedest to keep the pain at bay. She’d spo­
ken softly to him, words of comfort. His own mother 
had never treated him with the tenderness she had. And 
she’d promised not to leave. 

He was still regarding her face when the heavy lashes 
lifted, revealing to him yet again the glistening, fath­
omless jet eyes. He saw them narrow at once, felt the 
hand on his face tense and move to his forehead as it 
had done many times during the night. Finding no more 
than a normal amount of heat emanating from his skin, 
she smiled. 

‘‘How do you feel now?’’ 
He shrugged. ‘‘All right, I guess.’’ The silken warmth 

of her bare thigh under his cheek was distracting. He 
lifted his head so she could slip out from under him. She 
moved slightly to the side, stretched her legs out fully 
beside him. She hooked one hand at the back of her neck 
and rubbed. ‘‘What happened last night?’’ he asked. 

‘‘Your temperature spiked. I’m afraid that leg has a 
nasty infection trying to set in.’’ She met his gaze. ‘‘You 
don’t remember?’’ 

‘‘Bits and pieces.’’ 
She nodded thoughtfully. ‘‘I’m not surprised. You 

were quite...disoriented.’’ She swung her feet to the 
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floor. ‘‘I ought to change that bandage, see how bad it 
is.’’ 

‘‘Not yet.’’ Nick sat up, and she turned to face him. 
‘‘What do you mean by ‘disoriented’?’’ He hadn’t liked 
the emphasis she put on the word. 

She tilted her head to one side. ‘‘You did a lot of 
talking. Do you want some of that whiskey before I un­
wrap—’’ 

‘‘What did I say?’’ 
She looked away from his eyes. ‘‘You told me every­

thing. I know you’re a cop. Don’t worry, your secret is 
safe. I just don’t know why you didn’t tell me in the 
first place. This whole ordeal would’ve been so much 
easier if you’d just...’’  

Nick felt the blood drain from his face as she rambled 
on. He couldn’t believe he’d been that feverish...that 
he’d blurt something like that and not even remember. 
He caught himself then and watched her as she spoke. 
She was talking too fast and she never met his gaze. 

‘‘What kind of cop?’’ She broke off at his interrup­
tion. 

She looked at him slowly, her face blank. ‘‘Well— 
I—um—I guess you didn’t say.’’ 

He smiled and shook his head in silent admiration of 
her brass. ‘‘Nice try, Toni. I didn’t say anything like that. 
I know because it’s bull. A figment of your creative 
imagination.’’ 

To his surprise she smiled, too, like the cat leaving 
the pet store with feathers in its whiskers. ‘‘I don’t think 
so. You believed me for just a second. You wouldn’t 
have if there wasn’t some slight chance you might’ve 
said what I just told you you did.’’ The smile died 
slowly. She held his gaze, her own eyes going softer. 
‘‘It was a mean trick to play on a guy as sick as you 
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were last night. I’m sorry. It was either that or go on 
questioning my sanity—not a healthy alternative.’’ 

‘‘Your sanity isn’t an issue here. It left the day you 
started with this imaginary secret identity of mine.’’ 

She shrugged, stood up and carefully peeled away the 
tape that held the bandages. ‘‘You are one stubborn 
SOB, Nick Manelli.’’ 

He didn’t answer her. He couldn’t just then. The con­
cern that clouded her face as she unwound the bandage 
and gently peeled away the gauze pads was too con­
vincing. Maybe even real. She cleaned the wound once 
more, applied an abundance of smelly ointment and re­
wrapped it, taking great care not to hurt him. ‘‘Tell you 
what,’’ she said as she worked. ‘‘Since you are in a 
weakened state, I will drop this subject—for now—if 
you’ll do something for me.’’ 

‘‘To drop this, lady, you could damn near name your 
price.’’ 

Her dark brows shot up. ‘‘Well, now, that will require 
some thought. Normally, when I’m told I can have any­
thing I want, I demand chocolate, but—’’ 

‘‘Chocolate? Chocolate what?’’ 
‘‘Oh, anything. I’m a confirmed chocoholic.’’ She 

taped the gauze down and looked at him seriously. ‘‘But 
in this case I’d prefer conversation.’’ Nick’s wariness 
returned in force, but she hurried on. ‘‘Not about what 
you’re not telling me or what I’m not telling you. I want 
you to tell me about you. The way I told you about me 
last night. About my dad, and—’’ 

‘‘What do you want to know?’’ He still wasn’t sure 
this was anything but another attempt to get the truth 
from him. 

She turned from his thigh, pulling herself fully onto 
the bed and facing him. ‘‘You did talk last night, when 
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the fever shot up. You talked about Danny.’’ Nick felt 
the old pain twist within him but concealed it. ‘‘Your 
brother, right?’’ 

Nick nodded. ‘‘My brother’s death is not my favorite 
topic of conversation.’’ 

‘‘Of course it isn’t. I heard enough about that last 
night.’’ Compassion made her voice thick. ‘‘It must have 
been awful for you.’’ He said nothing. ‘‘But what was 
it like before all that?’’ He frowned at her. ‘‘I never had 
an older brother, but I always wanted one.’’ 

What was she doing? Why did she want to stir up his 
most painful memory? Didn’t she realize that he couldn’t 
think of Danny without thinking of that horrible night in 
the condemned building? He hadn’t—not from that day 
to this. His only memory of his brother was of those last 
few minutes in the filthy building with the sirens and 
flashing lights outside. Of his pasty skin and lifeless 
eyes. It wasn’t possible to remember anything else. Was 
it? 

‘‘Or a sister,’’ Toni was saying. ‘‘I had an imaginary 
sister when I was very small, you know. She walked me 
to school that first day. When I was afraid of the dark, 
she was always in my bedroom with me. Sometimes 
we’d talk all night long—or it seemed that way.’’ 

Nick frowned. ‘‘He was the one who brought home 
all the jigsaw puzzles.’’ He hadn’t intended to say the 
words. They’d slipped out, from some unseen crack into 
his subconscious. ‘‘There was never a lot of money— 
puzzles were cheap. Some nights we’d sit up until two 
in the morning trying to finish a new one.’’ He felt some­
thing tugging the corners of his lips upward, suddenly 
recalling the two of them sitting on the bedroom floor 
trying to do a puzzle by flashlight and fighting off at­
tacks of laughter that were sure to wake their mother. 
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‘‘He was a year older,’’ he went on. ‘‘He had the 
greenest eyes, and Fiona’s red hair. If you’d seen the 
two of us together, you wouldn’t believe we were re­
lated.’’ 

He shook his head slowly, in awe. But Toni didn’t 
give him time to think about what had just happened to 
him. ‘‘I got one of those circular jigsaws for my birthday 
one year,’’ she said. ‘‘Remember those? They were 
tough.’’ 

Nick’s mind returned him to that bedroom floor, with 
a circular jigsaw in front of him depicting Superman in 
flight, an adoring Lois Lane in his arms. And Danny, 
wondering aloud why one of Superman’s hands wasn’t 
visible in the picture and whether or not it was inside 
Lois’s skirt. They’d laughed so loudly over that one, 
they were sure they’d be caught. And every time one 
boy managed to stop laughing, the other one would start 
again and in seconds they’d both be rolling on the floor, 
red faced and breathless. 

He didn’t even realize he was telling her about it as 
he remembered, and a minute later Toni was laughing. 
Nick was laughing. He was laughing. And when he 
stopped, he looked at her and shook his head. ‘‘How did 
you do that?’’ 

She smiled at him and parted her lips to speak, then 
stopped. The smile died and her gaze focused beyond 
him, through the doorway into the living room. ‘‘Nick, 
the light—the little red light on the panel—’’ 

He looked over his shoulder. ‘‘Someone’s at the front 
gate.’’ He glanced again at the clock and could think of 
only one person who’d show up at this hour. ‘‘You’d 
better grab me some clothes.’’ 

She nodded and hurried to the closet, taking down a 
starched white shirt and a pair of the pleated trousers. 
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Nick swung his legs over the side of the bed and felt 
the instant return of the pain in his thigh. Toni knelt and 
slipped the pants over his feet and up his legs. She made 
him lean on her when he stood to pull them up. She held 
the shirt for him to slip his arms into its sleeves. 

He thought of the monitor as he buttoned the shirt, 
but before he’d decided whether it would be safe to share 
that secret with her, the little Gypsy was in the living 
room, tugging an armchair toward the bookshelf. She 
clambered up and grabbed the remote, pointed it at the 
big screen and turned it on. Nick limped into the room 
to glance at the screen and then, incredulously, at Toni. 
‘‘When did you—’’ 

‘‘Within the first twenty-four hours. It’s Taranto, isn’t 
it?’’ 

Nick looked at the gray Mercedes at the gate, its wip­
ers beating uselessly against the slashing rain, its head­
lights pale in the storm’s darkness. He nodded. He 
wanted nothing more right now than to sit Toni down 
and make her tell him how she knew about high-tech 
surveillance devices, but he had to deal with Lou first. 
‘‘I’ll have to go down and talk to him.’’ He took the 
remote from her. 

He started for the door, but her hand gripped his 
shoulder with surprising force. ‘‘You can’t go down all 
those stairs on that leg.’’ 

‘‘It’s either that or invite him up here.’’ He saw the 
worry in her dark eyes and knew it was genuine and for 
him. He reached down and touched her face, trailing the 
backs of his fingers from her delicate, high cheekbone 
to her impertinent chin. She’d given him a precious thing 
in the hours before this dawn: the knowledge that he 
could remember Danny as he’d been before—when 
they’d been brothers in every sense of the word. When 
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they’d been happy. How could he tell her what that 
meant? 

His fingertips in the hollow under her chin, he tilted 
her head up and lowered his own. His lips brushed over 
hers. She didn’t pull away. He kissed her again, pressing 
his lips fully to hers, parting them with the tip of his 
tongue. He still held only his fingertips to her chin. He 
wanted to sweep her into his arms—to pick up where 
they’d left off last night before he’d said the things he 
had. 

She stepped away, avoiding his eyes. ‘‘Taranto,’’ she 
reminded him. 

He nodded and went to the door. She didn’t even try 
to see the numbers he punched, but when he pulled the 
door open, she was at his side again, her hand on the 
knob. ‘‘Be careful on the stairs,’’ she warned. ‘‘Don’t 
put too much weight on the leg.’’ 

He closed the door with her still muttering that he at 
least ought to have a cane of some sort. And she was 
right. The stairs were torture, but he made his way down 
both flights and let Lou Taranto in the front door a few 
seconds later. 

Lou burst in, hugged Nick like a long-lost son and 
urged him down onto the leather sofa. He moved behind 
the bar as if he owned it, poured two shots and waved 
a fleshy hand toward the mousy man who’d scurried in 
his wake. ‘‘My personal physician, Nicky. Also my 
nephew. I put him through med school. He returns the 
favor when I need him.’’ He slammed a shot glass into 
Nick’s hand. ‘‘The kid, Sly, filled me in. Down it, Nicky. 
Then drop the pants. David! Get over here and take a 
look.’’ 

Nick glanced at the guy who jumped when Lou bel­
lowed his name. He was pale, thin, and the round wire 
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rims perched on his nose made him look ten years older 
than he probably was. He had a facial tick that tugged 
one side of his mouth sporadically. His hair was rum­
pled, as if he’d been yanked out of bed for the occasion. 
He stepped up to Nick, black bag in hand. Nick swal­
lowed the whiskey, stood up and lowered his trousers. 
You didn’t argue when Lou Taranto offered to do you 
a favor. He sat down again, ignoring the small man who 
began to unwrap the wound. 

‘‘The boys say you got them outta there against the 
odds last night.’’ 

Nick affected a derisive snort. ‘‘A lot of good it did. 
We lost the shipment. And Rosco.’’ 

Lou swallowed half his whiskey and shrugged. ‘‘Too 
bad about Rosco. But I prefer dead to jailed. He went 
out with honor—not like Vinnie, eh?’’ He laughed, a 
low rumble that seemed to gain momentum as it moved 
through him. ‘‘As for the shipment, what the hell? Easy 
come, easy go, right, Nicky?’’ 

Nick frowned, an uneasy suspicion settling in the pit 
of his stomach. ‘‘You don’t care about the shipment?’’ 

‘‘It’s gone. Whining about it won’t bring it back. I 
can afford the loss.’’ 

Nick studied Lou’s face and realized he couldn’t care 
less about the cocaine that had been confiscated. ‘‘How 
much blow did we lose?’’ 

Lou pursed his lips. ‘‘What difference does it make?’’ 
He was wondering about all Nick’s questions. Nick 

shrugged quickly. ‘‘Not a damn bit to me. How many 
cops did we take out, anyway?’’ 

Lou drained his glass and slammed it on the polished 
surface. ‘‘Not a damn one.’’ 

‘‘Good.’’ 
Lou’s head snapped around. Even David stopped what 
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he was doing and looked up quickly. ‘‘What the hell do 
you mean, ‘good’?’’ 

‘‘Think about it, Lou. This way the cops think they’ve 
won one. They grabbed a major haul—didn’t they?’’ 
Lou frowned and didn’t answer, so Nick rushed on. 
‘‘They took out one of Lou Taranto’s men to boot. 
They’ll be so busy patting themselves on the back, mak­
ing speeches and taking interviews, they won’t have time 
to bother us for a while. On the other hand, if we’d shot 
a cop or two—’’ 

‘‘They’d be out for blood,’’ Lou finished. ‘‘You’re a 
sharp one, Nicky. I’m glad you’re not working for the 
enemy.’’ 

For once Nick’s smile wasn’t forced. David was al­
ready rewrapping the leg and not doing half the job Toni 
had, Nick thought. He was glad when the man finished 
and rose. 

‘‘I don’t know who tended this for you,’’ he com­
mented, ‘‘but they did a nice job. Slight infection trying 
to take hold. I’ll leave something for it.’’ He rummaged 
in his bag as Nick stood and righted his trousers. 

‘‘Who fixed you up last night, Nicky? You holdin’ 
out on me? Got a woman stashed around here?’’ 

The question startled him. He hadn’t anticipated it and 
he should have. Any hesitation would arouse Lou’s sus­
picion, and his answer might well be checked out. 
‘‘Joey—the new guy you sent along last night.’’ 

‘‘Joey?’’ Lou’s brows lifted, two silvery arches above 
a bulbous, slightly red nose. 

‘‘Hell of a man,’’ Nick told him. ‘‘Drove like a pro, 
dropped the kids where it was safe, lost the cops. Then 
he stuck around long enough to patch me up. I would’ve 
bled to death if he hadn’t.’’ 

‘‘Salducci, right?’’ 
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‘‘That’s right.’’ 
Lou puckered in thought. ‘‘I’ll see he gets a bonus, 

then.’’ He looked down at David, who was bent nearly 
double, squinting at the label of a small brown bottle. 
‘‘You about done?’’ 

David jumped as if someone had pinched him. ‘‘Uh, 
yes. Here.’’ He set the bottle on the coffee table. It 
tipped over. ‘‘Antibiotics. Directions are on the label.’’ 
He pulled a tube of ointment from his bag, set it beside 
the toppled plastic bottle, snapped the bag shut and hur­
ried to the door. He couldn’t seem to get out of there 
fast enough. 

Nick glanced at Lou. ‘‘You scared him.’’ 
Lou shook his head. ‘‘So does his shadow. I wanted 

to talk to you alone.’’ 
‘‘About?’’ 
‘‘The girl. I know who she was.’’ 
‘‘The girl?’’ Nick feigned ignorance. 
‘‘The one that you popped. She’s trouble.’’ 
‘‘She’s dead, Lou. How’s she trouble?’’ 
‘‘You’re sure?’’ 
Nick released a deliberate bark of laughter. ‘‘Damn, 

don’t you think I can tell a dead woman from a live 
one?’’ 

Lou smiled at that. ‘‘Sure I do, Nicky. I just wish 
you’d have asked her name first.’’ 

‘‘Like I told you before, she saw the hit, she had to 
go. Who she was was irrelevant.’’ 

‘‘Yeah, well, maybe not so irrelevant as we thought. 
Viper thought he’d seen her somewhere before. When 
they flashed her picture on the local news, he realized 
where. She’d been hanging around the club the past few 
weeks.’’ Lou blew air through puckered lips and shook 
his head. ‘‘Big headline, you know. Missing, Antonia 
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del Rio. Only they aren’t saying who she really is. Not 
yet anyway. I wondered—checked with my informant 
inside NYPD.’’ 

Nick shook his head, not following at all. What would 
Toni have been doing at the Century? 

Lou reached inside his voluminous coat and pulled out 
a hardcover book. On the front of the glossy black jacket 
was a lamppost with a shadowy figure leaning against 
it, feminine calves outlined beneath a trench coat, ending 
in stiletto heels. Huge red letters marched across the top: 
Poison Profits. Across the bottom was written in equally 
large letters, Toni Rio. 

The truth slammed into Nick like a freight train. He 
came to his feet so fast it jarred his thigh. ‘‘You’ve got 
to be kidding me.’’ 

Lou tossed the book down as if it were dirty. ‘‘No 
joke. The bitch wrote this last year. Raised so much hell 
with the drug trade I had to drop my Colombian supplier. 
Took me six months to set up a new partnership. She 
knew stuff about the business I didn’t even know. She 
was good.’’ 

Nick didn’t need Lou to tell him about the elusive 
Toni Rio. The bureau had a file on the woman that read 
like War and Peace. Her works were fiction, but the stuff 
she used to sweeten those plots was real and the whole 
world knew it. The lady sleuth she’d created—Katrina 
Chekov—waltzed from one taboo subject to another, 
shattering myths along the way and always putting the 
bad guys on ice. 

That was no more than every Fed knew. If he’d ac­
tually read that file of hers, he might have known before 
now that her full name was Antonia Veronica Rosa del 
Rio—and that she looked like a tiny Gypsy princess. 
Rumor had it she was working on a new fictionalized 
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exposé, one that would blow the lid off the Taranto 
crime family. Lou had to know that. 

Nick cleared his throat. ‘‘Dead is dead, Lou. Even if 
she was some kind of celeb—’’ 

‘‘Don’t you follow, Nicky? She was writing a book 
about me! She wasn’t in that alley by accident. And if 
she knew enough to be there, she knew way too much. 
Who the hell knows what she has down on paper, just 
waiting for some nosy damn Fed to find—’’ 

‘‘It’s fiction, for God’s sake!’’ 
‘‘The book, maybe. But what about the notes—the 

research, or whatever the hell she’d call it? Man, to 
know about the hit, she had to be into us deep.’’ Lou 
shook his head. ‘‘I’m sending some toughs to her place 
tonight—tellin’ ‘em to tear it apart. And if they don’t 
find everything she had on us there, I’ll have ‘em lean 
on her family. She must’a had a family, right?’’ 

‘‘Wait just a damn minute,’’ Nick barked. There was 
no more time to feel his way. He had to take the offen­
sive here and now or lose the chance. ‘‘This was my 
mess. I should’ve wrung the truth out of her before I 
took her out. For once in his worthless life, Viper was 
right. I loused this up. I oughtta fix it.’’ 

‘‘Like how?’’ Lou was listening. Nick knew he’d bet­
ter make it good, or the game was over. 

‘‘I can get in and out of her place without anyone 
knowing I was there. If there’s anything to find, I’ll find 
it. Hell, I’ll bring it to you. I’ll personally light the match 
for you, and we’ll watch it burn over drinks at the com­
mission meeting. Be the highlight of the night.’’ 

Lou nodded once, then pinned Nick to the spot with 
an intense glint in his eyes. ‘‘And if you don’t find any­
thing? You got the stomach to rough up the family?’’ 

Nick smiled slowly. ‘‘I got ways of getting informa­
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tion that Viper doesn’t even have nightmares about. Let 
me handle it, Lou. I’ll let you watch when things get 
nasty.’’ 

Lou’s grin split his face. Nick knew the man’s per­
verse appetite for watching people suffer. He was a sa­
dist once removed—too soft to inflict the pain himself. 

‘‘All right, Nicky. All right. But I gotta have results 
by the meeting. I can’t let it go beyond that. The others 
are nervous as hell. If you can’t get what I need, I’ll 
send in someone who can.’’ 

Nick nodded. ‘‘I’ll get it, Lou. It’ll be the finishing 
touch for my initiation, don’t you think?’’ 

When Nick had left the room, taking the remote with 
him, Toni had followed, shouting motherly warnings as 
a distraction and holding the doorknob in her hand as he 
pulled it shut. She hadn’t let the handle turn, so the lock 
did not engage. As soon as Nick’s footsteps had faded, 
she opened the door and silently followed. She would 
not sit still while he went down there, wounded and 
alone, to face Lou Taranto and whoever was with him. 
She didn’t like the odds. Besides, she had to hear this 
conversation. She’d convinced herself again that Nick 
couldn’t possibly be in Taranto’s employ. The man he 
was when he was alone with her was not that kind. 
Granted, he was entirely different when he was with Ta­
ranto. She had to know, once and for all, which Nick 
was the real one. 

She sat just out of sight and well within earshot at the 
top of the curving stairway. All the air left her lungs in 
a rush when she heard Nick make the offer he just had. 
Her throat tightened until she couldn’t swallow, and her 
eyes were scalding. He’d sounded ruthless, vicious. 

Not the Nick I know, she told herself as she struggled 
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to contain the panic she felt spreading like ice water 
through her veins. He wouldn’t hurt her—he promised. 
This is just an act. 

Maybe, she thought. And maybe not. She wanted to 
trust Nick. More than anything, she wanted to believe 
her instinct that he wasn’t capable of such cruelty, that 
he truly was the gentle, caring man she’d come to know. 
She felt it so strongly she would have trusted him with 
her life. 

But can I trust him with my mother’s? And if there’s 
even a one-in-a-million chance I’m wrong...  

She shook herself. She couldn’t think objectively 
about Nick. Her attraction to him always got in the way. 
And her mother was obviously in jeopardy now, if not 
from Nick then from Taranto himself. She had to get out 
of there, get to her, warn her. 

Nearly frantic as she fought with images of what the 
filthy Viper might do to her mother, Toni jumped when 
Nick stood to walk Lou to the front door. Then she saw 
her opportunity. She slipped down the stairs as soon as 
they were out of sight and ducked into a small room off 
the opposite end of the living room. She had only one 
thought in mind now. She had to protect her mother. 
She’d failed one parent; she wouldn’t repeat the mistake. 

She held her breath and waited, giving Taranto ample 
time to drive away and Nick time to remount the stairs 
and, she hoped, reach the third floor. It would take him 
longer than usual, due to the bullet wound. She tried to 
be patient. She knew he’d try to stop her leaving, no 
matter which side he was truly on. She couldn’t let that 
happen. 

When she thought enough time had passed, she moved 
to the nearest window. It faced the rear of the house, 
and beyond it she could see only darkness and slashing 
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rain. It was locked, naturally. She was out of patience 
with Nick and his locks. She picked up the first thing 
she saw that was suitable and smashed the window with 
it. She tossed the marble sculpture of the rearing stallion 
right through the glass, venting only a small portion of 
her frustration. If only Nick had been open with her, 
none of this would be necessary. A tiny voice of doubt 
whispered in the back of her mind that it might be more 
necessary than ever, but she refused to listen. 

She clambered through, her only thought that she had 
to save her mother. She had no plan of action, no thought 
of getting past the gate or of how to reach her mother 
in time to protect her. She had no qualms about running 
into the fury of a summer storm dressed in nothing but 
an oversize shirt and her underwear. She didn’t feel the 
jagged shard that raked across her upper arm, tearing the 
cotton shirt, as well as her skin beneath it. She didn’t 
flinch from the bits of glass that jabbed into the bottoms 
of her bare feet as she made her way over the wet ground 
and away from the house. 



Chapter 8 

When Nick walked through the third-floor study and 
found the bookcase standing slightly away from the wall, 
all the blood rushed to his feet. He moved quickly into 
the apartment, knowing already that he wouldn’t find her 
there. He felt the emptiness in every room as if it were 
a presence in itself. He didn’t need the flashing light to 
confirm it. He shut off the system before the alarm bell 
could start in. 

He spun in a slow circle and pushed a hand through 
his hair. Where the hell was she? Somewhere on the 
grounds, he rationalized. She had to be—she wouldn’t 
take off. Not now. Unless...  Nick’s gaze moved to the 
monitor. Unless she’d somehow overheard his conver­
sation with Lou and believed his act. But she couldn’t 
have. He had taken the remote...  

. . .and dropped it on the table in the study as he 
rushed through. He turned now and went to find it still 
resting there, beside the unplugged telephone. He 
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grabbed both items and ducked back into the apartment. 
He inserted the phone’s cord into its jack, punched in 
Joey’s number with one hand, thumbed the monitor to 
life with the other. He was scanning each room for a 
sign of Toni when Joey picked up. 

‘‘I’m calling it,’’ he said without prelude. ‘‘Pull out, 
Joey.’’ 

‘‘What do you mean, ‘pull out’? Are you nuts? We 
just—’’ 

Nick continued flicking buttons on the remote, his 
gaze intent on the screen. ‘‘Lou’s too damn unconcerned 
about losing that shipment. Almost like he expected it. 
It stinks of a setup, Joey. Pull out now, and watch your 
back.’’ 

Joey sighed. ‘‘Okay. All right, if you say so. Listen, 
how’s the leg? I—’’ 

‘‘Later. I have to move.’’ Nick replaced the receiver 
slowly. He’d stopped flicking buttons when he’d seen 
the small sitting room with the smashed window. ‘‘My 
God, if she was in there...’’  

He closed his eyes slowly, opened them again. She 
had heard everything. And she’d obviously believed 
every word he’d said to Lou. He shook himself and went 
into the bedroom, yanked a dresser drawer completely 
out and flipped it upside down on the bed. Now that it 
didn’t matter, she believed his cover story. Her timing 
was damn near awful. He tore free the envelope taped 
to the bottom of the drawer, ripped it open and took from 
it a small leather folder the size of a wallet. He slipped 
it into his pocket and ran back through the apartment 
and down the stairs, ignoring the stabbing pain each step 
sent shooting up through his leg. 

In the little sitting room at the bottom of the stairs, 
the wind blew the curtains wildly. Rain slanted in, wet­
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ting the floor and the wall beneath the window. Nick 
paused only long enough to find a flashlight and then he 
clambered out the same way she had, noting the trace 
of blood on the pointed finger of glass at his right. On 
the ground, he squinted through the downpour to try to 
make out her shape in the darkness. He shone the beam 
on the muddied ground in search of her small footprints. 
If anything happened to that damn little Gypsy, he knew 
he would never forgive himself. 

Toni slipped in the rain-slickened grass more than 
once as she ran from the hulking mansion. She decided 
not to go near the front gate, certain that would be the 
first place Nick would look for her. She headed for the 
woods in the rear of the house. Maybe the place wasn’t 
as secure as he’d said. There might not be fencing all 
the way around, and even if there was, there might be 
some way over or under or through it. 

The trees closed themselves behind her as soon as she 
breached the first cluster of them, hiding the house from 
her view. She stumbled onward, rain still streaming be­
tween her shoulder blades. It had plastered the shirt she 
wore to her skin and soaked her hair within seconds of 
leaving the house. Her limp curls stuck to her face and 
neck, heavy with cold. She had to blink raindrops from 
her eyes every few steps just to see where she was going. 
She pushed on, trying to keep to a straight course, re­
fusing now to think or to feel. She focused her every 
sense on moving, on seeing through the rain and on put­
ting as much distance between herself and Nick as she 
could. 

She resisted the subconscious masochist that wanted 
to replay, over and over in her mind, the horrible things 
she’d heard Nick say. She didn’t want to hear again the 
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change in his voice from the moment Taranto had told 
him who she really was. She didn’t want to wonder if 
that knowledge had made a difference to him...had  
made him hate her as much as it sounded like he did. 

A sob tore at her throat as these thoughts ran through 
her mind, despite her determination not to let them. The 
seed of doubt grew larger. As the trees grew closer to­
gether, they blunted the force of the rain. Pines, she re­
alized dully as their needles continued brushing her arms 
and their scent reached out to offer solace. The wind 
couldn’t slash at her here. The rain still came through, 
though, but more gently, filtered through the boughs. 
The ground seemed to sink under her feet, as if she were 
walking on soft sponges instead of several inches of wet, 
browning needles. They made a soft carpet for her sore, 
bare feet. 

She slowed her pace, beginning to feel the biting 
shards of glass on which she’d stepped and the painful 
scratch at her right shoulder. Eventually she had to stop. 
She’d walked for what seemed a very long distance and 
still hadn’t come to a fence demarcating the border of 
the property. She braced one hand against the sticky 
trunk of a pine and heard its needles whispering above 
her head as the rain hissed down through them to sprin­
kle her. She glanced around but could see no farther than 
two or three trees in any direction. The glimpses of sky 
she could catch between the sheltering arms of the pines 
showed her only a bleak, gray thing—the perfect sky to 
match the way she felt. She couldn’t understand the in­
tense pain that seemed lodged in the center of her chest. 
But she knew it grew with every step she took...and  
each time she felt herself doubting him, it grew even 
more. 

She bit her lower lip, and a chill raced up her as the 
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wind found its way to her bare legs. Had she allowed 
herself to indulge in a silly infatuation? Had she deluded 
herself with a fantasy image of a man who didn’t exist? 

She thought about last night when her heart had iced 
over at the sight of his blood-soaked leg. She’d been 
overwhelmed with the need to ease his pain, to make 
him all right. She’d held him when his fever had 
climbed. She’d rocked him in her arms as she would her 
own child, and she’d felt the wrenching pain in him 
when he’d dreamed of his brother. She’d convinced her­
self that no man who’d loved a brother as he had could 
be one of Lou Taranto’s cold-blooded hoods. 

She simply couldn’t believe it was all in her imagi­
nation. Even now she wished she could turn around and 
run back to him, fall into those big, iron arms and pour 
out her fears as he held her and promised her that it 
would be all right. Only fear for her mother kept her 
from doing just that...fear and a kernel of doubt that 
wouldn’t let go. 

She folded her arms against the tree and lowered her 
head to them. ‘‘God,’’ she moaned softly. ‘‘Have I been 
wrong about him all along?’’ 

‘‘You weren’t wrong, Toni.’’ 
His voice was so near her ear that she stiffened in 

shock. She pivoted, flattening her back to the wet, 
stringy bark to see him standing mere inches from her. 
‘‘Don’t try to take me back, Nick. I have to go to her...I  
have to—’’ 

He caught her hand in one of his, turned it slowly and 
pressed the flashlight he held into it. He folded her fin­
gers around it. She frowned and shook her head, not 
understanding. She opened her mouth to ask what he 
wanted from her, but his finger pressed to her lips si­
lenced her. He caught her other hand and lifted it, palm 
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up. He took something from his pocket and lay it flat on 
her palm. 

Her fingers closed over the leather. She brought it to 
her face for a better look and caught the scent of it. It 
was folded in half. She looked at Nick, and a crazy hope 
leapt up in her breast. She opened the folder and lifted 
the light to it. The shield glowed in the white light, right 
beside the photo ID. Nick’s face, unsmiling, beside his 
full name, Nicholas Anthony Manelli, and the words 
Federal Bureau of Investigation. 

Every muscle went limp, and Toni swore her bones 
melted. Her hands fell to her sides, and her eyes closed. 
Nick took the folder from her unresisting fingers and 
then the light. His hands came back to her in a moment, 
huge and strong, closing on her shoulders, pulling her 
away from the solid tree. She gladly traded its support 
for that of his equally solid chest as his arms folded 
around her. She felt as if she’d been standing alone in a 
hurricane. She encircled his neck with her arms, pressed 
her head to his chest so that it rose and fell with every 
breath he took. Her goose-bump-covered legs were flush 
with his, separated only by a thin barrier of wet cloth. 

When his arms loosened from her waist, she knew he 
would lead her back to the house. She didn’t want to go. 
She didn’t feel strong enough to stand if he stopped 
holding her now. She clung shamelessly. She felt his 
head tip backward, as if he were seeking help from 
above. A moment later his big hand cupped her head, 
cradling it more securely to his chest. His other arm 
closed once more around her waist, providing her with 
the support she’d sought, holding her tight against him. 
His head came down, and she felt his lips in her hair, at 
the very top of her head. 

She tipped her head back and she saw his eyes, even 
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darker than the darkness of the predawn. The emotion 
in them reached her and found its mate within her. She 
felt her response begin deep in the pit of her stomach 
before his lips claimed hers. And when they did, it be­
came a fire that tried to consume them both. 

She parted her lips to admit his seeking tongue, then 
parted them farther to take it in deeper. She clutched at 
his shoulder with one hand, while the other buried itself 
in his hair and pulled him closer. She kissed him hun­
grily, unable to get enough of him. He groaned deep in 
his throat as his hands slid down over her hips and be­
yond the edge of the shirt to her rain-slickened thighs. 
He brought them up again, lifting the shirt away, cup­
ping her buttocks, impatiently shoving her panties aside 
to knead her bare flesh. 

She felt his fingers slipping over her wet skin and she 
felt him growing hard against her stomach. She pushed 
against him, and when he shuddered in response she 
wondered at her ability to inspire such a reaction in 
him—a man so beautiful it hurt to look at him. 

She worked one of her hands between them and 
flicked open the buttons of his shirt. When she gained 
access, she ran her hand over his chest, dragging her 
nails lightly over his nipples and hearing his ragged 
breath. Impatient now that she was sure of herself, she 
pushed the material over his shoulders and seared his 
chest with her kisses and her rapid, shallow breaths. He 
let her dampen his skin with her lips for a moment, but 
then his own patience seemed to grow thin. He pushed 
her back from him, gripping the lapels of the shirt she 
wore, one in each hand. He tore it open, and Toni didn’t 
flinch. 

He stared for an elongated moment, as if mesmerized. 
In slow motion, it seemed, he sunk to his knees, pulling 
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her forward until her breasts dangled inches from his 
face. His lips closed over one throbbing peak, and she 
gasped in pleasure. He nibbled, suckled her until she 
threw her head back, unable to contain her responses. 
He moved to the other breast, his touch growing more 
urgent. He sucked it harder, tugging, closing his teeth 
on the tender crest and sending shocking ripples of 
awareness zinging through her. She felt the pressure of 
his teeth, the flick of his tongue, the damp heat of his 
mouth. She felt the cool rain on her flushed skin, her 
upturned face, and the chill breeze that played across her 
thighs. She felt everything. 

He reached up to tug the shirt completely off her, then 
let his hands drift down until they rested just behind her 
knees. Their gentle pressure told her what he wanted. 
She lowered herself down to the cool wet blanket of 
needles until she knelt with him. He spread her shirt 
behind her and pushed her backward, his eyes glowing 
in the dark as she slowly lay down for him. 

Still he knelt, his knees on either side of her. He 
hooked his fingers in her panties and tugged at them. 
She obligingly lifted her hips, and he slipped them down 
over her legs to her ankles. He took her feet from them, 
making each gentle touch a caress. When his eyes met 
hers, she felt no shyness. His hungry gaze moved over 
her, leaving no part of her untouched. She felt feminine 
in every cell of her body because of that gaze. She felt 
more attractive, more powerfully female than she had in 
her life. 

She reached for the button of his trousers and tugged 
on the zipper. She touched the erect rod beneath them, 
and he closed his eyes. She closed her hand around him, 
and his body vibrated. He pulled from her only to rise 
and kick off his trousers and shorts. Only then did Toni 
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remember his injury. The white bandage around his 
thigh stood out in marked contrast to his tight, tanned 
skin and defined muscle. ‘‘Your leg—’’ she began, sit­
ting up as she spoke. 

She stopped short when he shook his head once, 
dropped to the ground beside her, his hands on her 
shoulders, gently forcing her to lie back. He watched her 
in silent admiration until she wanted to squirm. He 
watched the rain falling on her, watched the droplets 
beading on her body. Finally he straddled her and leaned 
over her to put his lips to her collarbone, closing them 
over a raindrop there and drinking it in. The act made 
her shudder violently. He rose higher and similarly 
kissed the moisture from her eyelids, her cheeks, her 
chin and then her throat, where he nibbled the skin with 
his teeth before moving tantalizingly lower. 

It was deliberate torment, she knew, but each moment 
of anticipation made his next stroke that much more 
thrilling. He sucked droplets from the skin all around 
her breasts before putting his mouth to them. He licked 
every trace of moisture from each one before quenching 
his endless thirst at her throbbing nipples. He saw how 
they hardened as he drew nearer. She watched the gleam 
in his eye when he noticed her reaction and knew that 
it pleased him. 

He moved lower and dipped his tongue into her navel, 
drinking the raindrops that had pooled there. He prodded 
it hard with his tongue, as if he could enter it. The ges­
ture was incredibly erotic, and Toni realized that her hips 
had begun to gyrate in slow, insistent circles. 

He rubbed his chin over the curly mat of hair at the 
apex, then lowered it so his mouth hovered just above. 
She felt his thumbs touch the lips of her secret center 
and spread them open, exposing her to the rain, to the 
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cold air...to  him.  He  kissed her there, long and hard. He 
nipped with lips and then with teeth, driving her to a 
fever pitch of need. Finally he opened her still farther 
and applied the punishing lashes of his whiplike tongue. 

She groaned loudly, every inhibition forgotten as her 
fingers tangled in his hair. Her entire being vibrated with 
sensation. He was going too far, she realized. She didn’t 
want to experience the magic alone. She pushed his head 
from her, met his inquiring glance and simply whispered, 
‘‘Please...’’  

He lifted himself until his body covered hers. He 
didn’t need to position himself to enter her. It happened 
almost on its own. His heat found hers and nudged in­
side. He stiffened, hesitated. Toni gripped his buttocks 
and pulled him to her, groaning in satisfaction when he 
plunged deep. He drew back and plunged again, still 
deeper, filling her as she’d never been filled. She arched 
her hips to take more of him, and his next thrust sheathed 
him completely inside her. 

She moved with him then, lifting her hips high to meet 
his powerful thrusts, which forced the air from her lungs. 
She kneaded his skin, kissed his chest, his neck, his face. 
When his rhythm pushed her toward fulfillment, she 
whispered his name over and over until he silenced her 
with a ravenous kiss. It was while their tongues were 
twined together that the climax threatened to rip her 
apart with its intensity. She realized vaguely that Nick 
had stiffened, as well, then bucked within her. He trem­
bled violently before he collapsed on her with a long, 
shuddering exhale against her parted lips. 

His mind kept telling him it was not possible. His 
body disagreed. It made no sense. It couldn’t have been 
as explosive as it had seemed. Nothing could be...  It  had  
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felt like being caught in a tempest and carried through 
its violence to the paradise at its eye. 

Now he had the craziest urge to rock her small, curvy 
body against his—to kiss every inch of her until she 
either fell asleep in his arms or asked for more—to brush 
some of that wet, wavy hair away from her face and 
look into her eyes and tell her— 

‘‘What am I, insane?’’ 
He rolled away from her as the words burst from him 

without permission. He sat up and held his head in his 
hands. 

She sat up beside him, her shoulder pressed to his. 
‘‘You think it was insane to make love to me?’’ 

Make love. God, he wished she wouldn’t call it that. 
It hadn’t been that. He wasn’t stupid enough to have let 
it be that. He said the first thing that came to mind, 
realizing she expected some kind of answer. ‘‘Out here, 
like this, yeah. Insane. You’ll probably have pneumo­
nia.’’ 

He turned toward her to see what she thought of that 
answer, and saw her sitting with her knees slightly bent, 
toes playing in the pine needles. Her breasts were al­
ready dotted with raindrops again. Nick closed his eyes. 
‘‘Put your shirt on, Toni, you’ve got to be chilled 
through.’’ 

Frowning a little, she stood, shook out the shirt and 
slipped her arms into it. When she reached for her pant­
ies, he turned his back and busied himself replacing his 
own clothes. They were wet, which made it difficult, but 
he wasn’t about to march back to the house stark naked. 
The way he felt every time he looked at her, he’d never 
make it. When he turned again, she was watching him, 
a puzzled expression on her face. 

‘‘Is something wrong?’’ 
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Good question, Nick thought. No, nothing’s wrong; 
everything’s just the way it should be. Good ol’ gullible 
Nick has let himself care again, and sure as the sun will 
rise tomorrow, he’s going to get left high and dry again. 
Toni would walk away from him. One way or another 
she’d leave him. He had no one to blame but himself, 
because he’d known it would happen. He’d told himself 
not to feel anything for her. The problem was, his ‘‘self’’ 
hadn’t listened. The only thing left to do now was to 
prepare for the blow. He had a feeling it was going to 
be a tough one to take. Maybe too tough. Maybe this 
would be the one that brought him down. 

‘‘Nick?’’ 
Her hand on his face sent a shaft of bleak pain through 

him. He nearly winced at the strength of it. The most he 
could hope for now, he realized, was a little damage 
control. He could only avoid total devastation by keep­
ing his feelings for her from growing any stronger. He’d 
always been a man of action—never content to let any­
thing slip beyond his ability to control it. He could do 
this, he told himself. He could keep this thing on a 
purely physical level. He could force his feelings for her 
to die quietly, before she had the chance to throw them 
back in his face. She couldn’t reject something she’d 
never been offered. Right? 

He cleared his throat and pushed the damp hair off 
his forehead. ‘‘We have to get back. It’ll be light soon.’’ 

He didn’t miss the slight sigh or the little shake of her 
head. She opened her mouth to speak, but closed it again 
without saying a word. She blinked twice in quick suc­
cession before she turned and started to walk away from 
him. When she put her foot down, he heard her suck air 
through her teeth. She didn’t stop, though. She kept go­
ing, despite the limp. 
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He caught up to her. ‘‘Glass in your foot?’’ 
She only nodded, and Nick scooped her into his arms 

and strode toward the house. She weighed almost noth­
ing. 

‘‘Put me down, Nick. Your leg—’’ 
‘‘Relax,’’ was his curt reply. He tried not to smell the 

scent of her hair drifting up to him or feel the curve of 
her hip against his groin. ‘‘Just relax.’’ His tone was 
gentler the second time, and she complied, linking her 
arms around his neck and resting her head on his shoul­
der. Nick gave up trying not to notice her—the feel of 
her in his arms was too much not to notice. The pain in 
his thigh as he walked back through the woods was mi­
nor compared to the exquisite torture his Gypsy was 
dishing up. 



Chapter 9 

Toni slanted another sidelong glance at him. He sat 
behind the wheel, as stonily silent as he’d been for most 
of the day. His chiseled jaw didn’t move except for the 
occasional twitch. He’d been all business from the mo­
ment they’d returned to the hidden apartment. One hun­
dred percent efficient, effective Federal Agent Manelli 
had taken over. The Nick she’d longed to know, the one 
she thought she’d finally uncovered, was gone. 

With military precision he’d supervised the packing 
of her things to erase any trace of her presence. He’d 
gathered a sparse few of his own, including, she noted, 
the jeans and the high-tops, the basketball and the pho­
tograph. He left every one of those stuffy suits behind. 

Meticulously he’d orchestrated her mother’s safe de­
parture from the country, just the way he wanted to or­
chestrate her own. She’d come very close to losing that 
round. 

He stiffened in anticipation when another set of head­
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lights broke through the darkness. The white beams 
moved eerily, pushing the shadows from outside the car 
into it and illuminating his taut face. They passed, and 
Toni heard his aggravated sigh. For over an hour they’d 
been parked here in the nearly empty concrete lot. The 
only other vehicles here were an abandoned ’75 Chevy 
and a stripped-down framework that might once have 
been a Corvette. 

‘‘He should have been here by now.’’ The worry in 
his voice came through clearly, and Toni longed to com­
fort him. He’d been so distant since this morning, she 
wasn’t sure she knew how. 

She knew he was worried about Joey. That was part 
of the reason for his icy demeanor. Joey should have 
been here to meet with him at dusk. It was an arrange­
ment they’d made months ago. If it got to the point 
where they both had to pull out in a hurry, they’d go 
their separate ways and meet in this crumbling parking 
lot at dark the next night. He’d told her that. He’d also 
told her about the drug shipment that had been confis­
cated the night he’d been shot, and his feeling that Ta­
ranto had expected the police raid. He thought Taranto 
suspected Joey. If he was right, then where was Joey 
now? 

Toni thought of the man’s gentle voice and his ob­
vious worry about Nick, and she bit her lip. If Taranto 
had him— 

Nick glanced again at his watch. He shook his head 
and looked around the empty parking lot. Change the 
subject, Toni thought. Get him talking. At least the end­
less minutes of waiting would tick by a little faster. 

‘‘Mom should be safely in her hotel in Toronto by 
now. It’s such a relief knowing she’s away from all 
this.’’ 
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He looked at her, his eyes narrow, his temper short. 
‘‘If you had half a brain, you’d be with her.’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘I told you, Nick, I have just as 
much invested here as you do. I’m not walking away 
until I see it through. If you’d put me on the flight out, 
I’d have caught the next one right back here.’’ 

‘‘So you’ve pointed out—repeatedly. It’s the only rea­
son you’re here. I couldn’t risk you wandering around 
on your own. Lou would’ve had you in a matter of 
hours.’’ 

She rolled her eyes. ‘‘How did I ever manage without 
you? Must’ve been pure luck that I didn’t bungle my 
incompetent self into an early grave last year when I 
took on those drug lords south of the equator.’’ 

‘‘I didn’t mean...’’ He shook his head and sighed 
loudly. ‘‘Okay. You’re good at this, all right? You’re 
just too damn gutsy for your own good. You rush head­
long into situations that could be dangerous. That’s all I 
meant, not that you were incompetent.’’ 

She blinked and looked at him. ‘‘Gutsy?’’ She felt the 
frown come and go as she digested that. After a moment 
she shook her head quickly. ‘‘No, I’m a big coward. 
Katrina’s the gutsy one.’’ His gaze seemed surprised. ‘‘I 
could never do the things she does,’’ she said to try to 
explain. 

‘‘Oh. Things like following Mafia associates into dark 
alleys in the middle of the night? Or maybe things like 
slapping a six-two alleged hit man who’s carrying a gun 
because he says something you don’t like?’’ He looked 
away from her face. ‘‘You’re no coward, lady. You 
wouldn’t be doing what you’ve been doing if you 
were.’’ 

‘‘You have it all wrong.’’ She answered him quickly, 
the words tumbling out before she had a chance to think 
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about them. ‘‘I do it because I’m a coward. I do it to 
make up for what I didn’t do before.’’ 

‘‘Before?’’ His dark brows drew together as he re­
garded her in the dim interior of the car. ‘‘Before what?’’ 

She shrugged. 
‘‘You’re talking about your father’s death, aren’t you? 

Toni, you can’t possibly blame yourself for that.’’ 
She couldn’t hold his gaze. She hadn’t understood un­

til now the connection between her guilt over her fa­
ther’s suicide and her need to fix society’s ills in any 
way she could. She gazed through the window, seeing 
nothing. ‘‘I knew what was happening. I should have 
done something.’’ 

‘‘You were still in high school. What could you have 
done?’’ 

‘‘Something. Anything. I shouldn’t have let it go on 
so long. I shouldn’t have let him...’’ She stopped and 
tried to swallow the lump in her throat. 

‘‘Shouldn’t have let him what?’’ Nick touched her 
arm, but Toni couldn’t answer him. ‘‘You couldn’t have 
changed what happened, Toni.’’ 

‘‘I could. I knew when he left the house that day...it  
was in his eyes. I shouldn’t have let him go.’’ 

He was quiet for a long moment. Maybe he finally 
believed her, her mind whispered. Not that it mattered. 
She knew. She’d always known. When he took her chin 
in his hand and turned her to face him, she wished he’d 
just drop the subject. 

‘‘You know what I think?’’ She shook her head, and 
he went on. ‘‘I think you feel so guilty about it that you 
want to be punished. I think that’s why you challenge 
death at every opportunity. Maybe you’re hoping it’ll 
beat you one of these times. Maybe you think, some­
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where deep down in that pretty head of yours, that you 
don’t deserve to live when he didn’t.’’ 

In the dark, quiet car, Nick deftly opened the festering 
wound in her soul and let the infection begin to heal. 
Toni felt her lips tremble. She couldn’t speak. How 
could he see so clearly the truth she’d kept hidden from 
herself for such a long time? The accuracy of what he’d 
said was so clear to her all at once. Why hadn’t she seen 
it before? 

‘‘It wasn’t your fault, Toni.’’ He watched the changes 
in her face for a moment. ‘‘Do you think your father 
would’ve wanted you to spend your life paying for his 
decision that day?’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘No, but—’’ 
‘‘You know how badly you’ve felt since he took his 

own life?’’ His arms suddenly encircled her shoulders. 
He brought her close to him, until she was held like a 
child. ‘‘That’s how badly your mother would feel if you 
followed his example, Toni. Do you want to be respon­
sible for causing her that kind of pain?’’ 

She shook her head hard, moving it against his shoul­
der where it was cradled. ‘‘No! I never meant...I  didn’t 
realize...’’ She released all her breath at once. She felt 
like crying. The huge burden she’d been bearing for so 
long suddenly grew lighter. It didn’t vanish; some of it 
remained. For the first time in a very long time, though, 
she thought she understood it. God. This changed the 
scope of her very existence! She felt free all of a sudden. 

She sat up slightly and studied his face in awed fas­
cination. ‘‘You should have been a shrink. My God, how 
do you see so much?’’ 

He shrugged. One hand stroked a wisp of hair away 
from her face. ‘‘You are transparent to me, Gypsy. Don’t 
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forget, we’ve been together constantly for the past week. 
I think I know you pretty well...except...’’  

‘‘Except what?’’ 
He released her and settled back in his seat. Toni set­

tled back, too, but close enough so their bodies touched. 
‘‘Did you ever want to do anything else?’’ he asked. ‘‘I 
mean, besides write tell-all books to clear your con­
science?’’ 

She allowed a small smile. ‘‘I love to write and I’m 
good at it.’’ 

‘‘I’ll let you know after I read the book,’’ he quipped. 
She smiled fully. Finally the easy, relaxed atmosphere 

between them had returned. ‘‘I had a plan, you know. 
A long time ago before I got so wrapped up in being a 
do-gooder.’’ 

He folded his arms, clasping his hands behind his 
head. ‘‘Tell me.’’ 

Toni closed her eyes and envisioned the life she’d 
allowed to exist only in her dreams. ‘‘Rural town,’’ she 
told him. ‘‘Not suburban, rural. I’m not even certain my 
road is paved. The house is a rambling old Victorian— 
white with black shutters and huge open porches. I have 
a big office in the back with a window that overlooks 
the enormous back lawn. There are yellow roses growing 
there and a flowering crab apple tree. I write wonderful 
books with happy endings. When I get tired of sitting at 
the computer, I walk the dog.’’ 

She didn’t need to look at him to know his brow shot 
up. ‘‘The dog?’’ 

‘‘Um-hmm. He’s a huge gray-and-white sheepdog. 
He’s so shaggy I have to trim the hair around his eyes 
every few weeks so he can see. His name is Ralph. We 
walk together every day, down the path to the duck 
pond, and—’’ 
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‘‘This is one vivid plan,’’ he said slowly. 
‘‘I’m a writer. I see details in everything.’’ Headlights 

approached once more, and Nick sat up straighter. This 
time they veered into the parking lot. The car drew 
nearer, pulled up alongside, and the driver’s window 
lowered slowly. The man sitting there was not Joey. 

Nick lowered his window. ‘‘Harry, what the hell’s 
going on?’’ 

The man in the other car met Nick’s gaze, all but 
ignoring Toni’s presence. ‘‘It isn’t good, Manelli. Joey’s 
dropped off the planet. No one’s been able to find a trace 
of him.’’ 

Nick flinched as if he’d been struck. The man in the 
other car kept on speaking. He glanced at Toni. ‘‘Her 
mother was not on that plane, Nick. We haven’t been 
able to locate her, either.’’ 

‘‘Damn.’’ 
Toni shook her head rapidly. ‘‘No. It isn’t what you’re 

thinking. I know my mother. She probably just set her 
heels and decided she wasn’t leaving. When I talked to 
her earlier and explained the situation—’’ she swallowed 
and cleared her throat ‘‘—I should have known she 
agreed too easily. She’s stubborn as a mule sometimes.’’ 

‘‘I hope you’re right,’’ the man called Harry said. He 
returned his attention to Nick. ‘‘Why’s she still with you, 
Manelli? You had orders—’’ 

‘‘She would have come right back and become a tar­
get,’’ Nick snapped. ‘‘It was safer to keep her with me.’’ 

‘‘I’d appreciate it if you two would stop talking as if 
I’m not here.’’ She looked at Nick, feeling a dark terror 
creep into her heart. If Taranto had her mother...  

‘‘What do we do now, Nick?’’ 
Harry reworded her question and put it to Nick. ‘‘Do 

you have enough on Taranto to make an arrest stick?’’ 
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Nick shook his head. ‘‘He paid me to kill Toni—but 
that’s no good because I don’t have enough to prove it 
and Toni isn’t dead. He sent me to witness Vinnie’s hit, 
but he never really confessed to that on tape. The man 
knows enough to talk in circles. He says all he needs to 
say without ever admitting a thing.’’ He looked down 
and shook his head. 

‘‘What kind of evidence do you need?’’ 
Both men looked at Toni. ‘‘What have you got?’’ 
She eyed Nick for a moment. ‘‘I have photographs of 

Lou Taranto passing a large manila envelope to a man 
named Santos. Santos was later arrested in Colombia for 
murder.’’ 

‘‘Right,’’ Harry interrupted. ‘‘Last year. He’d tam­
pered with the plane that was supposed to carry Juan 
Perez to the U.S. to stand trial for drug trafficking. The 
plane crashed after takeoff. Perez died, along with the 
three DEA agents who were escorting him back.’’ 

‘‘Juan Perez was Lou Taranto’s cocaine supplier in 
Colombia,’’ Nick said. 

Toni nodded. ‘‘That’s right. And if he’d made it here 
to stand trial, he might have been offered a deal in 
exchange for his testimony against Taranto. Santos took 
that envelope from Lou and left for Colombia within six 
hours. And when he got there, a large amount of money 
suddenly appeared in his bank account.’’ 

‘‘Toni, how the hell do you know all this?’’ 
She met Nick’s intense look. ‘‘I followed Lou for 

weeks, researching this book. One day I saw him meet 
with Santos in a little café. I slipped the waitress fifty 
bucks for her apron and got close enough to eavesdrop. 
I took the shots of Taranto passing Santos the envelope, 
and they never even glanced up at me. When they left 
the diner, I decided to follow Santos and the envelope 
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instead. That’s how I know he went straight to Colom­
bia. I still had connections down there from the last book 
and I called one of them. Larry Wetzel. He has a lucra­
tive little investigations agency going down there. He’ll 
testify if you force him to. Anyway, he met the flight 
and tailed Santos on that end. He reported that Santos 
had checked into a motel and got himself a job at a small 
airfield. The next day Perez’s plane took off from that 
same airfield and crashed.’’ 

Nick stared at her and shook his head. ‘‘Slipped the 
waitress fifty bucks...’’ he mumbled, more to himself 
than anyone else. 

‘‘How much of this do you have documented?’’ Harry 
seemed eager. 

‘‘The photograph of Lou handing Santos the envelope 
is irrefutable. I have another one of Santos boarding the 
flight to Colombia. You already have proof that Santos 
sabotaged the flight. He would’ve been tried for that last 
year if he hadn’t been found hanging by the neck in his 
cell.’’ 

‘‘If that was self-inflicted, I’ll eat my badge,’’ Harry 
said softly. 

‘‘Still, it’s not solid,’’ Nick put it. 
‘‘I have the envelope. There’s a coffee stain on it, 

identical to the one that shows in the first photo. My PI 
friend grabbed it out of a trash can where Santos had 
dropped it after lighting a match to it. Larry managed to 
douse the flame before it did too much damage.’’ 

Nick looked at Harry, then at Toni again. ‘‘Come on, 
Chekov, don’t keep us in suspense. What was inside?’’ 

She couldn’t help smiling a little smugly. ‘‘A five-by­
seven glossy of Perez, and a handwritten note with the 
name of the airfield, the flight number and the time and 
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date of departure. The only thing that wasn’t there was 
the money, and that is still in Santos’s bank account.’’ 

Harry’s long, low whistle came at the same moment 
that Nick asked, ‘‘Where?’’ She didn’t answer. His 
hands clasped her shoulders, and he squeezed them be­
tween his fingers. ‘‘Don’t play games, Toni. Tell me 
where to find the evidence.’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘I’ll take you to it.’’ He frowned, 
and his grip tightened, but she only stuck her chin out a 
little farther. ‘‘If I tell you, you’ll try to stash me some­
where while you go after it alone.’’ 

His hands fell to his sides. He nodded. ‘‘That’s right.’’ 
He glanced downward for a long moment, then faced 
her again. ‘‘Your apartment. That locked room, right?’’ 

She shook her head, but not before he’d seen the an­
swer in her eyes. His gaze pummeled her. ‘‘All right, 
yes. But you don’t know the combination for my safe, 
and I won’t give it to you.’’ 

‘‘I’ll get into it whether you give me the combination 
or not.’’ 

‘‘But that will take time. Isn’t time of the essence 
here?’’ 

‘‘She’s got you there, Manelli,’’ Harry interrupted. 
‘‘Take her along, we’re wasting time arguing. I’ll get a 
team in place. You’ll have backup. One hour.’’ 

Nick glared from Toni to Harry. ‘‘I don’t like it— 
she’ll be a moving target.’’ 

‘‘We’ll take precautions,’’ Harry told him. ‘‘Begin­
ning right now. Get out of the car.’’ Nick hesitated. 
‘‘Come on, Manelli, I don’t have all night. You’ve been 
driving that one through this entire operation. Taranto 
knows it. We’ll switch. I’ll get that thing out of sight 
for a while. You have any vests on?’’ 

‘‘Not yet,’’ Nick said. 
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‘‘There’s a pair in the back seat. Get into them.’’ He 
got out of the car as he spoke and yanked Nick’s door 
open. ‘‘Come on, let’s not sit here all night.’’ She could 
see that Nick didn’t want to comply, but the moment he 
opened his mouth to argue the other man held up a hand. 
‘‘Consider it an order.’’ 

Lou Taranto leaned back in his overstuffed chair. He 
took the cigarette from his lips and held it in front of 
him, studying the smoke that spiraled up from the glow­
ing tip. He released what he’d inhaled, and his face be­
came a blur in the center of the stark room. Viper stood 
at his right hand, his button eyes gleaming. He alter­
nately clenched and opened his red-knuckled hand. 

‘‘Bring him around,’’ Taranto ordered. 
Viper shook his head. ‘‘He’s had it, Lou.’’ Viper 

thumbed a swollen, purple eyelid open and let it fall. 
The only things holding Joey upright were the ropes that 
bound him to the straight wooden chair. ‘‘He’s told you 
all he’s gonna.’’ 

‘‘He’s told me nothing. But he will, damn lousy cop. 
Bring him around!’’ 

‘‘I told you, he’s had it. Damn near comatose. Be dead 
in a few hours.’’ 

‘‘Stubborn little son of a bitch,’’ Lou muttered. 
Viper rolled his eyes. ‘‘You don’t need Salducci to 

tell you what you already know. Nick’s a cop, too. It’s 
obvious. They came in right around the same time. They 
were both in on the shipment that was taken.’’ 

‘‘Nicky took a bullet that night!’’ 
‘‘And Joey patched him up. You know he’s a Fed. 

You think he’d have patched up my leg? Yours? No 
way, he’d have smiled while we bled to death. What do 
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you need? A signed confession? Manelli’s a cop. I say 
we off him.’’ 

Lou came to his feet as fast as his ample weight would 
allow and gripped Viper by the lapels. ‘‘We have to be 
sure, you little twit, because of the girl! If Nicky’s a cop, 
then you can bet she isn’t dead. She’s still out there and 
she’s got more on us than any cop does. We have to 
find out for sure.’’ 

‘‘She saw my face,’’ Viper ground out, jerking him­
self from Lou’s hands. ‘‘And so did he. I’m on the line 
here, and I’ll deal with it my way.’’ 

‘‘Don’t cross me, Viper, or I—’’ 
‘‘Don’t you worry, Lou. I’ll handle it. You’ll thank 

me before this is over.’’ Viper spun and left the room. 
Lou opened the door and bellowed after him, but he kept 
on walking. A moment later his car left the lot outside 
the Century. 

A bulky man with a crew cut loomed over Lou a 
moment later. ‘‘Word is they have warrants to search the 
place. What do we do?’’ 

Lou looked at the limp, bruised man in the chair. 
‘‘Cop or not, Nicky didn’t know who that broad was 
until I told him, I’d bet my life on that.’’ 

The overgrown hulk in front of him puckered his 
brows. ‘‘Huh?’’ 

Lou turned, paced away from him, muttering to him­
self. ‘‘If he’s a cop, he’ll go to her apartment to see what 
she had on me. If he’s loyal, he’ll go because I told him 
to.’’ He stopped in front of Joey and lifted the lax head 
by a tuft of hair. ‘‘What do you suppose he’ll think when 
he finds you there waitin’ for him?’’ 

‘‘I don’t get it, boss.’’ 
Lou whirled. He yanked a small notepad from his shirt 

pocket and scribbled three letters onto the first sheet, 
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then tore it off. ‘‘Here, pin this to his chest. Then take 
him to the Rio broad’s apartment and dump him there.’’ 

‘‘But how can I get him in there without somebody 
seein’ him?’’ 

‘‘How the hell do I know? Roll him in a rug for all I 
care, just do it! We’ll soon find out just how loyal Nick 
Manelli is to the family.’’ 

Harry Anderson shook his head slowly and tried to 
see it again in his mind. The way that bit of a woman 
stuck her chin in Nick’s face and told him what was 
what—the way he let her! He’d finally met his match, 
the big jerk. It was about time. 

He drove Nick’s car toward the gloomy mansion 
they’d set him up in. He’d retrieve the videotapes just 
in case the del Rio girl couldn’t produce what she said 
she could. They’d be better than nothing. At the very 
least they could be used to identify Viper. Then he’d 
head back to headquarters and get a team together to 
back Nick up when he went to the woman’s apartment. 
Taranto would be watching, if Harry’s opinion was 
worth anything. 

He was within sight of those ridiculous iron gates, 
rounding a bend in the curving road, when he heard the 
glass shatter and felt the searing pain at his left temple. 
He clenched the wheel reflexively, jerking it to the right. 
He felt the front tires leave the pavement and realized 
he was airborne and heading down the steep drop along­
side the road. He prayed the bullet that had hit him 
would kill him before he hit bottom. 



Chapter 10 

Nick circled the block twice, then turned to enter the 
parking garage. He drove slowly beneath the fluorescent 
tube lights on the low ceiling. His gaze scanned every 
vehicle, peered around every support column. The place 
seemed as still as a graveyard. The hair on the back of 
his neck bristled in anticipation. He could feel that he 
was being watched. His fear made him more careful than 
he’d ever been. Not fear for himself, but for the woman 
in the seat beside him, crouched low as he’d instructed. 
He knew he’d lose her. The cycle had repeated itself 
again today, just in case he’d forgotten the way things 
worked. Taranto had Joey. Nick had a grim knowledge 
in his gut that he wouldn’t see his best friend again. He 
shouldn’t have let himself care so much. 

Now, like an idiot, he’d let himself care again, about 
Toni. He had to lose her. That was the way it always 
happened. He’d be damned, though, if he’d lose her to 
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Lou Taranto the way he’d lost Danny and Joey. Let her 
walk out on her own the way his parents had. 

He nearly drove past the stairwell, he was so absorbed 
in his thoughts. He pulled up close to the heavy door, 
shut the car off, pocketed the keys. It’ll be all right, he 
told himself. Harry must have a half-dozen men in the 
building, a dozen more outside, if he was true to form. 
Nothing could happen to her. He wouldn’t let it. 

He opened the door and stood for a moment, every 
sense attuned. He saw no one, heard nothing but the 
normal traffic noises and a car squealing on the level 
below. The place smelled of exhaust and hot pavement. 
He glanced down at Toni, nodding once. She wriggled 
out his door, staying bent low, just the way he’d in­
structed. With his body blocking her from view on one 
side, the car on the other, she hurried to the open door 
of the stairwell. Her running shoes made no sound. She 
moved through the doorway, pressed her back against 
the inside wall and waited. Nick closed the car door and 
moved in beside her. He pulled the heavy stairwell door 
closed. The place echoed like an empty church. If any­
one opened the door, he’d hear them. Then again, any­
one already here would hear him, too. Any sound would 
echo through the cool, hollow stairway. He pressed a 
finger to his lips to remind Toni of that. 

He pulled the Taurus from the holster under his left 
arm, held it with its nose pointed up and began to move 
up the stairs. He kept Toni close behind him. His caution 
doubled when he reached a landing. He pushed her flat 
to the wall behind her and peered around to the next 
flight, taking his time to be sure it was safe before urging 
her to come along. It seemed to take forever to reach 
the fourth floor. In reality, it took less than ten minutes. 

Nick glanced through the small square of glass, criss­
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crossed with wire between the panes, before he opened 
the door and stepped into the tiled corridor. Toni came 
out behind him. Her tug on his jacket brought his gaze 
around fast. She frowned at the gun in his hand and 
shook her head. Okay, she was probably right. He’d 
draw some attention sneaking through the corridors of 
an apartment building with an automatic in his hand. He 
slipped it back inside his jacket. She pointed a finger, 
presumably in the direction of her apartment, and Nick 
started moving again. 

Trying to walk causally through the hall was the 
toughest thing he’d done in a long time. Moving steadily 
beneath the lighted ceiling panels, between the doors that 
lined both sides—doors that might swing open at any 
second to reveal a hard-faced man with an Uzi. 

He swallowed. It wouldn’t happen that way. Taranto 
still trusted him. Joey wouldn’t talk, no matter what they 
did. Besides, Harry was here, somewhere, with an armed 
entourage. 

They came to a T and Toni jabbed her thumb to the 
left. Nick moved no more than three doors down when 
her hand on his shoulder stopped him. Nick looked at 
her. Their gazes locked for a moment, and that unspoken 
thing passed between them—that connection he couldn’t 
acknowledge and didn’t recognize. 

He pulled his gaze away and looked at the door she 
indicated. Nick’s spine stiffened. He took the gun out 
again and put his hand out for the key. Toni was quicker, 
already leaning to slip it into the lock. When she touched 
the door, it fell open without a sound, and she jerked 
away from it, eyes wide. It hadn’t been locked. It hadn’t 
even been closed properly. Someone had been here. 
Maybe they still were. He pushed her to the wall and 
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mouthed the words, ‘‘wait here.’’ He let his gun lead 
him into the apartment. 

His stomach clenched when he saw Joey in the middle 
of the floor. He wasn’t sure he’d have recognized him 
except for the familiar clothes he wore. A slip of paper 
on his jacket had the word Cop penciled on it. His face 
varied in shades of crimson, blue and purple. His eyes 
looked like two fat grapes, swollen closed. From the 
looks of it, he’d never open them again. There was no 
doubt in Nick’s mind that Joey was dead. His training 
helped him push the paralyzing grief aside, allowing 
only the cold certainty that Lou Taranto would pay 
dearly, to remain. He let the experience of years on the 
job take over and quickly checked each room of the 
apartment. When he was certain no one else was there, 
he went back to tell Toni it was safe to come inside. 

She already had. She knelt on the floor beside Joey, 
tucking a blanket around him. He recognized the throw 
that had been on the couch and then the matching pil­
lows she’d placed under his feet. Nick approached 
slowly, afraid to believe...  

‘‘We have to get him to a hospital, Nick.’’ Toni’s 
brows pushed against each other until they crinkled. Her 
voice was grim with fear. 

Nick looked to see that she’d already closed the door, 
then knelt opposite her, over Joey. He couldn’t credit 
what he saw when Joey shook his head slightly left and 
right. ‘‘No.’’ 

Nick felt a twisting sensation in his gut and a sudden 
rush of guilt to his mind. This has been his obsession. 
It should have been him lying on the floor, his face en­
crusted with dried blood, barely able to form a single 
word. It should have been him, not Joey. 

The battered lips moved again. ‘‘Nick?’’ 
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Nick gripped his friend’s shoulders to let him know 
he was there. Joey couldn’t open his eyes to see for 
himself. ‘‘I’m right here, pal.’’ 

‘‘Lou...watch—watching,’’ Joey managed. His 
slurred speech had Nick more worried about brain dam­
age than about Lou. 

‘‘To see if I help you,’’ Nick finished for him. A white 
rage unfurled inside him. 

‘‘We should call an ambulance.’’ 
The tightness in her voice brought Nick’s gaze back 

to Toni, and he saw tears brimming in her eyes. She 
leaned closer to Joey, keeping her voice soothingly low 
and soft. ‘‘We’re going to take care of you,’’ she was 
telling him. ‘‘You’ll be okay.’’ 

It reminded Nick of the way she’d spoken to him the 
night before, when the fire in his thigh had burned bright. 
Funny, he’d barely felt the pain since arriving in this 
building. Adrenaline was a great anesthetic. ‘‘If Lou’s 
watching, Toni, he doesn’t intend to let Joey out of here 
alive. There’s no way he’ll let an ambulance crew in the 
building.’’ Nick felt the frustration gnawing at him. He 
had to think! Joey needed serious help and he needed it 
fast. 

‘‘Didn’t...tell...him,’’  Joey stammered, ‘‘anything.’’ 
‘‘I never thought otherwise. And I know what you’re 

getting at. My cover’s intact. You’re thinking I should 
leave you here and keep it that way. I’m not going to 
do that, so shut up and let me think.’’ 

Nick felt Joey’s hand close around his with surprising 
force. ‘‘He’ll...kill you...both.’’ 

‘‘Not if I can help it, he won’t. And if we can get out 
of here in one piece, he’s going down. Turns out Toni 
had the goods on him all along.’’ He glanced up at Toni. 
‘‘Get the file.’’ 
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She got up and hurried into the room that was her 
office. He heard her moving around in there at the same 
time he heard the door opening. He yanked his gun out. 
The apartment door swung open, and Nick saw the barrel 
of a .44 Magnum staring him in the face. There was a 
small blond woman attached to it. She seemed vaguely 
familiar. 

‘‘What the hell—’’ 
‘‘Put that gun down and tell me what you’ve done 

with my daughter!’’ 
Nick realized who she was. Somehow he wasn’t sur­

prised. He lowered his gun slowly and laid it on the 
carpet. ‘‘Come in and close the door.’’ 

She did warily. Toni chose that moment to emerge 
from the office with the thick folder in her hands. The 
two women spied each other at the same moment, and 
a second later both the .44 and file folder were on the 
floor as they embraced. 

‘‘You’ve had me worried to death, Antonia. Are you 
all right?’’ 

‘‘Fine.’’ They pulled apart, and Toni seemed to drink 
in her mother’s face. ‘‘I’m so glad you’re okay. When 
you didn’t get on that flight, I—’’ 

‘‘You didn’t expect me to just fly off and leave you, 
did you?’’ 

Toni shook her head. ‘‘Not really. Where on earth did 
you get that cannon?’’ 

Kate del Rio glanced down at the gun on the floor, 
then at the man beyond it. ‘‘My God, what happened?’’ 

‘‘He’s a federal agent, Mom. Taranto found out.’’ 
‘‘How did you get into the building?’’ Nick inserted 

when there was finally a long enough break. 
‘‘Through the front entrance. Why?’’ 
Nick blew a sigh and shook his head. ‘‘This is a real 
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high-security place you picked, Toni. What the hell do 
you do with all that money your books earn you?’’ 

‘‘I—’’ 
‘‘She hoards it away like a pack rat,’’ her mother in­

serted with a mock scowl. ‘‘Saving it for some rambling 
Victorian house and a sheepdog.’’ She glanced at Nick 
and offered him a tremulous smile. ‘‘If you’re who I 
think you are, I have to thank you for keeping her alive 
to spend it.’’ 

There was affection in her warm blue eyes. ‘‘Nick 
Manelli,’’ he told her. 

‘‘Kate del Rio. Sorry about the gun before.’’ Nick 
shrugged. Kate looked again at Joey on the floor. ‘‘Why 
isn’t this man on his way to a hospital?’’ 

‘‘Taranto is watching. If I try to take him out of here, 
there’s a chance I’ll get him killed.’’ 

She frowned and shook her head. ‘‘What are you go­
ing to do?’’ 

‘‘I haven’t figured that out yet.’’ 
‘‘I have,’’ Toni said. 
Nick looked at her fast. He hadn’t liked the slight 

waver in her voice, and he saw now the unnatural pale­
ness in her cheeks. She was scared. ‘‘Tell me. I can see 
you don’t think I’m going to like it.’’ 

‘‘Doesn’t matter if you like it. Joey needs help, Nick, 
or he won’t make it. I’ll wrap myself in a blanket. You 
can carry me down to the car, and we’ll leave. Taranto 
will think I’m Joey and come after us. You just said he 
wouldn’t let Joey make it to a hospital alive. He’ll come 
after us. When he does, it will be safe for Mom to get 
Joey to an emergency room.’’ 

Nick rose from Joey’s side, took Toni’s shoulders in 
his hands and gazed into her bottomless eyes. ‘‘Listen 
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close, little Gypsy, ‘cause I’m only saying this once. No. 
It isn’t going to happen.’’ 

She stood straighter. ‘‘Then I assume you have a bet­
ter idea?’’ Her tiny chin jutted, and her eyes flashed with 
determination that overrode her fear. ‘‘We’ll be all right, 
Nick. You know Harry and all his men are out there. 
They’ll be right behind Taranto when he comes after us. 
We’ll be fine.’’ 

His hands tightened. ‘‘You’re offering to act as a de­
coy, Toni. A target. What am I supposed to do if Taranto 
manages to catch us? Stand there and watch him give 
the order to put a bullet in your head?’’ 

‘‘Are our chances any better by staying here? They 
aren’t and you know it. The longer we argue about this, 
the closer Joey gets to having no chance at all.’’ 

Joey moaned low as if to punctuate her words. His 
body shuddered once, then went still. Kate tensed beside 
him, pressing the pads of her fingers to his throat. She 
sighed and took them away. ‘‘Antonia is right. He can’t 
stay here, Nicholas. Every minute is pushing him closer 
to death.’’ 

‘‘We’ll leave the file here,’’ Toni said quickly. 
‘‘She’ll keep it safe and give it to Harry when he gets 
to the hospital.’’ 

Nick shook his head. ‘‘You give it to Harry. I’ll try 
and lead Taranto away myself.’’ 

‘‘If you do, Nick, I’ll get in Mom’s car and come after 
you.’’ 

He closed his eyes slowly, opened them again. He felt 
like a projectile had lodged in his chest. She was offering 
him a way to save Joey. Joey, his best friend since he’d 
been no more than a smart-mouth kid. Joey—whom he 
loved. But her offer put her at risk. Toni, the woman 
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who’d handed him the ammunition to put Taranto away. 
Toni—whom he...what? 

He damn well didn’t love her. It would be stupid to 
love a woman he knew he’d lose in the end. Stupid! 

‘‘You wanna tell me why you’re being so stubborn 
about this?’’ 

Her gaze held his as a magnet holds steel. ‘‘You’ll 
have twice the chance of getting away if I’m with you.’’ 
She shook her head. ‘‘Look, this might be your case— 
your vendetta, but it’s my evidence. Whether you like it 
or not, we’re in this together. I’m not going to walk 
away and let you take the heat alone just because things 
are starting to get dangerous. Taranto might not follow 
you if you leave alone.’’ 

Joey began to shake again, violently this time, his legs 
stiffening as his heels jostled off the pillows and tapped 
a beat on the floor. Toni pulled from Nick’s restraining 
hands, disappeared into the bedroom and returned a sec­
ond later with a blanket draped over her shoulders. She 
bent to pick up the gun her mother had dropped. 

Kate got to her feet, wrapped Toni in her arms and 
squeezed. ‘‘You be careful—and take care of your Nich­
olas. I like him.’’ 

‘‘I love you, Mom.’’ 
To his shock, Kate del Rio stepped away from her 

daughter and turned to fold him in a powerful embrace. 
‘‘I’ll take care of Joseph. Don’t worry about him. And 
don’t keep questioning yourself. This seems the only 
way.’’ 

Toni had to remain limp in his arms as he carried her 
through the corridors and into the chill concrete of the 
stairwell. She’d much rather have wound her arms 
around his neck and hidden her face against him. She 
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felt a shiver of pure fear when she thought about what 
they were doing, yet she hadn’t been able to stay behind. 
She’d let her feelings for Nick grow too quickly. The 
thought of staying behind and allowing him to face this 
alone had been unacceptable. She hadn’t been able to 
consider it. 

She told herself that it was because he’d done some­
thing so precious to her by making her see what drove 
her all this time. Recognizing that the emotion behind 
her recklessness had been guilt over her father’s suicide 
was a major step toward overcoming it. He’d opened the 
shutters, spilling brilliant light in the shadowy corners 
of her mind, and forcing her to see what was there. Now 
she could begin to sweep away the cobwebs and dust 
that had built up for so long. She owed him for that. 

Still, there was more than gratitude in her heart. She 
recognized that he had some musty, sealed-off rooms in 
his mind, too. Rooms he rarely allowed himself to enter. 
She knew the wound in his soul he’d allowed to fester 
since his brother’s death. She knew that the abandon­
ment by his parents had injured him deeply, and she 
knew he refused to admit that. She wanted to help him 
clean out those cluttered rooms and then fill them with 
warmth and happiness. 

It was amazing how well she’d come to know Nick 
in such a short time. It hit her hardest whenever he 
looked into her eyes. It was palpable, whatever passed 
between them then—as if they were touching souls. She 
wondered if he felt it, too. He kept himself so closed 
off, it made it difficult to tell. 

She felt his body tense, and shook herself. He’d come 
to the entrance to the parking garage. As he carried her 
through the doorway, she tensed, as well, but he moved 
quickly, lowering her into the front seat faster than she 
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would have believed possible. She kept the blanket over 
her face, left her head limp and clutched the textured 
walnut grips of the huge handgun until her knuckles 
whitened. He was behind the wheel in an instant, gun­
ning the motor and speeding away. She knew when they 
left the underground garage and turned onto the street. 

‘‘Is anyone following—’’ She began to sit up a little 
as she spoke and flipped the blanket away from her face. 
Nick’s hand pulled her down again. Her backside was 
on the seat, but her head was pressed to his rib cage. He 
held her for a moment, his arm around her like a steel 
band. 

When it came away, she saw him adjust the rearview. 
‘‘Oh, yeah. They’re coming, all right. Where the hell is 
Harry?’’ 

Toni felt the car jerk and heard the squeal of the tires 
when he took a sharp corner, then another. She wished 
she could see his face. She heard the grim tone in his 
voice, though. ‘‘Harry isn’t here. I can’t believe this....’’ 
He took another corner, drew a breath. ‘‘Something 
must’ve happened to him before he could get back to 
HQ. I think we’re on our own.’’ 

Toni tried to make her voice level. ‘‘What—what 
could’ve happened?’’ 

‘‘Don’t worry about it now. Listen, I’m going to take 
a few quick turns, see if I can lose them for a second. 
Just long enough for you to get out. Slide over by the 
door and get ready—’’ 

‘‘I told you we’re in this together, Nick.’’ 
‘‘That was when we thought we had backup.’’ 
‘‘And now I’m the only backup you have,’’ she coun­

tered. ‘‘I’m not going anywhere.’’ 
He drove in stony silence then, never slowing down, 

his muscles tense. Suddenly he hit the brakes, and she 
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heard him swear viciously. His thigh went rigid under 
her hand, and she lifted her head very slightly to see 
what had caused him to skid to a halt. 

A car had pulled across the street in front of them. 
Nick shifted into reverse and slammed the pedal to the 
floor, turning the wheel sharply. He was crossways in 
the street when the van skidded to a stop behind them. 
They were trapped. The only way out was a narrow 
channel between the vehicles. It would take them over 
the sidewalk and smack into a mailbox, but— 

Before she could complete the thought, the men were 
out of their vehicles. She saw two barrels pointing to­
ward her from behind the car. A frantic glance to her 
right showed two more from the van. Lou Taranto’s 
voice came clearly. ‘‘Out of the car, Nicky. I don’t have 
time to play with you. I count three and put a bullet in 
the gas tank!’’ 

Nick looked down at her, into her eyes, and again she 
felt that powerful surge of some unknown force linking 
them together. ‘‘Stay down low,’’ he instructed. His 
voice was deep and soft. ‘‘Count to ten, then shift into 
gear and put the pedal to the floor.’’ His eyes shifted, 
indicating the same escape route she’d just recognized. 

She frowned. ‘‘I don’t under—’’ She stopped, eyes 
widened when she saw his hand close around the door 
handle. ‘‘No. Nick, you can’t—’’ 

‘‘He means it, Toni. He’ll blow us both to hell if I 
don’t.’’ He reached down, threading his fingers in her 
hair. ‘‘They think it’s Joey in here with me. They won’t 
be expecting it. Their attention will be on me. When I 
get far enough from the car, floor it. It’s your only 
chance.’’ 

‘‘No. I won’t do it, you can’t—’’ 
‘‘Manelli! I’m taking aim! Get out now or burn!’’ 
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Nick blinked. He leaned over and touched her face 
with his lips. ‘‘Do it. Don’t look back.’’ He forced a 
lopsided grin. ‘‘For what it’s worth, Gypsy, it meant 
something with you.’’ 

He wrenched the door open and got out fast. Toni 
barely restrained herself from shrieking at him. She slid 
herself into his spot behind the wheel, still keeping her 
head lower than the seat. 

‘‘Move away from the car,’’ Taranto yelled. 
Toni saw Nick walk slowly toward the rear of the car, 

then past it. He stood several yards to the rear of the 
vehicle, and as he’d predicted, every gun was trained on 
him. She swallowed hard. This couldn’t be happening. 
She blinked and when she opened her eyes, she saw a 
man coming toward the passenger side, his gun drawn 
and ready. 

‘‘If Salducci isn’t dead yet, finish him.’’ Taranto’s 
voice echoed in her mind. She turned herself in the seat 
so she faced that door. She pulled the blanket around 
her, leaving a crack she could see through and poking 
the six-inch nickel barrel through another. She thumbed 
the hammer back. 

The car door opened, and the tall, dark outline of a 
man filled it. She watched in horror as the gun barrel 
lowered toward her. She tightened her finger on the trig­
ger, and the big gun bucked violently in her hands. The 
roar of it was deafening in the car’s interior. The man 
reacted as if he’d been slammed in the chest with a ham­
mer, jerking backward. His face went lax. The shock 
faded, and his body sunk limply to the ground. 

She had to act quickly while the confusion lasted. At 
the moment, they must think his gun was the one they’d 
heard. She jammed her finger on the trunk-release button 
and shifted the car into reverse. She backed fast, hitting 
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the brakes only when she was right at Nick’s side. She 
heard the shots being fired at her now. The window to 
the left exploded, showering her with glass. The one at 
the right imitated it, seemingly at the same time. As soon 
as she felt the car sink with Nick’s weight, she sped 
away, hitting the mailbox hard enough to rattle her teeth, 
jumping the curb and squealing over a stretch of side­
walk. The car dropped back to the street again on the 
other side of the parked van, and Toni pushed the pedal 
to the floor. 

The lights around her blended into a single blurred 
haze. The traffic sounds became a buzzing drone as the 
adrenaline surged. They must be chasing her. She 
couldn’t see them now, but they must be. Was Nick hit 
in all the shooting? Was he even now bleeding to death 
in the trunk? She’d killed a man. The weight of it 
dropped on her suddenly and powerfully. She’d taken a 
life. She hadn’t even known him and she’d killed him. 
Her stomach heaved, and she bit her lip until she drew 
blood to fight off the nausea. 

Tears pooled in her eyes, and no amount of blinking 
prevented them spilling over. She’d never been so fright­
ened in her life! Her hands shook, partly from the force 
with which she gripped the wheel and partly from the 
remnants of her terror. She could barely see where she 
drove now, but she kept the pressure on the accelerator 
all  the  same...  

. . .until she careened into an intersection and heard the 
blast of an air horn. The impact snapped her head back. 
She heard grinding, bending metal and shattering glass. 
She smelled diesel smoke and hot rubber. She felt a 
warm trickle at her temple and then she felt nothing at 
all. 



Chapter 11 

The collision sent Nick sailing from the trunk of the 
car. He felt the queasy sensation of being airborne, then 
the force of the ground that rushed up to meet him. A 
knife seemed to twist in his shoulder. Every trace of air 
gusted from his lungs with the impact. For an instant he 
couldn’t move, paralyzed by the jolt. His head came up 
slowly. His gaze pinpointed the car, its front folded like 
an accordion, its windshield shattered. A diesel truck’s 
long nose stood embedded in the side of the car, just to 
the front of the driver’s door. The vehicles had met at 
the center of an intersection, where Toni had probably 
run a red light. 

Nick struggled to his feet and shook his head to clear 
it. He had to get over there, had to see if Toni— 

He sucked in a sharp breath when he saw her, slumped 
forward in the car, her wild hair obliterating the steering 
wheel. He moved forward at an uneven lope, not aware 
of the renewed bleeding in his unhealed thigh or the way 
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his left arm hung limp at his side. He approached the 
car door, and a woman leapt to the pavement from the 
truck and hurried toward him. 

‘‘I never saw her. She ran the light— Oh, God, is she 
all right?’’ 

He barely heard the woman’s words as he wrenched 
the door open and bent over her. He saw the thin rivulet 
of blood and pushed the hair away from her face, careful 
not to move her. A tiny cut, perhaps from flying glass, 
bled only slightly. In the dim glow of the truck’s marker 
lights, Nick searched for signs of injuries but saw none. 
Her skin was dusted thinly with a white powder that 
puzzled him at first. 

He took her hand, felt her strong pulse thrumming 
beneath the skin of her wrist and breathed a sigh of 
relief. ‘‘Toni? Can you hear me?’’ Her eyelids flickered. 
‘‘Toni? Come on, baby, talk to me.’’ 

Her brows drew together, and her eyes opened slowly. 
‘‘Nick?’’ She lifted her head from the wheel. ‘‘What 
happened?’’ She looked around her, saw the truck and 
stiffened. ‘‘Oh, God...are  you  okay?’’ Her gaze pored 
over him. 

‘‘Fine. You’re the one I’m worried about.’’ 
She seemed to take stock for a moment, then looked 

at him, her eyes clearer, and nodded. ‘‘I bumped my 
head. Other than that, I’m okay....’’ She stopped and 
fingered the powder-coated material that hung from the 
center of the steering wheel into her lap. 

‘‘The air bag. Looks like it burst somehow. Sure did 
its job first, though.’’ He touched her face, studying her 
dark eyes. ‘‘You sure you’re all right, Gypsy? Do you 
hurt anywhere?’’ 

‘‘I’m okay,’’ she repeated. This time she leaned to­
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ward him, placing her feet on the pavement. Still sitting, 
she looked up suddenly. ‘‘Taranto. Where is he?’’ 

‘‘Not far, that’s sure.’’ She nodded, started to stand. 
Nick slipped his arms around her waist and helped her 
up. She took a moment to get her balance. 

Behind him Nick heard the truck driver sigh. ‘‘She 
seems okay. Look, I’m going to find a phone, report this. 
Do you want me to call an ambulance?’’ 

‘‘No,’’ Toni answered quickly before Nick had a 
chance to say anything. She met his gaze, and he knew 
they were both thinking the same thing. She’d be a sit­
ting duck in an ambulance. 

The slender woman nodded. Nick saw her reach into 
the truck and remove some flares before she hurried 
away. He held Toni against him with his good arm and 
urged her away from the scene. A crowd was already 
forming. He moved quickly, keeping to the shadows, 
ducking between buildings and emerging in a parking 
lot that must have been filled to capacity. It took only a 
minute to find an unlocked car. A ’75 Mustang, with 
several rust spots forming in the cherry red paint. He 
reached under the dashboard, twisted the right wires to­
gether and smiled slightly when the motor came to life. 
He stepped back to help Toni slide into the car, but she 
shook her head fast. 

‘‘You said you were fine. Your leg is bleeding.’’ 
‘‘That’s not all that will be bleeding if we don’t get 

out of here.’’ 
She shook her head, but got in and slid across the 

seat. Nick took the wheel and drove very slowly from 
the lot. As they gained the street, he glimpsed Lou Ta­
ranto’s car pulled up at the curb. He scanned the crowd, 
catching sight of Lou’s round body forcefully moving 
through toward the car in the intersection. 
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Toni pointed. ‘‘Nick, it’s him!’’ 
‘‘I know. Take it easy, he won’t be looking for a 

Mustang.’’ He continued to drive carefully, causally. In 
a moment the accident scene was behind them, and he 
drove faster. 

Toni glanced up at him, shook her head. ‘‘You aren’t 
using your left arm.’’ 

He felt the relief wash through him. Her speech wasn’t 
slightly slurred now, as it had been a few minutes ago. 
He looked at her. She sat back against the seat, brushing 
at the powdery residue from the air bag that clung to 
her. He had the absurd urge to pull off the road, take 
her into his arms and kiss her breathless. God, when he’d 
seen her in the car in those first moments after the col­
lision, he thought he’d lost her. Again. The horrible feel­
ing had hit him once before, earlier, when he’d seen 
Taranto’s thug walk toward the car and heard that single 
gunshot. For just one excruciating moment, he’d thought 
the man had killed her. The notion had nearly made him 
sink to his knees then and there. 

This realization put a whole new light on things. He 
thought he’d prepared himself for the inevitable time 
when she’d leave him. Now he knew nothing could pre­
pare him for that. He’d felt only pure anguish in those 
moments. Desolation like nothing he knew could exist 
had enveloped him in blackness. 

‘‘Nick?’’ 
He snapped out of his ponderings at the sweet sound 

of her voice. He knew he’d have to reassess this 
thing...later. Right now all he could feel was elation that 
she was all right. He looked at her again, at her smooth 
dark skin, her thick-lashed ebony eyes. He could look at 
her forever and not get used to her stunning beauty, he 
thought vaguely. 
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‘‘Nick, your arm. Is it broken?’’ 
‘‘My—no. I landed on my shoulder when I was 

launched from the trunk. It’s sore but not broken.’’ He 
was having a tough time keeping his eyes on the streets, 
making the right turns to take them to the highway and 
as far from the city as they could get. 

‘‘But it hurts...a  lot. I can see that.’’ She shoved her 
hair back with one open hand. ‘‘Do you want me to 
drive?’’ 

‘‘You think I have a death wish? I will not ever be a 
passenger in a vehicle you’re operating again, lady. Not 
even if it’s a tricycle.’’ 

A laugh escaped, but she stifled it quickly. ‘‘I owed 
you a ride in a trunk, the way I see it.’’ Her smile faded 
slowly, and worry clouded her hypnotic eyes. ‘‘Do you 
think Mom and Joey made it out of there?’’ 

‘‘Not a doubt in my mind,’’ he told her without pause. 
‘‘Taranto was behind us the minute we left. Your plan 
worked like a charm. There was nothing to get in your 
mother’s way—not that I think it would have mattered.’’ 

She looked up quickly. ‘‘What is that supposed to 
mean?’’ 

‘‘I think you’re a lot like her,’’ Nick said. ‘‘Now I 
know where you get your brass.’’ She shook her head, 
but he went on. ‘‘As soon as we put a few miles between 
us and Lou, we’ll find a pay phone and check on them.’’ 

‘‘Good.’’ She studied her hands in her lap for a mo­
ment. ‘‘You’re wrong about the brass, Nick. I was ter­
rified back there.’’ 

‘‘Only an idiot wouldn’t have been.’’ He signaled to 
turn and took them over the ramp to Route 95, heading 
east. ‘‘You could’ve left me there...should’ve. Instead, 
you backed the damn car right into the cross fire to pick 
me up.’’ He shook his head, recalling the shock he’d felt 
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to see the car coming toward him as the trunk lifted. 
‘‘Until then, I thought the son of a bitch had shot you.’’ 
He swallowed the lump that came into his throat when 
he said those words out loud. 

She cleared her throat, and he saw her blink rapidly. 
‘‘I never...thought I’d have to...kill someone.’’ 

Idiot, he chided inwardly. He hadn’t even thought she 
might be feeling the effects of that. ‘‘You know it was 
him or you, Toni.’’ 

She nodded. ‘‘I know...it’s just...’’  
He forced his throbbing shoulder into action, lifting 

his arm and taking the wheel with his left hand. He slid 
his right along the back of the seat, encircled her shoul­
ders and pulled her to his side. ‘‘Go on, tell me. I’ve 
been there, too, you know.’’ 

A tiny sob escaped, and she pressed her face to his 
shoulder. ‘‘I keep seeing his face. He looked so shocked 
at first, and then...then just nothing. Just dead.’’ Her 
voice thickened, and her hand gripped his upper arm. 
‘‘Dead, and I watched the life leave that man...I  caused 
it. It’s a horrible feeling. I took his life. He’s gone, for­
ever, because of me.’’ 

He nodded, hating the pain in her voice but under­
standing it all too well. ‘‘He’d have taken your life, 
Toni. It wouldn’t have been the first. It certainly 
wouldn’t have been the last. God only knows how many 
lives you might’ve saved by taking his. I know that 
doesn’t make it right. But it’s something to remember.’’ 

‘‘Does it help?’’ She lifted her head and gazed up into 
his eyes. 

‘‘Not really. Nothing helps but time.’’ He let his fin­
gers run through her hair. ‘‘You can bet he wouldn’t 
have wasted a single second feeling guilty if he’d been 
the one to pull the trigger first.’’ Again that lump lodged 
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in his throat, making his voice sound strained. ‘‘I know 
I’d have never got over it.’’ 

He met her eyes again, felt that jolt of elusive knowl­
edge that disappeared as soon as he returned his gaze to 
the highway. He held her as they crossed the George 
Washington Bridge. He paid the toll and took them into 
New Jersey, still heading east. An hour later he pulled 
off the highway and into the parking lot of a low-rate 
motel. He drove the car around to the rear, where it 
wouldn’t be visible from the street. 

Toni collapsed into the nearest armchair with an ex­
aggerated sigh. Nick finished speaking to Harry and 
hung the phone up, looking worried but better than he 
had before. 

‘‘How is he?’’ Toni asked. 
‘‘Which one?’’ Nick shook his head. ‘‘Joey’s con­

scious and stable, but I’m sure your mother told you 
that.’’ 

She nodded. Her own relief at hearing her mother’s 
voice on the other end had left her limp. ‘‘She says he’s 
the world’s most uncooperative patient.’’ 

‘‘They want to keep him a few days. They still 
haven’t ruled out brain damage, but they think it’s un­
likely. I always knew that guy had a hard head.’’ 

She smiled. ‘‘And what about Harry?’’ 
‘‘The bullet only grazed him. He was wearing a seat 

belt, or the crash probably would’ve killed him. A tree 
kept him from going all the way down. He’s okay.’’ 

‘‘I’m glad.’’ She tipped her head back and closed her 
eyes. ‘‘So, what now?’’ 

‘‘Your evidence is being analyzed. Warrants will be 
issued before the night is out. Taranto, Viper and a few 
others will be picked up. Until they are, we have orders 
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to stay put. They’ll kill us without a second thought if 
they see us.’’ 

Her head came up. ‘‘What about Mom, Joey? Aren’t 
they in danger, too?’’ 

Nick shook his head. ‘‘They’re safe. There are enough 
cops guarding Joey to fill this motel. Harry is still on 
top of things. He says your mother has made herself a 
fixture at the hospital and he thinks that’s for the best. 
She’ll be well guarded, Toni.’’ 

She felt a weight lift slowly from her mind. ‘‘Do you 
realize what this means?’’ 

She saw him frown. ‘‘What?’’ 
‘‘It means we can relax.’’ She shook her head. ‘‘One 

uninterrupted night of blessed normalcy. No one shoot­
ing at us, no secret midnight meetings with Joey, no 
spying on you with that monitor and thinking you’re a 
slug.’’ 

He lifted his brows. ‘‘You thought I was a slug?’’ He 
placed a hand dramatically over his heart. She laughed 
with him at that. He came to stand over her. ‘‘What 
would you consider normal, Gypsy?’’ 

She looked up at him, feeling absurdly close to him 
now. ‘‘A large pizza with everything.’’ She broke eye 
contact to gaze around the room. ‘‘We have a VCR. 
What about some movies? And something to drink.’’ 
She glanced down her powdery clothes. ‘‘I think I’ll 
begin with a shower.’’ She frowned. ‘‘Do we have any 
clothes?’’ 

‘‘Leave it to me, Toni. Take your time in the 
shower.’’ She tilted her head to one side, but he didn’t 
explain his remark. 

Shrugging, she moved into the bathroom and adjusted 
the water. She found thin white towels on the racks. Not 
exactly the height of luxury, but they would do. 
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As she stood under the spray, Toni tried to figure out 
exactly when she’d reached the decision not to write any 
more Katrina Chekov thrillers. She wasn’t sure. Now 
that she’d spent a few days living the life Katrina lived, 
she wasn’t so impressed with it. She supposed she’d 
been living vicariously through Katrina for some time 
now. This had been different, though. This had been real. 
Instead of creating courageous deeds for a fictional her­
oine, Toni had lived through her own. It wasn’t romantic 
or exciting. It was terrifying. She hoped she never had 
to go through anything like it again, even in her imagi­
nation. 

The appeal of her long-ago dream of a big house, a 
big dog and a handful of small children was suddenly 
alive again. It was time, she realized. Maybe she’d 
needed to come to grips with her father’s death before 
she could think about living a real life. Maybe she’d 
needed to see that she didn’t have to be Wonder Woman 
to be happy. Maybe she’d only needed to find a man she 
wouldn’t mind sharing that huge Victorian house with. 

In her mind’s eye, she saw Nick, and a little lead 
weight lowered itself onto her heart. He’d never feel for 
her the way she felt for him. He’d never settle for that 
dull sort of life she imagined. Something inside her told 
her she wouldn’t want it anyway with anyone else. 

She loved him. 
The realization came to her from somewhere deep in­

side, where it had been for some time. It bubbled up to 
the surface and danced there, refusing to be ignored any 
longer. She loved Nick Manelli. 

What on earth was she going to do about it? Should 
she tell him? No, she couldn’t do that. It might scare 
him to the other side of the world. What if she could 



192 Reckless Angel 

make him love her, too? Was it possible to do that? 
Could she do it? 

A knock on the bathroom door jarred her. She twisted 
the shower knobs until the water stopped, yanked a 
towel off the rack and wrapped it around herself. ‘‘Come 
in.’’ 

Nick opened the door. The smile died on his lips when 
he looked at her. She didn’t know why; she looked like 
a drowned rat with her hair still dripping wet, hanging 
over one shoulder, and rivulets of water running down 
her legs to make a small puddle at her feet. His eyes 
darkened, though, as his gaze traveled down her body, 
and there was no mistaking the desire she saw there. 

He licked his lips, brought his gaze level with hers 
again. ‘‘I—uh—here.’’ He held a black T-shirt out to 
her. ‘‘I found it in the video store across the street.’’ 

She took it from him, and when her fingers touched 
his she trembled. ‘‘Thanks.’’ She held it by its shoulders, 
so it unfolded. Charlie Chaplin was depicted on the 
front, leaning on his ever-present walking stick. The shirt 
was large enough so it would come to midthigh on her. 
Just right for a nightshirt. 

He nodded and backed out of the room, closing the 
door. 

Toni hugged the shirt to her for a long moment, biting 
her lips. He wanted her. She could see it in his eyes. 
She remembered the time she’d spent with him beneath 
those pines in the storm this morning. The way he’d 
shuddered at her touch. The way he’d held her, touched 
her. He’d been cold afterward, but while they’d been 
together he’d been completely open with her—physi­
cally, at least. 

If she couldn’t reach out to him on an emotional level, 
at least she knew she could on a physical one. She’d 
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have a last resort, if all else failed. She dropped the 
towel, pulled on her shirt and pulled her hair out of the 
collar. She opened the door. 

‘‘Your turn,’’ she told him. 
She noticed how he forced his eyes to stay level with 

hers this time. ‘‘Okay, but you have to promise not to 
eat the pizza without me when it gets here.’’ 

She shrugged. ‘‘If I were you, I’d make it a fast 
shower. I am starved.’’ She saw the pile of tapes on the 
bed then. ‘‘You got some movies! Let me guess. 
Schwarzenegger, Stallone, and—’’ 

‘‘Not even close, lady.’’ He moved past her into the 
bathroom, and in a moment she heard the shower run­
ning. 

She picked up the tapes and looked at the titles. They 
were comedies, all of them. Martin and Lewis, Abbott 
and Costello, Danny Kaye. ‘‘How did you know?’’ she 
called several minutes later. 

‘‘Know what?’’ 
‘‘That I love classic comedy? You’ve got all my fa­

vorites here.’’ 
The water flow stopped. ‘‘Those are my favorites. I 

didn’t know what you liked, although I had Miss Marple 
in mind. You snoops tend to stick together.’’ 

She smiled, dropped the tape in her hand, and moved 
to stand near the bathroom door. ‘‘Don’t bother getting 
dressed,’’ she told him. ‘‘I want to take a look at your 
leg. Did you pick up any bandages on your excursion?’’ 

The door opened, and Nick stood there in his shorts, 
rubbing his hair vigorously with a towel. ‘‘On the 
dresser.’’ A knock at the door brought his head up. He 
motioned Toni to stand where she was, ducked back into 
the bathroom and emerged again with his gun in one 
hand and his wallet in the other. 
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He stood to one side of the door, opened it slightly 
and relaxed. He took a twenty from his wallet and 
slipped it through. ‘‘Keep the change. Leave the pizza.’’ 
A moment later he opened the door wider, glanced 
quickly left and right and picked the square box up. 

‘‘Is it necessary to be that cautious?’’ 
‘‘Better safe than sorry.’’ He crossed to set the gun 

on the nightstand, wincing when he moved his left arm 
to lower the pizza box. 

She marched past him, picking up the bandages he’d 
bought and shoving gently at his chest so he sat on the 
bed. ‘‘You are in sorry shape. Sit still.’’ She looked at 
the wound, satisfied that it was progressing, if slowly. 
She began to bandage it. Nick pawed the tapes as she 
worked. 

‘‘What do you want to watch first?’’ he asked. 
She replied without looking up, ‘‘Abbott and Costello. 

‘Who’s on first?’’’ 
‘‘I dunno,’’ he answered, not missing a beat. 
She looked at him, caught the glint in his eye. To­

gether they chorused, ‘‘Third base.’’ She laughed aloud, 
taped the bandage in place and reached for the cassette. 

Nick pulled a triangle of cheesy pizza from the box 
as she slipped the tape into the machine. He handed it 
to her when she came back, then took one for himself. 
He surprised her by producing a pair of cold Cokes. For 
the next two hours, they laughed themselves sore, over 
jokes they’d both heard countless times before. They 
seemed fresh somehow when she heard them with Nick. 

While the tape was rewinding, Nick choked back his 
laughter, eyed her seriously and said, ‘‘What is the name 
of the guy on first base?’’ 

‘‘Who,’’ Toni answered. 
‘‘The guy on first. What’s his name?’’ 
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‘‘No. Who’s on first.’’ 
‘‘I dunno!’’ Nick yelled. 
‘‘Third base...’’ Toni broke down into gales of laugh­

ter that had tears brimming in her eyes. ‘‘If you ever get 
sick of cloak-and-dagger work, Nick, you have a brilliant 
future in comedy.’’ She got her laughter under control 
with an effort and studied his face. ‘‘Will you, do you 
think? Give it up, I mean?’’ 

He folded his arms behind his head and leaned back 
against the headboard. ‘‘I haven’t thought about it.’’ 

‘‘You must have,’’ she countered. She sat on the op­
posite side of the bed, legs tucked under her, facing him. 
‘‘You said once you’d waited your whole life to bring 
Taranto down. You must have known your life wouldn’t 
be over when that happened. What will you do with the 
rest of it?’’ 

He looked at the ceiling, apparently considering what 
she’d said. ‘‘Law enforcement is my only area of ex­
pertise. What else could I do?’’ 

‘‘Law enforcement is a very broad term. It encom­
passes a lot more than just being a deep-cover federal 
agent with his life on the line every single day.’’ She 
shook her head. ‘‘Do you want to keep doing that?’’ 

He sighed hard. ‘‘It gets to you after a while. The 
stress—the nerves.’’ 

‘‘It must.’’ She studied him for a long moment. ‘‘Try 
this. Close your eyes and think of your ideal life. The 
one you’d have if you could just snap your fingers and 
it would be real.’’ She was surprised when he complied, 
his eyes closing instantly. ‘‘Okay, now tell me what 
you’d be doing.’’ 

His eyes opened again. ‘‘Andy Griffith,’’ he told her. 
‘‘I’d be sheriff in some speck-on-the-map town. I’d stop 
at a three-table diner for a cup of the world’s best coffee 
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and a homemade doughnut every morning. And every 
night—’’ He broke off suddenly and averted his eyes. 

‘‘What, Nick?’’ 
He shook his head. ‘‘Doesn’t matter. Pipe dreams.’’ 
She felt like stomping her feet or breaking something. 

Why wouldn’t he open up? How could she get to him? 
When he looked at her again, his emotions were well 

hidden. ‘‘How about another movie?’’ 
She shook her head, opened her mouth and closed it 

again. 
‘‘What?’’ he asked, suddenly concerned. ‘‘What is it, 

Toni?’’ 
God, she hated feeling this helpless. How did you get 

someone to see that it was okay to let go of past heart­
aches? That history didn’t necessarily have to repeat it­
self. That just because everyone in his life had walked 
out on him, it didn’t mean she would, as well. 

That was it. That must be it; it didn’t take a psychol­
ogist to see what was going on with him. 

His forefinger hooked beneath her chin and lifted it. 
‘‘Tell me,’’ he said softly. 

‘‘Hold me,’’ she whispered. She moved closer to him 
and sighed softly when his arms came around her. ‘‘Was 
I terrible?’’ 

His arms loosened, he stared down into her eyes. 
‘‘Were you what?’’ 

‘‘Terrible...this morning. I haven’t had a lot of prac­
tice. There was a boy in college, and then two years ago, 
there was a man—but it didn’t last. I thought it was 
wonderful, but what do I know? Was it that bad for 
you—’’ 

‘‘Whoa, wait a minute, lady. Where is all of this com­
ing from?’’ 

She pulled away from him, turned her back to him. 
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Nick got to his feet and looked at her. ‘‘You’ve barely 
touched me since. I figured I must have been lousy.’’ 

He smiled broadly. ‘‘I didn’t mean for you to think— 
Hell, if you want the truth, you shook me.’’ He caught 
her face between his palms and tipped it up. ‘‘Are you 
listening? Unlike you, I’ve been with a lot of others.’’ 

She had to blink fast to hide the pain that remark 
brought. 

‘‘But it was never that intense before. It was never 
that good, Toni. You hear me?’’ 

She felt her eyes widen. ‘‘Is that true?’’ 
‘‘Swear to God.’’ He smiled a little. ‘‘Wasn’t it for 

you?’’ 
‘‘Yes—you know it was, but I thought that was be­

cause...’’ She stopped and caught her breath. It had been 
that intense for her because she’d been in love with him. 
She hadn’t been aware of it yet, but she had been. Could 
that possibly be his reason for feeling as he had? Could 
there be a chance? Maybe he did have strong feelings 
for her. Maybe he just didn’t realize it yet. Maybe she’d 
just have to make him realize it. 

‘‘Because what?’’ He frowned down at her. 
Toni rose from the bed, her hands on his shoulders, a 

tiny smile playing with her lips. She turned slowly, push­
ing him until the backs of his legs touched the mattress. 
She slid her hands to his broad chest and shoved him 
hard. All of a sudden, she’d recalled his words to her as 
he’d left the car before, when he’d believed he was about 
to be killed. It meant something with you. The question 
was, what? He fell back onto the bed, but clasped her 
wrists so she went down with him, landing on his chest. 

‘‘You could have said something sooner,’’ she 
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scolded. ‘‘All day I’ve been thinking how rotten I must 
have been.’’ 

‘‘Oh yeah? And what are you thinking now?’’ She 
saw the desire flash to life in his eyes. A smile was her 
only answer. 



Chapter 12 

Something about that half smile and the sparkle in her 
liquid eyes scared the hell out of Nick. He couldn’t have 
said exactly what. A moment later he no longer cared. 
She settled her tiny body more comfortably upon his and 
nuzzled his neck with her warm lips...and  tiny flicks of 
her tongue. 

A tremor quaked within him. It began at the core of 
his being and radiated outward until it enveloped his 
entire body and soul. The silken black curls tickling his 
skin were a potent, sensual torture, and he caught her 
head in his palms. He brought her face to his until she 
hovered just beyond reach of his lips. Her hair made 
satin curtains around his face. Its touch against his cheek 
thrilled him. Its scent, surrounding him, was an aphro­
disiac. 

Her mouth, so close to his, parted. He could see her 
small white teeth, feel her short, heated breaths. Her lips 
at that moment were two swollen, ripe plums whose 
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nourishment he required if he were to survive. He craved 
those lips and he reached for them with his own. He 
captured them, suckled them, held them captive until he 
hungered for more. He starved for the sweetness beyond, 
and his tongue swept inside her, tracing her moistness, 
absorbing her drugging nectar. 

She allowed him to taste her honeyed mouth for some 
time before her tongue forced his out and followed it. 
He felt its pointy tip run a path along the roof of his 
mouth, over his teeth, inside his lips. It tangled with his 
own tongue even as their bodies were beginning to 
tangle. 

Her thighs straddled his, her knees bent so her calves 
ran back under his. He felt the soft center of her pressed 
tight to his throbbing hardness. He could stand no more 
torture. He had to have her—now. 

Nick reached down her back, over her hips, until his 
fingers touched the edge of the oversize T-shirt she wore. 
He lifted it, letting his hands run over the bare skin of 
her back, a forefinger tracing the curve of her spine. 
When the garment bunched around her shoulders, she 
lifted her body slightly, allowing him to pull it over her 
head. She would have returned her body flush to his, but 
he caught her shoulders and held her away. His gaze 
moved over her full, round breasts, lingering on their 
melon-colored centers. Her nipples went erect beneath 
his hot gaze. He moved his hands from her shoulders to 
cup them. He pinched the hard little tips between thumb 
and forefinger, watching her face. Her eyes closed in 
obvious pleasure. He pinched slightly harder. She threw 
her head back, arching like a cat. 

She drove him beyond gentleness. He gripped her 
shoulders fast and jerked her forward until her breasts 
dangled within reach. He caught one with his lips and 
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sucked it hard, tugging and using his teeth on its stiff 
crest until small whimpering sounds came from deep 
inside her throat. With a shivering inhale, she pulled 
back, met his gaze, her own glazed with passion. She 
lowered her lips to his chest, scraping her teeth over his 
flesh, over his sensitive male nipple until he shuddered 
in response. 

She’d thought she was lousy! Nick let his eyes fall 
closed as her fingers moved to the fly of his jeans. A 
moment later her hand dipped inside and gripped him 
tightly. The reaction to her touch was both instant and 
intense. Never had a woman made him feel the way she 
could. Her touch sent jolts of pleasure to his toes. She 
eased herself lower over his torso, and when he read her 
intent he thought he’d explode. He felt her hot breath 
bathing his manhood. Her lips went around him. He 
wanted to roar like a lion. Instead, he fought to catch 
his breath while she worked exquisite magic, and when 
he forced himself to speak the words came in broken, 
gasping fragments. ‘‘To—ni...I...  I—need...’’ 

She knew, he realized through the haze of need in 
which she’d immersed him. She knew she’d driven him 
to the edge, and she’d enjoyed it. She rose away from 
him, and the tidal wave he’d felt approaching receded 
just beyond reach. She shoved at his jeans, and he helped 
her to remove them. He caught her hips in his hands and 
pushed her silky panties down over them. She kicked 
them off and returned quickly to her former position. 
Her hands on his shoulders, her eyes holding his prisoner 
with a power he couldn’t resist, she positioned herself 
over him. She willed him not to move as she sheathed 
him slowly. He heard her breath leave her in a rush as 
she took all of him. So small, he thought. So tight around 
him. It amazed him that she could hold him inside her. 
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She lifted her body and began the achingly slow descent 
again. 

He could hold back no longer. If she’d intended to 
drive him to the brink of madness, she’d already reached 
her goal. He gripped her hips and held her hard while 
he moved all the way into her heat. He withdrew, sud­
denly and completely, and plunged into her again, and 
again. She arched so far that her hair cloaked her back. 
Her hips rocked with his every stroke. She rode him like 
a goddess riding a storm. 

He knew when her body began to tighten from the 
rapturous, desperate expressions that raced over her face. 
Her muscles clenched in the building tension. Her 
breathing quickened, grew ragged, and she slammed her­
self down onto him as roughly as he slammed himself 
upward into her. His own body traveled the same rocky 
path, gaining momentum as he approached the cliff that 
would land him in a sea of pleasure. He couldn’t slow 
his pace now, but he wanted them to plunge over that 
cliff together. 

He reached down to the place where they were joined 
and pressed the pad of his thumb to the quivering nub 
of flesh at her apex. She shook violently, her eyes flying 
wide. His other hand caught one jiggling breast and held 
it for his mouth to capture, his teeth to torture. He at­
tacked her until each exhalation she released was a 
moan. Her body rocked. The spasms began, and she 
cried his name so loudly anyone outside could have 
heard. Her body squeezed itself around his in the rhythm 
of her climax, and he lost himself to the feeling of his 
own shattering release. The ecstasy of his seed spilling 
into her, of her body milking it from him, became the 
focal point of his entire being. He groaned with the force 
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of it. Moments later her small body collapsed on top of 
him, and he closed his arms around her. 

When his mind stopped orbiting his body, Nick cursed 
himself for feeling what he was feeling. He’d never had 
it so good. He knew he never would again—not with 
anyone but Toni. There was something that went way 
beyond the frenzied coupling of two bodies happening 
here. They connected on some deeper level. He’d sensed 
it before. The result was this incredible sex. 

He knew he was allowing himself to get way too at­
tached to his little Gypsy. He’d warned himself against 
it. He’d moved beyond that now. Now, dammit, he 
thought he’d move heaven and earth to keep her with 
him. It would no longer be enough to admit he’d be 
devastated when she left. He couldn’t let her leave. He 
wouldn’t. 

Okay, so he’d admitted it. He cared about her...maybe 
a little too much, but he didn’t love her. He wasn’t stupid 
enough to have let that happen. Not again. A pain like 
he’d never known tightened around his heart, and past 
realities forced themselves to be acknowledged. He’d 
loved his father. He’d loved his mother, dammit. It had 
hurt when they walked away. It still hurt. 

He’d loved Danny...like no one else, he’d loved 
Danny. Nothing he’d done, though, had ever been 
enough to make the people he loved stay with him or 
even love him back. He’d long ago learned that no one 
could. He simply wasn’t capable of inspiring that emo­
tion in another person. Even as a child, he’d given up 
waiting to hear those words spoken to him. He had no 
illusions that Toni might fall hopelessly in love with 
him. But could he inspire her devotion? Could he make 
her want to be with him? How? 

He didn’t have a lot of time to puzzle out the answer. 
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She moved devilishly against him, and every sane 
thought went out the window. Nick tightened his arms 
around her waist, already hard for her again. With a soft 
growl, he rolled her over, covered her body with his. 
He’d have her tonight, and he’d be sure he was like no 
other man she’d ever had. He’d burn his touch into her 
soul until she could never forget that she belonged to 
him. She was his. 

She’d never been so brazen in her life. She knew it 
and she understood it. She’d never been in love before. 
Everything she did was born of the burgeoning feelings 
inside her. She couldn’t bring herself to tell him she 
loved him, but it poured from every cell of her body. 
She kept herself from saying the words, but she couldn’t 
hold so much love inside—it burst from her like water 
from a broken dam. She couldn’t seem to hold him 
tightly enough or closely enough. 

Toward dawn she nestled into his arms, listening to 
the steady beat of his heart. This past week had changed 
the course of her entire life. Nothing would be the 
same—not ever. If she could find a way to unlock his 
heart, she’d have her dreams come true. She was only 
just beginning to realize that those dreams didn’t nec­
essarily have to include a rambling Victorian home or a 
sheepdog. She needed only Nick...having him with her 
to share whatever kind of life she ended up living. The 
other things had been symbols of the peace and security 
she craved and could find only in him. If she couldn’t 
make him love her, she knew she’d spend the rest of her 
life grieving his loss. She sighed deeply. 

‘‘What’s wrong?’’ 
I love you, Nick, her heart whispered. I love you and 

I don’t know what to do about it. 
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‘‘Nothing, I...can’t get to sleep.’’ 
‘‘Neither can I. You’d think after all night long, we’d 

both be exhausted.’’ His fingers continued threading 
themselves through her hair, as they’d been doing for 
some time. She didn’t think he was aware of it. ‘‘You 
want to get up, then?’’ 

She rose a little, propping her arms on his wide chest 
and regarding his face. She wished she could look into 
those tiger-striped eyes and see his feelings there. Had 
last night made any difference at all? Did he realize yet 
that they belonged together? ‘‘It isn’t even light outside 
yet.’’ 

‘‘I saw a truck stop back along the street. They’d be 
open. We could walk over there and have breakfast. 
What do you think?’’ 

Dark beard shadowed his face. It made him look in­
credibly sexy, she thought. She lowered her face to his 
and rubbed her cheek over his stubbly jawline. ‘‘I think 
if you want to go, we’ll go. I can’t say no to you.’’ 

His chest moved with his soft chuckle. ‘‘That’s one 
hell of an admission, lady. I might have to put it to the 
test.’’ His fingertips moved over her spine, and she shiv­
ered. He lifted his head and kissed her languorously. 
‘‘Will you join me in the shower?’’ 

‘‘Um-hmm.’’ 
‘‘Scrub my back?’’ 
‘‘Yes, Nick.’’ 
‘‘Give me a shave?’’ 
She smiled. ‘‘Don’t push it.’’ 

Toni placed their order at the counter and joined Nick 
at the pay phone in the back. Her stomach growled at 
the wonderful aromas coming from the grill. Nick 
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frowned. ‘‘Funny. I got a recorded message when I di­
aled Harry, with another number to reach him.’’ 

‘‘So dial it,’’ she suggested. She caught a whiff of 
brewing coffee and licked her lips. ‘‘And hurry, I’m 
starved.’’ 

‘‘I wonder why,’’ he quipped. He punched another 
number and waited. ‘‘Harry? Is this phone secure?’’ 

Toni thought he’d been in the undercover business for 
too long. She saw him sigh and shake his head. ‘‘A 
hospital pay phone?’’ He covered the mouthpiece and 
shook his head. ‘‘They’re working out of Joey’s hospital 
room. It’s the only way they can keep him down, and 
whenever he gets up he gets sick.’’ 

She smiled softly. ‘‘Is my mother still there?’’ 
He repeated her question to Harry, then nodded. 

‘‘They can’t get rid of her.’’ He winked and went back 
to listening. He looked more worried after a moment. 
‘‘You’ve checked his place in Jersey?’’ He shook his 
head again. ‘‘Okay. Every four hours, got it.’’ He re­
placed the receiver, his expression grim. 

‘‘Tell me,’’ she said. 
‘‘The warrants have been issued, but they can’t find 

Viper or Lou. It won’t be safe for you in the city until 
they’re both behind bars. We’re stuck here for a while.’’ 
He checked his watch. ‘‘We’ll check in again at 
10:00 a.m. Every four hours. Remind me, will you?’’ 

‘‘Okay.’’ She bit her lip. She hadn’t liked the way 
he’d phrased that, we’re stuck here for a while. It 
sounded as if he were eager to get this over with. 

He put an arm around her, and they moved to a small 
table. The young blond man came from behind the 
counter to fill their coffee cups. An older woman, who 
might’ve been his mother, turned sausage links on the 
grill beyond the counter. 



Maggie Shayne 207 

* * *  
An orderly with small, fishlike eyes watched the fed­

eral agent replace the receiver. He waited for the man 
to round a corner, heading back to his comrade’s room, 
before he approached the same pay phone with an un­
even gait. Despite the limp, he moved quickly. He 
punched the ‘‘O’’ and waited. When the operator an­
swered, he made his voice as pleasant as it could get. 

‘‘I am sorry, but I was cut off in the middle of a 
conversation. Could you please reconnect me right 
away?’’ 

‘‘Certainly, sir. What number were you calling?’’ 
‘‘Just a minute.’’ He paused, waiting, then said, 

‘‘Damn—I had it here. I guess I threw it away when I 
got through the first time.’’ 

‘‘Give me the number you’re calling from, and I can 
check for you.’’ 

He read the number from the pay phone, and in mere 
seconds the helpful woman came back, read off the num­
ber and even connected him. When a young male voice 
answered, he turned on the charm again. ‘‘I’m afraid I 
have the wrong number. To whom am I speaking?’’ 

‘‘This is the pay phone at Tracey’s Diner,’’ the kid 
said. 

He smiled. He already knew about the midseventies­
model Mustang stolen from the parking lot near the in­
tersection where the traitor’s car got smashed. He 
thought he had him when he’d shot his boss, near the 
gates to that heap of stone he called a house. It turned 
out he hadn’t even killed the boss, just nicked him. His 
nerves were showing. He never missed. He’d misjudged 
the nature of Salducci’s injuries, as well. He’d been sure 
the rat would be dead by now. He was slipping, and it 
was not a good sign. 

He cleared his throat. ‘‘Then I do have the right num­
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ber. I’m supposed to meet a friend there later. Do you 
suppose you could give me directions?’’ 

He smiled, jotting them down on a pad as the boy 
explained them. He nodded hello to a uniformed cop 
who moseyed past. The place was crawling with them. 
He wasn’t worried about being recognized, though. 
Other than Lou, only two people alive knew what he 
looked like. The traitor and the bitch. He’d take care of 
them before the day was out. 

She’d said she wanted a normal night. Nick figured 
he’d give her all the ‘‘normal’’ she wanted, although it 
had been far from normal for him. His feelings for her 
had turned into a runaway train last night. They picked 
up velocity with her every touch, her every breath, until 
he knew it would be impossible to apply the brakes. He 
had a feeling there was a brick wall looming somewhere 
ahead. He was afraid of what would happen when he hit 
it, but he didn’t have a clue how to avoid it. He supposed 
he’d have to hold on tight and pray for a miracle. He 
didn’t like feeling as if he’d lost control, but he knew 
that’s exactly what had happened to him with Toni. He 
had no say over his emotions where she was concerned. 

They lingered over their breakfast of pancakes and 
sausage, then walked hand in hand to a grocery store in 
the distance. They bought toiletries, and he promised 
they’d stop at a department store for a change of clothes 
after they left the motel. 

She clutched her brown paper bag in one hand, while 
the other encircled his waist. ‘‘I thought you said we 
were stuck here for a while?’’ 

He carried a small bag, too, and had one arm draped 
around her shoulders. ‘‘I think it would be best if we 
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moved around a little. We’ll check out, drive a little 
farther and find another motel.’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘If Taranto’s smart, he’ll be on 
his way out of the country.’’ 

‘‘I’m not sure about that. He places a lot of value on 
loyalty, and I betrayed him. He’s not going to want to 
leave until he sees me pay for that.’’ He felt her small 
arm clutch him tighter. ‘‘I know how he thinks,’’ he 
went on. ‘‘He might have some idea that if he learns 
what we have on him, he can find a way out of it. He’s 
done it before. It’s usually a matter of eliminating wit­
nesses, tampering with evidence or inventing alibis, all 
things he is good at.’’ 

‘‘The man doesn’t give up easily, does he?’’ 
‘‘No. As long as he thinks there’s a chance of wea­

seling out of this, he’ll keep trying. He has a lot to lose 
if he leaves. He’s built an empire in this country.’’ 

Inside, Nick almost hoped Lou evaded them for a 
while. It would give him more time to find a way to 
keep Toni with him. He was unaware of his arm tight­
ening around her shoulders or of the way his jaw went 
so rigid he grated his teeth. He was only aware of raw 
determination. He would make her want to stay with 
him. He could do it. He just hadn’t tried hard enough 
with the others, his parents, his brother. This time he’d 
do anything. There had to be a way. 

‘‘Nick, what’s the matter?’’ 
She’d stopped and turned in his embrace to stare up 

at him, concern in her onyx eyes. 
He tried to will the burning sensation away from the 

center of his chest and offered her a smile he was far 
from feeling. ‘‘Nothing. I...nothing.’’ He shook his head 
and pulled her to him, kissing her to show her what he 
felt. He couldn’t tell her. Not yet. 



210 Reckless Angel 

It had been two hours since they’d arrived at the diner. 
The sun shone brightly now, and the long walk had done 
him a world of good. They crossed the motel parking 
lot, and Nick opened the door to their room. 

As soon as they walked in, all hell broke loose. The 
door slammed behind them. Toni was jerked from his 
arms, and a gun barrel poked into his temple. He saw 
another one held upright, under Toni’s chin, forcing her 
head back. 

Lou Taranto stood in front of Nick, smiling. ‘‘Well, 
Nicky, I’m glad you could join us. I was afraid you 
wouldn’t show.’’ His gaze slid away from Nick. ‘‘Miss 
Rio, I presume? Viper figured we’d find you with 
Nicky.’’ 

Viper held Toni, and Nick felt absolute rage for a 
moment. He felt a jab in his upper arm, and his gaze 
swung fast to pinpoint its source. David, the mousy little 
M.D. Lou had brought to tend his leg, was depressing 
the plunger of the hypodermic in Nick’s arm. Instantly 
the room began to fade. Nick’s head grew heavier, and 
his vision clouded. He saw the small man shove his wire 
rims up on his nose, holding another needle and moving 
toward Toni. Darkness loomed. He forced his eyes open 
just in time to see her slump lifelessly to the floor. 

‘‘Nooo,’’ he moaned just before he joined her there. 



Chapter 13 

Joey had trouble focusing at first. When he did, he 
wasn’t sure he was seeing clearly. Harold Anderson, the 
most miserable bureau chief he knew of, was handing 
Kate a cup of coffee and asking politely if there were 
anything else he could do for her. 

‘‘Where’s mine?’’ he croaked, surprised at the dryness 
of his throat. ‘‘Cream and one sugar, Harry. I’ll take a 
doughnut while you’re at it.’’ 

‘‘Why waste good food on a guy who can’t keep it 
down?’’ Harry barked. His return to his normal state 
reassured Joey, oddly enough. 

Kate came close to the bed, her intense blue eyes 
scanning his face. Her high, defined cheekbones and 
tight, unlined skin reminded him of another Kate—Hep­
burn. Her take-charge style did, as well. ‘‘You’re 
awake,’’ she said, smiling. 

‘‘I didn’t expect to see you still hanging around.’’ 
‘‘Mr. Anderson says I’m probably safer here than any­
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where. I’d have been driving back and forth anyway, to 
keep tabs on Antonia.’’ 

Joey slanted a glance at Harry. ‘‘Mr. Anderson isn’t 
always the best of company.’’ 

‘‘He’s been wonderful. He even sent some men to my 
apartment to pack me a bag.’’ 

‘‘Did he, now?’’ Harry scowled at Joey, so he 
dropped the subject. Joey had no doubt Harry was as 
affected by Kate del Rio’s presence, not to mention her 
looks, as he was. 

She leaned nearer him now, thumbing the button to 
raise his head and shoulders. The light from the window 
danced over her golden honey hair. She wore it longer 
than was in fashion for a mature woman. It curled softly 
around her face and brushed her shoulders. ‘‘They said 
you could have water, weak tea, broth, gelatine....’’ She 
glanced up and caught him staring. ‘‘Just stop me when 
I get to something that sounds edible.’’ 

‘‘Hmm?’’ 
‘‘His lights are on, but no one’s home,’’ Harry 

snapped. ‘‘She was asking what you wanted to eat, Ein­
stein. The nurse on duty told us to let her know what to 
bring you.’’ 

Joey blinked and began to wonder about things that 
should have occurred to him before. ‘‘Why are you 
here?’’ he asked Harry. ‘‘What’s happening? Have Ta­
ranto and Viper been arrested? Where the hell is Nick?’’ 

Harry nodded. ‘‘That’s more like it. Maybe Lou’s 
steroid-fed thug didn’t permanently loosen your screws 
after all.’’ 

‘‘Please, Mr. Anderson!’’ Kate smoothed the white 
sheet over Joey. ‘‘Mr. Anderson has set up a command 
center right here.’’ 

‘‘Why?’’ 
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‘‘He didn’t have a choice, Joseph. That assassin mis­
took him for your friend Nicholas and shot him. That’s 
the reason no backup team arrived to help at Antonia’s 
apartment...but  you  probably don’t remember much 
about that, do you?’’ 

‘‘If you don’t mind, Ms. del Rio?’’ Harry came for­
ward, turned so Joey could see the white square bandage 
at the back of his head. ‘‘I’ll give you the nutshell ver­
sion, Salducci. I switched cars with Nick as a precaution. 
When I drove to the mansion to get the videotapes, Viper 
thought I was Nick and took a shot at me. Just a graze, 
no big deal. But big enough to keep me out of commis­
sion for a couple of hours. I was supposed to get a team 
and meet Nick at Rio’s apartment. She had evidence on 
Taranto. I didn’t get there. They did and found you. You 
with me so far?’’ 

Joey nodded, trying to remember. Mostly what he re­
membered was pain. ‘‘Taranto was waiting to see if Nick 
would help me.’’ He shook his head gently. ‘‘How did 
he ever get me out of there?’’ 

‘‘He wrapped the girl in a blanket and carried her to 
the car. Taranto thought it was you and went after him. 
When the coast was clear, Ms. del Rio here got some 
help and brought you in...along with all the evidence 
we’ll need to take Taranto down permanently.’’ 

Joey glanced at Kate and frowned. ‘‘I can’t believe 
Nick would do that—use her as bait that way—’’ 

‘‘He didn’t want to,’’ Kate said. ‘‘Antonia insisted.’’ 
‘‘Where are they now?’’ 
‘‘Holed up in a motel in Jersey. Nick checked in at 

five-thirty this morning.’’ Harry twisted his wrist and 
checked his watch. ‘‘He’s due to call again any minute 
now. I won’t give him the nod to come in until Taranto 
and Viper are in custody.’’ 
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Joey felt his eyes widen. ‘‘God, they’re still at large?’’ 
Harry nodded. ‘‘We have the evidence and the war­

rants, but we’re having one hell of a time tracking them 
down.’’ 

Joey opened his mouth, glanced toward Kate and 
snapped it closed again. ‘‘I—I think some tea. See if 
you can get them to bring me a slice of toast, too, will 
you, please?’’ 

She smiled, nodded once. ‘‘That will do you a world 
of good.’’ Her delicate brows touched. ‘‘I only hope you 
can keep it down this time.’’ She left the room. 

Joey pinned Harry with an angry stare. ‘‘You can’t 
have Nick and Toni out there in a place as insecure as 
a motel while Taranto and Viper are free. They ought to 
be...guarded.’’ 

‘‘Look, Salducci, if I had my ideal scenario, they 
would be. Problem is they aren’t. He’d be liable to get 
them on the way in.’’ Harry winced after raising his 
voice and touched the bandage on his head with probing 
fingers. ‘‘Listen, chances are Taranto is on his way south 
of the equator by now. He won’t hang around with 
charges facing him just to try to get even with Nick.’’ 

‘‘You’re wrong. I know the man, I’ve worked with 
him. He puts loyalty above all else. Look what happened 
to Vinnie Pascorelli. Lou will want revenge on Nick for 
this. Beyond that, he’ll be trying to figure a way out of 
the whole thing. He’ll want to know exactly what we 
have on him, and knowing him, he’ll come up with a 
perfect defence. He’s always managed before. He’s not 
going down without a fight, Harry. He has too much to 
lose.’’ 

Harry sighed and nodded. ‘‘I understand all that. I’m 
doing everything I can, Joey. We’re systematically 
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searching every piece of real estate Taranto owns. You 
just have to be patient. We’ll find him.’’ 

The door opened, and Kate came back into the room. 
‘‘The nurse said she’d bring in a—’’ Her gaze jumped 
from one face to the other. ‘‘What’s wrong?’’ 

‘‘Nothing. We were just discussing business.’’ Again 
Harry glanced at his watch. ‘‘I’d better get to that phone. 
Nick ought to be calling about now.’’ He nodded once 
to Kate and left. 

She pulled a chair up to the bed and sat down. ‘‘Don’t 
bother telling me you both aren’t worried about them,’’ 
she said. ‘‘Worrying about my headstrong daughter has 
become a way of life for me.’’ 

Joey shook his head. He’d barely had a clear glimpse 
of Kate until this morning, when the medications and ice 
packs had eased his swollen eyelids enough for him to 
see. ‘‘I can’t believe she’s your daughter,’’ he mumbled, 
and was immediately embarrassed. ‘‘I mean, you, uh, 
look so...’’  

Her eyes narrowed. ‘‘Caucasian?’’ 
‘‘No! For crying out loud! I meant gorgeous. Too 

young to be her mother. Ouch!’’ Raising his voice sent 
a ringing through his head, and he lifted a palm to his 
temple. ‘‘Damn.’’ 

She came to her feet, one hand on his shoulder. ‘‘I’m 
sorry. Of course you didn’t mean...I’m  tense. It’s...been 
a long night.’’ She sighed long and low. ‘‘I’m afraid for 
Antonia. When I look at you—at what those horrible 
men did to you, all I can think of is what would happen 
if they got their hands on her, and I...’’  

Her throat seemed to close off in midsentence, and 
Joey saw the moisture in her sapphire eyes. ‘‘Oh, hey, 
nothing’s going to happen to her. Not with Nick 
around.’’ He sat up despite the rush of dizziness. Tears 



216 Reckless Angel 

streamed over her flawless cheeks, and Joey could stand 
no more. He put his hands on her shoulders and 
squeezed. ‘‘Come on, sit down.’’ She did, lowering her­
self gracefully to the edge of his bed, allowing him to 
close his arms around her and pull her head to his shoul­
der. ‘‘Nick won’t let anything happen to her. If she were 
my daughter and in the same situation, I’d want her to 
be with Nick. He’s the best.’’ 

She sniffed, straightened and looked him in the eye. 
‘‘Will you tell me about him?’’ 

‘‘About Nick?’’ 
She nodded. ‘‘I saw them together at the apartment 

before. Antonia—well, there was something different 
about her. And when she looked at him, I thought—’’ 

‘‘She’s nuts about him,’’ Joey filled in. He saw her 
eyes widen. 

‘‘I thought that might be the case. Do you think that 
he—’’ 

‘‘Oh, yeah. He’s got it bad. I’ve never seen him like 
this.’’ 

She sighed hard and made herself more comfortable 
on the bed. ‘‘So, will you tell me about him?’’ 

Joey shrugged. He didn’t feel it would be any sort of 
betrayal to tell Nick’s future mother-in-law about his 
painful youth. In fact, it might be good to get it out in 
the open right from the start. Besides, he had a feeling 
it would be useless to try not to tell her. If she looked 
at him with those tear-moistened jewel blue eyes long 
enough, he’d probably tell her about every top-secret 
investigation he’d ever worked on. 

‘‘Where do you want me to start?’’ 

She opened her eyes and blinked them into focus. The 
floor where she lay smelled musty. The room exuded 
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chill dampness. She knew it was a basement before she 
realized the floor was packed earth or the walls, chipped 
cinder block. 

‘‘About time, Manelli. I been waitin’ all damn day.’’ 
The cold voice near the center of the room drew 

Toni’s gaze. She barely stopped herself from gasping 
when she saw Nick, in a straight-backed wooden chair 
beneath a glaring bare light bulb suspended by a frayed 
cord. A rope lashed around his ankles kept his feet im­
mobile. She thought another must be holding his wrists 
together behind his back, but she couldn’t see for certain. 

Lou Taranto stood a few feet in front of Nick, facing 
him. Viper was at his side. Nick’s eyes seemed glazed, 
and Toni vaguely remembered the injections—they’d 
both been drugged. She had no idea how long ago or 
where they might be now. 

‘‘You disappointed me, Nicky. I trusted you. Like my 
own son, I trusted you, but you betrayed me.’’ Lou re­
leased a short shot of air. ‘‘A Fed! A lousy, freaking 
Fed—don’t bother denying it. No one fools Lou Taranto 
for long.’’ 

Nick wasn’t looking at him. His gaze probed the cor­
ners of the room, and Toni realized that with the bright 
light on him and the shadows everywhere else, he 
couldn’t see her. He searched for her, squinting hard. 
She wanted to call out to him, but didn’t dare. It might 
be better to stay quiet for a few minutes. She might get 
an idea that could help if she could watch them while 
they thought her unconscious. 

Viper lifted a hand, balled it and delivered a shocking 
blow to the side of Nick’s head. The chair toppled to 
the floor with Nick in it, and Toni nearly leapt to her 
feet and charged the little weasel. A small voice warned 
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her it would do more harm than good. What she needed 
was a weapon. 

Viper leaned over, righted the chair with a rough jerk. 
‘‘Pay attention when you’re being spoken to, Manelli. 
Lou has a few things to say to you.’’ He leaned closer. 
‘‘And then it’s my turn. You know how your pal Sal­
ducci looked when you found him? He looked good 
compared to what you’ll look like, Nicky boy. You’re 
gonna die slow.’’ 

‘‘Big talk’s easy when I’m trussed like a goose.’’ 
Nick’s voice came out even and low. ‘‘Untie me and say 
it again, weasel.’’ 

‘‘Talk all you want, Manelli. You’re a dead man. I 
don’t pay much attention to dead men.’’ 

‘‘I’m not dead yet.’’ 
Viper smiled, and it sent a chill right down Toni’s 

spine. ‘‘Yeah, you are.’’ 
Toni reached out in the darkness, patting the damp 

dirt floor with her hands. They hadn’t tied her as they 
had Nick. They must not consider her much of a threat. 
Her eyes strained to see in the darkness. A rickety 
wooden door hung at one side of the room. An ancient, 
molding pile of firewood was stacked in a corner. A 
broken wood crate, with a few dust-covered shapes in 
its bottom, sat beside a rusted water tank laying on its 
side. A weapon. She needed a weapon. A length of pipe, 
a hammer, anything! 

‘‘I need to know what they have on me, Nicky.’’ Lou 
picked up the conversation again. ‘‘The warrant says I’m 
up on murder one. What are they basing it on?’’ 

Nick shook his head. ‘‘My case was narcotics. The 
murder rap came from a separate investigation.’’ 

Viper hit him again, a straight-on drive of knuckles 
into his face. The chair rocked backward, hitting the 
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floor hard. Blood spurted from Nick’s nose. Toni heard 
him cough and spit. Viper yanked the chair upright again 
by grabbing Nick’s shirt in both fists. 

Toni was on her feet, fists clenched so her nails 
pierced her palms. Frantically now she looked around 
her, still cloaked in the darkness. She edged slowly along 
the cool wall, trying to work her way to the woodpile. 
A length of wood, if she could find one that wasn’t com­
pletely rotten, would be good enough to split Viper’s 
skull, she decided. 

‘‘Come on, Nicky. You can do better than that.’’ 
Nick shook his head. ‘‘I called the case as soon as I 

knew you were on to Salducci. We were packing it in.’’ 
‘‘You’re lying!’’ 
Nick shrugged, lifting his chin and glared at Viper. 

‘‘Isn’t that your cue?’’ 
Viper slugged him in the midsection this time, and 

Toni wondered how he kept from vomiting. The chair 
jumped with the force of the blow. Nick dragged air into 
his lungs. 

‘‘How am I going to prepare my defense if I don’t 
know what the evidence is?’’ Lou spoke in a smooth, 
friendly tone. ‘‘Come on, Nicky, I can’t let the business 
I’ve spent my life building go up in smoke like this. I 
need to know. You’ll talk eventually.’’ There was the 
tiniest waver in his voice. Toni heard it and knew it for 
what it was—desperation. A weapon, at last. 

She stepped out of the darkness, forcing her face to 
appear composed, emotionless. If they knew what it did 
to her to see them hurting Nick, it would be over in no 
time. Her heart felt torn wide open and raw at the pain 
she knew he must be feeling. My God, she loved him. 
The pure power of the emotion awed her. She’d had no 
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idea how strong her feelings had become until she’d 
been forced to see him suffer. 

She drew on that strength now. She closed off the 
frightened, trembling part of her mind and focused on 
the strength. There—in one of those corridors within— 
she met an old friend. She held her hand, stiffened her 
spine. Help me through this, Katrina. 

Haven’t I always? 
Toni blinked away the odd sensation and lifted her 

chin. ‘‘He’s telling you the truth, Taranto. It wasn’t his 
investigation that turned up the evidence against you. It 
was mine.’’ 

All eyes turned in her direction. Toni had to force her 
gaze not to linger on Nick’s bruising, bloodied face. If 
she looked at him, she’d break down and cry. She’d 
throw her arms around him and kiss the pain away. 
She’d claw Viper’s heart out for hurting him. 

‘‘Toni, don’t—’’ Viper hit him again. The skin of his 
cheek split. Toni whirled quickly to hide her face. 

‘‘Fine, you don’t want to listen to me, that’s fine. You 
finish your little game with Manelli and want to talk, let 
me know. Of course, by then it could be too late to do 
anything, anyway.’’ 

‘‘Just a minute, bitch.’’ Lou’s voice stopped her. 
She didn’t face him. She blinked rapidly to erase any 

trace of moisture from her eyes. She forced her features 
to relax. 

‘‘If you want to deal, you’ll have to address me in 
some other tone, Mr. Taranto. I don’t answer to ‘bitch.’’’ 

His chuckle filled the damp room, reaching all the 
way to the wooden two-by-six crosspieces supporting 
the ceiling and the thick cobwebs that covered it. ‘‘Vi­
per,’’ he said. 

The clammy hands were around her body a second 
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later, pinioning her arms to her sides, jerking her around 
to face Taranto. Nick strained against his bonds. She 
tried to send him a message with her eyes, but he con­
tinued struggling. 

Her voice sounding nothing at all like her to her own 
ears, she said, ‘‘You don’t need to pound on my face to 
get the information you want, Taranto. I’m no cop. I’m 
in this game for one reason and one reason only. 
Money.’’ 

Lou’s head came up. ‘‘You want to deal?’’ He 
laughed again. ‘‘This one’s bold as brass, isn’t she?’’ 
His gaze shifted from Viper, who held her, to Toni 
again. ‘‘You got nothing to deal with, lady writer. You 
tell me what I want to know here and now, or I let Viper 
have an hour alone with you...no,  not  quite alone. I 
think I might watch.’’ 

Viper bent his head and closed his teeth on Toni’s 
earlobe. It was no playful nibble. He bit hard, intending 
to hurt her, and he did. She sucked air through her 
clenched teeth and fought the pain. He let her ear go, 
and it throbbed angrily. He still kept her arms pulled 
painfully behind her. ‘‘I’m gonna like this, Lou. When 
can we start?’’ 

Toni forced a smile and then laughter. ‘‘You’ve got 
to be kidding me! I thought you were a businessman. 
You’re going to risk your entire operation just for a few 
hours of perverted sex?’’ 

‘‘Tell me what you know, sugar.’’ 
‘‘I’ll tell you a little. The murder charges on you are 

for the deaths of your ex-supplier and the two DEA 
agents who were escorting him back to the U.S. You 
remember Juan Perez, don’t you? Your supplier in Co­
lombia? He was the last man who refused the deal I 
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offered. I brought him to his knees and I’ll do the same 
to you.’’ 

Lou frowned. ‘‘You offered Perez a deal?’’ 
‘‘Before the book went to print, I offered to leave 

certain specifics out if he’d pay me well for my trouble. 
He refused. He thought I was bluffing.’’ She met Ta­
ranto’s eyes and felt an icy hand close over her heart. 
‘‘A lot of men make that mistake. My book brought him 
down.’’ 

‘‘What do you have, lady? Cut the games and spill 
it.’’ Viper spoke near her sore ear, his lips moving 
against it, his breath hot on her throat. 

She looked at Lou. ‘‘Tell him to let go of me.’’ 
Lou frowned and finally nodded toward Viper. 

‘‘You’ll have plenty of time to hurt her later on.’’ 
She chanced a glimpse toward Nick. His eyes on her 

were narrow, and she hoped to God he didn’t think this 
bravado of hers was the real Toni. It wasn’t. It was Ka­
trina. 

She faced Lou squarely. ‘‘I have photos of you pass­
ing an envelope to a man named Santos. I have docu­
mented proof that Santos left you and went directly to 
an airport in Colombia, where he somehow got a job as 
a mechanic. I have photos of him tinkering with Perez’s 
plane moments before takeoff. I have evidence that San­
tos deposited a large sum of money into his bank ac­
count the day he arrived in Colombia.’’ 

Lou shook his head. ‘‘Nothing. It’s nothing. Circum­
stantial, at best.’’ 

‘‘I have the envelope.’’ 
Lou’s brows shot up. ‘‘Impossible! Santos said he 

burned—’’ 
‘‘He put a match to it, dropped it in a trash can. A 

friend of mine pulled it out and doused the flame. It only 
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blackened a bit around the edges.’’ She saw his eyes 
narrow with skepticism. ‘‘Shall I tell you what was in­
side? A handwritten note with the name of the little air­
field and Perez’s flight number and time of departure. 
Your handwriting, Lou?’’ She shook her head. ‘‘Sloppy, 
sloppy. An expert analyst will use that, you know. There 
was a nice five-by-seven glossy print of Perez, too. The 
one of him in that tacky floral-print shirt.’’ 

Lou’s eyes showed real fear now. ‘‘You gave them 
all of that?’’ 

She laughed and shook her head. ‘‘You think I’m an 
idiot? What good would my book be if I gave them all 
of my surprises? It would come out in your trial, and all 
the juice in the book would be old news by the time it 
hit the shelves. I’d be lucky if it sold a dozen copies.’’ 

‘‘But the warrants—’’ 
‘‘I gave them an envelope filled with bogus evidence. 

The photo they have is of my cousin Vito. All the doc­
uments are forged, and not very expertly, either. As soon 
as they realize it, which shouldn’t be too far in the fu­
ture, the warrants will be revoked. They have nothing.’’ 

Lou turned, paced the room slowly and came to stand 
close to her. ‘‘How could you know you’d need fake 
evidence?’’ 

‘‘I’m not new to this game, Taranto. The Feds are 
always leaning on me to give them what I have before 
it comes out in the book. I make up phony evidence on 
a regular basis, just in case. This time it paid off.’’ 

‘‘So where’s the real evidence?’’ 
‘‘Now, I’d be dead in a hurry if I told you that, 

wouldn’t I?’’ 
‘‘Dead, maybe. Not in a hurry. Doesn’t matter. You 

don’t have a choice.’’ 
‘‘I think I do. A lawyer is holding it for me. I can’t 
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even tell you who he is, because I had the arrangements 
made by my publishers. If anyone makes any attempt to 
get that envelope—other than me, of course—it goes 
straight to the federal prosecutor’s office. If my publisher 
doesn’t hear from me at least once a day, it goes to them 
even faster. Understand? Now, let’s talk, Lou. I stand to 
make a cool million from the book. You want what I 
have, you’ll have to make me a better offer.’’ 

Lou lunged at her, gripped the front of her shirt and 
pulled her to his face. His rancid breath turned her stom­
ach. ‘‘There isn’t gonna be any book. You either get me 
that envelope or you die right here. I guarantee Viper 
and I can convince you to cooperate.’’ 

She tried not to show her fear and revulsion. Her false 
bravado was draining fast. She felt a tremor go through 
her heart. ‘‘There already is a book. I delivered the final 
draft the day that jerk kidnapped me,’’ she lied. ‘‘The 
deal is, all the evidence goes to the Feds anyway, but 
not until the book is out.’’ 

‘‘Then you can’t stop it?’’ Lou asked, a little of the 
steel gone from his voice. He stepped away from her, 
releasing her shirt. 

‘‘There’s a clause in my contract giving me the right 
to pull out up to ninety days before publication. That 
time runs out tomorrow. If you want me to help you out 
of this, Taranto, you better talk fast. I can make one call 
at 9:00 a.m. tomorrow that will put the brakes on this 
entire thing.’’ 

Lou cupped his chin in one hand and squeezed. He 
met Viper’s lecherous gaze, and she knew exactly what 
they were thinking. They’d humor her, offer her what­
ever she wanted, get the evidence in their filthy hands 
and then kill her anyway. She didn’t care. It would only 
take a call to the publisher to tell them she’d made the 
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whole thing up anyway. She was betting on its being 
after hours. They wouldn’t be able to confirm her story 
until morning. She would have bought some time and 
nothing more. 

‘‘How much,’’ Lou finally asked. 
She shrugged. ‘‘A million-five?’’ 
‘‘Done,’’ he said quickly. 
‘‘And...’’ Lou glared at her. ‘‘Look, I’ll do a lot for 

that kind of money. But if I’m going to get him killed, 
I’d just as soon not have to be here to know about it. I 
do have a few morals. I know you have to do it, but if 
you want my help you’ll wait until I take my money and 
leave.’’ 

Lou turned a skeptical gaze on her, and she hoped she 
hadn’t blown it by pleading for Nick’s life. If Lou knew 
how much she cared, he’d have the best weapon against 
her he could’ve found. He eyed her now, and then Nick. 

‘‘You cold, greedy, lying bitch!’’ The vicious words 
exploded from Nick. He pulled again at his bonds, this 
time looking as if he’d like to wring her neck with his 
bare hands. ‘‘I’ll kill you for this, you frigid little cat. If 
I get my hands on you, I’ll—’’ 

Viper smacked him in the gut again, knocking enough 
wind out of him so he couldn’t go on. Toni heard the 
breath rush from his lungs. For just an instant Nick’s 
scathing words stung, and she turned her back to him, 
her throat burning. She took one step away. She felt 
drained. All she wanted now was to slink back to her 
darkened corner and collapse. She’d done all she could, 
and if Nick couldn’t see that, then...  

She stopped herself and gave her head a small shake. 
What was the matter with her? Nick wasn’t an idiot. 
Besides, he knew her better than to believe a word of 
that line she’d fed Taranto. He knew things about her 
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that she’d only begun to realize about herself. Slowly 
she turned, and Nick lifted his mistreated face to meet 
her gaze. 

‘‘In the morning, then,’’ Taranto said gruffly. She had 
to look away from Nick, but not before she’d glimpsed 
the reassuring glint in his eyes. ‘‘You’ll make that call. 
I’ll give you the money as soon as the envelope is in 
my hands. Deal?’’ 

‘‘Yes.’’ 



Chapter 14 

Joey gripped the IV pole with one hand, his heaving 
stomach with the other. He closed his eyes slowly and 
waited for the nausea to pass. 

‘‘You can barely stand,’’ she told him. ‘‘You’re not 
going to be any help out there in this condition, unless 
you plan to apprehend Lou Taranto by throwing up on 
him.’’ 

Her scolding tone didn’t hide the anguish in her voice. 
‘‘Nausea is normal with concussion. It’ll pass.’’ He 
straightened, reached for the closet door and saw his 
clothes inside. He stretched his arm for the hanger, then 
paused when his balance deserted him. 

She reached past him, retrieved his clothes and tossed 
them on the stiff white sheets on his hospital bed. 
‘‘‘Multiple concussions’ was the term I heard them use. 
Joseph, you should be lying down. Harold is doing ev­
erything—’’ 

‘‘Yeah, but he hasn’t found them yet. Damn Harry for 
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not telling me when Nick didn’t check in!’’ He sat on 
the edge of the bed and yanked his trousers on without 
removing the tie-in-the-back hospital gown he wore. He 
stood to fasten them, then offered Kate his back. She 
unfastened the ties without being asked. Joey turned 
again, picked up his shirt and poked his arms into the 
sleeves. As he buttoned it he heard her sharp intake of 
air. He looked up fast. Her ivory skin had paled consid­
erably, and her blue eyes glistened beneath a thin film 
of tears. 

Her gaze on his shoulders and chest reminded him the 
shirt wasn’t exactly clean. He looked down and saw the 
spattered patterns of dried blood. His lips thinned. He 
met her gaze again. ‘‘I’m sorry. I didn’t think—’’ 

‘‘He has them, doesn’t he?’’ Her eyes seemed to beg 
him to deny what she knew. ‘‘They would have called 
in if they’d been able. I’ve racked my brain to think of 
a feasible reason they wouldn’t have, but there just isn’t 
one. Taranto has them.’’ 

Lying to her would be useless. She was an intelligent 
woman; she’d see right through it. ‘‘Probably,’’ he ad­
mitted. ‘‘But don’t think that means...’’ He broke off, 
searched his foggy brain, and began again. ‘‘He 
wouldn’t kill them if he thought they had information 
he could use. He’d keep them alive until he got it from 
them. Nick knows that, and Toni—she seems like a 
smart girl. She’s probably figured it out, too. They can 
use that knowledge to stall, and in the meantime we’ll 
find out where he’s holding them and—’’ 

‘‘I heard Harold say they’d checked every piece of 
property Taranto owned and found nothing. Where else 
can you look?’’ 

‘‘Every piece we know of,’’ Joey corrected her. 
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‘‘Contrary to popular belief, we don’t know everything. 
Toni already proved that.’’ 

A tiny glimmer of hope lit her eyes. ‘‘Antonia is very 
thorough in her research. She might know of other hold­
ings—’’ 

‘‘If she did, how would I find out?’’ 
Kate dove into the closet, her movements livelier. She 

retrieved his shoes and socks, his jacket and his gun. ‘‘It 
would be in her computer.’’ 

Joey nodded, his mind racing ahead of him as he 
mindlessly dressed his feet, checked his gun, adjusted 
the holster. ‘‘Okay. Do you have a key to her apart­
ment?’’ She nodded. ‘‘Give it to me and—’’ 

‘‘I’m going with you,’’ she told him. 
‘‘No.’’ He straightened too quickly, and the resulting 

rush of dizziness nearly knocked him down. She came 
close to him, gripped his arm until it passed. ‘‘You’d 
better stay right here,’’ he said finally. ‘‘Harry will kill 
me if I try to take you—’’ 

‘‘You know as well as I do that Harold isn’t here. 
He’s out looking for them along with everyone else. Be­
sides, you wouldn’t know how to retrieve the informa­
tion. I do. Now, please don’t waste time arguing over 
this. Where do you think Antonia got her stubborn 
streak?’’ 

He sighed, pulled on his jacket and turned slightly to 
close the closet door. It was then he caught a glimpse 
of his own reflection in the mirror mounted there. He 
almost jumped. He looked like something from an old 
Saturday-afternoon horror flick. Dark-colored bruises 
with angry purple rings at their outermost edges covered 
most of his face. His nose bent at an angle near the 
center. His eyes were still swollen, their lids so blue they 
looked made-up. He shook his head, closed the door and 
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looked at her again. ‘‘I’m surprised you didn’t run 
screaming when you got a look at this.’’ He indicated 
his face with an open palm beneath his chin. 

‘‘Yes, you do look fairly awful,’’ she told him. Her 
gaze dropped. ‘‘I, um, made Harold show me your iden­
tification photo last night.’’ 

Joey’s brows shot up. He opened the heavy door and 
held it for her to precede him through. ‘‘Damn. And here 
I was planning to tell you I normally resemble Clark 
Gable.’’ 

She looked up at him, and her lips curved slightly 
upward. That he’d managed to make her smile, even so 
slightly, in the midst of all this gave Joey an absurd 
sense of satisfaction. 

She insisted on driving, and within thirty minutes Joey 
stood over her in Toni’s apartment-office. Kate sat in a 
padded swivel chair, punching buttons on a keyboard. 
In a moment the words ‘‘Holdings: Real Estate’’ ap­
peared on the electric blue screen. Letter by letter, line 
by line, a list took shape below. Joey scanned, his im­
patience nearing an all-time high. Then he saw what he 
was looking for. 

‘‘There! Number eighteen, that’s one I’ve never heard 
of. I don’t think we knew about that one.’’ 

Kate punched in 18 and hit the return key. ‘‘Farm­
house,’’ the screen told them. ‘‘Rural. Chenango 
County—Upstate N.Y.’’ Joey read that Taranto had pur­
chased the property for back taxes, using his cousin’s 
name on the deed. Toni suspected the place was a dis­
patch point for drugs being shipped to Syracuse, Bing­
hamton and other surrounding cities. The house itself, 
she’d noted, was in a state of chronic disrepair, but ideal 
for Lou’s purposes, being completely surrounded by 
state forest. Joey shook his head, a sickening feeling in 
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his stomach that hadn’t been caused by his concussions 
this time. ‘‘How do we find this place?’’ 

Kate pushed a quick series of buttons then, and a map 
appeared on the screen. ‘‘Antonia is nothing if not scru­
pulously thorough,’’ she said softly. She hit Print, and 
the machine nearby began making lifelike noises. A mo­
ment later she leaned over it and tore a sheet free. She 
shook her head as she handed it to him. ‘‘The drive will 
take hours.’’ 

‘‘Who said anything about driving?’’ Joey folded the 
map and slipped it into his breast pocket. 

It was several moments before Nick could speak 
again. The last blow to the midsection had struck a rib 
on the way in. He couldn’t draw a breath. He forcibly 
clung to consciousness despite the pain that washed over 
him like a tidal wave and the dizziness it brought with 
it. He had to stay lucid. At least until he could be sure 
Toni knew why he’d said what he had. When she’d 
asked that he not be killed right way, Taranto got sus­
picious. Nick knew him well enough to recognize the 
look. He had to do something to convince Lou that there 
was nothing between them. 

Taranto and Viper left the room, and he heard locks 
being slid home. A second later Toni was behind him, 
deftly untying his hands. Circling to the front of him, 
she dropped to her knees and loosened the ropes that 
held his ankles. She stayed there a minute, not looking 
up. 

She drew a breath. ‘‘I hope I’m right about how well 
you know me, Nick.’’ 

He rubbed his wrists roughly, then placed both hands 
on her shoulders. ‘‘You put on one hell of an act, lady. 
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And you’d better damn well know by now when I’m 
doing the same. Call it a supporting role.’’ 

Her head rose slowly, her eyes scanning his face. 
‘‘You knew what I was doing?’’ 

‘‘Almost as soon as you did. It never entered my mind 
to believe a word of it, Gypsy.’’ He closed his arms 
around her, but she stiffened and held herself away. 

‘‘Are you all right?’’ Her eyes danced back and forth 
as she studied his face. ‘‘I wanted to club that bastard 
with something...I  almost  jumped  on  him  without any­
thing but my hands to use as weapons.’’ 

‘‘I believe that.’’ He smiled to show her he was okay, 
but she touched his face gently with her palm, and her 
eyes grew damp again. ‘‘I’m fine, I swear to God. It 
probably looks worse than it is.’’ Seeing the genuine 
concern in her eyes was a bit more than he could handle 
right now, so he tried to change the subject. ‘‘You were 
good with Taranto, Toni. You pinpointed his weakness 
and you nailed him with it. He’d do anything to save 
his organization.’’ 

She shook her head, getting to her feet. ‘‘I don’t 
know. He’ll be angrier than ever when he finds out I was 
lying.’’ 

Nick rose, as well, glancing around the musty room. 
‘‘You bought us some time. Now all we need to do is 
find a way out of here. It’s a basement...a  cellar. A 
house, and not a new one by the looks. I wonder where 
the hell we are?’’ He walked as he spoke, examining the 
rotted wood, the toppled water tank, the broken wooden 
crate. He knelt beside it and pawed through the dust-
covered bottom to identify the shapes there. He found 
bent nails, a broken screwdriver and some wire. He 
tucked the screwdriver into his rear pocket and rose 
again, glancing upward at the cobweb-coated ceiling. 
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‘‘Not a heating duct or a register in the place,’’ he mut­
tered. 

‘‘I don’t think anyone’s been here in a while,’’ Toni 
observed. 

‘‘You’re right. He had to bring us somewhere isolated. 
With warrants out on him, he couldn’t risk hanging 
around where we could find him easily. He can’t have 
had time to round up much help, either. I imagine most 
of his thugs scattered in panic.’’ 

He glared at the door, frustration rising within him. 
‘‘If we could get through the damn door, we might have 
a chance.’’ He paced the room. ‘‘What if I make some 
racket, get whoever’s guarding the door to open it up?’’ 
He was thinking aloud, the plan coming together in his 
mind as he voiced it. ‘‘I could jump the guy when he 
comes in. You could run out, close the door so he 
couldn’t yell or come after you.’’ 

She closed her eyes slowly and shook her head. 
‘‘No.’’ When she opened her eyes again, the look in 
them was intense. She held his gaze forcefully. ‘‘Listen 
to me for once, Nick. I will not leave you.’’ He frowned, 
searching her face, and she caught his face between her 
cool palms. ‘‘I mean it. I won’t.’’ 

He sensed she wanted him to read more into her words 
than what she’d said, and the idea awed him. Could she 
be trying to tell him that— 

No. In his entire life no one had ever cared enough 
about him to stay with him. How could she? He shook 
his head at the impossibility of it. Still, some small part 
of him wondered. She hadn’t left him yet, though re­
maining with him had put her at risk. She hadn’t left 
him, even when he’d tried to make her go. 

Again he shook his head. ‘‘Toni, this might be your 
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last chance. I’m offering you a way out. I don’t see any 
other options.’’ 

‘‘He’d kill you,’’ she said softly. ‘‘He’d have no rea­
son not to.’’ 

‘‘If you stay, he’ll kill us both,’’ he told her. 
She sighed, looked at the floor. ‘‘You really think I 

could just walk away from you, Nick? After all of this? 
I can’t, you know. I couldn’t if I wanted to. I won’t. 
Even...’’ She drew a steadying breath and brought her 
gaze up to his. ‘‘Even when it’s over.’’ 

He couldn’t believe what he saw in her eyes. It hit 
him harder than Viper had, rendering him speechless. 
He opened his mouth, and only air came out. Was she 
saying...?  

The sound of a key turning in the lock startled him. 
Toni shoved him away, both hands flat on his chest. He 
knew she intended for him to sit down, as if he were 
still bound. He didn’t, though. He couldn’t take his eyes 
from her face. He couldn’t stop his heart from pounding. 
The door opened, and two men he hadn’t seen before 
stepped through it. Both held guns, and both barrels were 
trained on Nick. 

‘‘You!’’ The fiftyish one with the crew cut and brown 
teeth waggled his gun barrel toward Toni. ‘‘Come with 
us.’’ 

‘‘She’s not going anywhere,’’ Nick said softly. 
‘‘What’s a matter, Manelli? You want to keep her all 

to yourself, is that it?’’ 
The one beside Brown Teeth shifted his stance. He 

was younger, with a pocked face and body like a bean 
pole. ‘‘I don’t know about this,’’ he muttered. ‘‘Lou said 
not to touch her until he’d had his turn.’’ 

‘‘There won’t be anything left to touch when he’s had 
his turn, kid. You ever seen a woman after he’s had 
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her?’’ He shook his head and moved closer to Toni. His 
gaze moved down her body slowly, and Nick clenched 
his teeth. ‘‘I won’t hurt you, babe. I know how to handle 
a woman. You might even like it.’’ He licked his lips. 
‘‘You don’t come along like a good girl, though, and 
I’ll have to put a bullet in Nicky. See, Lou would kill 
me if I hurt you. But I have permission to shoot him if 
he gives me a reason.’’ 

Nick saw Toni’s eyes harden. It amazed him once 
again, the backbone she had. He knew at that moment 
that all his resolve hadn’t amounted to a damn thing. 
He’d been in love with her all along. 

‘‘That’s right, sweet thing. I can see you realize you 
have no choice. You give me trouble, you get to watch 
him die and then you do what I tell you anyway, right? 
So why get Nicky blown away for nothing? You just 
come with me and you keep what I said in mind while 
we’re in the other room.’’ He glanced at the younger 
one. ‘‘I think she’s gonna be real willing to accommo­
date us, Ray. I think she’ll do anything we tell her to. 
Won’t you, babe?’’ 

She didn’t answer until the younger one lifted the 
muzzle of his gun to Nick’s temple. Nick’s eyes were 
on Toni as she stiffened her spine. ‘‘I’ll come with you.’’ 

‘‘The hell you will,’’ Nick said. 
‘‘They won’t kill me, Nick.’’ 
‘‘They won’t touch you.’’ 
He heard her stifle a sob. She swallowed. ‘‘I don’t 

want to lose you like this,’’ she rasped. ‘‘Let it go. It 
won’t be me, I swear to you. They’ll be touching an 
empty shell—’’ 

‘‘Enough of this damn talk. Anybody’d think you two 
had a choice in the matter!’’ Brown Teeth grabbed 
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Toni’s upper arm. ‘‘Come on, baby, I been waitin’ for 
this.’’ He yanked her toward the door. 

The younger one pressed the barrel harder to Nick’s 
temple, but Nick’s eyes were on Toni. Her gaze sent 
him a silent message, begging him not to do anything. 
Aloud she whispered again, ‘‘It won’t be me, Nick.’’ 

‘‘You’re damn right it won’t,’’ he growled. In one 
swift move, he’d pulled the broken screwdriver from his 
pocket and jammed it into the skinny man, just below 
the rib cage, angling upward and thrusting it clear to the 
handle. The shock and pain caused his hand to relax on 
the gun, and it thudded to the floor. Brown Teeth turned 
at the sound, saw his partner drop to his knees, gape 
mouthed. He released his hold on Toni and leveled his 
gun at Nick. Toni whirled, clasping both fists together 
and bringing them down on his forearms. The gun 
roared, but the bullet only embedded itself in the packed 
dirt of the floor. The deafening sound exploded in the 
small room. Nick used the split second Toni had given 
him to lunge for the gun at his feet. He had it in his 
hand when Brown Teeth backhanded Toni, slamming 
her into the cinder-block wall. He aimed at Nick once 
more, but not fast enough. Nick pulled the trigger, send­
ing another earsplitting boom into the confined space. 
The man staggered backward three steps, then folded in 
on himself, ending in a heap on the floor. 

Nick reached down, twisted the gun from his limp 
grasp and straightened again. Toni stood near the door­
way, her sickened gaze on the bleeding skinny one with 
the screwdriver handle protruding from his belly. He was 
unconscious but still alive. Nick stepped over Brown 
Teeth, putting himself between them and Toni. He 
pressed the gun into her hand, gripped her chin, forced 
her to look at him. ‘‘We have to get out of here.’’ He 
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pushed her through the small doorway even as he spoke. 
Those shots must’ve been heard upstairs. 

They entered the main part of an ancient, crumbling 
cellar. He felt her body tremble as he urged her through. 
Already he heard footsteps above. She resisted his hand 
pressing at the small of her back. ‘‘We can’t leave him 
like that.’’ 

Nick glanced to the left and saw the rickety stairs that 
led upward, presumably to the house. To the right was 
another, less steep, set, with an angular hatchlike door 
that laid almost flat at the top. That set would lead out­
side. There were more footsteps from above, and raised 
voices. He put his arm around her shoulders, tightened 
it so she couldn’t pull away. He mounted the first step 
and heard the door at the top of the other set of stairs 
creak open. If this exit were locked— 

He shoved at the hatch, and it swung open, hitting the 
ground hard. He pulled her out into the warm, fresh night 
air and pitch dark. His stride lengthened. ‘‘Run, Toni!’’ 
She did, clutching his hand tightly, and in seconds bul­
lets flew after them. 

The first thing that hit him was that they were not in 
New York City anymore. They crossed a dewy, over­
grown lawn with weeds that reached above his knees. 
At its edge, a dirt road twisted away into blackness. Nick 
glanced back. He saw only a tall, sagging house silhou­
etted by the half moon—and muzzle flashes like mur­
derous eyes. He pulled her with him again, crossing the 
dirt track and heading for the thick woods opposite. 
They were at the edge of the tree line when he heard 
her suck in her breath and felt her hand clutch his tighter. 

Fear hit him between the eyes with a fist of ice. He 
paused just beyond the trees. ‘‘Toni?’’ 

She didn’t stop when he did. ‘‘Nothing—I twisted my 
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foot. Come on!’’ She tugged at his hand. He could hear 
the men coming closer. They were going to chase them 
right into the woods. He ran with her, heading more and 
more deeply into the forest. The pain of the broken rib 
screamed angrily. 

They approached a sharp rise and took it at a brutal 
pace. Nick began to worry. Just where the hell were 
they? How far could this forest go on? Towering spruce 
trees surrounded them, angling skyward even on this 
steep hillside. The ground underfoot gave softly with 
their steps, making little sound. They topped the rise and 
started down the opposite side. A fallen tree caught his 
eye, and Nick noticed the cavelike space formed by the 
awkwardly bent boughs and the steep incline. He pulled 
Toni to it, and they ducked inside. She sat down, and 
Nick glanced through the opening, seeing no one at the 
moment. 

‘‘How big can these damn woods be?’’ 
She was breathing hard. Too hard, for a woman who 

was in as good condition as she was. ‘‘Thousands of 
acres,’’ she said. ‘‘It’s state forest.’’ 

He turned, frowning, and crouched beside her. Even 
in the darkness he could see the deep stain on her shirt. 
Her sleeve was soaked, dripping. ‘‘Dammit, why didn’t 
you say something?’’ He forgot his own pain, that of his 
unhealed thigh and even of the broken rib, as he knelt 
near her. He unbuttoned the blouse quickly, shoved it 
down over her shoulders and yanked it from her hands. 
She winced when the material pulled away from the 
wound in her shoulder. Blood pulsed from a small hole. 
Nick swore. The exertion of running had only increased 
the bleeding. He tore the clean sleeve off her blouse, 
using his teeth to start the tear. He twisted it around her, 
under her arm and over her shoulder, and he tied it tight. 
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He watched for a moment, unsure whether he’d stopped 
the blood flow or just slowed it. Damn the darkness. 
How much blood had she lost already? Angrily he tore 
the bloodied sleeve off and helped her slip her arms back 
into the now-sleeveless blouse. He buttoned it with badly 
shaking hands. 

When he finished, he glanced up at her face. She 
leaned back against the sticky trunk, her eyes closed. 
‘‘Toni? Talk to me. Does it hurt much?’’ 

‘‘It’s okay. I’m just resting.’’ She opened her eyes, 
but it seemed to be an effort. Her voice was weak. ‘‘I 
remember now—it’s some rural county. I forget the 
name. Upstate.’’ 

He slipped his hand to the back of her head and pulled 
her forward until she rested on his shoulder. ‘‘You’ll be 
okay.’’ Was he comforting her or himself? ‘‘You’ll be 
okay, Gypsy. I’ll get you out of this, I swear I will.’’ He 
couldn’t lose her. He couldn’t. He held her tighter. 

She lifted her head. ‘‘We should go...farther. They’ll 
come after us.’’ 

Nick studied her eyes, silently begging her not to 
leave him this way. ‘‘Just rest. It’s dark. They’d have to 
trip over us to find us here.’’ He pulled her head back 
down gently. ‘‘Just rest, Gypsy.’’ 

‘‘I don’t want to rest.’’ She remained relaxed against 
him despite her words. ‘‘I have to tell you...not  to  feel 
guilty. None...’’ She drew a deep breath and seemed to 
steady herself. ‘‘None of this was your fault.’’ 

‘‘Shh.’’ He stroked her hair. God, how he loved her 
hair. ‘‘You can ease my conscience when you get 
stronger.’’ 

‘‘But...what  if  I  don’t—’’ 
‘‘Don’t even say it, lady. You aren’t getting away 

from me that easy.’’ 
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He felt her sigh. ‘‘You’re right.’’ Her voice was barely 
a whisper now. ‘‘I told you I wouldn’t leave you, Nick. 
I meant it. You have to know that. I meant it.’’ She lifted 
her head again, and it seemed to take an incredible effort. 
She gazed into his eyes. ‘‘I know it’ll be hard for you 
to believe me...they all walked out. You don’t trust any­
one. But I won’t...unless you ask me to.’’ Her eyes 
closed slowly and popped wide again as if she’d forced 
them. ‘‘I love you, Nick.’’ 

He felt as if he’d been struck by lightning. ‘‘You— 
you’re delirious.’’ 

She shook her head. ‘‘I love you. I thought I could 
make you love me...but  it’s okay. Maybe you need 
time.’’ 

Her head fell to his shoulder as if she could no longer 
hold it up. Nick caught her face in his hands and gently 
lifted her, but her eyes remained closed, thick lashes 
caressing her silken cheeks, tears glistening in the single 
shaft of moonlight that made its way between the 
boughs. He kissed her, but her satin lips were slack and 
unresponsive. He closed his arms around her and rocked 
her slowly as a burning dampness gathered in his eyes. 
‘‘Hold on, little Gypsy. Don’t you leave me now. I do 
love you, dammit. More than life!’’ 

She loved him. My God, it was not credible. No one 
had ever uttered those three words to Nick before—not 
even his own mother. Yet Toni had. She said she loved 
him, and he believed her. 

She shivered in his arms. She needed help; he knew 
that. She’d lost a lot of blood, running full tilt the way 
she had while her magnificent heart pumped more and 
more blood out of her body. He lowered her gently, then 
moved out of the sheltering boughs and paused, listen­
ing. He heard them moving, but in the wrong direction. 
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Apparently they’d passed them and were still heading 
deeper into the woods. Nick ducked back inside, lifting 
her carefully into his arms. He’d take her back the way 
they’d come. There must be a vehicle, a phone, some­
thing. 

He had no way of knowing that Taranto had guessed 
he would come back, or that he’d only sent his men into 
the woods to flush them out. He and Viper waited near 
the dirt road for Nick to emerge from the trees. When 
he did, they would blow him to pieces. 

He’d carried her nearly all the way back. The dirt road 
should be just beyond his range of vision now. She 
hadn’t stirred in all that time. Nick felt a sense of dread 
settle over him. To lose her now would kill him. He 
drew closer to the road, able to see it’s writhing shape. 
He was about to step through the last line of trees when 
he heard the choppers. They approached fast, and in sec­
onds hovered over him. Spotlights danced through the 
trees over the road and seemed to settle on a subject. An 
artificially amplified voice filled the air, all but drowned 
out by the pounding of the chopper blades, but audible 
and mad as hell. ‘‘We are federal officers. Stand where 
you are and throw your weapons to the ground.’’ 

There was sudden movement from the road, and a 
burst of gunfire. Nick lowered Toni to the ground and 
lifted his weapon just as Lou Taranto lunged through the 
trees directly in front of him. Nick heard one of the 
choppers touch down. Lou lifted his gun muzzle. 

‘‘Forget it, Lou,’’ Nick said, his voice level. ‘‘You’re 
going down this time. It’s over.’’ 

The hand holding the gun wavered. ‘‘Like my own 
son, Nicky.’’ His body shook now, as well as his hand. 
‘‘I treated you like my own son. You’re right, it’s over. 
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But not just for me.’’ The change in his grip on the 
revolver was minuscule but enough. Nick pulled up fast 
and shot him. He pulled the trigger three times in quick 
succession, and each time Lou’s fat body jerked as if 
electrocuted. He went down then and lay still on the 
ground. 

Nick looked at him for a long moment. He’d awaited 
this second from the time he was sixteen years old, and 
now that it was here it was nothing. It meant nothing. 
All that mattered was Toni. He turned and bent low to 
lift her into his arms again. 

‘‘Not yet, Manelli.’’ 
Viper’s voice came from just behind him, and Nick’s 

blood went cold. He’d lowered his weapon too soon. To 
turn and fire before Viper could put a bullet into his back 
would be impossible. The chance Viper would miss his 
first shot was slim at best. Viper rarely missed. 

Nick stiffened, not even breathing. He lifted his gun, 
ready to spin and fire. 

The sudden crack that split the air behind him jolted 
him, but he felt no bullet. He whirled, ready to fire, not 
believing Viper had missed. He froze. Viper lay dead on 
the ground. Nick’s gaze lifted and moved beyond the hit 
man to see Joey’s garishly bruised face. He stood with 
one hand braced against a tree trunk and gave Nick a 
lopsided grin. 

‘‘How many times are you gonna make me save that 
overdeveloped butt of yours, pal? I’m getting kinda sick 
of it.’’ 

‘‘By my count, that makes us about even, Salducci.’’ 
Nick turned, holstering his gun, and bent over Toni 
again. He lifted her and walked toward the road. 

‘‘She okay?’’ Joey’s voice revealed his concern. 
‘‘She has to be,’’ Nick said. ‘‘I’m on a roll.’’ 
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He stepped out of the trees onto the road and saw 
cops everywhere and several of Taranto’s men being 
handcuffed. Kate del Rio ran toward him, shaking 
Harry’s restraining hand from her as if it was nothing. 
She stopped in front of Nick, her hand smoothing Toni’s 
hair. 

‘‘Antonia! Oh, God...’’  
‘‘She’s only unconscious,’’ Nick said gently. ‘‘She’s 

going to be all right.’’ 
She nodded brusquely, stepped to one side, keeping 

her hand on her daughter’s face and walking along with 
him toward the nearest chopper. ‘‘Of course she will, 
won’t you, Antonia?’’ She lifted her head, met Nick’s 
eyes. ‘‘She looks better than you do, I can tell you that 
much.’’ She glanced toward Joey, who hung back. 
‘‘Come on, you stubborn man. You can barely stand up. 
You’re coming with us.’’ 

Nick heard the slight waver underlying the gusto of 
her words. He saw her lower lip tremble and he spotted 
droplets forming on her lashes. What was it with these 
del Rio women and their false bravado, anyway? ‘‘She 
lost a little blood—that’s why she’s fainted, Kate. But 
with the chopper we can have her in an emergency room 
in a matter of minutes. She’s going to be all right.’’ 

She nodded, steadying him by gripping his shoulder 
when he lifted Toni up into the waiting chopper. She 
climbed in behind him. ‘‘You don’t have to tell me that. 
I can see she’s okay.’’ Joey clambered up after her and 
slipped a comforting arm around her shoulders. He held 
her close to his side as the chopper lifted. 



Chapter 15 

When Nick saw Kate del Rio’s gaze jump just before 
she got to her feet, he knew the surgeon had finally come 
out of the O.R. of the tiny Community Memorial Hos­
pital in the town of Hamilton. It was a good hospital. 
Nick had checked. And the guy was a good surgeon. 
He’d checked on that, too. He’d had little else to do in 
the four hours since they’d rushed her through the huge 
double doors with the signs proclaiming Absolutely No 
Admittance Beyond This Point. He got his rib cage 
wrapped and then he sat in anguish. 

He tried not to think of her as she’d been when they’d 
wheeled her through the doors, pale and limp and so 
damn weak. She’d told him she loved him. He still 
wasn’t over the shock of it. She’d meant it, too; he’d 
seen it in her eyes. She loved him. That beautiful Gypsy 
enchantress loved Nick Manelli. It was a miracle—the 
only one he’d had in his life. Maybe you were only 
entitled to one. He sighed hard. He’d damn well like 
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another one. He wanted her to be all right. He couldn’t 
lose her now. 

‘‘Mrs. del Rio, Mr. Manelli?’’ 
He snapped to attention. The surgeon stood in front 

of him. Nick didn’t know when he’d stood. He looked 
at the man’s blue pouffy paper hat and at the mask he’d 
tugged down so it hung around his neck. He couldn’t 
seem to meet the man’s eyes. His fear of seeing the 
worst there kept his gaze darting around the waiting 
room. The smell began to get to him. He felt it must 
have permeated his body by now. He felt as if he’d still 
smell it even if he burned his clothes and took ten scald­
ing showers. He felt— 

‘‘Thank God,’’ Kate whispered. She turned into 
Nick’s chest, and he knew she cried with relief. She 
wobbled very slightly, and Nick put his arms around her 
small shoulders to steady her. 

Nick realized in growing awe that the doctor had just 
informed them Toni was fine. ‘‘When can I—can we— 
see her?’’ he managed. 

‘‘She’s in recovery. She won’t wake for several hours. 
I’d advise you to get some sleep. I’ll let you know the 
minute she starts to come around.’’ 

‘‘She’s going to be okay,’’ Nick muttered as the doc­
tor strode away from them. 

Kate straightened and looked up at him. ‘‘Yes, but are 
you?’’ 

He shook his head. ‘‘Two miracles in one day. It’s 
hard to swallow.’’ 

She smiled up at him. ‘‘I should go and tell Joseph. 
Are you sure you’re all right?’’ 

He finally let it sink in. She was all right. She loved 
him and she was all right. He grinned, feeling like a 
small boy on Christmas morning. ‘‘I’ve never been bet­
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ter!’’ He grabbed the tiny woman and hugged her hard 
enough to force the air from her lungs. ‘‘I have to go 
out, but I won’t be long.’’ 

He walked on air through the corridors, found Harry 
and managed to commandeer a local cop’s car for his 
purposes. He drove away from the neat, low brick build­
ing, through the college town and into the rural country­
side. 

He left the windows down so that wonderful fresh-
cut-grass fragrance could waft over him, and he tried to 
imagine what on earth he’d done to deserve a woman 
like Toni. 

As he drove, the houses grew farther apart. He passed 
green meadows, fenced fields and herds of lazy fat cows. 
He drove by a huge rambling Victorian house and he 
smiled, remembering the way she’d confided her secret 
dreams to him, afraid he’d think they were silly. 

He didn’t. He couldn’t for the life of him imagine a 
better way to spend his life than with Toni in some big 
old house. They’d fix it up together, and she’d have a 
big office with lots of light. She could work on those 
warm, uplifting books she wanted to write. He’d join the 
local P.D. When he came home at night, she’d be there. 
She wouldn’t walk out. She loved him. 

He smiled, suddenly knowing exactly what he wanted 
to get for her. The doctor had said several hours. Would 
he have time to find what he needed? 

The afternoon sun slanted in through a window and 
heated her face and eyelids. Toni wrinkled her nose. The 
smell was unpleasant and familiar. Her throat hurt. It felt 
dry and as if something had scraped it raw. There was 
no pain in her shoulder. Somehow she felt as if there 
should be. 
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She opened her eyes. Nick sat beside the bed in a 
chair. His hand held hers tightly, she realized. He looked 
better than he had. His cheek still looked swollen and 
purple, but not as bad as it had been. The blood had all 
been washed away from his face. 

He looked relieved when she met his eyes, but ner­
vous, too. ‘‘Hey, sleepyhead. Feel up to a five-mile 
run?’’ 

She smiled at him, and her heart swelled when she 
thought of how much she loved him. She blinked. She’d 
told him so, hadn’t she? When they’d been in the forest, 
and she’d felt so weak she’d wondered if it could be the 
end, she’d decided to tell him exactly how she felt, in 
case she never had another chance. Maybe that was why 
he seemed nervous. She’d scared him with the intensity 
of her feelings, just as she’d feared she might. 

He smiled back at her. ‘‘You don’t know how good 
it is to see that smile of yours, Gypsy.’’ He leaned close 
and kissed her with exquisite tenderness. When he 
straightened, he studied her face as if he were drinking 
it in. 

One hand—the only one she seemed able to move— 
lifted to run through her hair. ‘‘I’m a mess.’’ 

‘‘You’re gorgeous.’’ 
‘‘My hair—’’ 
‘‘You’d be gorgeous bald, lady.’’ 
That remark elicited a giggle, but Nick wasn’t smiling. 

His face was serious. ‘‘You remember what happened?’’ 
Her smile faded. She nodded and glanced down at her 

arm. Her shoulder was heavily bandaged, her arm in a 
sling. ‘‘I was shot.’’ 

‘‘The arm will be fine, Toni. No complications. A few 
weeks, you’ll be as good as new.’’ He cleared his throat, 
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and his gaze dropped before hers. ‘‘Do—um—you re­
member what you told me out there?’’ 

She drew a deep breath. ‘‘I didn’t mean to make you 
uncomfortable. I was afraid I wouldn’t make it. I wanted 
you to know—’’ 

‘‘Then you meant it?’’ 
He seemed so insecure all of a sudden, so vulnerable. 

Frowning, she looked into his tiger-striped eyes. ‘‘I’m 
in love with you, Nick Manelli. Maybe I shouldn’t have 
said it so soon, but I’m not going to take it back now.’’ 

‘‘I’m glad you said it.’’ He looked at her, and for a 
moment she thought there was a bit more moisture in 
his eyes than usual. ‘‘No one’s ever said it to me be­
fore.’’ 

‘‘Then you don’t mind?’’ He shook his head. Toni 
sighed. ‘‘I love you,’’ she told him. ‘‘I love you enough 
to make up for all the people who didn’t. More than 
enough...if  you’ll let me.’’ 

‘‘If I’ll...’’ He caught her face in his hands and kissed 
her again. ‘‘Baby, I love you so much I would have died 
if I had lost you.’’ He gathered her to him and kissed 
her deeply, letting his feelings rush over her and through 
her. She felt the lack of reservation or restraint and she 
gloried in it. 

When he eased her down to her pillows, she felt 
caught in a whirlwind. ‘‘I’m not sure what this means, 
Nick. Where do we go from here?’’ 

‘‘Anywhere we want, that’s the icing on the cake. 
Toni, do you realize how well our dreams mesh? Your 
big rural house, my small-town beat...and...’’  He  bent 
low and scooped something from the floor. ‘‘And this,’’ 
he whispered. 

She frowned as he set the basket in her lap. She lifted 
the lid and peered inside. Her breath caught in her throat, 
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and the tears she’d been holding back spilled over. She 
reached her good hand inside and pulled the tiny gray-
and-white fur ball out. She held him close to her, and 
the puppy nuzzled her neck. ‘‘Oh, Nick!’’ 

‘‘I’m calling him Ralph,’’ Nick told her. ‘‘If that’s 
okay with you.’’ 

* * * * *  



ISBN: 978-1-4268-4048-7 

RECKLESS ANGEL 

Copyright © 1993 by Margaret Benson 

All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction 
or utilization of this work in whole or in part in any form by any 
electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter 
invented, including xerography, photocopying and recording, or in 
any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without 
the written permission of the editorial office, Silhouette Books, 
233 Broadway, New York, NY 10279 U.S.A. 

All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of 
the author and have no relation whatsoever to anyone bearing the same 
name or names. They are not even distantly inspired by any individual 
known or unknown to the author, and all incidents are pure invention. 

This edition published by arrangement with Harlequin Books S.A. 

® and TM are trademarks of Harlequin Books S.A., used under license. 
Trademarks indicated with ® are registered in the United States Patent 
and Trademark Office, the Canadian Trade Marks Office and in other 
countries. 

Visit Silhouette Books at www.eHarlequin.com 

http://www.eHarlequin.com

	Title Page�����������������
	About the Author�����������������������
	Dedication Page����������������������
	Chapter One������������������
	Chapter Two������������������
	Chapter Three��������������������
	Chapter Four�������������������
	Chapter Five�������������������
	Chapter Six������������������
	Chapter Seven��������������������
	Chapter Eight��������������������
	Chapter Nine�������������������
	Chapter Ten������������������
	Chapter Eleven���������������������
	Chapter Twelve���������������������
	Chapter Thirteen�����������������������
	Chapter Fourteen�����������������������
	Chapter Fifteen����������������������
	Copyright Page���������������������

