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“So, how would we do this, then? | mean, how could watch over me, go after whoever this is,
do whatever you need to do, without people knowing?

Falco had considered that during the six-houhtligpm New York. There were lots of ways to
move into someone’s life to provide protection aedrch out information without raising questions.
The idea was to assume a role other people woualepacHe could pass himself off as her driver.
Her assistant. Her personal trainer.

Okay. Personal trainer it would be...

“Mr. Orsini?”

“Falco,” he said, looking down into her eyes. l&ghe rise and fall of her breasts, remembered
the soft, lush feel of her against him, and he kdamned well he wasn’t going to pretend to be her
trainer after all.

“Simple,” he said calmly. “We’ll make people thitikn your lover.”

She stared at him. Then she gave a little laugh.

“That’s crazy,” she said. “No one will believe—"

“Yeah,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Yedtey will.”

Falco reached out, gathered Elle in his arms kissgd her.
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The patriarch of the powerful Sicilian dynastys@ee Orsini, has fallen ill, and he wants
atonement before he dies.

One by one he sends for his sons—he has a misieach to help him clear his conscience.



His sons are proud and determined, but they wilinetir duty—the tasks they undertake will
change their lives for ever! They are...

THE ORSINI BROTHERS
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Chapter One

THERE were those who said that Falco Orsini wagiith, too good-looking, too arrogant for his
own good.



Falco would have agreed that he was rich, thatdseprobably arrogant, and if you judged his
looks by the seemingly endless stream of beawtituhen who moved in and out of his bed, well,
he'd have had to admit that perhaps he had songetfuimg for him that women liked.

There were also those who called him heartlessvbidd not have agreed with that.

He was not heartless. He was honest. Why let gpettar buy an elite investment bank if he
could scoop it up instead? Why let a competitortigetedge in a business deal if he could getstir
Why go on pretending interest in a woman when honger felt any?

It wasn’t as if he was a man who ever made prosriigehad no intention of keeping.
Honest, not heartless. And in the prime of life.

Falco was, like his three brothers, tall. Six fdote. Hard of face, hard of body. Buff, women
said. That was true but it had nothing to do wiinity. He was fit the way a man must be when he
knows keeping himself that way could mean the ckfiee between life and death.

Not that he lived that kind of existence anymore.

Not often, at any rate.

Not that he talked about.

At thirty-two, Falco had already led what many Wbconsider an interesting life.

At eighteen, he’d grabbed his backpack and thunhieday around the world. At nineteen, he’'d
joined the army. At twenty, he became a Speciat&owarrior. Someplace along the way, he picked
up a bunch of disparate university credits, a skihigh-stakes gambling and, eventually, a passion
for high-stakes investing.

He lived by his own rules. He always had. The mpis of others didn’t concern him. He believed
in honor, duty and integrity. Men who’d served whilm, men who dealt with him, didn’t always
like him—he was too removed, some said—but thegeaeted him almost as much as women
coveted him.

Or hated him.
It didn’t matter.
Family was everything.

He loved his brothers the same way they loved hiiti a ferocity that made the four of them as
formidable in everything as they were in businétswould have given his life for his sisters, who
would happily have returned the favor. He adorednmbther, who worshipped all her sons as
perhaps only Italian mothers can.

His father...



Who gave a damn about him?

Falco, like his brothers, had written off Cesarsifil years ago. As far as his wife and daughters
were concerned, Cesare owned a carting compamystraction firm and some of New York City’s
priciest real estate.

His sons knew the truth.
Their father was the head of something he refaweauhly as La Famigilia.

He was, in other words, the same as the thugshallmriginated in Sicily in the last half of the
nineteenth century. Nothing could change thattm@tBrioni suits, not the enormous mansion in
what had once been Manhattan’s Little Italy and m@as Greenwich Village. But, for their mother’s
sake, there were times Falco and his brothershatitaiside and pretended the Orsinis were just
another big, happy Sicilian-American family.

Today, for instance. On this bright, late auturftaraoon, Dante had taken a wife.
Falco still had trouble getting his head arourat.th

First Rafe. Now Dante. Two brothers with wives.dADante, it turned out, wasn't just a husband,
he was also a father.

Nicolo and Falco had spent the day smiling, kigs$ireir new sisters-in-law and grinning at Dante
and Rafe. They'd done their best not to feel It$ cooing at their infant nephew—not that it was
difficult because the kid was clearly the worldigest, most intelligent baby. They'd danced with
their sisters and shut their ears to Anna’s anbeka's not-so-subtle hints that they had friends
who’d make them perfect wives.

By late afternoon, they were more than readyipaskay and toast their bachelorhood with a few
well-earned cold beers at a place the four brotbersed. Not their investment firm. This place was
called, simply enough, The Bar.

Cesare headed them off before they could getetaltior. He wanted to talk to them, he said.

Not again, Falco had thought wearily. One looki&k’s face and he knew his brother was
thinking the same thing. For months now, the Daah Ibeen giving his “after I'm dead” speech. The
combination to his safe. The names of his attoare/his accountant. The location of important
papers. Stuff none of the brothers cared about wéthem wanted a penny of their father's money.

Falco’s initial instinct was to ignore Cesare &eép walking.

Instead, he and Nick looked at each other. Malgbddng day had put them in a mellow mood.
Maybe it was the champagne. What the hell, Nickjzression said, and Falco replied with a sigh
that clearly said, Yeah, why not.

Their father had insisted on talking to them safely. Felipe, Cesare’s capo, jerked his head,
indicating Falco should go first.



Falco gave a moment’s thought to grabbing the tgpas skinny neck, hoisting him to his toes
and telling him what a slimy bastard he was to hepent his life as the Don’s guard dog, but the
family celebration was still going strong in thenservatory at the rear of the house.

So he smiled instead, the kind of smile a mantlleecapo would surely understand, moved past
him and entered Cesare’s study. Felipe shut theloleland him...

And Falco found himself in an endurance contest.

His father, seated at his desk, the heavy drapes® him drawn so that the big room with its
oversized furniture seemed even more gloomy thaalukoked up, nodded, waved a manicured
hand toward a chair—a gesture Falco ignored—and sk to leafing through the contents of a
manila folder.

According to the antique mahogany clock that hang wall, all but lost among photos of
politicians, old-country ancestors and age-yellowajious paintings, four minutes ticked away.

Falco stood perfectly still, feet slightly apatms folded, dark eyes locked on the clock. The
minute hand ticked to yet another marker, the mamd made its barely perceptible jump. Falco
unfolded his arms, turned his back on his fatheraent to the door.

“Where are you going?”

Falco didn’t bother turning around. “Ciao, Fath®s.always, it's been a pleasure.”
The chair creaked. Falco knew the Don was pudbdreg from his desk.

“We have not yet had our talk.”

“Our talk? You were the one who requested thistmgg Falco swung toward his father. “If you
have something to say, say it—but | assure yoegcalt your touching words the last time | saw you.
Perhaps you don’t remember my response so let miadeyou of it. | don’t give a damn about your
safe, your documents, your business interests—"

“Then you are a fool,” the Don said mildly. “Thotbengs are worth a fortune.”

A cool smile lifted the corners of Falco’s moutSo am [, in case you hadn’t noticed.” His smile
vanished. “Even if | weren't, | wouldn’t touch atyng of yours. You should know that by now.”

“Such drama, my son.”

“Questa verita, Father. Such truth, you mean.”

Cesare sighed. “All right. You've made your speéch

“And you've made yours. Goodbye, Father. I'll tiicolo to—"

“What were you doing in Athens last month?”



Falco stood absolutely still. “What?”

“It's a simple question. You were in Athens. Why?”

The look Falco gave the older man would have naayene else take a hurried step back.
“What in hell kind of question is that?”

Cesare shrugged. “A simple one. | asked you—"

“I know what you asked.” Falco’s eyes narrowedid'Pou have me followed?”

“Nothing so devious.” Cesare moved his chair fachand reached for an elaborately carved
wooden box. “Pure Havanas,” he said, opening thxetboeveal a dozen fat cigars. “They cost the
earth. Have one.”

“Explain yourself,” Falco said sharply, withougknce at the box. “How do you know where |
was?”

Another shrug. “I have friends everywhere. Suggy know that by now.”

“Then you also know that | was in Athens on bussi®r Orsini Brothers Investments.” Falco
smiled again, even more coldly. “Perhaps you'vedhea us, Father. A privately held company
started without any help from you.”

Cesare bit the tip off the cigar he’d chosen, édrhis head and spat the piece into a wastebasket.

“Even in these bad economic times, we’'ve maddrouastors wealthy. And we’ve done it
honestly, a concept you couldn’t possibly undeitan

“You added a private bank to your stable whenwete in Athens,” Cesare said. “Nicely done.”

“Your compliments mean nothing to me.”

“But banking was not all you did there,” the Dandssoftly. He looked up; his eyes met Falco’s.
“My sources tell me that during that same few dayshild—a boy of twelve—held for ransom by

insurgents in the northern mountains of Turkey, s@sehow miraculously returned to his fam—"

Falco was around the desk in a heartbeat. His tlased on his father’s shirt; he yanked him
roughly to his feet.

“What is this?” he snarled.
“Take your hands off me!”

“Not until I get answers. No one followed me. Nweol don’t know where you got all this crap
but—"

“I was not foolish enough to think anyone coultldw you and live to talk about it. Let go of my



shirt and perhaps I'll give you an answer.”

Falco could feel his heart racing. He knew dammellino one had followed him; he was far too
good to let that happen. And, yes, though he waelder admit it, there had been more to his trip to
Greece than the acquisition of a bank. There weresthis old skills came in handy but he kept that
part of his life private.

Falco glared at his father. And silently cursemigelf for being a fool.

He had not let Cesare get to him in years. Fifigars, to be exact, on a night one of his father’s
henchmen had caught him sneaking back into thelggawarded house at two in the morning.

The Don had been furious, not at where his seeargear-old-son might have been, not at how
he’d defeated the alarm system, but at how he’tegdiy the silent men who kept watch from the
shadows outside the front door and deep withimthiéed garden.

Falco had refused to explain. He’d done more thah He’d smirked as only a badass teenage
boy could.

Cesare had backhanded him, hard, across the face.

It was the first time his father had hit him, winiwas, when he’d had time to think about it, a
surprise. Not the blow; the surprise was that i hat happened before. There’'d always been a hint
of violence in the air between father and sonad grown stronger when Falco reached adolescence.

That night, it had finally erupted.

Falco had stood still under the first blow. Them®l rocked him back on his heels. The third
bloodied his mouth, and when Cesare raised his agaih, Falco grabbed his wrist and twisted the
Don’s arm high behind his back. Cesare was stroagat seventeen, Falco was already stronger.

He was also fueled by years of hatred.
“Touch me again,” he’d said in a whisper, “andavesar, I'll kill you.”

His father’s expression had undergone a subtlagdhaNot fear. Not anger. Something else.
Something swift and furtive that should not haverbm the eyes of a powerful man who'’d just lost
a battle, physically as well as figuratively.

Falco’s face was badly bruised the next day. Hysher questioned it, as did his sisters. He said
he’d fallen in the shower. The lie worked but NazdRaffaele and Dante had not been so easy to
fool.

“Must have been a pretty awkward tumble,” Rafe said, “to blacken your eye as well as give
you a swollen lip.”

Yeah, Falco had said calmly, it was.

He never told anyone the truth. Had the beatiremtteo humiliating to talk about? Was it his



shock at the intensity of the quicksilver flashrage that had almost overcome him?
Eventually, he understood.

Power had changed hands that night. It had game €esare to him...and then back to Cesare.
What he’d seen in his father’s eyes had been tbevkaulge that despite Falco’s vicious threat, he,
Cesare, had actually won the battle because Falddelh emotion overtake him. He had lost control
of his emotions and somehow, he had no idea homhgr that loss of control gave the other person
power.

And now, here he was, fifteen long years latesing control all over again.

Carefully, he unfisted his hand, let go of Cesastarched white shirt. Cesare fell back into his
chair, his jowly face red with anger.

“If you were not my son...”
“I'm not your son in any way that matters. It takmore than sperm to make a man a father.”

A muscle knotted in the Don’s jaw. “Are you nowplaslosopher? Trust me, Falco, in many ways,
you are more my son than your brothers.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“It means that what you so self-righteously claohate in me is what is also inside you. The lure
of absolute power. The need to control.” Cesargésearrowed. “The willingness to shed blood
when you know it must be shed.”

“Damn you, old man!” Falco leaned over the destt rought his angry face within inches of the
older man’s. “I am nothing like you, do you hear@tihNng! If | were, God, if | were...”

He shuddered, drew back, stood straight. Whatheaoing, letting his father draw him deeper
into this quagmire?

“Is this what you wanted to talk about? To tell yo&i've come up with absolution for yourself by
pretending your genes are my destiny? Well, it wagrk. | am not you. And this so-called
discussion is at an—"

Cesare took something from the folder on his deskpushed it toward Falco. It appeared to be a
glossy page, an advertisement, torn from a magazine

“Do you know this woman?”
Falco barely spared the picture a glance.
“I know a lot of women,” he said coldly. “Surelpyr spies have told you that.”

“Indulge me. Look at her.”



What the hell did it matter? Falco picked up thetp. It was an ad for something expensive.
Perfume, jewelry, clothing—it was hard to tell.

The focus of the page, though, was clear enough.
It was the woman.

She was seated crossways in an armchair, onddgran the floor, the other draped over the
chair’'s arm, a shoe with the kind of heel that $tddnave been declared lethal dangling from her
toes. She wore lace. Scarlet lace. A teddy. A cekentie had no idea which it was, only that it
showed almost as much cleavage as leg.

A spectacular body. An equally spectacular faceal@elicate. The essence of femininity. High
cheekbones, eyes as amber as a cat’s, lashesrdrigiek, the same ebony color as her long,
straight hair.

She was smiling at the camera. At the viewer.
At him.

It was, he understood, a deliberate illusion. Adad effective one. Her smile, the tilt of her head
even her posture, dared a man to want her. Todistioenough to think he could have her. It was a
smile that offered as much sexual pleasure as acaad want in a lifetime.

Something hot and dangerous rolled through Faloefly.

“Well? Do you recognize her?”

He looked up. Cesare’s eyes locked on his. Falesed the photo on the desk.
“l told you | didn’t. Okay? Are we done here?”

“Her name is Elle. Elle Bissette. She was a maddelv she is an actress.”
“Good for her.”

Cesare took something else from the folder. Anagia® He held it toward Falco, but Falco didn’t
move.

“What is this? You expect me to spend the next iptaying Name the Celebrity?”
“Per favore, Falco. | ask you, please. Look atpheto.”

Falco’'s eyebrows rose. Please? In Italian anchgligh. He had never heard his father use those
words or anything close to them. What the hellthoaight, and reached for the photo.

Bile rose in his throat.

It was the same ad but someone had used a reid peout her eyes. To trace a crude line of



stitches across her lips.

To draw a heavy line across her throat and dalloezifrom her throat to her breasts. To circle her
breasts in the same bright, vicious crimson.

“Miss Bissette received it in the mail.”

“What did the cops say?”

“Nothing. She refuses to contact them.”

“She’s a fool,” Falco said bluntly, “if she worgb to the authorities.”

“The parents of the Turkish boy went to you, e &uthorities. They feared seeking official
help.”

“This is America.”

“Fear is fear, Falco, no matter where one livéee 8 afraid or perhaps she does not trust the
police. Whatever the reason, she refuses to cotttawt.” Cesare paused. “Miss Bissette is making a
film in Hollywood. The producer is, shall we sap, @d friend.”

“Ah. | get it now. Your pal’s worried about hisvestment.”

“It concerns him, yes. And he needs my help.”

“Send him some of your blood money.”

“Not my financial help. He needs my help to sateguMiss Bissette.”
“I'm sure your goons will love L.A.”

Cesare chuckled. “Can you see my men in BeveillgMi

Falco almost laughed. He had to admit, the idemamausing—and, suddenly, it all came together.
The talk of what had happened in Turkey, this cosaton about Elle Bissette...

“Okay.”
“Okay?”

Falco nodded. “I know some guys who do bodyguasckvior celebrities. I'll call around, put you
in touch—"

“l am already in touch,” Cesare said gently. “Wytbu.”
“Me?” This time, Falco did laugh. “I'm an investdfather, not a bodyguard.”

“You did not say that to the people you helpedunkey.”



“That was different. They turned to me and | didatvl had to do.”
“As | am turning to you, mio figlio, and askingathyou do what must be done.”

Falco’s face hardened. “You want some names andghumbers, fine. Otherwise, I'm out of
here.”

Cesare didn't answer. Falco snorted, turned oihéwes, headed for the door again, changed his
mind and decided to exit through the French doaddn by the heavy drapes. The mood he was in,
the last thing he wanted was to risk running ihisomother or his sisters.

“Wait.” His father hurried after him. “Take thelfer. Everything you need is in it.”
Falco grabbed the folder. It was easier than aggui

By the time he’d taxied to his mid-sixties towrulse, he’d come up with the names of four men
who could do this job and do it well. Once homepbared a brandy, took the folder and his cell
phone and headed outside to his walled garderadtalose to sunset; the air was chill but he liked
out here, with the noise of Manhattan shut away.

There was nothing of much use in the folder. Sdbfut the movie; a letter from the producer to
Cesare.

And the pictures. The one with her in lace. Thekedup duplicate. And another that his father
had not shown him, a photo of Bissette standing beach, looking over her shoulder at the camera.
No lace. No stiletto heels. She was dressed irshiff-and shorts.

Falco put the three pictures on the top of a dgiasie and looked from one to the other.

The one of her sexy and mysterious was a turri-poui liked that kind of thing. He didn’t. Yeah,
he liked crimson and lace and stiletto heels wadlugh; was there a man who didn’t? But the pose
was blatantly phony. The smile was false. The wotoaking at the camera had no substance. She
might have been looking at a million guys inste&tdim.

The mutilated picture made his gut knot. It waoatright threat, crude but effective.

The third photo was the one that caught him. & waselfconscious. Unposed. A simple shot of a
beautiful woman walking on a beach, needing ndieetio make her look beautiful.

But there was more to it than that.

She’d sensed someone was watching her. He'd beendtcher often enough in what he thought
of as his former life to know how subjects lookelen they suspected the unwelcome presence of
an observer. He could see it in her eyes. In tiggeanf her jaw. In the way she held her hair back
from her face. Wariness. Fear. Distress.

And more.

Determination. Defiance. An attitude that, despiterything, said, Hey, pal, don’t screw with me.



“Goddammit,” Falco growled.

Then he grabbed his cell phone and arranged dbeagered plane to fly him to the West Coast
first thing in the morning.

Chapter Two
ELLE HAD spent most of the morning in bed withteaager.
The stranger was tall and good-looking and maybwdis a good kisser. She didn’t really know.

The thing was, she didn't like kissing. She knewslabout it than, she figured, 98 percent of the
female population of the United States over theagaxteen, but that didn’t mean she didn’t know
how to make kissing seem fantastic, especially witluy who looked like this.

Kissing, the same as walking and talking, laugland crying and all the other things an actress
did, was part of the job. She had to remember ffas was a movie. Kissing the man in whose arms
she lay was, yes, part of the job.

No question that women everywhere would changeeglavith her in a heartbeat. Fans, other
actresses...Chad Scott was world-famous. He was thioe gold. And, for this scene, at least, he
was all hers.

Elle knew how lucky she was. She hated herselfiddbeing able to get into character this
morning. Love scenes were always tough but today...

Today, things were not going well at all.

It wasn't her co-star’s fault. She’d worried hegiii be all walking, talking ego, but Chad had
turned out to be a nice guy.

He’d shaken her hand when they were introduced dgg, apologized for arriving after everyone
else. She knew he hadn’t had to do that. They'dtsipee minutes in small talk. Then they’'d run
their lines. Finally, they’'d shot their first scenghich was actually a middle scene in the film.Jido
scenes were rarely shot sequentially.

Today, they were shooting their first love scdheias, she knew, pivotal to the story.

The set was simple, just a seemingly haphazaehsf blankets spread over the sand near a big
Joshua cactus. She was wearing a strapless ®ipathera would only catch her head, her arms and
her bare shoulders, suggesting that she was n@kedl was shirtless and wearing jeans. They were
surrounded by a mile of electrical cable, reflest@and boom mikes, and the million and one people it
took to film even the simplest scene. Antonio Falfinas hot a director as existed, had told the tw
of them he hoped to do the scene in one take.

So far, there'd been four.



A sudden gust of wind had ruined the first shdtthe three others...Her fault, every one. She’'d
twice blown her lines; the third time she’d look&eer Chad’s shoulder instead of into his eyes.

Farinelli sounded angrier each time he yelled,t"Cu

Elle sat up, waiting while the director spoke wtitle lighting guy. Her co-star sat up, too, and
stretched. Chad had been really good about ati¢teeys. He'd obviously sensed she was having a
problem and he’d made little jokes at his own esgeiBShe knew they were meant to put her at ease.
Heck, he said, I'm pretty sure | shaved this magniand don’t feel bad, kid, my wife once told me
the ceiling needed paint at a moment just like. this

Everyone who heard him laughed because he wgasia hot property, he was a hot guy. Elle
laughed, too. At least, she did her best to fak8he was an actress. lllusion was everything.

In real life, she could never have lain in a mari®s and gazed into his eyes as he brought his
mouth to hers, but then, reality was a bitch.

And reality was the phone call that had awakerexdahthree o’clock that morning.

“Darling girl,” the low male voice had whisperedjd you get the picture? Did you get my note?”
A low, terrible laugh. “You're waiting for me, ariryou, sugar?”

Her heart had slammed into her throat. She’d thrtwe telephone on the floor as if it were a
scorpion that had crept in under the motel roonr dbleen she’d run to the bathroom and vomited.

Now, all she could hear was that voice in her hédlcshe could see was that mutilated ad from
the magazine, the note nobody knew about. Bad énBagnelli knew about the ad. If only he
hadn’t walked into her on-set trailer just as sha@ned the innocent-looking white envelope she’'d
found propped against the mirror of her makeupetabl

“Elle,” Farinelli had said briskly, “about tomoms schedule...”

But she wasn't listening. The blood had drainedrfher head. She’d been as close to fainting as
she’d ever been in her life.

“Elle?” Farinelli had said, and he’d plucked thevelope and what she’d taken out of it from her
hand.

“Madre di Dio,” he’d said, his words harsh withryu“Where did this come from?”

She had no idea. Once she got her breath backplsheim that. A crazy person must have sent it.
She’d had nasty little notes before, especiallgratie Bon Soir lingerie ads, but this marked-up
photo...

Still, anything was possible. Her face was outehé those two-year-old ads and now in stuff the
publicity people for Dangerous Games had startedtplg. It was nothing, she and Farinelli finally
agreed, but if she received any more things likg 8he was to tell him and they'd go to the police



Elle had agreed. She’d told herself the photo avaseshot. Whoever had sent it would surely not
contact her again.

Wrong. A few days later, a note arrived in herlmts message was horrible. Filthy. Graphic. And
it was signed. The signature stunned her but ittbde a hoax. She told herself she would notlet i
upset her. She was an actress, she could pufl it of

Evidently, she was not as good an actress asshgltt.

Farinelli had taken to asking her if she was okiag though she always said yes, certainly, she
was fine, she knew he didn’t believe it. He'd provetwo days ago when he stopped by her trailer
during a break. Was she ilI? No, she assured hias $te upset about her part? No, no, she loved
her part. Farinelli had nodded. Then he could aslsume that the photo he had seen was still
upsetting her because she was most assuredly rsetfne

Elle had tried telling him he was wrong. He siledder with an imperious wave of one chubby
hand. He had given the situation much thought. giteto had been of her but it had been meant for
him. She had been in, what, two, three films? Sag aimost unknown. He, however, was famous.
He was taking a big chance, starring her in Dange@ames. Obviously, someone understood that
and wished to ruin his film.

But, by God, he would not permit it. He had miligoof his own money tied up in this project and
he was not going to let someone destroy him. Hegeasy to contact the police and let them deal
with the problem.

Elle couldn’t let that happen. The police woulke@nd pry, ask endless questions, snoop into her
past and find that the story of her life that sha\tented had nothing to do with reality.

So she’d resorted to high drama. She pleadedw8pe She became a diva. A risky gambit but
she had not come as far as she had by playingstiseifg. No guts, no glory. Trite and clichéd,
maybe, but true. Besides, really, what did she havese? A police investigation would destroy the
burgeoning career she had worked so hard for. Sisgwentyseven, a little long in the tooth to go
back to modeling...

More to the point, she could not face her uglyy gast all over again.
In the end, Farinelli had thrown up his hands.stad’ he’d said. “Enough! No police.”

A disaster avoided. She’d forced herself to fotgetad, the note, to keep focused on the movie.
And then that phone call at three this morning...

“Okay, people” Farinelli said. “Let’s try it again

Elle lay back. Chad leaned over her, waiting far tamera to roll. She felt his breath on her
face...

“Hey,” her co-star said softly. “You okay?”



“I'm fine,” she said, with no conviction at all.
Chad sat up and looked at Farinelli. “Tony? Hoeubwe break for lunch?”
The director sighed. “Why not? Okay, people. Lurtgalf an hour.”

Chad stood up, held out his hand and helped &ltet feet. One of Farinelli’s gofers rushed over
and held out an oversized white terrycloth robé Ehugged into it and Chad squeezed her shoulder.

“Sun’s a killer, kid,” he said softly. “Some shademe water and you'll be fine.”
Her smile was real this time. He truly was a m@an, a rare species as far as she was concerned.

“Thank you,” she said, and she knotted the belhefrobe, slid into the rubber thongs the gofer
dropped at her feet and made her way quickly tdh#iedozen Airstream trailers clustered like
Conestoga wagons awaiting an Indian attack a cafglendred yards away.

Chad Scott was right, she thought as she wertteipato steps to the door of her trailer. Cool air,
cool water, some time alone and she’'d be fine.

“Absolutely fine,” she said as the door swung shut

A man was standing against the wall just beyoredctbsed door. Tall. Dark-haired. Wraparound
sunglasses. Her brain took quick inventory...and temheart leaped like a startled cat and she
opened her mouth to scream.

But the man was fast. He was on her, turningabkihg bolt, one hand over her mouth before the
scream erupted. He gripped her by the shouldergtlfree hand, spun her around and hauled her
back against him.

She could feel every hard inch of his leanly meddody.

“Screaming isn’t going to help,” he said sharply.

A waste of time.

Falco could damned near feel the scream struggbimgirst from her lips.

To say this wasn't exactly the reception he’'d etpé was an understatement. He'd spoken with
the director, Farinelli, on his cell from the plakte’d told him when he’d be arriving, more or less
and the director had said that was fine, it gane lois of time to brief the Bissette woman and that
would be best if he, Falco, met with her in priveézause she’d probably want his presence on the
set kept quiet, so—

“Hey!”

She had kicked him. Useless, as kicks went, becstus was kicking backward and wearing ugly
rubber beach thongs, but it told him what he ned¢ddashow about whether or not she’d calmed
down.



Okay. He’d try again.
“Ms. Bissette. I'm sorry if | startled you but—"

She grunted. Struggled. Her backside dug intgtos. It was a small, rounded backside and
under different circumstances, he’d have enjoyedébl of it—but not when the backside might as
well have belonged to a wildcat.

“Dammit,” Falco said. He swung her toward him, ¢twa&d still clasping her shoulder, the other
still clamped over her mouth. “Pay attention, okay®m. Not. Going. To. Hurt. You.”

Mistake.

She slugged him. Two quick blows, one to the ¢hast to the jaw. He was damned if he knew
what to do with her now. He had only two hands simel was already keeping both of them occupied.

“Okay,” he said grimly. “You want to play rough®at’s fine.”

He shoved her, hard. She stumbled back againsiathreand he went with her, pinned her there
with his body. Her hands were trapped againstiesic her legs blocked by his. She was tall but he
was a lot taller; her head was tilted back so shatwas staring up at him with eyes even more tawny
than they’'d seemed in the defaced magazine ad.

Eyes filled with terror. And with what he’d seenthe candid photo that had brought him out here.
Defiance.

Okay. Instead of saying to hell with this and virladkout the door, he’d try and get through to her
one last time.

“Ms. Bissette. My name is Falco Orsini.”

Nothing. Still the hot blend of fear and defiarsténing in those eyes.
“I'm here to help you.”

Fear, defiance and now disbelief.

“Trust me, lady. This isn’t my idea of a good tinegther. I'm here as a favor. And if you don’t
calm down and talk to me, I'm gonna walk straight that door and leave you to handle this thing
on your own.”

She blinked and he saw confusion sweep acrogat®rYeah, but she couldn’t be any more
confused than he was, unless—unless—

Oh, hell.

“Didn’t Farinelli tell you | was coming?”



Another blink. A delicate vertical furrow appeafgetween her dark eyebrows.

“He said he would. He said you’d want to keep fitisate and that | should wait for you here, in
your trailer.”

Her eyes widened. “What?”

It sounded more like “wmf” because his hand wasr dner lips but there was no mistaking her
surprise. Everything was starting to come togetBbe, a woman who’d been sent a picture defaced
by a madman, walks into her trailer and finds argjer waiting for her...

Merda! That fool, Antonio Farinelli, had neverddier he was coming.

“Okay,” Falco said, “here’s the deal. Somebodyt $®@n a picture.” She began to struggle again.
He shook his head. “Just listen. You got a pictdrbad one. Your boss wanted to call the cops. You
refused. Am I right?”

He could see he was. So far, so good.

“So your boss contacted someone I—someone | kand/that someone contacted me. | agreed to
talk to you, check things out, see if there weveag to deal with this so it all goes away quiehip
muss, no fuss. Yes?”

She exhaled sharply. He felt the warmth of heatbtrélow over his hand, just as he could feel a
fraction of the tension ease from her body. Hesayere still locked to his, bright and distrustful,
but now, at least, curious.

“My name,” Falco said, “is Falco Orsini. I, alsdmetimes do what you might call security
consulting. That's why I'm here. | know about thetpre, | know that you’re worried about it, |
know you don’t want the authorities involved. I'mark to discuss the situation and offer some
advice. That’s the only reason I'm here—and they o@ason | scared you is because your boss was
too stupid to tell you about me.” He tried for wihat hoped was a reassuring smile. “I'm going to
take my hand off your mouth. And maybe we can hhgaetalk. Does that work for you?”

She blinked. Nodded. Now she was wary—but sheready to listen.
He took his hand from her mouth.
She didn’'t scream.

Instead, the tip of her tongue came out and gjlilly over her bottom lip. Falco watched its
progress. His gaze fell lower, to the rise of heyasts in the vee of her bulky terrycloth robe. He
knew what she had under it; he’d watched the sEani@elli had been filming at a safe distance
before he’d slipped into the trailer. What she badvas a slip. Plain. Unadorned. Not like what
she’d worn in that ad.

This slip was plain. Sexless.



Not that she was.

She was gorgeous. That hair. Those eyes. Thatm§till, even with theatrical makeup on, there
was another quality to her that he had not sedémeimd. A kind of innocence.

Which was, of course, ridiculous.

She was an actress. She played to the cameraeioShe could be whatever a particular part
called for. Maybe she’d decided this part calledwale-eyed and innocent. Not that he gave a
damn. He was only interested in her problem, amayeproblem had a solution.

“Antonio shouldn’t have hired you,” she said.

“He didn’t.”

“But you said—"

“I'm doing someone a favor.”

“Whatever you’re doing, | don’t want you here.”

Her voice was husky. Shaken.

“Listen,” Falco said, “if you want to sit down—"

“l can handle this myself.”

“The hell you can,” he said bluntly.

Her chin rose. “You don’t know what | can and ¢ato.”

“l saw that picture. You can’t handle that. No waimtan. And there’ll be more.”
Her gaze sharpened. “What's that supposed to mean?

Her answer, her body language, gave her awayo Fadk off his sunglasses.
“There’s been more already,” he said grimly. “Hagimere?”

“No,” she said, but far too quickly.

She turned her head away; he reached out, cupgrezhim, gave her no choice but to meet his
eyes.

“What was it? Another picture? A letter? A phod?’

No answer, which was answer enough. Her mouthitietn Falco fought back the illogical desire
to take her in his arms and comfort her. It wasiacharacteristic reaction for him in this kind of
situation and he didn’t like it.



“Have you ever seen a cat play with a mouse?’ait sHe’'ll keep things going until he tires of
the game.”

Elle shuddered. “You mean, until he does the thimg drew on the picture.”
“Yes,” he said bluntly.

She nodded. And said, in a low voice, “And younkhyou can stop him?”
Falco’s lips curved in what nobody would ever eafimile. “I know | can.”

She stared up at him. “You can keep him from—fidwmg anything to me?”
“Yes.”

“A man of few words,” she said, with a little ldug'How can you be so sure?”

“It's what | do. What | used to do,” he said eweril can find him and keep him from hurting
you.”

Elle stared at this stranger with eyes so dark tasembled obsidian. Why should she believe
him? The answer was agonizingly simple.

Because, otherwise, she might not have a life.

Perhaps this man, this Falco Orsini, really cdwdtp her.

“If | agreed to let you get involved,” she saidwly, “you won’t—you won’t contact the police?”
“No.”

“Because, uh, because the publicity,” she sai@dnsbling for a reason he’d accept, “because the
publicity—"

“l told you. I'll handle this alone. No cops.”
“What would you do, if | hired you?”

“You can’t hire me. Remember what | said? I'm hasea favor. As for what I'll do...Leave that to
me.”

“The thing is...l wouldn’t want anyone to know | haeh bodyguard. There’'d be talk. And
guestions. And questions are the last thing | want.

“l already figured that.”

“So, how would we do this, then? | mean, how could watch over me, go after whoever this is,
do whatever you need to do without people knowing?”



Falco had considered that dilemma during the six-filight from New York. There were lots of
ways to move into someone’s life to provide pratectnd search out information without raising
guestions. The idea was to assume a role othetgoampild accept. He could pass himself off as her
driver. Her assistant. Her personal trainer.

Personal trainer was pretty much what he’'d decatedHollywood was filled with actors and
actresses who worked on their bodies 24/7. He wdsefd look the part. And it would give him
access to her no matter where she went.

Okay. Personal trainer it would be...

“Mr. Orsini?”

“Falco,” he said, looking down into her eyes. l&ghe rise and fall of her breasts, remembered
g;le soft, lush feel of her against him, and he khewvasn’t going to pretend to be her trainer after

“Simple,” he said calmly. “We’ll make people thitikn your lover.”

She stared at him. Then she gave a little laugh.

“That’s crazy,” she said. “No one will believe—"

“Yeah,” he said, his voice low and rough, “yedieyt will.

Falco reached out, gathered Elle in his arms &wk# her.

Chapter Three
THE FEEL of her mouth under his was incredible.
Warm. Silken. And soft. Wonderfully soft.
Not that he cared about that.

He was kissing her only to wipe that smug littkéile from her face. To show her, in no uncertain
terms, that they sure as hell could play the pd\wers, fool anybody who saw them.

Did she think she was the only one who could gtick script?

Or did she think a bodyguard was too far out ofdi@ss to seem a convincing lover for a woman
like her?

She was fighting him. Trying to twist free of laiems, to drag her lips from his. To hell with that.
That who-do-you-think-you-are attitude of hers desd a blunt response. She was wrong and he
wasn’t going to let her go until she knew it.



“No,” she gasped against his mouth, but she nagtwell have saved her breath. Falco speared his
fingers into her hair, tilted her face to his amgbkon kissing her.

So what if she tasted of honey and cream? If shevirm and soft against him? Those things
were meaningless. This was about nothing elsetgwhing her that she couldn’t laugh at Falco
Orsini and get away with it.

He nipped lightly at her bottom lip. Touched thgedf his tongue to the seam of her mouth. With
heart-stopping suddenness, she stopped fightiogpst struggling.

She leaned into him, sighed and parted her lipstdthgue plunged deep.

The taste of her made his mind blur.

And his body react.

In an instant, he came fully erect, not just aeolisut hard as stone, so hard it was painful. Besir
pulsed hot and urgent in his blood. He slid hisdsaio her shoulders, cupped them, lifted her to her

toes, drew her so close he could feel the raceohéart against his.

This was what he had wanted since he’d seen hbatrfirst, unaltered ad. The eyes and mouth
that promised passion, the made-for-sex body—

The knife that pressed against his belly caughtfiily unaware.
Falco went absolutely still.

Where she’d gotten the knife was irrelevant. Téwed 6f it wasn’t. With instincts and sharp reflexes
honed by his time in Special Forces, he lockedr@r around her forearm and grabbed her wrist
with the other, bending it back until the knifettdsed to the floor. He kicked it into a cornenyvsa
that it wasn't a knife at all but the slim plastiandle of a hairbrush. Not that it mattered.

It was the intent that counted.
“Let go of me!”

Her hands clawed for his face. He grunted, shdzmedack against the unyielding door, used his
weight to keep her in place. The only way she couwid him was if she managed to throw him off
and that was about as likely as the trailer spngutvings. He had at least seven inches in height on
her and probably eighty, ninety pounds of muscle.

“Stop it,” he snarled.

That only made her fight harder. Falco tightenisdgnasp on her wrists, brought her hands to her
sides and pinned them to the door.

“l said, stop it! You want me to hurt you, | will.

She made a choked sound but it wasn’t of rageas of terror. Her face, bright with color a



moment ago, blanched. Those enormous topaz eyesdtgiassy.

He’d flown out here to protect this woman. Instdagl was scaring her half to death. Kissing her
had been a straight and simple matter of ego awdalsa’t into BS like that. He was who he was; he
didn’t need anybody’s applause to do whatever plédt out to do, certainly not a client’s. He'd let
his pride, whatever you wanted to call it, getha way.

And he didn't like it, not one bit.

“Listen to me.”

She wouldn’t. She was lost in her own world, fegrihe worst.

“Ms. Bissette,” he said sharply. “Elle. Pay attent I'm not going to hurt you.”
Her eyes met his.

Hell. He’'d seen a dog look at him like this ongears back when he was just a kid. He'd found
the animal wandering an alley not far from the @irsiansion in Greenwich Village. Its ribs had
showed; there were marks he hadn’'t wanted to ifyeori its back. Come on, boy, he’'d said, holding
out his hand, but the creature had looked at hiouth eyes that said it damned well knew his soft
voice didn’t mean a thing.

He’d won the dog’s trust by squatting down, hotgdout his arms, showing his hands were empty.
What was the human equivalent of that kind of mgs2a

Falco cleared his throat.

“Okay. Here’s what happens next. I'll let go ofuyand step back. You stay where you are. No
hands, no fists, no weapons. And we’ll talk. That'sve’'ll just talk.”

He gave it a couple of seconds. Then he did widttiold her he’d do. Another couple of seconds
went by. She didn’t move. Neither did he. That wase kind of success, wasn't it? A little color
had returned to her face. Another plus. Finallg &lok a deep breath.

“l want you to leave.”

Her voice was low but steady. Her eyes had Ia#ttdrrified glitter. Good. Maybe now they really
could talk.

“Look, Ms. Bissette—"

“l said—"

“I heard you. But we need to discuss this.”
“We have nothing to discuss.”

She was back. He could see it in the way shelieisklf, in the lift of her chin, the steadiness of



her gaze.
“Actually, we do. I'm sorry if | frightened you lba-"
“Frightened me?” Her eyes narrowed. “You disgusted”
“Excuse me?”

“Putting your hands on me. Your mouth on me.” El@in went up another notch. “Men like you
are...you're despicable!”

Falco felt a muscle jump in his cheek. He’'d beaited similar names, a long time back, though
they’d been names that were far more basic. It &g when you were a kid and your old man was
Cesare Orsini.

He’d learned to respond to such remarks withibts.f
Not this time, obviously. This time, he flashedadd smile.

“Trust me, Ms. Bissette. The feeling is mutuatn hot into women who look into a camera as if
they want to screw the guy behind it. | was simpBking a point.”

“You made it. You're contemptible.”

Falco gave an exaggerated sigh. “Disgusting, dabfe, contemptible. Yeah, yeah, yeah. I've
heard it all before.”

Elle Bissette folded her arms. “I'll bet you have.

“You said we couldn’t fool anybody if we pretended were lovers. | figured | could save us ten
minutes of talk by showing you that you were wréng.

“Well, you didn’t. And | wasn’t. I'm an actress bplaying at being your lover would take more
talent that even | possess.”

Her insults almost made him laugh. From poorlittictim to haughty aristocrat in the blink of an
eye. Damned right, she was an actress.

But he was willing to bet that her terror a littaile ago had not been an act.

“Look,” he said in as conciliatory a tone as haldananage, “why don’t we start over? We’ll go
somewhere, have a cup of coffee, you'll fill meomwhy you need a bodyguard—"

“l do not need a bodyguard. Are you deaf? | want gut of here, right now.”

She pointed an elegant hand at the door and tbesdtead. Her hair, a mane of jet black, flew
around her face. He'd bet she’d practiced the gestufront of a mirror until it looked just right.

“Get out or I'll scream so loud it'll bring halhe world running.”



Enough, Falco thought grimly. He took a step fachand clasped her elbows.
“That’s fine,” he said coldly. “Go right ahead.r8am your head off.”
“You think | won’t? | will! And five minutes aftethat, you'll be in jail.”

“You left out a step. The part where the cops shpw He tightened his hold on her and hauled
her to her toes, his head lowered so their facee wehes apart. “They’ll want to have a nice, long
chat with you, baby. Are you up for that?”

She stared at him. The color drained from her fambshe became still.

“What's the matter, Ms. Bissette? Don’t you liket idea?” She didn’t answer and he flashed a
smile as cold as a New York winter. “Maybe, if weeheally lucky, the paparazzi will come by along
with the cops. Then you can talk to the whole wdrld

Whatever fight was left in her was gone. She viemt under his hands, her head drooped forward
and all at once he thought, to hell with this! Helmot flown 3,000 miles to play games. She found
him disgusting? Her prerogative. She had a reas&rdp the cops away? Her prerogative again. She
was not his problem, none of this was. How he’dlgtself be drawn into the mess was beyond him
but no way was he going to get drawn in any deeper.

The lady had said “no,” and “no” it was.

“Relax,” he said, his tone flat as he let go of &ued stepped back. “You don’'t need to scream to
get rid of me. Just move away from the door andduhof here.”

She didn’'t move. He rolled his eyes, shoulderest par and reached for the knob.
“Wait a minute.”

Falco looked over his shoulder. Elle Bissette fsmadd; he saw the muscles move in her throat.
Which color were here eyes? Amber or topaz? Theghiowas so completely inappropriate, it made
him angry.

“What now?” he growled.

“Mr. Orsini.” She hesitated. “This is your—youné of work? You're a bodyguard?”

He smiled thinly. “I am any number of things, NBssette, but it's a little late to ask for my CV.”
“The thing is...l didn’t ask for a bodyguard.”

“Here’s a news flash, baby. | didn’t ask for thé.J

“But you said someone sent you.”

“l said someone | know told me you had a problew asked me to check it out.” His mouth
twisted. “And here | am.”



“Look, it's not my fault you agreed to do a favor a friend and—"

“He isn't a friend and | don’t do favors for anyho” Falco heaved out a breath. Why get into any
of that? How he’d come to be here didn’t mattepeegally since he was about to leave. “It's a long
story and it doesn’t change the facts. | came hecause | was under the impression you needed
help.” Another thin smile. “I was wrong.”

“You were wrong,” she said quickly. “You can see yourself, I'm just fine.”

He thought of the terror that had shone in hes eykttle while ago. Well, maybe it was true.
Maybe she was fine. Maybe all that fear had begctlgtof him.

“Really, I'm fine. I'm just wondering why you...whgomeone would have thought otherwise.”

Falco dug his hands into the pockets of his flatmoeisers. “You posed for a magazine ad,” he
said. “A provocative one.”

Her chin rose again. He’'d seen pro boxers wittstirae habit. It wasn’t a good one, not if you
didn’t want to end up in trouble.

“It was a lingerie ad, Mr. Orsini, not an ad forerHershey’s chocolate.”

He grinned. “No argument there, Ms. Bissette.” ghis faded. “Fifty thousand lovesick idiots
went out and bought their girlfriends whatevesiyou were wearing in that ad, then wondered why
it didn’t look on them the way it looked on you.”

She stiffened. He could almost see the gears wgri8he was trying to figure out if what he’'d
said was a compliment or an insult.

“For your information,” she said coldly, “statis$i show that women are the target audience for
lingerie ads.”

“Great. So fifty thousand broads went out and tigat outfit, put it on, looked in the mirror and
wondered what the hell had gone wrong.”

For a fraction of a second, she looked as if sheted to laugh. Then that chin rose again.
“Is there a point to this, Mr. Orsini?”

“Damned right. All those people looked at an ad saw an ad.” His voice became chill. “One
sicko saw something else and decided to—what’sytedavorite psychobabble term? He decided to
‘share’ what he saw with you.”

A flush rose in her cheeks. “You've seen what-théiat person sent me.”
Falco nodded. “Yes.”

He expected a rant. Indignation, that Farineltd bant the thing to someone. Instead, she
shuddered.



“It was—it was horrible,” she whispered.

A fraction of his anger dissipated. She lookeeldiand vulnerable; she was frightened even
though she was determined to claim she wasn’tshetwasn’t going to do anything to protect
herself. It made no sense.

“It was worse than horrible.” He waited a beat.fyMvon’t you go to the cops?”
“You said it yourself. It was just the work of sem-some crazy.”
“Crazies can be dangerous,” Falco said. “He shbaltbund.”

She stared at him, her eyes suddenly filled viitlt same despair he’'d seen in the photo of her on
the beach.

“That would mean publicity.”
“Publicity’s better than turning up dead.”

His blunt statement was deliberate. He'd hopeshtuck her into telling him the real reason she
didn’t want to go to the police—he’d have bet auband bucks there wasn’t an actor or actress on
the planet who didn’t want publicity, good or badut-he could see that wasn’t going to happen.

“It's just a prank,” she said, very calmly. “Stuiffe that happens. | mean, this is Hollywood.”
“Has he contacted you again?”
“You already asked me that. | told you, he hasn't.

She’d lied again. So what? So what if there wasenmthis than she was letting on? Fifteen
minutes from now, he’d be on a plane heading badketw York.

“Just that one thing?” he heard himself ask. “Nujhelse?”

“Isn’t that what | just said?” A smile as falseths one she wore in that lingerie ad curved lps: li
“Look, I'm not worried. Really. There’s security dime set. | have an alarm system in my house.”
Another smile. A toss of the head. Forget despdirat he saw in those topaz eyes now was
dismissal. “At any rate, thank you for coming te see.”

Falco shrugged. “No problem.”
She held out her hand. It was a queen’s gestteew@s discharging him, her subject.
Something flickered inside him.

Had that softening of her mouth under his, that¢llygerceptible sigh, really all been an act? Had
she been diverting him so he wouldn’t expect theatryy knife at his belly? Or had it been real? That
sudden, sexy little sound she’d made. The way spa’ted her lips beneath his.



One step forward. One tug on those slender fingetiended toward him. Then she’d be in his
arms, her breasts soft against his hard chesthiggrs against his, her lips his for the takingdAre
would take them, he’d kiss her again and againn¢a&ach kiss deeper than the last until she
moaned and rose to him, whispered her need anlinger against his mouth...

Dammit, was he insane?

She didn’t go for men like him. Hey, that was file didn’t go for women like her. And he sure
as hell wasn’t turned on by women who flauntedrteekuality, who all but invited a faceless sea of
men to get off on thinking what it would be liketake her to bed.

Falco ignored her outstretched hand.

“Goodbye, Ms. Bissette,” he said, and he openeditor of the trailer and stepped briskly into the
heat of the desert.

The afternoon’s shoot began badly and went dowirbih there.
It made the morning’s attempts look good.
Everybody was unhappy.

The heat was awful; they’d been breaking earlyabse of it but Farinelli announced that they
were going to get this scene filmed or, per Didyatty was leaving!

Elle just could not get the scene right. Not lait, she kept telling herself. The encounter with
Falco Orsini had shaken her. She’d done her bdst fmlite to him at the end but it hadn’t been
easy. Finding him in her trailer, a stranger sh sal powerful that he’d seemed to fill the space...

And the way he’d kissed her, as if he could makewant to kiss him back.

Some women might; even she knew that. Not heughoShe hated the whole sex thing. It was
like a bad joke, a woman hired for her sex appeahi ad, but it wasn’t a joke, it was the terrible
truth. A man’s wet mouth, his rough hands...

Falco Orsini’'s mouth had not been wet. It had b&#arm and hard and possessive but not wet.
And his hands...hard, yes. Strong. But he hadn’thedder roughly...

Elle gave herself a mental shake.

So what? The point was, he’d had no right to kimseven though he’d done it in response to her
telling him she and he could never pretend theyeMmrers. Besides, it didn’t matter. He would not
be her bodyguard. Nobody would. Nobody would pake pry and ask questions she had no
intention of answering...

“...listening to me, Elle?”



She blinked. Antonio was standing close to heldevveryone waited. “This is a love scene. A
very important one. You must convey passion. Desltsger. And you must do it with your eyes,
your hands, your face. There is no kissing in $eisne, si? There is only teasing. Of your character
of Chad’s character, of the audience.” He tookarer, looked up at her, his expression determined.
“You can do this. Relax. Forget the cameras, tee/cForget everything but whatever brought that
look to your face in the advertisement you didBon Soir.”

Elle almost laughed. She’d had small movie rokefete but that ad had gotten her this big part.
What if people knew that “that look” had been thekly result of an unlucky sinus infection? A
heady combination of aspirin, decongestant andl+aashthroat spray had miraculously translated to
glittering eyes, slumberous lids and parted lips.

Better not to mention that, of course.

“One last try,” Farinelli said softly. “I want yaw imagine yourself in the arms of a man whose
passion overcomes your most basic inhibitions, a wigo stirs you as no other ever could. Imagine
a flesh-and-blood lover, bella, one you have knawd never forgotten. Put Chad out of your mind.”

Chad rolled his eyes. “Damn, Antonio. You realhokv how to hurt a guy.”

The joke was deliberate. A tension reliever, dwdorked. Everybody laughed. Elle managed a
smile. Farinelli patted her hand, stepped away thesed his hand like the Pope about to give a
benediction.

“And, action!”

Elle lay back in her co-star’'s arms. Her heart ve&sng with nerves. What had she been thinking,
letting her agent convince her to take this partiatMntonio wanted of her was impossible. She
couldn’t do it, couldn’t look into a man’s eyes amdnt him not even when it was make-believe.

Having a man’s hands on her. His wet mouth ominauth. God, oh, God...

“Look at me,” Chad'’s character said. It was a lnielialogue he’d repeated endless times today.
Elle looked up, just as she had done endless tioussy ...

And saw not his movie-star handsome face, bub#aitiful, proud, masculine face of Falco
Orsini.

Obsidian eyes. Thin, aristocratic nose. Chise@dgnd a hard, firm mouth—a mouth that she
could still remember for its warmth, its hunges, possessiveness.

An ache swept through her body, heat burned frenbheasts to low in her belly...
“And, cut!”

Elle blinked. She stared at the man looking dowmea. Chad, her co-star, who flashed a toothy
grin.



“Elle, mia bella!” Antonio Farinelli hurried towdrher. She heard a smattering of applause, a
couple of whistles as he held out his hands angkkeher to her feet. “ Brava, Elle. That was
perfetto!” He brought his fingers to his lips andded them. “The screen will sizzle!”

Chad rose beside her and winked. “I don’t know wbo were thinkin’ about, honey, but he is
sure one lucky guy.”

A quarter of a mile away, half-concealed by a dadhee, Falco Orsini slammed a pair of
high-powered binoculars into a leather case angktb# into the front seat of his rented SUV.

What a hell of a performance! Elle Bissette amdimeraman. Elle Bissette and an actor. And
when this movie hit the theaters, Elle Bissette aweduple of million faceless men.

She was hot for every guy in the world.
Except him.
No that he gave a damn.

What got to him was that he’d flown 3,000 mileslahe’d sent him packing. Her choice, but he
couldn’t stop thinking about that look in her eyeshe beach photo and again in the trailer, a look
that spelled FEAR in capital letters.

Something was happening and no way was he leawitighe knew what it was. Falco got into the
SUV and settled in to wait.

Chapter Four

AN HOUR passed before he saw her. She was heéatitige cars parked near the set. He’'d
figured her for something bright and expensivewds right about the bright part, but expensive?
He smiled. The lady drove a red Beetle.

He’d been wrong about her destination, too. Hejdred her for a rented house in Palm Springs or
maybe a glitzy hotel but she headed northwest. . Fo?Lit was a fairly long drive but this was
Friday. She was probably heading home for the wastke

Following her wasn’'t a problem. There was plertyraffic, plus she turned out to be a
conservative driver, staying in the right-hand lané doing a steady 65 miles per hour.

He settled in a few of cars behind her.

After a while, her right turn signal light blinkexh. She took an exit ramp that led to the kind of
interchange he was pretty sure existed only inf@alia, a swirl of interlocking roads that lookesl a
if somebody had dumped a pot of pasta and calledetsultant mess a highway system.



Freeway. That was what they called them here grembered that when the Bissette woman
took a freeway headed north.

Still no problem but where was she going?

Another thirty minutes went by before her turnnsigcame on again. This time, the exit led into a
town so small he’d have missed it had he blinkedloing her wasn’'t so simple now, especially
after she hung a couple of lefts and ended uptarodane country blacktop.

Traffic was sparse. A couple of cars, a truckyiag a load of vegetables, that was about all.

Dusk had fallen. There was no other traffic nowgsBtte’s taillights came on. Falco kept his lights
off and hung farther back.

They'd been on the road a long time and the pgssinutes had only made his suspicions
sharpen. Why was she so determined to handle tbke sie was in all by herself?

Why was she so smugly certain nobody would buy mitn as her lover?

Did she want him to believe she could convincellaan horny guys looking at her in an ad or in
a movie that they turned her on, but that she ecoujpiday the same act one on one with him?

His hands tightened on the steering wheel.

Was that the real reason he was tailing her? Tir@ot her again, show her what could happen if
he wanted it to happen, if he kissed her not toexvafgoint but to make her damned well admit she
wanted to respond to him, that it wouldn’t take aeying at all for her to come alive in his arms?

“Merda!”
Falco slowed the SUV to a crawl. Was he goinguts

It was years, hell, it was more than a decadesdiietd cared about proving himself to anybody.
And it had never, ever involved a woman. “The QrSitud,” his brothers had laughingly called him
when they had been in their teens. They'd all dasgfine in that department but yeah, some of the
local girls had burned extra hot for the neighboxdhbad boy.

It had been like that as he got older, too; It wias.

Women, beautiful women, were easy to come by. Woewen more beautiful than Elle Bissette.
Women who didn’t play games. So, what was he dfoligwing her into the middle of nowhere?

It wasn’t logical, and it wasn't like him.
Okay. It had been a long day. He needed to kick d@ave a drink, a meal...

Yes, but what was Bissette doing in the middle@i/here? Maybe that was the real question.
This all but empty road, curving now like a snaketalimbed into the mountains, tall trees on@ith
side. It wasn’'t a good place to be if some crazy after you. Crowds. Bright lights. People. There



was safety in numbers. A cliché but also a fact.
Falco frowned.
Maybe the whole thing was a lie.

Maybe it was her idea of publicity. Or the diratsoHe didn’t think so, after talking with
Farinelli, after seeing that mutilated ad, but amg was possible.

Or maybe she was all the way out here to meet guyeA lover. A woman like this, lush and
sensual, sure as hell would have a man around.ekevel of sex, of lying in her lover’'s arms, of
giving him what she had made clear she would ngiwer Falco, her body naked under his, her
hands on him, her mouth...

His body reacted so quickly, so completely, thatds embarrassing.

Forget needing a drink. What he needed was arlong one. Or a workout. Better still, he
needed both. He’'d been in L.A. before, he knewuplmof gyms where he could sweat whatever
this was out of his system and—

Falco blinked. Bissette’s taillights, two dotsapimson
bleeding far into the distance, flashed brighthgn disappeared.
Had she made him?

He picked up speed. Slowed when he reached threxapyate location where she’d seemingly
vanished. Without headlights, it was difficult /sesmuch of anything, but, yeah, he spotted
something, a pair of old wooden posts to the Iethe road and between them, a rutted track barely
wide enough for a car. The VW had taken it; he d@de its taillights and, in the sweep of its
headlights, the murky outline of a house in a siiakring.

The lady had reached her destination.
A muscle flickered in Falco’s jaw.

A strange place for an actress to rendezvousiveithover. A dangerous place, if she wasn't
meeting anyone and would be here alone, but haéyyia@roblem...

“Dammit,” Falco said. He pulled to a cleared spfifty feet ahead, parked and got out of the
SUV.

Elle sighed with relief as her headlights pickgdtiie shape of the cabin.

She parked her VW under a soaring pine, steppedmalshut the door after her. The clearing was
dark; there were stars overhead but the moon hiagehoisen.



No matter. She knew every foot of the clearing #redcabin by heart.
And loved all of it.

She'd rented it for a while and she’d been heakin when the owner decided to sell it or tear it
down. She couldn’t blame him. The cabin was snitalleeded lots of work, and the ski resort that
had once been planned a few miles away had neveriaized.

Nobody wanted the run-down cabin but her. It wasdanctuary but she couldn’t afford to buy it.

And then, a miracle. She’d signed with Bon Soier Hontract called for more money than she’'d
ever imagined she might earn and she’d taken ttieameck and plunked it down on the cabin.

Now, it was hers.

She was still fixing it up. It needed a new por@mew roof, but what did that matter? It belonged
to her. Nobody else. No one knew about it, eithavas the one place where she could relax, be
herself...

Be safe.

She’d always felt safe here, despite the isolafldre cabin, the surrounding woods, took her back
to her childhood. Part of her childhood, she thauglckly, the only part she ever wanted to
remember, when her mother was still alive and ttdyeen just the two of them living in a cabin
like this in a woods like this...

An owl called from the trees.

Elle jumped. Silly. The woods were home to lotei@atures, none of them frightening. It was the
day that had left her feeling unsettled, she thbagtshe climbed the porch steps. The scene #tat ju
wouldn’t end, the movie role she should never iaken...

The man.

Falco Orsini.

Elle took her keys from her pocket and unlockexidbor.

How dare he show up the way he had? Without wgrnuithout permission.
She stepped inside the cabin, shut the door bdtend

Part of it was Farinelli’s fault. The director had right going behind her back; he should have
told her he was going to hire a bodyguard and shale told him to do no such thing. But that man.
Orsini. Entering her trailer. Waiting for her thefeting as if he owned her. Kissing her. Forcimg h
into his arms, forcing her to endure the feel sflands, his body, his mouth.

A tremor went through her.



Awful, all of it...
It had been awful...Hadn't it?

She could still feel his embrace. The strengthisfarms. The hardness of his body. The warmth
of his mouth. And—and the sudden, incredible quiakeg of her blood.

No. That was impossible. What she’d felt had b#isgust. What else would a woman feel when a
man touched her? She knew all she needed to knout aten and their needs, their appetites, their
hunger. Some women endured it all, some preteralkkktthose things. Not her. She knew. She had
always known, and what did that matter?

Falco Orsini had burst into her life and now hes\gane.

All that talk about protecting her...Elle tossed parse aside. Baloney, her mama would have
said. He had his own agenda; hadn’t he proved ityiyg to kiss her? Men always had their own
agendas. Her co-star acted like Mr. Nice Guy, ta#lly, it was only because he wanted to get this
movie over with. Her director wanted the same ttand had proved he’d do anything to have it
happen, including hiring a bodyguard that he hakhtm~ she would not want.

Especially a bodyguard like Falco Orsini.

The hard, handsome face. The powerful body. Tie haisky voice. The veneer of good manners
laid over the persona of a street tough.

Elle shook her head, reminded herself she’d cdiikeaway up here so she could spend the
weekend ridding herself of all those thoughts arathed for the nearest light switch.

Nothing.
Click. Click. Click.

Dammit, the light wasn’t coming on. Moving cardyufeeling her way, trying to ignore the
sudden unease tiptoeing up her spine, she madeayeo a table and reached for the lamp centered
on it.

Click. Click. Click.

The hair rose on the nape of her neck. Two bujfosgdat the same time? Coincidence? Yes. It had
to be. Hadn't she just thought about the fact timdtody even knew the cabin existed? She’d kept it
as her secret hideaway from the start. She hagamnaent in Studio City, but this was where she
came to restore her soul. Mama would have saidtihat The woods were like a cathedral where
you went to find peace.

Coincidence, absolutely.

Briskly, she moved forward, hand outstretchedljrigeor the little round table beside the sofa.
Yes. There it was. Her fingers found the slendéuroa of the lamp centered on it, skated up its cool



surface, closed around the switch.
The light came on.
Elle breathed a sigh of relief...
And saw what had been hung on the planked pinkb&saide the fireplace.

A scream rose in her throat but she couldn’t geti. It seemed to take forever before it burst,
full-blown, into the dark silence of the night.

Falco was standing on the edge of the woods thadunded the cabin, asking himself—for the
third time—just what, exactly, he was doing here.

He’d come out of curiosity or maybe out of angad a slightly dented ego, and none of that
justified following her here. Elle Bissette didwant his help. She didn’t want any part of him.g=in
End of story. By now, he should have been on agplaalfway to New York.

His mouth thinned. Hell, he thought, and he turaed started jogging toward the road.

He’'d already made a fool of himself, trying to f@a this woman. Why would he do it again? She
wanted to spend the night in a place that looKezldi leftover from a Friday the 13th movie? Her
business, not—

Her scream tore apart the night.

Falco turned and ran to the house. He chargetlaipdrch steps. This was not the textbook
response to trouble. He had no weapon, no knowletlggaat awaited him, but that scream...

The door opened and Elle flew through it, straight his outstretched arms.
“No,” she shrieked, “no, no, no...”
“Ms. Bissette. Elle. It's me. Falco Orsini.”

He knew she couldn’t hear him, not in the staeewshs in, eyes wide with terror, face white with
it. Panting, sobbing, she beat at him with hesfiait he had no time to worry about that. Instéad,
shoved her behind him, braced himself to take ooewvar was in there...

Nobody.
The cabin, brightly illuminated by a lamp at tlae &€nd, was empty.

Falco turned to Elle, huddled in the corner of ploech. Her breath was coming in desperate little
gasps. Her teeth were chattering. She was coldlaaking and he cursed, reached for her and
gathered her into his arms.



“Elle. You're safe. You're with me.”

Slowly, she raised her head and focused on hées fatister—Mister Orsini?”
“Yes. That's right. Tell me what happened. Was sone waiting for you here?”
She shook her head. “N-no.”

“But something scared you. What was it?”

“I saw—I saw...” Her expression changed, her voiees wstill weak but not it was tinged with
suspicion. “What—what are you doing here?”

“l followed you.”

“You followed...?” Her hands flattened against hiest. She pushed back a couple of inches.
“Why?”

Why, indeed? “We can talk about that later. Righwv you need to tell me what frightened you.”
Her eyes clouded; she dragged them from his ascetbdown. “It's—it’s nothing. A—a spider.”

Falco’s mouth twisted. “That’s bull and you knaw He cupped her face, forced her to meet his
steady gaze. “Here’s the bottom line, lady. You iwvoall the cops? | will.”

“No. You have no right—"

“You need help. If not from me, then from the pelf’

“All right!” She took a breath. “Someone—someoeft something here. Something for me.”
He felt his belly knot. “Another picture?”

She shook her head. Her hair whispered acrodsahids like ebony silk. “Not a picture. An—an
animal. A dead animal.”

Falco nodded. “Okay. Here’s what you’re going ¢to By SUV is parked on the road about fifty
feet up. Here are the keys. Go to it, get insidek the doors and—"

“No!” Her fingers curled into his jacket. “| domtant to be alone.”

Falco put his arms around her again. She stiffénedghe let him hold her. He could feel her heart
racing. She felt fragile and female and hell, armnmvould show a woman compassion at a moment
like this.

“All right. Forget the SUV. You stay here whileheck things out.”

“Okay.”



Her voice was low and shaky. He'd have liked itéreif she’'d given him a hard time. She was
tough, he already knew that, and this show of adremt told him, even more than her pallor and her
trembling, that she was far too close to shock.

“Good girl.” Her eyes had not left his. Instinobk over. He bent his head and brushed his lips
gently over hers, told himself it was simply anethvay of offering her the reassurance she needed.
Her mouth trembled at the touch of his; the warofther breath was a shocking contrast to the icy
feel of her skin. “I'll be right back.”

She nodded. He stroked a strand of hair back frentheek. Then he took a deep breath and
stepped inside the cabin.

It wasn’t much. Anybody expecting the palatialslaf a movie star would have been
disappointed. One room, simply furnished. A couwgdlemall tables. A couple of chairs. A door to
his left stood open and led into a no-nonsensed@aith. Sink, shower, toilet. An alcove to the right
held an apartmentsized stove, refrigerator and sink

The lamp at the far end of the cabin burned aghbyi as the sun.

There was a light switch by the door. A lamp dalae a couple of feet away. Why would Elle
have ignored both, made her way through a darknhdahieach the most distant light source in the
room?

He tried the wall switch. The table lamp. Got esslclicks both times. Coincidence? He doubted
it. A quick look confirmed it. There was no bulbthre wall fixture, none in the lamp.

Someone had set things up so Elle would be dravihdr into the room.
To the wall beside the fireplace.
To something he could see hanging on that wall.

Falco moved forward slowly. The thing on the wadtame easier to identify. His belly knotted.
Yes, it was an animal. A possum? A squirrel?

A cat. Yes, but not a real—
“Falco?”

He spun around. Elle stood in the doorway, hataisped at her waist, face a pale oval against the
darkness behind her. Her gaze was fixed on the wall

“Is it—is it dead?”

“It's okay,” he said, but she shook her head. #atmved toward her. “Honestly, baby, it's okay.
It isn’t a real animal, it's a toy. A toy cat.”

Elle made a little sound. She began to sway. Falcsed and got to her just before she went down
in a boneless heap.



Chapter Five
IT COULD have been an act.

Bissette was an actress, wasn’'t she? Maybe shghhshe could play him for sympathy if she did
an old-time swoon.

But the light-as-air feel of her limp body in f@ems, the way her head lolled back against his
shoulder, was all too real. She was out like tlow@rbial light.

Falco cursed under his breath and carried hdratduton. “Elle,” he said urgently. “Elle, can you
hear me?”

Nothing. Her face was devoid of color. For allkmew, she was going into shock.

The cabin was cold. And damp. There was wood amdlikg on the fireplace hearth but no way
was he going to let her remain here long enougla faazing fire to matter. The time for her to make
her own decisions was over.

When he left this place, so would she.

A patchwork quilt, almost translucent with age sveatly folded across a ladder-back maple
chair. He shook open the quilt, drew it over hemnthay his fingers against her throat.

Good.

Her pulse, though rapid, was strong and steady/d3ftopped shaking and now tinges of color
were starting to stain her cheeks.

His throat tightened.

God, she was beautiful. Even now, with no makéep hair wild, she was the most beautiful
woman he’d ever seen.

And what did that matter at a time like this?

He had to get Elle Bissette up and moving ancobthis dreary, isolated place. She might not
want a bodyguard but she was in no condition toertht determination. She was his responsibility.
For the moment, anyway.

A man didn’t turn his back on his duty.

Falco went quickly to the alcove that passed fhitéhen, pulled a dish towel from a rack,
checked the minuscule fridge, found a bottle ofenatalfway to the futon he made a quick detour,
ripped the toy cat from the wall and put it aside.



Elle gave a soft moan.

He squatted next to her, opened the bottle ofnwateired some onto the towel and patted it over
her forehead and cheeks.

“Elle,” he said firmly. “Open your eyes.”

A sigh. A murmur. A flutter of lashes so long tregemed to curve against her cheekbones. Her
eyes opened. Confusion glittered in their ambetlge@hen she gave a hoarse cry, jerked upright
and went for his face.

“Dammit,” he said, and caught her wrists. “Ell@KE it easy. You're all right. It's me. Falco.”
She stilled. Her eyes cleared. “Falco?” she whiesghe

He let out a breath he didn’'t know he’d been haddi

“Yeah,” he said gruffly. “It's me.”

She fell back against the futon. “What—what ha ol

“You fainted.”

“That’s impossible. I've never fainted in my life.

Her voice was thready but the determination wasetfust the same. He would have laughed if he
hadn’t figured that would only send her into attackde again and there wasn't time for that.

“Yeah,” he said, “well, there’s a first time foverything.” He leaned forward, wrapped a strong
arm around her shoulders, drew her toward him &tdl dbut the water bottle. “Drink.”

“What is that?”

Falco rolled his eyes. “Gin and tonic with a slafdime. It's water, babe. #D.”
“‘But I'm not—"

“Thirsty. Do you ever do anything without an argeamt?”

She gave him the glare he figured the Medusa bad to turn men to stone. That was good,
considering she’d been out cold only a few minaigs. Then she snatched the bottle from his hand,
put her head back and took a long drink. He watt¢heglay of muscle in her throat, watched a
trickle of water make its way over her bottom lip.

All he had to do was lean in, put the tip of lmedue to that tiny bit of moisture...
Falco shot to his feet. “Okay,” he said brusqué&lye you ready to tell me what just happened?”

“What do you mean, what just happened? | passet ou



“Somebody that knows about this place broke i &amd left something for you.”
“Oh, God.” Her voice turned thready. “The cat.”

Idiot, he said to himself, and squatted besidealgain.

“It was a toy, Elle. It wasn't real.”

“I know. You said so.”

He nodded. “But you fainted anyway.”

Her gaze met his, then skittered away. “From félie

“Or because that toy has some meaning to you.”

“No,” she said quickly. Much too quickly.

“l saw you, Elle. You thought the cat was real...fMas bad.” A muscle knotted in his jaw. “But
finding out it was a toy was even worse.” His egigied into hers. “Why?”

Elle gave him another of those cold glares. Hddceee the defiance, the tough independence
coming back, but he knew enough this time to retzsgi for what it was.

A shield.
She knew something. And she wasn’t about to latihion it.

Still, he couldn’t demand answers now. He wantedadut of here. He didn't like the cabin’s
seclusion, the impenetrable wall of tall trees thatounded it, the fact that he had no idea wdrat,
who, might be hiding within those trees.

Most of all, he didn’t like the fact that whoevead wanted to scare the bejeezus out of her had
damned near done it. If she’d been alone whenaldlgt thing on the wall...

“Okay,” he said, as he stood up, “the questiomsveait.”

“I'm not answering any questions, Mr. Orsini—butdve one for you. Exactly what are you doing
here?”

“I see we’re back to formalities.”

"“We’'re back to the fact that | didn’t hire you asodyguard.”
“Nobody hired me. | told you that. Consider mecéunteer.”

“This is not a charity,” she said coldly. “I dord@tcept volunteers.”

Despite everything, he laughed. She didn’t. Skefjmed him with that look again. He figured it



had surely sent other men running. Too bad shemaating it on him.
“You followed me.” Her tone was as sharp as a-wehed blade. “Why?”

He thought of taking her in his arms and giving &graphic answer to the question, kissing her
until she responded to him—and he could make thppén, he was certain—but it was a crazy idea.
Besides, everything had to take a backseat tangater the hell out of this place. They'd already
been here too long.

Whoever had tacked that stuffed animal to the w@lild still be outside. Okay, it was doubtful,
but why take chances?

“Answer me, Mr. Orsini. Why did you follow me?”

“Maybe I like red VWSs.”

Elle rose to her feet. “Maybe | don’t like smansavers.”

“Look, baby—"

“Do not call me that!”

“Look, Ms. Bissette, you want conversation, fiBeit not here.”

“l am not the least bit interested in conversatMat | want are answers.”
“So do |, but not here.”

“On second thought, forget the answers. All | wiantou out of here.”
Falco narrowed his eyes. “Is it me, or do you jik&t giving men a tough time?”
“I don’t give men anything,” she snapped. “Why WbiP”

Why, indeed. Was she into women? No way. Thatikisse desert assured him of that. Was she a
woman who used men to suit her purposes, thenrdesd¢dahem when it was time for a change? Did
she change lovers as often as some women changexbloa?

Not that it mattered. He had nothing to do with life. Somebody was out to get this woman. The
obscenity of it was not just wrong, it was vicious.

“Look,” he said, trying hard to sound reasonabyjeu can't stay here.”
She laughed. It made his fists clench.
“Did | say something amusing?” he said.

“I don’t know how to break this to you, Mr. Orsjiut | can do whatever | want.”



“Somebody broke into your cabin. Left you a—a nagss”
“Oh, please! Break-ins happen in wild country likes. It was vandalism. Kids, plain and simple.”

Falco smiled thinly. “Did kids nail that toy todlwall and send you that marked-up advertisement,
too?”

It was a low blow. He knew it, wanted to feel gpidbout it but if it forced her to see reality, it
was worth it. He waited for her to retaliate. Te burprise, she didn’t. Instead, she swung away fro
him, wrapped her arms around herself, and thait dithlco clasped her shoulders and turned her
toward him.

“Don’t you see, Elle? These two things must batesl.”
She shook her head. “No,” she whispered, “theg'afe
“And the sun won't set in the west.”

She swallowed hard. “That’s different.”

“Yeah, itis. The sun isn’t interested in hurtiyagu.”

For a few seconds, nothing happened. Then herfilgelswith darkness. “Oh, God,” she
whispered, “God...”

Falco muttered an obscenity, reached for her atiteged her close against him. A sob broke from
her throat and he cupped her face, lifted it to his

“I'll protect you,” he said softly. “I swear it.”

“l don’t need anyone to protect me,” she said,Jwece breaking, and instead of arguing and
telling her she was wrong, he drew her to him agauh held her.

She felt warm and soft against him; the fragrasfdeer skin and hair was delicate and clean. He
wanted to kiss her. Undress her. Take her to bedkeNbve to her until she forget fear, forgot
sorrow, until he was all that mattered.

Carefully, he cupped her shoulders, took a step,b@aited until her eyes met his. Her nose was
red and running. It made him want to hold her clagain. Instead, he reached into his pocket, took
out a pristine white handkerchief and handed iten

“Thank you,” she said, and mopped her eyes, blemnbse.
He nodded.
“So. I'm assuming you don't live here full-time.”

“l don’t, no.”



“Is this a rental?”
“It's mine.” Her voice was low; he had to stramtiear it. “I bought it with my first big paychetk.
“From that lingerie company?”

Damn, he hadn’t meant to sound accusatory. Widahelicare if she smiled and pouted for the
eyes of every man on the planet? But she simplged@&nd said yes, that was right.

“I'd always wanted a place like this. Quiet. Tudkavay.”

The cabin was definitely both. Still, someone fadd it. A lover she’d brought here one
weekend? The very possibility made him furious.tTehenan would violate a woman with such
calculated cruelty. That a man would violate thastigular woman—

Falco frowned. He was wasting precious time.

“Okay,” he said briskly, “here’s the plan. Get édiger anything you think you'll want. We’'ll leave
your car. I'll arrange to have—"

“No.” Elle shook off his hands. No more tears. $l@aky voice. She was the portrait of composure.
“No, what? Your car will be fine. I'll arrange tave somebody pick it up and—"

“I'm not leaving.”

“Dammit, woman, be reasonable.”

“I'm being totally reasonable. If anybody—if anybpohad wanted to—to do anything to me,
they’'d have been here, waiting.”

“That’s one way to look at it.”
“It's the only way to look at it.”

It wasn’t, but telling her about similar situat®that had ended in blood and disaster wasn’'ten th
agenda right now. She thought she was being rebth®kay. He'd appeal to that.

“Look, there’s nothing complicated about this, gk#&ick a friend. I'll drive you there and you
can spend the night.”

“I don’t have friends.”

His eyebrows rose. She made the announcementuvidnama, the way another woman might say
she didn’'t have a potted geranium.

“It doesn’t have to be a bosom buddy. Just someladb’ll put you up until tomorrow while |
check things out.”



Her expression went from composed to icy.

“Have | asked you to, as you so brilliantly pytdheck things out’ for me, Mr. Orsini?”
“Dammit, woman—"

“No. | have not. That’s because | am perfectlyatde of making my own plans.”
“Then make some.” Falco narrowed his eyes. “OtsWwIl make them for you.”

“You are an arrogant man, Mr. Orsini. That may liegs some of your clients but it doesn’'t do a
thing for me.”

“I don’t have ‘clients,” Falco said, each wordogied in ice. “And if there’s anybody here who’s
arrogant, baby, it's not me.”

“My name is not ‘baby.” And | am not going to eapi myself to you.”

Forget arrogant, forget determined. Her tone posture, the look on that gorgeous face was
downright hostile.

“I have a car. If | want to go somewhere, I'll\dgimyself.”
“Fine. You take the VW. I'll follow you.”
“Are you hard of hearing, Mr. Orsini? I'm stayinight here.”

The hell she was, Falco thought grimly. She wasstaying here—and neither was he. It was too
late, too dark to check the woods. Somebody wdlsrsgigher; why she refused to acknowledge that
was a question that needed answering but he’d scranound here much, much longer than was
prudent.

And he wasn’t about to waste more time arguindp\&itvoman who gave new meaning to the
word mulish.

“Don’t you get it, Mr. Orsini? You are dismissed.”

That did it. Falco scooped Elle Bissette off hemtfand dumped her over his shoulder. She was an
egotistical, irritating, obstinate witch, but noysaould he leave her in a place like this.

She punched, kicked, shrieked. None of it mattaredwalked straight through the cabin, along
the dirt track to the road, right to where he’d tbke SUV, its ebony surface lit by a newly riseary
moon.

“Son of a bitch,” Elle huffed. “You no-good, noeunt—"

“Do us both a favor,” Falco said, “and shut upg shifted her weight, yanked open the passenger
door and dumped her in the black leather seatré&pmonded by trying to scramble out, but he’d
expected that and he put one big hand in the cehteer chest and unceremoniously shoved her



back. “Stay put,” he warned, “or so help me, i# you up and stuff you in the cargo compartment.”
She looked up at him, starlit eyes hot with fury.
“You bastard! For all I know you—you pinned thatkat thing to the wall in there.”
Okay. She knew he hadn’t but the look on his hamis arrogant face was worth the stupid taunt.

“Right.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “| figudeut where you were heading, got here before
you, hung kitty up, drove away, hid out and waiedil you arrived.” His mouth twisted. “Man, |
am one clever dude!”

“You have no right to—to kidnap me.”
He laughed. Laughed, damn him, as if she andrttieeesituation were amusing.

“Is that what you're going to tell the cops? Yae ane lucky lady. | mean, two chances to call the
cops in one day?” His laughter died; his voice ¢édroold and he leaned down until their eyes were
almost level. “Go on, baby. Use your mobile. Ca# tops, tell them how you found that message in
your cabin—"

“What message?” she said and, once again, hersviwnabled out too fast.

“Oh, it was a message, all right. We both know.tfae difference is, | don’'t understand it—but |
have a feeling you sure as hell do.”

Her chin lifted. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Good. So call them. Tell them what you found| teem how | dragged you out of the freaking
middle of freaking nowhere to save your pretty d&dl them that’s what you call a kidnap, and I'll
stick around for the laughs.”

Pay dirt. He could see it, see the fight drainadfuter.
“Bastard,” she hissed.

“If only,” Falco said with a quick, dangerous senil
“I hate you!”

“And that breaks my heart.”

“It couldn’t. You have no heart, Orsini.”

“I've been told that before.”

“Oh, yes, I'll just bet you have.”

Her mouth was trembling, that soft-looking mou#e remembered the taste of it, the hint of



sweetness she had not given him time to savortardie thought, what the hell, she might as well
hate him for cause and he leaned in, capturedstiedt mouth with his, kissed her, swept his hands
into her hair when she tried to turn away...

And heard the soft catch of her breath, the whispacquiescence that told him all he needed to
know.

The need burning hot inside him burned inside toer,
“Elle,” he said, and her lips softened. Partedin@lto his.

He said her name again and she moaned, curldthhds around his wrists as he took the kiss
deeper and deeper.

The world fell away.
He could have her.

Everything in him knew it, knew as well that hayiner would be like nothing he’d ever known
before. There had been women all his life but tdemever been a woman like this.

All he had to do was lift her from the SUV, cahgr back into the cabin, undress her, bare her to
his hands, his eyes, his mouth, take her agairagach until he stripped her of that cold arrogance...

An owl hooted from the forest.
Falco pulled back.
Elle’s eyes opened.

They were pools of deepest, darkest amber, shuaitigbewilderment. He could hardly blame
her. Kissing her, wanting her, made no sense.

Neither did leaning in and kissing her again lips featherlight on hers.

“I'm in charge,” he said in a low voice. “I'll takcare of you. Nothing will happen to you, Elle, |
swear it.”

Then he slammed the door shut, went around tdrikier’s side, got behind the wheel and took
the SUV away from the cabin fast enough to make wses into the moonlight.

Chapter Six

THE NIGHT was magnificent, the ebony sky shot vétliver starfire, the cool air fragrant with the
tang of pine and fir.

The isolation, the beauty of the coastal mountamthe ever-present sound of the Pacific,



beating against a rocky beach, were what had dElerhere in the first place.

In some ways, it reminded her of home and herestyrhappiest memories. No ocean, of course.
She had grown up in a secluded valley hundred$iandreds of miles from anything, least of all the
sea. It had been a wonderful place, a wonderfeil.lif

And then it had ended.
Elle frowned.

Why think of that now? She hadn't, for years. Uatfew weeks ago. Until the ad torn from the
fashion magazine...

“Are you cold?”

Startled, she turned to Falco Orsini.
“What?”

“You were shivering. If you're cold—"

“No. No, I'm fine. | just...” She bit her lip. “I'nfine,” she said again, and looked down at her
hands, tightly knotted in her lap.

Why had she let him carry her off? He’'d given lile choice, but the truth was, she could have
stopped him. Could have made the attempt to stop dmmyway. But she hadn’t. She’d let this
stranger stuff her into the SUV and drive away wvién.

And she’d let him kiss her.

Elle closed her eyes against the unwanted mersby/d let him kiss her, force a response from
her...

Liar!

He hadn’t “forced” anything. He’d put his lips biers and something had happened deep inside
her, something she had never believed could pgssdppen if a man kissed her.

But it had.
She’d kissed him back, kissed him and wanted torgkissing him.
Which only proved what bad shape she was in.

She did not respond to—to that kind of thing. WWguld she? She knew women did but she’'d
never been able to understand it. And what impoedsad she made with that one moment of
irrational behavior? Did the man beside her think would repay him for coming to her rescue by
having sex with him?



Not that he’d come to her rescue.

He’d turned up, unwanted, uninvited. Not once. dawviln the trailer. At the cabin. Yes, she'd
flown into his arms when he’d burst through the dmat she’'d have been fine if he hadn’t been
there. She’d have gotten over her fear.

She would have.

Absolutely, she would have.
“Elle. If you're cold, just say so.”
“l told you, I'm—"

He reached out, touched a button. The windows wena whisper of warm air drifted through the
vehicle. He looked at her.

“Is that better?”

It was, actually. She hadn’t realized it until nbwt he was right, she felt chilly.
“Yes. Thank you.”

He nodded. Looked back at the windshield.

More silence.

They’'d been driving for the better part of an haartually alone on the narrow road. She’d never
been on it this far past her cabin, hadn’t evemlmegious where it led. Falco had turned onto it
going fast, no signal light, checking and rechegkime mirrors. After a while, he’d settled into a
steady, what, sixty, seventy miles an hour? Thegeh only two other vehicles, both heading toward
them and then, a little while ago, headlights hawhe up behind them.

Falco had known it well before she did. She knewdnse she’d been watching him from the
corner of her eye. That hard, handsome profile.|®hg fingers of one hand splayed over the
steering wheel, the others lying loose on the defatsver.

Both hands had suddenly tightened.
A long minute later, the pinprick of headlightdhluminated the interior.

Logic told her his eyesight was better than hiestinct told her it had nothing to do with eyegigh
He had sensed the presence of the other vehicleiaddike a predator, sleek and alert to every
nuance of what might be prey, or what might preyon.

Such a breathless analogy from a woman not giwémdathless analogies, but she suspected it
was accurate. Falco Orsini was different. At trogy nothing about him could surprise her.

Well, yes, she thought. Something could. Or, natb@mething had. The way he’d kissed her.



The way she’d responded.
Back to that.

Elle turned her face to the window and stareddbyimto the night. She responded to music. To
art. That didn’t come close to describing how shé reacted to that kiss. The quick, reflexive sense
of disgust. Of revulsion. The shock at the feehohan’s mouth on hers...

And then, oh, God, and then the incredible explosif heat that had swept through her thighs, her
belly, her breasts...

“Take the ramp, on right, in four-point-eight nsleé

Startled, Elle swung toward him. “What was that?”

“My navigator.”

“Your what?”

“My navigator,” he repeated. “She says we turnjus$t ahead.”
Was she losing her mind? “Who says?”

Falco flashed a quick grin. It was so unexpedbad $he was half-afraid her mouth had dropped
open.

“The GPS,” he said, jerking his chin toward theliaoard. “The Voice of the Robot Queen. She
has all the charm of a machine but she’s generiglhy on the money.”

The global positioning system. Of course. Ellekies at the lighted panel. Was she so far gone
that she hadn’t noticed it glowing like a TV mom2o

“I turned it on only a few minutes ago,” Falcodsaas if he’d read her thoughts. “I don’t know this
area and | don’t want to just keep driving withdotng some reconnoitering.”

“Reconnoitering?” she said blankly.

“Checking things out. Making some plans.”

“What plans? As soon as we get to Los Angeles—"
“Is that where you live?”

“In Studio City. Yes. The street is—"

“We’'re not going there.”

Elle cocked her head. “What do you mean, we’regoartg there?”



Falco shifted his weight. “I told you before. | mtasou someplace safe.”
“And | told you—"
“Turn right in point-three miles.”

“I know what you told me.” Lights glowed faintly ithe distance ahead; a sign flashed by. The
name of a town she’d never heard of, logos for fdodgas, for motels. “Remember? | asked if you
had a friend who'd take you in for the night andiyold me that you didn’t.”

He was right. He'd asked and she, idiot that she,Wwad stupidly said she had no friends. It was
true enough but she hadn’t meant he could tak&herever it was he was taking her.

“Look, Mr. Orsini—"
“I'd think, after all this, we could give up th#&lister’ thing, don’t you?”

She looked at him, felt the rush of color climly feee until she realized he hadn’'t meant the
remark the way she’d taken it. His tone was leisl,concentration still on the road. He'd been
referring to what had happened in the cabin, nthédiss.

The kiss hadn’t meant anything to him. Why wouRlHe’d probably kissed more women than he
could remember. She wasn't a fool, she knew thatmwomen would be eager to be kissed by a man
like him.

She also knew the reason he’d kissed her. To slotvol. He'd even told her that. Not that it had
been necessary. She knew all about that kind ngthi

The SUV slowed, took a right.
“Pick one.”
Bewildered, she swung toward him. “One what?”

“A motel. Your choice.” He slowed the SUV and nele saw the line of motels fronting what had
become a fourlane road.

Her belly knotted.

What she’d feared was happening. He had takerkibmas permission to take her. A bitter taste
filled her mouth. Despite everything she knew abuanh, a tiny part of her had hoped he was
different.

She should have known better.
None of them were different, she thought coldhd aat up straight in the leather seat.

“Forget it,” she snapped.



“Yeah, | know. They're not up to your usual star$abut it's the best we’re going to do.”
“You've miscalculated, Mr. Orsini.”

Her voice was cold enough to turn water to iceat\fiow? Falco thought wearily. He was bone
tired; the last thing he wanted was another battle.

“Look,” he said, “it’s late. | told you, | don’trhow this area. | punched in a request for a place t
stay the night, the GPS came up with this as theesit loc—"

“l am not sleeping with you.”

Her tone was quick and sharp. Another time, angiltaee, he might have seen her reaction as
having some logic to it. She was a movie star;vga® paid to turn men on. Maybe that was a crude
way to put it, but, basically, it was what womekelher did. He was a stranger, a man who had
shown up, uninvited, in her life and now he’d tbkt they were going to spend the night at a cheap
motel.

So, yes, maybe her attitude bore some semblarogiof
Unfortunately, he wasn’t in the mood to see it.

For starters, he didn’t like Elle Bissette. Shes\@ayorgeous package on the outside, but on the
inside, she was the worst kind of snob. She’d takenlook at him and decided he wasn’t in her
league. He despised that kind of thinking; he’daréye interested in a woman who made judgments
like that, not even for a night’'s worth of sex walwoman most men would crawl over each other to
reach.

Besides, sex was the last thing on his mind.

He was tired and hungry and what he wanted waswey, a hot meal, enough strong coffee to
keep him awake while she told him what in hell \yagg on because, come hell or high water, she
was going to tell him.

Then he wanted to fall into bed and sleep.
And all Elle Bissette could think of was that hasagoing to jump her bones?

Anger rose inside him, quick and hot. At her, iatdelf. He slammed on the brakes and pulled into
the parking lot of the nearest motel, stoppingethgine and swinging toward her even as he did.

“Has anybody ever told you that you have one iditlg overblown idea of where you stand on
the desirability scale?”

Elle undid her seat belt and reached for the daodle. “Good night, Mr. Orsini. It's been—"
Falco’s hand wrapped around her elbow. He sputoweard him.

“You really think that’s what this is all about®dt | took one look at the famous Elle Bissette and



began plotting a way | could get my hands on her?”
Color shot into her face. “You're disgusting!”

“Or maybe you think that's the way | get womeroimty bed. Wander around, find one who looks
as if she needs a little help, then tell her shesome.”

“Let go of my arm!”

“Well, let me set the record straight. I'm notdrgsted. Have you got that, or you want it spelled
out?”

“Damn you! | said—"

“I heard what you said.” Falco, eyes glinting, rtfobard, leaned forward. “You are nothing |
would ever want.”

“And nothing you could ever have!”
“You don't get it. A man would have to be crazypiat up with an egotistical psycho like you.”

“Thank you for the personality analysis,” she saottlly. “Be sure and add the cost to your
bodyguarding bill.”

“Trust me, honey.” Falco’s lips twisted. “My seces cost nothing. The whole thing is free of
charge.”

“Fine, because that’s exactly what your servigesarth.”

“I'd sooner go to bed with a block of ice than hwitou.”

She flashed an ice-queen smile. “Whatever turmsoyg Orsini.”
“Not you, babe, that’s for sure.”

Elle recoiled. His words were like a slap in thed and that was ridiculous. She had no wish to
turn anybody on, certainly not a man like him,talit overbearing arrogance, that swaggering
masculinity...

All that strength, the courage, the sudden hintsralerness...

Quialities he didn’t have, she thought grimly. Quied she’d assigned him because she had the
imagination that went with being an actress.

Elle raised her chin. “Are you done?”
“I'm done, all right.” Falco lifted his hand frolmer arm. “You want out?”

“Damned right | do.”



“Fine.” He dug in his pocket, hauled out his wall&ou’ll need cash.”

“l won’'t need anything from you.”

“Yeah, you will. Or did you remember to grab yquurse before | hauled you out of that cabin?”
That stopped her. Her eyes narrowed.

“Hauled me out, is right. Carrying me out of thaseif—as if | were a recalcitrant child.”

Dammit, how could she do this? How could she aetus of being the worst kind of bastard?
And how could she be so beautiful?

Her eyes blazed. Her mouth was set in a sulky.@hg was full of passion and life and no matter
what he thought of her, the fact that some crazytegito hurt her made his belly knot.

“Exactly as if | were a recalcitrant child, if yaven know what the word means!”
“That’s enough.” His voice was low, rough, filledth warning.

“You think you can—you can pretend you want totpcb me when all the while, all the while you
just want to—to overpower me—"

“Elle.” He grasped her wrists. “You know betteaththat.”
“Oh, | know better, all right. | know all about méke you...”

Her voice broke. Falco was looking at her as & slere crazy and perhaps she was. Everything
he’'d said was true. He’d done nothing but offerkindness and she—and she—

Tears rose in her eyes and spilled down her ché&elkso cursed and reached for her. She gave a
little mew of protest, but when he pulled her ihts arms, she burrowed against him.

“l didn’t mean—"

“I know.” And he did know; she was terrified andig one hell of a job of not showing it.
Beautiful as well as brave, he thought, and dremclueser.

“l just—Everything seems so out of control—"

“Itisn’t,” he said with more conviction than heltf. “You’re safe and I'm going to keep you that
way.”

She gave a wet sniffle. “I know you didn’t bringerhere to—to seduce me.”

“No,” he said, trying for a light touch as he héler, rocked her gently in his arms. “I'm more a
hot sheet motel man myself.”

She gave a hiccupping laugh. It was a start. H& we rocking her, his lips pressed lightly to her



hair. It smelled of the night and, incongruousliyrases. After a few seconds, she lifted her head
from his shoulder. “Falco?”

“Yeah?”

“I know—I know you didn’t bring me here lookingrfe-for payment.”

“Damned right, | didn’t,” he said gruffly.

“But—but you have the right to know that—thatshit you. | mean, I'm just not—I'm just not—"

“That’s okay,” he said, and wondered why the wadsgnded hollow. A few seconds went by.
Then he cleared his throat. “Is it that make-baiewwboy actor?”

“Chad?” Elle gave a low laugh. “He’s got a wiféderazy about and six kids. No. It's not him.
It's just—it's just that | don’t do that.”

“Sleep around.” Why did that admission make hiel 8 damned good? “I'm glad.”
“No. | mean—I mean, | don't—I don’t do the—the sbing.”

She felt a stillness suddenly settle over him. Wh#he world had made her make such an
admission? Sex was not something she thought almmgat) less talked about, not in any way, not
with anyone.

“The sex thing,” he said, as if he’d never heswase words before.

Elle winced. What he’d never heard were thoseetlwerds infused with such special meaning.
How could she have shown such little discretioni®alion at herself made her tone turn cool.

“Is that a problem?”

Yes, Falco thought, it damned well was. That a woemshould not like sex, because that had to be
what not “doing” the sex thing meant, that a wonespecially one who looked like this, who felt
warm and soft in a man’s arms, whose mouth tastbdmey, should feel that way about sex was,
well, unfortunate.

But was it a problem for him?
No.

He was, okay, attracted to her. Never mind all saff he’d told himself a little while ago. She
was incredibly easy on the eyes and she needed help

His help.

Whatever mess she was in had Danger written all ibvThat kind of thing upped the ante. A
maiden in distress. A knight on a white charged aever mind how tarnished his armor might be.
Add it all together and you had a hot thing going.



Hell, he’d been there enough times to know.

But there were other women. There would alwaysther women. That was the cold, honest,
down-and-dirty truth. Women liked to think the webias full of kindred souls searching for each
other.

Men knew better.
He did, anyway.

At seventeen, he’d made out with Cathy Callahahénbackseat of her father’s Buick. A month
later, Cathy was history and he’d repeated theopmidnce with Angie Baroni under the creaky
stands of a high school on Staten Island whereWwetdan “away” football game with a last-minute
touchdown and she’d waved her pom-poms and cheered.

Of course, he’d polished his style over the engymars but even his brothers, no one man/one
woman forever enthusiasts themselves—though tieahee to have changed recently for Dante and
Rafe—had laughed and said it would be a day abélaeh in Antarctica when Falco Orsini decided
he needed one woman to the exclusion of all others.

“Mr. Orsini?”
Falco frowned, focused on the lovely and suddealpposed face inches from his.
“Just in case you see this as a challenge tomyasculinity...”

Her voice had become cool. It irritated him, tbhdden change from tender to tough, but, hell, he
admired it, too.

For a couple of seconds, he wondered how shedl ife@e said yes, that was exactly how he saw
it, that she’d melted in his arms a little whileoagnd was he really expected to believe she wasn’t
to, as she put it, “the sex thing”?

But none of this was about sex. It was about keeper safe.
That was all that mattered.

Time to lighten the mood again, he decided. Heapagrious look on his face and drew back. She
sat up straight, her eyes wary as they met his.

“Here’s my best offer,” he said politely. “You st@alling me ‘Mr. Orsini,’ I'll try and survive the
blow to my ego. How’s that sound?” He almost laubhethe expression on her face. Clearly, his
answer was not what she’d expected. “Deal?” he saiding out his hand.

He watched her think it over. Then she gave akgsiaile and put her hand in his. “Deal.”

And just the brush of her palm against his, theehoof her fingers, made every muscle in his body
leap to attention.



Something told him celibacy wasn’t going to besasy as he’d made it sound.

He left her in the SUV while he got them a room.

The clerk must have been asleep. He showed ine aketsk looking bleary-eyed. Falco signed the
register as E. Presley, 10 Blue Suede Lane, Mempbaimessee, and ignored the line where you
were supposed to enter your license plate numbeeditth’t mention there was anyone else with
him, paid cash, took the room key card—he suspetteould turn out to be the most up-to-date
feature in the place—and asked if there was somentesarby to get a meal.

“Diner’s one block that direction,” the clerk saginothering a yawn.

Falco nodded, thanked the guy and strolled otheagarking lot. Elle was still there. She was
sound asleep, her head resting on the seat back.

He got behind the wheel and watched her for aleocofpminutes. She looked exhausted,
incredibly young...and there it was again, that sweéterability that had brought him to
Hollywood in the first place.

A muscle knotted in his jaw.

He drove to the rear of the two-story building.dHeequested a corner room on the first floor and
the parking space directly in front of it was emp¥ost of the spaces were; it didn’t take much
effort to figure out that the world had longago agped this little town.

He got out of the SUV, went around to the passedger, opened it.
“Elle.”
Nothing. Not even a flutter of her lashes.

“Elle,” he said more loudly, “come on, wake up. Wget washed, then go get something to eat
and have a long talk.” He sighed. “Okay, we cak taimorrow. Showers, food, and then you can
climb into a real bed.”

Still nothing. Falco leaned into the car, touched shoulder.
“Elle, come on. Open your eyes.”

She murmured something and turned her face toliardHer hair brushed over his fingers. Her
breath caressed his cheek. The muscle in his jattdchagain. Okay. Let her sleep. He’'d carry her
into the motel room, give her a few minutes, thetkevher.

Lifting her was simple. One arm under her, theeotiround her. He stepped away from the car,
kicked the door shut. It was easy enough to skiftieight, carry her to the room and maneuver the
key card into the lock. The door opened to a dadkr that smelled of disinfectant and disuse. He



used his elbow to feel around for a wall switchyrfd one and hit it.
A dull light came on.
The room was small, shabby but clean. The furngshivere utilitarian. One window. One chair.
One double bed.

Her carried her to it, stood her on her feet whdekept one arm clamped tightly around her. She
slumped against him like a rag doll as he drew liaelpatterned bedspread, pulled down the thin
top sheet and equally thin blanket.

“Come on, baby,” he said softly. Slowly, gentlg, éased her down on the mattress.
She gave a deep sigh. So deep, he thought, sg.viteass a sigh of exhaustion.

He took off her shoes. Thought about taking offdlethes and getting her down to her underwear
and just as quickly decided against it. Insteadyuiked up the covers, tucked them around her
shoulders, all his movements brisk and businesslike

Yeah, but brisk and businesslike didn’t keep hiamf thinking of how much he wanted to bend
down and brush her lips with his. Just that. Atligiss. A way to repeat his pledge to keep her.safe

“Hell,” he muttered.

He checked the window lock, pulled the curtainublelocked the door. Located the heating unit
and turned it to high.

Okay. To the john next. He used the facilitiessked his hands, his face, tore open the plastic
pack that held a plastic cup, filled it with a ®pnix of water and chlorine from the tap and rinsed
his mouth. It wasn’t the best hygiene in the wdmd it would have to do.

In the bedroom again, he turned out the lighttedha few seconds until his eyes adjusted to the
dark. The single chair looked as if it might sugmodwarf but not a man who stood six-three. And
the last time he’d weighed himself at the gym rtkarOrsini Brothers Investments building in
Manhattan, he'd been at 220.

There was always the floor, but he needed a ragbst.
“Okay,” he said, as if there were someone theieetr him.

Falco toed off his mocs and lay down on the beldwaom Elle as he could. The mattress sagged,
the heater was making noise though it wasn't produmuch heat, but he’d slept in places that
made this look like a palace.

Elle Bissette, Hollywood actress, surely had mbat cabin she owned wasn’t luxurious by any
means but she’d made it clear it had sentimentaku® her as her first big purchase.

Her day-to-day home, in L.A., was certain to beviastar impressive.



Shabby motel room or not, she had not awakenedsiBaid started dreaming, making little noises,
arms and legs twitching. Not a good dream, whatiéweas.

“Elle,” he said softly. “You're okay.”
She whimpered. Her lovely face contorted.
The hell with it.

Falco moved closer and gathered her in his arrisp&ring reassurances. He felt the tension ease
from her body. After a minute or two she sighednéa toward him and lay her head on his
shoulder, her hand over his heart. Her breathingt ¥/vem choppy to relaxed.

He told himself he could let go of her now.
He could...

But he didn't. Instead, he drew her closer. Slwielyes as he inhaled the clean, sweet fragrance of
her skin.

And followed her into sleep.

Chapter Seven
ELLE CAME awake slowly, rising from the depthsaotleep, dreamless sleep.

It was the first time in longer than she could eenbver that she hadn’t spent the night trapped
within fragmented dream landscapes...

Unless she was dreaming right now.
She felt the sudden leap of her heart.

Yes. This had to be a dream. How else to explamiicg awake in a strange bed in a strange
room, the half light of dawn visible behind the teium?

How else to explain coming awake in the warm,rgfrarms of a man?
“Morning,” a husky male voice murmured into herrhand Elle knew it wasn't a dream at all.

Frantic, she tried to pull free of Falco’s embrabeat didn’t work. His arms only tightened around
her.

“Don’t panic,” he said softly. “It's me. Falco.”

If that was supposed to calm her, it didn’t. HIstruggles increased.



“Elle,” he said quietly, “we shared the bed, thatll. Nothing happened. Absolutely nothing.”
They'd shared the bed. Shared a night’s rest.ditlpped struggling, took a long breath.

“We’re both still fully dressed.” His words took@ touch of light humor. “If we’d done anything
except sleep, trust me, honey, we wouldn’t be.”

He was right. She was wearing all her clothesw&® he. But his arms were around her...His arms
were around her, and she was safe.

Elle let out a breath and went still in his emlerac
“Okay?”

She nodded and slowly, carefully, looked up at.l@r heart gave another leap but it had nothing
to do with fear. What a beautiful man he was! imdtiold her he’d laugh at hearing himself
described that way but it was true. His face hadellegant bone structure of Michelangelo’s David:
the strong nose, chiseled lips, firm jaw. His eyese very dark, all obsidian pupils in the dusky
early morning light; his lashes were long and ellyighick.

Beautiful, indeed.

The night had brought the shadow of morning stibblhis cheeks. Male models often cultivated
that look to give them a macho aura but it nevatequorked.

It did on Falco Orsini.
He looked masculine and beautiful and dangerous.

And sexy. Incredibly sexy. It was just a reasoaatanclusion. A woman didn’t have to like sex to
admit a man looked sexy.

“What are you thinking?”

Falco had a little smile on his lips. It was inéite and knowing, as if he’d read her thoughts,iand
brought a rush of color to her cheeks.

“Nothing,” she said quickly. “I mean—I mean, | wiaging to remember what happened last night.
The last thing I can recall, we were sitting in tdae.”

“Yeah.” He caught a strand of her hair in his hdatit trail through his fingers. Her hair feiké
silk. How could a woman look so beautiful after whlhe’'d gone through last night, and without a
drop of makeup? For years, he’'d joked about whaiatied the 5:00 a.m. face, the one he swore
women put on while a man was still sleeping rathan let him see her as she really was. This, what
he saw now, was Elle’s true five-in-the-morningdamnd it was spectacular. Skin as creamy as satin.
Eyes bright with intelligence. Cheekbones washet ight color. And that mouth. That lovely
mouth, so pink, so soft, so perfect...

Falco forced himself to breathe normally, draggsdthoughts away from entering what could



only be dangerous territory.

“I left you in the SUV, booked this room...” He siml. “When | got back, you were sound asleep.
So | carried you inside.” He smiled again. “You s&d your chance to get a first look at our deluxe,
six-star accommodations. Does that do it?” He ceelkthat it didn’'t. “No, huh? You're wondering
what you’re doing here, in bed with me.”

She felt her face fill with heat. Falco nodded.

“Well, it never occurred to me to ask the chanactehe front office what the sleeping
arrangements were. Turned out we have only théedel put you on it. Then | looked around and
saw that | had a couple of options. | could sadkamuthe Aubusson on the floor—"

Okay. That had helped. Elle’s lips curved in alenit was faint, but yes, it was a smile.
“Definitely an Aubusson,” she said.
“My other option was that very comfortable Eamkaic”

She peeped over his shoulder. Eames, indeed.attexdrd chair reminded her of one in a shelter
where she and her mother had once stayed. Somethihg memory must have shown on her face
because Falco put his hand under her chin and tike face to his.

“Hey,” he said softly, “are you okay?”
“Yes, of course.” She forced a smile. “Lucky mamhave had two such great choices.”

He grinned. “I thought so, too. That's why | wéat option numero three. Share the bed by taking
the far side of it.” His smile faded; his eyes walrdark again. “But you started dreaming. It didn’t
take much to see it wasn’'t a good dream so | gotowd of it and you sort of turned toward me and |
figured if | pushed you away you’d fall back inteat dream so | stayed where | was and you—you
settled in.”

She wanted to tell him she didn’t believe himttize’'d never, as he’d called it, “settled in” a
man’s arms and never would. But his tone was chisngaze steady. And the way they were lying,
she in his arms, her hand on his heart, was phaafite was telling the truth.

How could she feel safe with this man? With anyntaut especially one this big, this strong, this
sure of himself?

He was watching her with an intensity that woudddn sent her running just twenty-four hours
ago, but now—

Now, she found herself wondering what the stulobldis jaw would feel like under the brush of
her fingers. Would it be bristly or soft? She cofitdl out in a second. All she had to do was ldt h
hand, touch his face and then—then, maybe thdetindher breasts, her belly would go away.

“Elle.”



His voice was low. Rough. The sound of it thrilleet.

“Baby. You keep looking at me like that and—"

She knew what she had to do. Stop looking at Move away. Get up from the bed.
“And what?” she said in a voice she hardly recegdias her own.

Falco groaned, bent his head and kissed her.dttlnalightest of kisses, just the soft brush ef hi
lips over hers.

And it wasn’t enough.

She heard the sharp intake of her own breathlemdher hands were lifting, lifting, moving up
his chest, over his shoulders, capturing his fackyes, oh, yes, that stubble on his cheeks felt
incredible. Soft, like his mouth. Rough, like hisice when he’d said her name.

He said it again now, whispered it against hertimoand then he groaned and rolled her onto her
back, came down over her, cupped her face as shewpping his and his lips moved against hers,
his kiss changed, hungry now, hot and wild andyséleled to it, more than yielded, wanted it,
wanted his kiss, wanted him.

She moaned and flung her leg over his. He madeghrsound, slid his hand under her shirt,
cupped her breast. A cry broke from her throat. @itener hand over his, felt her nipple swelling,
beading, felt a liquid heat forming low in her lyell

Felt a wave of sheer terror sweep through her.
HNO!”

Her cry of fear was fierce. She tore her moutimfiéalco’s and at first she thought he wasn’t
going to let go of her but then his big, hard badnt still and he rolled away from her and goti® h
feet.

Silence filled the dingy room. She wanted to saye&thing, anything. But he spoke first.
“It's getting late,” he said brusquely. “I wantli@ out of here ASAP.”

Elle scrambled up against the creaking headb&aido’s mouth was a flat line, his eyes were
cold. She knew she owed him an explanation but¢mvid she offer one when she couldn’t even
explain what had happened to herself?

“Falco, I'm sorry. | didn’t mean to—to lead you.bn
He looked straight at her. What she saw in hie faade her breath catch.
“It was my mistake.”

“No, it was me. | don’t even understand why—"



“No,” he said coldly, “neither do I. I'm responsfor your safety. | lost sight of that but it wbn
happen again.” He swung away from her. “I'm goiodake a shower. When I'm done, you can do
the same.”

“Falco...”

“Five minutes,” he said curtly. “Then we’re outlodre.”

He was impossible.
Caring one minute, unfeeling the next.

She knew she’d hurt him. Not him. His pride. Shie&dl a couple of minutes to think and she was
pretty sure she knew what had happened. She vgidefnied, she’d reacted in the most primitive
way to a primitive man.

No. Falco was a lot of things but “primitive” wasane of them despite the long, muscular body,
the quick reflexes, the ability to think and relilae a predator.

And he wasn’t a man who’d take advantage of a wosnemotions.
He wouldn’t have to.

Elle took her turn in the bathroom. She stood utigke lukewarm spray—that was as hot as the
water would get—and wondered what twist of fate sawt him into her life. The better question
was, how would she get him out of it?

That arrogant declaration. I'm responsible forrysafety. The hell he was! Nobody was
responsible for anything about her except her.

Was that true? What about what she’d found waitinpe cabin last night? What if Falco hadn’t
been there to take her in his arms and ease merer

She shut her eyes, lifted her face to the tepidysp

The toy cat had frightened her more than the nthdgeBon Soir ad, more than the note, more
than anything she could have anticipated. The &byher toy or one that was its absolute image,
pinned to the wall of a cabin nobody knew existeckegpt her...

Ever since this started, she’d told herself skl@’tknow the reason for it or who could do this to
her. A lie. She knew. At least, she had a very gded. And she could no longer avoid admitting it
to herself, but, dear heaven, not to anyone else.

A fist banged on the bathroom door. “One minutissBtte. After that, we’ll pass on breakfast.”

Elle’s eyes narrowed. Forget caring. Falco Onsias a bullying dictator. She didn’t want him
poking his nose into her life. She couldn’t afféoedet him poke his nose into her life!



Once they returned to the real world from wherekiex place was, she’d get rid of him. Here’s a
check for your time, a handshake, and goodbye Bddyguard.

As for that ridiculous threat about passing orakfast...Did he really think he could scare her
with such nonsense?

Her stomach growled.

Elle rolled her eyes, shut off the water and reddor a towel.

Falco worried that someone might recognize her.fel®e was famous. The last thing he wanted
was to have word go out that Elle Bissette washatever in hell you called this town.

Once they were in the rented SUV, he grabbed alreop sunglasses he’d left on the dash and
handed them to her.

“Put them on,” he said curtly.
She looked at them as if she’d never seen dadsgtabefore.
“l don’t need them,” she said, “but thank you floe offer.”

He almost grinned. The thank-you was as closeiiogba four-letter word as anyone could have
managed. The lady had balls, he had to give heitda that.

“Put them on anyway.”
“I'just said—"

“You want a meal? Or you want some truck drivestspg the famous Elle Bissette and calling
the local news station?”

She glared at him, obviously hating that he’dtbought her. Then she snatched the glasses from
his hand and plopped them on her nose.

Better, but not perfect.

Falco made a quick left and pulled in to a gas@staHe pumped the tank full, went into the
minuscule office to pay and came out with a red ¢ emblazoned with the oil company’s logo.

“Put your hair up and wear this.”

She looked at the cap, gave a little shudder—dddmithat would have been lots more dramatic
had she seen the guy who'd been wearing the trefgyd Falco bought it for twenty bucks. But she
twisted her hair into something like a ponytaillchié at the crown of her head, then pulled on the
cap and yanked it low over her eyes.



Definitely better. You could still see her noser mouth and her chin, all delicate, all beautiélil,
pure Elle Bissette, but he knew damned well thatothly man who’d realize that was the one who'd
held her in his arms through the night, who'd aweddelong before she had and imagined what
might happen if he woke the sleeping princess wikiss.

He was a damned fool.

He stepped hard on the gas even though the dimeownly a couple of hundred feet ahead and
lurched into a parking slot.

“I know it's not what you’re accustomed to,” hadsaoldly, “but we all have to make sacrifices.”

She shot him a look. “You have no idea what I'mustomed to,” she said, and before he could
respond, tell her he damned well did and that thatd motels, greasy-spoon diners and stuck-up
females were not what he was accustomed to, egherwas out of the car and striding toward the
door.

What had happened this morning was what had tpdrapvhen a man woke up tenting the sheets.
Elle had been handy, that was all. He hadn’t likedfrom the start and the more time he spent with
her, the more that assessment was validated.

As for that heart-wrenching little story about hdbing the sex thing”...Bull. What she did
understand was how easy it was to use men. Atd#eing, then pull back. It probably kept guys on
the edge of sanity until she got things her own.way

She was almost at the front door. Falco went déey grabbed her wrist, jerked her against his
side.

“l can walk without your help, Orsini,” she snagpe

“Not while you're with me,” he snapped back, ahd tvay she looked up at him said, as clearly as
words, that being with him was a situation that wtagoing to go on much longer.

And that was just fine with him.

She didn’t open the menu.
“I'm not hungry,” she said and when the waitrelssvged up, she ordered coffee. Black.

“The house special,” Falco said. “Do the eggs @a=sy, make sure the bacon’s crisp. Hotcakes,
not French toast, extra syrup on the side.” He édlalp at the girl and smiled. “Please.”

Please was all it took, Elle thought coldly. Thaitness’s answering smile made it clear she’d have
walked on burning coals to provide whatever thidipalar customer wanted.

“Toast?”



“Rye. And do the whole thing twice.”

Elle waited until the girl hurried away. “I hopewdidn’t order the extra meal for me. | told you,
I’'m not—"

“Hungry. I'm not deaf. Just let the food sit thérgou don’t want it.”

They waited in silence until the waitress brouthleir breakfasts, one gigantic platter for him, one
for Elle. He spread a napkin in his lap, pickechigfork and dug in. He could feel Elle’s eyes on
him. After a couple of seconds, she put her napkhrer lap, too, and reached for her fork.

He raised an eyebrow. She flashed him a murddooks but when she spoke, her voice was
surprisingly young, almost childlike.

“It's a sin to let food go to waste.”

Then she dug in.

She ate everything.

He wondered about that. Was it because she bdlieaging it would have been wrong? Or was
she starved for a solid meal? Despite what sheoobly thought about him, Falco had dated a lot of
models, a couple of actresses and a well-knowndvag star. All of them had moaned about
having to watch their weight; they’d order endlesarses, then poke at them.

Not Elle.

She ate as if it mattered. Then she slugged dexwmtugs of black coffee, made a quick trip to
the ladies room and they were on their way again.

“Where are we going?”

“To your cabin.”

“Good. I'll get my car—"

“l want to see if anyone’s been there since we Agsuming they didn’t, you can pick up your
handbag and anything else you can’t do withoutnTy@i're going to tell me where you live and
we’ll go there.”

“That’s ridiculous. | am perfectly capable—"

“That’s how we’re going to do it,” he said in &é&no-prisoners tone. “You don't agree, we'll
bypass the cabin and head straight for your place.”

He felt her eyes on him. “I really dislike youentsely, Mr. Orsini.”



Back to square one. “That breaks my heart.”

“Such a childish attitude. Just because | didn’ghdin’t succumb to your pathetic attempt at
seduction...”

Elle gasped as Falco turned the wheel hard, btabgSUV to the shoulder of the road and
shifted into Park.

“Is that what you think this is all about?”
“I know that’s what this is all about.”

“You seem to know everything you need to about’ e said coldly. “Well, here’s a flash. |
wasn’'t the one who started things this morning.”

“Not true,” she said, even as a small voice in§idesaid He’s right, it was all your doing.

His smile made her wedge herself as far into traer as her seat belt would permit. “You're
good, I'll give you that. The dramatic little scealeout not doing ‘the sex thing'—and then, the next
second, you're looking up at me with big, innoceygs and asking me to make love to you—"

“l didn’t do anything of the sort! | never askeduyto—"

His fingers flew, undoing his seat belt, then hargl he hauled her into his arms.
“Do you think that’s the way to keep a guy like mdine?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Play that kind of game again, baby, | can pronyise how it will end.”

“No. It wasn’'t a—"

He kissed her, his lips taking hers, parting heossessing hers. She formed a hand into a fist,
pounded it against his shoulder but he was ruthtetermined—and suddenly she felt fire ignite in
her blood, felt it rush from her breasts to hehbel

Falco lifted his head.
“No more games,” he said gruffly. “Not unless y@uprepared to play straight to the end.”

Calmly, as if nothing had happened, he closedatoh of her seat belt, then his, turned on the
engine and pulled back onto the road.

The cabin stood silent, the door open as he’dtlaftd stirring idly in the soft breeze.

He could tell no one had been there since theyfidout he wasn't about to take chances. He took



a long look before he opened the car door.
“Stay,” he commanded.
Elle smiled sweetly. “Woof woof.”
He couldn’t help it. He laughed.
“Good girl,” he said, and laughed again when sred her teeth.

He checked the cabin. Nobody. Elle’s purse ankegs were where she’d left them. He grabbed
them, did another walk-through, then went backh®3UV.

“Has anyone...”

Her laughter was gone. Her eyes were big andifilgh anxiety.

“No,” he said. “The place is untouched.”

She let out her breath. “That’s good. That's vgopd. And since that’s the case, Mr. Orsini—"
Falco raised his eyebrows.

“Since that’s the case, Falco, you can surelydegae here.”

“Forget that.”

“I'm not going to stay.” She shuddered. “I'm neg®ing to stay here again. I'll just get into my
car and drive myself home.”

“To find what? Something similar to what you foumere?”

“Oh, for God's sake,” she said, no more dulceetowrapping the words in sugar, “I'll be
absolutely fine!”

“That's the way it's going to be, Elle. I'll drivgou to your place. Check it out. If everything’s
okay, I'll leave.”

Her eyes searched his. “Promise?”

“Promise,” he said, but why spoil things by addihgt he’'d first telephone a guy he knew out here
who did excellent bodyguard work because he waigtt to leave Elle on her own and he sure as
hell wasn’t about to go on guarding her. He hadead go back to. Anyone could do this job; it
didn’t have to be him. He didn’t have to like higents or whatever you wanted to call them, but he
had to at least get along with them.

He and Elle were not getting along, that was fwes—especially in those moments when he
crossed the line he always kept between himseltlaoge who needed his help. He’'d never done
that, until now. And he didn't like it...



“Promise,” he said again, and crossed his heattwiih his fingers crossed the way he and his
brothers used to when they were kids lying to eshbr. “So, if there’s anything you want inside...’

She hesitated. Then she nodded, her face expnesssoShe stepped from the SUV and headed
for the cabin. He started after her but she heldemhand.

“It's just one thing. | can handle it by myself.”

He waited, leaning against the SUV, arms foldedenghe went up the porch steps and into the
cabin. The “one thing” was probably a sack fulcometics. Or jewelry. Or clothes. Just because
she wasn’t wearing makeup or jewelry, just becahsewas dressed like a couple of million other
American women her age didn’t mean—

How wrong could a man be?

She came out of the cabin a minute later, a ssitairframed photo in her hand.
“That's it?” he said in disbelief.

“That'’s it,” she said.

He had questions. A thousand questions. But tpeeggion on her face—sorrow, distress, despair
so profound it made him forget his anger—kept hiomf voicing them.

“Okay,” he said, and because it was too late ittkithe leaned down when she reached him and
kissed her. It was a soft kiss. Tender. And, fst Jang enough to make his heart kick against his
ribs, she fitted her lips to his and kissed himkbac

Then she got into the SUV, put the picture infanse, told him her address in L.A. as if nothing
had just happened and they made the two-hountrgdence.

She lived, as she’d already told him, in StudityCi

A condo. The area was pleasant, the building welbnaintained, but Falco knew something
about property costs out here and though pric#sismpart of Los Angeles might be astronomical by
the standards of the American heartland, it ditlaite the feel of super-priced real estate.

He went in alone, left Elle in the car.

“Stay put,” he warned, but this time, he didn’t gesarcastic “woof” in response. She seemed
remote. Was it because of that kiss? Or was sheeperything would be okay here?

Part of him wanted to think it was because held ber he’d be leaving and that she was
anticipating that and wishing it wouldn’t happerhigh was ridiculous. They were like oil and water;
besides, he had work waiting back East, a toughinge®onday with a banker from Indonesia,
lunch Tuesday with a contingent of money men framich.



As soon as he’d finished checking the condo, petin a call to a guy he’d served with. Rick
lived out here, he was top-notch at what he did.

Elle would be well-protected.

Her place was small, just a living room, smallidghroom, kitchen and lavatory on the lower
level, all of it spotless and undisturbed. The reamere nicely furnished but walking into it was
pretty much like walking into a high-end hotel suit

Falco climbed the steps to the upper level. Almaim. Fine. A small room that seemed to be a
home office. Also fine. The last door had to oper&tie’s bedroom...

“Merdal!”

Someone had taken the place apart. Drawers hafloeg open, the contents dumped on the pale
birch floor. Clothes had been yanked from the hesag&'ords, ugly words describing women, had
been scrawled on the pristine walls in what hérst thought was blood, but when he touched it, was
red paint.

Worst of all was Elle’s bed. Someone had gonéwith something sharp. A knife. A big knife.
Nothing else could have left such devastation lmkhin

“Omigod!”
Falco whirled around. Elle stood in the doorwast, tace white.
“My God,” she said, “my God, my God, my God—"

He went to her, scooped her into his arms, catrexddown the stairs to the SUV, got inside with
her on his lap, his lips against her hair, his Isasliling up and down her spine, whispering woifds o
reassurance.

Her arms were tight around his neck. She was sggakbbbing, repeating “Why? Why? Why?”
like a litany.

“Shhh, baby,” he said, his arms tightening arobed holding her, rocking her, wanting to turn
back the clock so she would not see what someathédr@e as much as he wished he’d been here
when it happened so he could have killed the béstao had done it with his bare hands.

At last, her trembling stopped. She took a coopléeep, shaky breaths. He felt her heartbeat
slow. “Elle,” he said softly, framing her face witlis hands, drawing back so he could look into her
eyes. “Elle. Who did this, honey? Who wants to lyoud?”

Her lips parted. She started to speak. Then shie maad little sound and buried her face against
his throat.

“l can’t stay here,” she whispered.

Falco nodded. “No,” he said calmly, “you can’t.”



“There’s a—a hotel on—"
“You can't stay there, either.”

He was not only calm, but he also was possesseddeadly quiet. His brothers, anyone who'd
ever had anything to do with him, would have recoggh it.

“l told you, there’s no one | can impose on.”

“It wouldn’'t matter. | don’t want you in L.A.” Hisnouth thinned. “Hell, | don’t want you in
California.”

“Falco. That sounds good but—"
“Hawaii,” he said. “Hawaii’s perfect.”
Elle sat back, Falco’s arms enclosing her. She géwat might have been a laugh.

“Hawaii is six hours away. I've never been thér@on’t know anything about it. | don’t know
anyone who lives there. | don’t have a plane ticked then there’s the movie. My contract.
Antonio will expect me on the set Monday morning.”

He smiled. “Details,” he said softly, and when glaeted her lips to tell him that going to Hawaii
was impossible, he drew her close and kissed hérsine sighed, leaned into his protective embrace
and kissed him back.

Chapter Eight
DETAILS, Falco had said.
That turned out to be an interesting way to descthings.

As soon as they were in the SUV and heading ®ffrdeway, he flipped open his mobile phone
and hit a speed dial number. Elle fought back #rd to tell him using a phone while driving was
illegal. She had the feeling the man beside heeneared too much about legalities.

The thought should have been worrying.

It was, instead, reassuring. While she was tryanfigure out how that could be, she heard him
say, “Farinelli? Falco Orsini here.”

He was talking with Antonio. Her director. He wdulot be thrilled to hear Falco didn’t want her
on the set Monday. An understatement. He woulgpeanit it; she was certain of it. They were on
the freeway now and the roar of traffic drowned Iaiico’s side of the conversation, only the end of
it when he said, “Yes, that’s correct, I'll be mutch.”

Surprised, she looked at him. “Antonio said it \ebloe all right?”



Falco shrugged. “He’ll shoot around you.”

“Yes, but—"

He reached for her hand and brought it to his mout

His lips brushed her fingers. His breath whispereer her skin.
“Stop worrying, okay? | told you, I'll handle ewghing.”

He put her hand back in her lap, flipped his phopen again. She could still feel the electric
tingle of his lips on her flesh.

Her heart raced.

She was turning control of her life over to thisrmHow had that happened? She certainly hadn’t
given him permission to take charge—nbut then, slubdn’'t imagine him ever asking for permission
to do anything.

Being with him, putting herself in his hands, Vi&e riding a roller coaster. The nervous
anticipation of the long climb to the top, the ghhite of fear that began at the moment of descent
and then the rush, the breathless realizationyth&t let go of everything solid and real in fawadr
the transcendent excitement of just being.

Elle swallowed hard. She didn't like roller coasteThen, why go on this particular ride? She
swung toward Falco, ready to tell him she would@talong with his plans.

“Falco—"

He raised the index finger of the hand that hieédghone in acknowledgement.

“Right,” he said. “On the ocean. Very private. liied access. Top-notch security system. Yes,
Maui would be perfect. And I'll need a car waitiagthe airport. No, | don’t care about the make.

Just something with lots of horses. And black. Ye®. That will do.”

Do for whom? No one had made decisions for hgears, especially not a man. Why was she
letting such a thing happen now?

“Falco,” she said sharply. “We need to discuss.thwe been thinking it over and I'm not at all
sure | want to go to Haw—"

But he was already deep in call number three.
“Yes,” he said, “that’s correct. Inmediately. T@awaii. Just two people.”
“Two people?” she blurted.

Falco shut the phone and glanced at her.



“You and me,” he said. “Or did you think I'd leby go alone?”
She stared at him. The truth was, she didn’t kmdwat to think.

Not anymore.

He drove to LAX, parked at a section new to het aalked her quickly through doors marked
ReadyServe Charter Flights.

“We're renting a plane?”

“How long do you think it would take for the wortd know Elle Bissette is going to Hawaii if we
took a commercial flight?”

“They’ll know anyway, once they see my credit card
“We’'re using mine.”

“But a chartered flight will cost...” She bit hepliShe didn’t want to insult him but surely he had
to realize that this would run to thousands ofatsll “| mean, my card has no—"

“No dollar limit. But neither does mine.”

Did her reaction show on her face? It must hageabse he squeezed her hand.
“Trust me,” he said quietly. “Can you do that,yt think?”

A better question was, did she have a choice?

There was a counter ahead of them, staffed byiagravtoman. Falco tugged the ball cap lower on
Elle’s forehead.

“Keep to the side,” he said in a low voice. “Le¢ mo all the talking.” Then he let go of her hand,
strolled to the counter and flashed a sexy, dagamile.

“Hi,” he said. “I'm Falco Orsini. | phoned a lig&lwhile ago.”
“Oh, Mr. Orsini. Of course, sir. | have your paperk all ready.”

Elle was all but invisible. The girl hardly glarttan her direction, but then, why would she when
Falco was flirting with her?

Not that it mattered.

He was her bodyguard. Their relationship wastsrimusiness. When had she ever wanted any
other kind of relationship with a man?



“Never,” Elle said under her breath as Falco cabgh eloow and began hustling her toward the
double doors at the rear of the office.

“Never what?” he said mildly. “Or don’t | want tmow?” She would have jerked away but his
fingers clasped her elbow more tightly. “Just keegpving.”

“Don’t you want to say goodbye to your little finig?”

Falco chuckled. “Why, honey, | do believe you'ealpus.”

“You wish.”

A sleek silver jet was waiting on the tarmac. balalked her toward it.
“When we get to the plane, go up the steps, $ttango the cabin.”
“Why? Do you expect your fan club to follow youtorihe field to say goodbye?”
Falco chuckled. “Nicely done, don’t you think?”

“You mean, how you turned her head? Very nicelyejondeed.”

“The idea was to keep her eyes from you.”

“Yes, well you managed that.” Dammit, why did stoeind so irritated?
“And without a card from Actor’s Equity, either.”

She shot him a cold look. His face was expressgmbut amusement danced in his dark eyes.
That annoyed her even more.

“Or maybe you'd have preferred it if she’d asked yor your autograph.”
Elle narrowed her eyes. “Don’t be an ass!”

“An ass.” He arched one eyebrow. “Very nice.”

“You know what | mean. Of course | didn't want tha

“So, what'’s the problem?”

The man was infuriating! “There is no problem.”

“Yeah, there is.” They'd reached the plane. Elentwp the steps, Falco close behind her, and
they entered a handsomely appointed cabin. “Ydicked off because | kept that kid from noticing
you.”

“She wasn't a kid. And there were other ways yould have kept her from noticing me instead
of—instead of flirting with her!”



A grin angled across his chiseled mouth. “Ah.”

“Ah, what?” Elle folded her arms. “It was wrongat’s all. For all she knew, you and | were—we
were—"

“Together,” Falco said, a sudden roughness ivise.
“Yes. No. | only meant—"

He caught her face between his hands and kissetiael. Deep. Kissed her until she moaned
into his mouth and wound her arms around his néle&n, only then, he put her from him.

“I know exactly what you meant,” he said, his vogtill rough, his eyes hot, his hands slipping to
her shoulders. Then he took a long breath andlef ger. “Sit anywhere,” he said, as calmly as if
nothing had happened. “I'm going to talk to theopil

She stared after him, watching that very male whikt arrogant and, yes, incredibly sexy
I-own-the-world swagger. Her heart was beatingama Ishe could hear it.

What was she doing, going to Hawaii with this mévitat did she know about him, really, beyond
the fact that he could talk Antonio Farinelli irdbanging a shooting schedule, that he was as at eas
checking into a cheap motel as he was charterihgha that had to cost twenty thousand bucks or
more?

Was she going from one kind of danger to another?

Logic told her to get off the plane. There wal 8ine.

Falco strolled back into the cabin. “All set,” &id. He took a seat and reached for a magazine.

Elle hesitated. Then she sat down as far fromdsrahe could get.

Moments later, they were in the air.

She slept most of the flight, awakening once dsdr@raped a light blanket over her.

“Mmm,” she whispered, and she must have dreamegchinsmiled, leaned down and pressed a
kiss to her temple because she surely would nat pavmitted that to really happen.

She woke to the impersonal touch of his hand ersheulder.

“We’ll be on the ground in twenty minutes,” hedariskly. “If you need to use the facilities,
now's the time.”

Great. Now he was taking charge of her bathroobitieElle unsnapped her seat belt, used the
lavatory, shuddered at her reflection over the .dide hair was lank, her face was pale, she hadn’t
changed her clothes in, what, almost two days.



As soon as they touched down, she was going titifie nearest mall.
That turned out to be a foolish hope.

The plane landed, taxied to a stop at the termiradto clasped her elbow as if he expected her to
bolt and led her to a low, gorgeous shiny blacka&rerYou didn’t have to drive one to recognize
one, not when you lived in LaLa Land where drivarg/thing that cost less than the national budget
of a small nation was evidently against the law.

Falco gave the car a glance, held out his handesteenaged kid who’d delivered it could give
him the necessary papers to sign. He handed trexpbpck along with a bill that made the kid's
grin spread from ear to ear.

“In,” he said brusquely to Elle.

The kid looked at her. Hidden safely behind thié dsp and dark glasses, wanting to stay that
way, she had little choice but to obey the comm&tidl, she couldn’t resist clicking her heels and
saluting.

“Yessir!”
The kid started to laugh, saw Falco’s face andgho better of it.
“All the house stuff—the keys, the gate openeg,faperwork—is in an envelope on the seat.”

But Falco had already found the envelope, hantdiedElle and put the car in gear.

Forty minutes later, they pulled up at a massige entrance gate.

They had passed no one since leaving the main @&, a seemingly endless tangle of grasses
and palm trees stretched ahead. If there was radlbuse here, it was well-hidden.

Elle peered through the windshield. “Are you stinis is it?”

“The GPS says it is.” Falco aimed the control de\at the gate and depressed the button. There
was an audible click and then it swung open.

“Here we go,” he said.

The narrow road beyond, bordered by tall natianid, twisted in a series of lefts and right.
Whatever lay ahead of them was obscured by thageliThen, gradually, the heavy growth cleared,
revealing a long shell drive lined with statelynpal

And a house.

Elle caught her breath.



It was an amazing house, all angles and planadistaon a low promontory overlooking a sea so
blue it could have been a stage set, except fowvttie froth of waves breaking against the sand of
an equally white beach.

She had spent the flight telling herself whatdvalico had arranged for them here would not
matter.

A lie.

This house, this beach, this magic mattered. Hawdcit not? The place was magnificent and
secluded and like nothing she had ever seen oriradg

She must have made some little sound because I6aked at her as he stopped the Ferrari a few
yards from the house.

“Not bad,” he said.
Elle swung toward him. “Not bad? It's—"
She saw his face. The big grin. She grinned, too.

“It's not bad,” she said, and he laughed, gotajuhe car and came around to her side, but she was
already out of her seat, out of the car and statrige house. “How did you find it?”

He shrugged and reached for her hand. “I didrcalled a realtor we've used in the past.”
“We?” Elle said carefully.

Falco looked at her. “I'm not involved with anyohe

Her cheeks blazed scarlet. “I didn't mean—"

“Yes,” he said, “you did.”

He waited for her to deny it. She didn’t. She gtsired at him, those incredible eyes filled with a
variety of emotions. Anger. Embarrassment. And gsbmg more, something that made him want to
take her in his arms and kiss her.

He closed the distance between them. Said her.fReaehed out toward her...

And, as if Fate were the director and this wasoaienset, a fat drop of rain hit his head, another
hit her nose. In seconds, they’'d be caught in@iced deluge.

They ran for the house.

Just as well, Falco told himself, absolutely mstwell. The last thing he needed was to get into
this any deeper than he already was.



They went through the house together.
Falco wanted to see how it was set up.

The alarm system was at the top of his list. I$ waod, maybe very good but he could see ways,
low-tech ways, to tweak it. As the realtor had pised, there were absolutely no other houses
nearby.

Everything else was fine, too.

The house was built around an atrium. Glass-eadlo&n infinity pool, complete with waterfall.
All the rooms opened onto it, and the rooms seeaneliess.

Four bedrooms. Six bathrooms. Two half baths.#Andj room, a kitchen, a wine storage room, a
den, a media room. A living room the size of a leéiséll court with one entire wall that could be
completely opened at the press of a button. A teakce wrapped around the part of the house that
faced an empty stretch of private, white sand bedaio miles of beach, according to a cheerful note
the realtor had left stuck to the Sub-Zero fridgéhwa hula dancer magnet.

And, of course, there was the incredibly blue fastiretching to the distant horizon.

Elle stood on the terrace and threw her arms vadéf, to encompass all 10,000 or so square feet
of the house.

“My God,” she said, “it's huge!”

Falco, lounging, arms folded, in the door to tka,dvatched her. For a movie star, the lady was
surprisingly easy to please.

“Well, yes,” he said, “but you never know when {relgonna need some extra space.”

She laughed. It was, he thought, a lovely thingear.

“When | was growing up, in Beaufort Creek...”

She bit her lip, flashed him a look that couldyomiean she’d said more than she’d intended.
Falco said, very softly, “Beaufort Creek?”

“Just a place,” she said brightly. “Where did yypow up?”

A neat change of subject, but he went with it. iN¢ork. Greenwich Village. Or Little Italy.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Which was it?”

“Well, it was Little Italy when my old man bougtite first house, maybe even when he bought the
second. By the time he’d bought the third, reahtesinavens were calling the neighborhood part of
the Village.”



“l don’t understand. You grew up in three differ&ouses?”

Falco grinned. “Three houses, side by side, thatdmverted into one big house. Believe me, there
were times so much construction was going on, \@e’'tlunderstand it, either.”

“We?”
“My brothers and my sisters,” he said, and frowned

How had she managed that? Getting him to talk Elhiouself, especially about his family? He
never discussed his family with anyone. Besidesyd®the one who was supposed to be getting
information from her.

It was just that she was easy to talk to...
“It must be nice,” Elle said in a soft voice. “Hag brothers and sisters.”

“Didn’t you?” he said, seeing a way to way to opamlirections and going for it. “Grow up with
brothers and sisters, back in Beaufort Creek?”

She looked at him. “I'm not going to discuss nfg With you,” she said calmly.

Yes, he thought as she walked back into the halsejes, she would. She was hiding something
and she had to tell him what it was. She had tottahim, and soon.

She had to, if he was going to keep her safe.

The kitchen was clearly a woman’s dream.

It was only that he hadn't figured this particwasman was into things like that. But she was, he
thought, suppressing a smile as she poked intmetband oohed and aahed over the appliances, the
dishes, even the flatware.

“Don’t tell me you can cook,” he said.
She tossed her head. “If you don’t want me toyll | can, then don’t ask.”

He laughed as he poked into cabinets, too, thbigymterests were not in dishes but in food. All
he came up with was the realtor’s idea of a gifiked A tiny box of crackers. A wedge of cheese. A
split of champagne. Two small bottles of Fiji wadeid a note that said Welcome to Maui.

“Welcome to a tea party for dolls,” Falco saidrgly. “Okay, we’ll head for town. Get some
supplies.” He made a face. “And clothes. | don‘dwrmabout you, Bissette, but I'm starting to want
to stand upwind of myself.”

Elle gave up ogling the Viking range long enouglobk at him. “I saw a Walmart on the way
here.”



He grinned. “You, in a Walmart?”
“There’s nothing wrong with Walmart.”

“No,” he said quickly. Good God, was she actulligtling? She was. There were glints of fire in
her eyes. “Absolutely not. Walmarts are, uh, thegreat.”

“l worked in one.”
“Ah. The famous ‘what | had to do before | got firgt acting break,” huh?”
“I worked in one long before that. And | bought eigthes there, too.”

Amazing. A town called Beaufort Creek, and novgtl8he’d told him more about herself in the
past half hour than she had since they'd met...amd fwhat he could remember, there hadn’t been a
word about Walmart or Beaufort Creek in the stustidpted story of her life he’d found tucked
within the folder his old man had given him.

“Well,” he said, with a little smile, “here’s yowhance to buy some again. How’s that sound?”
“Perfect,” she said.
Wrong, Falco thought.

The only perfect thing he knew was her.

They drove to town, made a stop at a gas station.
“Pit stop,” Falco said, with a quick smile.

There was no need to tell her he’d made a catherplane while she slept, to a guy who’d served
with him and lived here, in the fiftieth state.

“I need a weapon,” Falco had said. “Something p@wienot big, easily carried.”

The gun was waiting for him there, in bottom déith wastebasket in the men’s room. Falco
retrieved it, got behind the wheel of the Ferrad aeaded for Walmart.

“It's safer,” he said. “It'll probably be more araled than a regular store and—"

Elle touched a fingertip to his lips. It scaldechhHe fought back the desire to suck that sweet
finger into his mouth, told himself it was enouglat she had touched him without him first touching
her, added it to the list of amazing things that Already happened since they’d gotten to Maui.

“Honestly,” she said, “I really am fine with Walmal can get everything | want here.”

She did. Shorts. Tees. Sandals. Jeans. A zippeatie for cool evenings. Underwear—white,



plain, utilitarian but that didn’t keep him from &gining her wearing it and nothing else. Toothpaste
toothbrush, toiletries. Falco dumped similar thiings the cart.

They loaded a second cart with groceries. Falckgal up wine, steaks and chops, eggs and bacon,
butter and cream and coffee. Elle added vegetalnless,whole grain bread and yogurt. She read the
labels with the attentiveness of a doctoral studeatchemistry lab.

Amazing, he thought. She didn't just seem comfdetaloing this mundane stuff, she seemed to be
enjoying it. He knew part of it was probably thag¢y had, at least for the moment, left whomever
was stalking her behind. Then again, maybe it waerthan that. Maybe it was that she enjoyed
being with him...

“All done,” Elle said. She smiled at him and thats all it took. He looked into that lovely face,
all but hidden by the brim of her cap and the azexssunglasses, and right there, surrounded by
cookies and snacks, he took Elle in his arms asseki her.

What made it even better was that she sighed igsddkhim back.

She was quiet on the drive back to the house.
So was Falco.

Why had he kissed her? He wasn’t given to impelsiets, not in public, especially when they
involved women. There’d just been something abloeitetasy way she had of making the best of
things, the motel and now the shopping trip. Hddw@timagine any of the women he’d been
involved with pushing a cart up and down the aisles big box store, picking out plain clothes
without complaint.

Ahead, the light turned red. He eased the Fawaristop, glanced idly at the mall across the way.
It was small but clearly upscale. That figured,sidaring the price of real estate once you gotglon
the coast. A Starbucks. A jewelry store. A haipogsal

A place called La Boutique.

There was only one thing in the window. A long gowlender straps, supple, softly clinging silk
in a color that could only be called topaz.

Or maybe amber. The color of Elle’s eyes.

A horn beeped behind them. Falco blinked, puictvan gear, made a sharp turn into the mall and
pulled to a stop.

“Forgot to buy coffee,” he said briskly.

“But we bought coffee,” she said, but he pretendgetto hear her and headed for the Starbucks.



He went in. Bought coffee. Mocha Java Bliss, Heaw&spresso, Capriccio Cappuccino. It didn’t
matter. He paid for it, then went out the door,aythve Ferrari a quick glance. Elle’s face was tdrne
to the road.

Quickly, he slipped inside the boutique.

Five minutes later, he returned to the car ansetshe Starbucks bag into the rear seat. Did Elle
notice its bulk? Probably not, because she wastdihe rest of the way.

And, once again, so was he.

Chapter Nine
OKAY. Maybe he was losing his grip on reality.

First he’d kissed her in a crowded store. An irspud act he’'d quickly regretted. So, how had he
made up for it?

Falco’s jaw tightened.

By doing something not just impulsive but insandy had he bought that gown? Shoes, too.
Hey, how could a woman wear a fall of silk the eabautumn leaves with flat leather sandals?

He was out of his mind.

He thought about turning around, going back tditde shop where he’d felt as out of place as
snow on a Hawaiian beach, but what would he salyg®ales clerk? Sorry but | shouldn’t have
bought this stuff? The way she’d looked at himfigared she’d thought he was weird to start with,
a man who looked as if he’'d slept in his clothesaose he had, a two-day stubble on his face...or
was it three?

“I want that gown,” he’d said, “size six or eignd shoes to go with it.”

The woman hadn’t moved until he pulled out hisletednd his black Amex card. That won him a
big smile.

“Of course, sir,” she’d chirped.

No. Falco blew out a long breath. No, he wasnihgdack there. He’d just hustle the gown and
the shoes into the trash and nobody would be teerwi

Certainly not Elle.

He glanced over at her. The folded arms, thepeaftle, eyes straight ahead, chin raised. Thinking
about it, it was clear she’d enjoyed the shoppxmuesion because she’d seen it as a game.

He was, without question, out of his mind.



She wanted this situation to be over with ASAPdAD, absolutely, did he.

What was Falco thinking?

Elle could feel his eyes on her every few mindtesshe kept her own focused straight ahead, as if
the road that led out of town, then down towarddbean, required her complete concentration.

Falco knew the way and he was a competent di@@mpetent? An understatement. The car was
like a growling jungle cat; he handled it with eagjf-assurance, one hand on the wheel, one resting
lightly on the shift lever.

How could the sight of a man driving a car be Sexy
Elle rolled her eyes.

It wasn’t. He wasn’t. Not to her, anyway. The wditte very concept, was foreign to her unless
she was wearing a designer’s creation on a runwasae character on a film set. Even then, she
was pretty much a disaster.

Something was happening. Something was changisgld her. Between them. Whatever it was,
she didn’'t understand it, didn’t like it, didn’t wait...but it was happening just the same.

That kiss. In, of all places, a crowded aisle sr@vded store. Falco’s lips moving lightly against
hers; hers clinging to his. She’d done nothingtop $t. She hadn’'t wanted to stop it. He hadn’t
touched her. No hands. No embrace. Just that\Wwegtselectric fusion of lips until a grumpy female
voice said, “Excuse me!” and they’'d sprung apaatheof them grabbing a shopping cart, and made
for the registers as if their lives depended on it.

It there hadn’t been all those people around...
Her throat constricted.

Stress. That's what it was. That, or incipienaim$y. There was no other explanation, no reason
for that kiss or for her to wonder how it would ifdehe house ahead of them—this beautiful,
isolated, romantic house Falco had rented—had mgtioi do with safety and expediency and had,
instead, everything to do with his wanting to benal with her...

Elle folded her arms.

What on earth was she thinking? She didn’t wamt Wwanting that. He was her bodyguard. She
was his client. His not altogether willing cliemthen you came down to it, and that was it.

Why would she ever be stupid enough to want more?

They'd reached the house. She reached for theldoalie before he’d brought the car to a
complete stop.



“Hey!” He grabbed her arm and jerked her back #oseat. “Didn’t anybody ever tell you it's a
good idea to wait until a car stops before youayg?”

His tone was curt. It would be. Mr. Orsini didhke anyone doing something he hadn’t given
them permission to do. Too bad. She wasn't in tbedrto take orders.

Maybe that was the problem.

He’'d stormed into her life, uninvited, and takereo He made decisions without a word or a
question, and when had she said he could do thet@rNand that was the point. He had taken over
and now she was paying the price for letting himtddhat “woof’ she’d barked when he’d told her
to stay put today or yesterday or whenever inih&kd been, was no longer a joke. She was
behaving like a well-trained dog. Compliant. Obadlié/alleable. And, she was tired of the act.

“Thank you for that helpful information,” she sadldly. “I'm sure I'd never have figured it out
for myself.”

“You have a problem accepting advice?” he saist, qs coldly.
“When | need your advice, I'll let you know.”

“Do us both a favor, baby, and—"

“That’s another thing. I've asked you not to cak that.”

His eyes narrowed. From that soft, sweet kishig?tNever mind that he regretted the kiss.
Obviously, so did she. But why? Why should she? Tlad to be what this was all about, that she’d
kissed him in the middle of a store, and whoset faak that? She’d wanted him to kiss her. She’'d
melted straight into him.

It was time to take a step back. Reassess thitgalready knew he’d violated his own rules.
What had become of his commitment to keeping thprggessional? Well, he was returning to that,
right now. And she needed to know it.

“Okay,” he said briskly, “here’s the way thingeajoing to be from now—"
“We need a change in plans.”

His eyebrows rose. “Meaning?”

“Meaning, starting now, you're to consult me orid®ns.”

A cold knot was forming in his gut. “Consult youné said calmly.

“Yes. You made all these plans—the plane, the édadawaii—as if | weren’t involved. | don’t
want that to happen again.”

“And I'm to do this because...?”



“Because this is my life!”

“That last | checked, you were standing in a bedrahat had been turned inside-out, wringing
your hands and trying to figure out what in helttowith that life.”

She looked as if she wanted to slug him.

“l did not wring my hands. And you didn’t give rntiee chance to figure out anything!”
Falco’s lips drew back in a dangerous smile.

“This is all about that kiss.”

Elle started to answer. Then she thought bettérasfd reached again for the door. Falco’s hand
closed around her wrist.

“You kissed me,” he growled. “Now you’re behaviag if it was a crime. Would you like to
explain that?”

“l kissed you?” She laughed. “Funny, but | do®btrember it that way.”
“We kissed, okay? So what?”

Pointedly, she looked from him to her wrist.

“Let go of me, Orsini.”

“l want an explanation, Bissette. What's thisaddbut?”

What, indeed? She was so angry that she was ghakenknew damned well what this was all
about. He had kissed her. For some reason, shiethatiappen. And, yes, she’d let it happen
several times and she didn’t understand it butdsthe't have to.

All that mattered was that it would not happeniaga

She knew how these things went.

A man came along, he offered his help, he maddegeiusafe and then—and then—
Falco’s hand tightened on hers. “Answer me, damiitat's going on?”

Elle raised her chin and looked into his angdedileyes.

“What's going on is that you are here solely totpct me.”

“You have complaints about how I've been doing?ha

“Yes, | have. You seem to have forgotten your @lac



God, where had those horrible words come from?s@heFalco’s eyes cloud with rage. She
wanted to call back what she’d said, not becausdesred him but because it was a lie. She never,
ever thought that way about people and she wasniggo start now, especially with someone like
Falco, an honorable, decent man whose only cringee-wa

Whose only crime was that he had somehow turned/bed upside down.
“I've forgotten my place,” he said, repeating erds in a low, dangerous voice.
“No,” she said quickly, “that isn’t what | meant!”

It was too late. He flung her hand from him, opetiee door and got out of the car. She scrambled
out, too.

“Falco! Please. | didn't mean—"

“Yeah. You did.” He swung toward her. She stumtdadk. “And you're right. | did forget my
place.”

“No. | swear, | didn't—"

“Get in the house.”

“Falco—"

“I'm going to take a look around.”
“What for? We already—"

“It's part of what | have to do to protect you.€Heached inside the car, rifled through the bags
until he found the one from Starbucks. “You're dnmdred percent correct, Ms. Bissette. That's
why I'm here.”

Elle shook her head. “Listen to me. Please.”

“Don’t worry about getting the rest of the stuiside. It's probably within my job description to
haul in the groceries, but I'll get your thingsidtes, too, even though some might call that fetching
and carrying. But I'll oblige and do it—if you appre, of course. | mean, consider this a
consultation.”

“You're twisting everything | said!”
“Yes or no? You want me to deal with this stufinmt?”

Shaking with anger, she glared at him over thé obthe Ferrari. “A decent man would accept an
apology.”

His smile was quick and cold. “But I'm not a deteran. Isn’t that pretty much what you just told
me?”



“You can go straight to hell!”

“Sounds like a plan,” he said, and he turned hikkand walked away.

It took her three trips to get the all the thitigey’d bought into the house, including the groeeri
but leaving them for Falco was not an option.

She didn’t need anything from him, didn’t want #imgg from him, not even his services as a
bodyguard. She’d been doing just fine, handlinggkion her own.

And she’d handle things on her own, again.

Letting the all-knowing Mr. Orsini into her lifeakl been a mistake, one she’d remedy right away.
First thing in the morning, she’d call the airpaa]l for a taxi, get out of here so fast it wouldke
his head spin. She’d have done it now but she waseh sure what time it was.

All she knew was that she needed a bath and aandal solid night’s rest.

Choosing a bedroom was easy. She took the fiessba came to, dumped the bags that held the
things she’d purchased on the bed and locked tbelghind her.

Falco Orsini was an infuriating, heartless buHgr temper outburst was his fault. Kissing her,
then trying to blame the incident on her...

Elle stalked into the attached marble bathrooitkdid on the light and turned on the hot water tap
in the deep soaking tub.

Wait. She’d forgotten something. She hurried thi bedroom, emptied the contents of her purse
on the bed. There it was. The silver frame that tie¢ picture of her and Mama. Tears burned
behind her eyes as put her index finger to her theen to the picture. She gazed at it for a while.
Then she took a deep breath, found the toothbmdhamthpaste she’d bought and returned to the
bathroom.

She sniffed at little packets and bottles of aitsl bath salts, chose an oil called Tranquility and
matching bar of elegantly wrapped soap. Elle brdster teeth, stripped off her clothes, made a face
and stuffed the clothes into a wicker basket.

The bath was steaming and fragrant. She climbedie tub, moaned with pleasure and lay back.

Falco Orsini was impossible. He was not a knigtghining armor; he was a man like all other
men. That she’d let that slip her mind, even byigiroved how exhausted she was. The mutilated
picture, the note, the mess at the cabin and théazo. All of that had worked against her, had made
her vulnerable to letting a man make decisionéor

And what would you have done if he hadn’t madedé&eisions? If he hadn't followed you to the
cabin, or hadn’t refused to let you return to yplacce that night?



Elle gave herself a mental shake. She’'d have ddra¢ had to be done, that's what. She didn’t
need the high-and-mighty Mr. Orsini, the policeaoyone else. And she’d make that clear
tomorrow. Not that Mr. Orsini needed or deserve@gplanation. She was taking her life back in her
own hands and that was her choice, not his.

She sank lower in the tub. The bath was wondefiosolutely wonderful, she thought, closing her
eyes as the water lapped against her breasteulth tvas gentle. Soothing. How would Falco’s
hands feel against them, instead? His palms cugpeigweight. His thumbs moving over her
nipples. Lightly. Gently. Then harder as he besthgad to her, pressed his lips to her throat.

Her breasts tingled. A heaviness made its slowfnay them to a place low in her belly.
His hands would make their way there, too.

Elle’s thighs fell open. The scented water brushgainst her flesh. She could feel a pulse beating
deep inside her. Beating. Throbbing. Her handettifiver her belly. Falco’s hand would follow that
same path and then his mouth. He would strokeReet.her. Touch her...

She shot upright in the water, heart racing, mvhdling, bile rising in her throat as she shoved
the ugly images away. Not just ugly. Horrible. PainShe knew that, she’d known it forever.

Quickly, she pulled the drain plug and tradedtthefor the shower stall, where she scrubbed her
skin until it was reddened, washed her hair andentpgick work of it.

To hell with the shampoo and conditioner she’ddiduAll she wanted now was to get dressed.

The clothes she’d bought lay on the bed. The e®ffalco had bought. He’'d used his credit card
as if the shopping trip was his to control.

Control was what he was all about. What men wkiabaut. Whatever security company he
worked for would, she knew, pick up the tab, buthéd with that. Before she left tomorrow, she’d
write him a check for the chartered flight, the seuthe shopping trip...

How could an hour in a faceless store have beenusth fun?

“What kind of cereal do you like?” she’d said, dreld answered by plucking a box of
sugar-sweetened junk from the shelf. “Yuck,” sh&aitl, grabbing it and putting it back, laughing at
the way he’d groaned when she added a box of urienes granola to the cart instead, laughing just
before he’d kissed her, before he’d made her fabawdst stop with that sweet, sweet kiss...

“Stop it,” Elle said firmly.

Hell. She’d forgotten to buy pj’'s. No matter. Stressed quickly: underwear, T-shirt, white jeans,
everything clean and fresh against her skin. Sbalgjht Falco biting back a smile at her choice of
underthings. It had made her blush. Would he siinile saw her wearing them? Not that he ever
would but...

Her breath caught. “Stop it,” she said again,Vwéce sharp and a little raw.



Her thoughts were wandering across a wild landstagt had nothing to do with reality. She was
tired, was the problem.

And hungry.
Her belly gave a monumental growl.

Breakfast seemed a lifetime ago. There was lotsaxf in the kitchen. They’'d bought cheese and
ham, and peanut butter and jelly because Falcsaigd—with a straight face—that PB and J on
white bread was a staple of life.

Elle eased the door open.

The house was silent. Falco’s plans had probaloiyred hers. A hot shower, then a nap. She
could picture him now, that long, leanly musclediypsprawled naked across the bed.

A frisson of heat shimmered through her body.

Enough. She needed a meal and then some sleepoiNa.meal. A sandwich would be quicker.
She could be out of the kitchen before Falco somascstirred.

She moved down the hall quickly, silent on baed.f&he kitchen was just a couple of feet away...
Damn, damn, damn!

Falco had beaten her to it. Shirtless, barefoegrmg only jeans, his dark hair damp and glitggrin
with drops of water, he stood with his back to &ea long granite counter. The loaf of white bread
was beside him, the opened jars of peanut buttejedlly next to it. From his motions, she figureel h
was making a sandwich.

She watched, transfixed, as the muscles in higldbs and triceps flexed. Her eyes swept
downward. He had a powerful-looking back, a narreaist. His jeans were low on his hips. Was the
top button undone? Was that why they hung that way?

And what did it matter?

Why this sudden dryness in her mouth? The eqsalliglen leap of her heart? Elle took a quick
step back.

“Want one?” he said casually.

Falco had sensed her presence and asked theoqueghout turning around. A peace offering?
Well, why not. They had hours to get through bekire could leave, Elle reminded herself, and she
moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue.

“l, ah, I...Yes, thanks. I'd love a sandwich.”

He motioned toward one of the counter stools $ddft. She shook her head, even though she
knew he couldn’t see her.



“There must be something | can do to help.”
“You can pour us some milk. I’'m not usually a miiiknd of guy but when it comes to PB and J...
“The drink of choice. | know.”

Elle searched for tall glasses, found them, pothiednilk. She put the glasses on the counter,
added napkins and silverware and plates.

There was nothing left to do except sit down aiadiciv him put the finishing touches on the
sandwiches.

“Kind of like being at one of those sushi restauise’ he said. “You know, where you sit at the
counter and get to watch guys wielding knives hikenicidal jugglers.”

She laughed. “I'm always surprised they end thkifts with five fingers still on each hand.”

Falco turned toward her, reaching for the plaié& breath caught in her throat. She’'d guessed
right. Yes, button at the waistband of his jeans wadone. And, yes, the faded denim hung
precariously low on his hips. And yes, oh, yeswas a magnificent sight, all those sculpted muscles
in his shoulders and arms, the cut abs, the dadtlwifi hair on his chest that arrowed down and
disappeared under the waistband of the jeans...

“What | think,” he said, “is that | owe you an apgy.”

Elle’s gaze flew to his. “It was my fault,” shadguickly. “I don’t know what made me say such
an awful thing.”

He nodded, his eyes on hers.

“We were both quick on the trigger. And some ofaivjou said was right. | have made a lot of
decisions without checking with you first. | show'ldhave done that.”

“You made necessary decisions. | know that. it jhat—"
“You're accustomed to making your own decisions.”
“Yes.”

“Sure. | understand.” He hesitated. “And about #iss...”
She felt her face heat. “Really, there’s no need’t

“l was the one who initiated it. I've initiated @y move I've made on you, baby, but they weren’t
‘moves,’ not the way you think. I...hell, | never gevolved with the people I'm helping, never step
over the boundaries.” He snorted and ran a harmdigiir his hair. “There | go again. Calling you
‘baby’ when you've specifically asked me—"

“Don’t stop.”



His eyes met hers. “What?”

“l said—I said, don’t stop calling me ‘baby.” Byow, she knew her face was blazing. “I—I like
it. The way you say it. As if—as if it means someg¢hto you.”

His eyes turned black. “You mean something to rhe,5%aid in a low voice.
“You don’t have to say—"

He came toward her, put a finger gently over hi#parted lips. His skin was warm; all she had to
do was ease the very tip of her tongue betweefgseand she could taste him.

“That’s one of my flaws,” he said. “I tend to sine things | mean. And | mean that, Elle.
You—you've become important to me.”

She sighed. Her breath was warm against his fidgshudder went through him as he slid his
hand into her hair.

“l want to kiss you,” he said roughly. “Hell, I'moing to kiss you. And if that isn’t what you
want—"

Elle made a little sound, leaned forward and bhoingr mouth to Falco’s. He didn’t move, not for
a long minute. Then he groaned, wrapped his armadrher and lifted her from the stool. Her arms
went around his neck; her legs closed around pis &md he kissed her again, the kiss deepening and
deepening until she was moaning into his mouth.

“Elle.” He leaned his forehead against hers. “Hgonevant to make love with you.”
“I know.”

He gave a gruff laugh. Of course, she knew. Histesn was enormous and her pelvis was pressed
hard against it.

“Tell me it's what you want, too.”

He could feel her heart, racing like a tiny birdgainst his. She was trembling, breathing fast. He
drew her even closer.

“Baby. What is it? Are you afraid of me?”
“No,” she said quickly. “Never of you.”

“What, then? The—" He hesitated. “The ‘sex thingf&ve you had a bad experience? Because if
you have—"

“It's—it’'s something like that.”

Who had done this to her? How? What had some dadtae to this beautiful, intelligent,
amazing woman? His arms tightened around her.



“I've never—I’'ve never wanted to be with a mandref | can hardly believe it's what | want now.
At least—at least, | think it's what | want. Butiifs not...l wouldn’t want to disappoint you.”

“You could never disappoint me,” he said fiercélyit’'s not what you want, we’ll stop.” And I'll
die, he thought, but he’d do that rather than dghang to hurt this woman.

She gave a watery laugh. “Men don’t stop.”
Falco fought to control his fury.

“l am me, honey. Falco Orsini. | am not ‘men.” héver do anything to hurt you, Elle. | swear it,
with all my heart.”

She drew back a little and looked at him.

“Just what a guy wants, I'm sure,” she said, witbad attempt at a smile. “To talk a moment like
this straight into the ground.”

“What this guy wants is to hold you. To kiss ydw. sleep with you in my arms. And maybe that’s
all we should even consider tonight.” He gavet&liaugh. “Assuming it is night,” he said. “I seem
to have lost track of time.”

Elle stared at him. “Do you think you could really that?”

What he thought was that by morning he might keldeom the aching need to make love to her,
but if being held in his arms was all she wantkdjf tvas all that would happen.

“Remember what you said,” she told him solemnipdut only saying what you really mean.”

Falco sighed. “I want to make love to you, baby.change whatever it is you think you know
about sex. If that’s not what you want, I'll justld you while we sleep.” He paused. “Or you can
trust what | said. About making love and stoppifgpiu want to stop.” He smiled. “Your decision to
make, Ms. Bissette.”

A day ago, an hour ago, she might have said noaoald manage sleeping with a woman without
sex, but if Falco said he could do it, she beliela. If he said he could stop—stop doing the thing
men did if she asked him to stop doing them—shewead that, too.

So—s0 maybe she could let him kiss her. CaresAnerhe’d stop when she told him to stop.
Because she would tell him to stop. Absolutely, sbald.

“Elle?” He cleared his throat. “There’s a thirdtiop, honey. I'll let go of you, we go to our
separate rooms—"

Elle leaned forward and stopped his words witlsa.k

“Take me to bed, Falco,” she whispered. “PleaséieTme to bed and make love to me.”



Chapter Ten
ELLE’S WHISPERED words raced through Falco’s bldigd a fast-moving drug.

If someone had asked, he’d have said he knewaBexy things a woman could whisper to a
man.

Wrong.
Elle’s simple words were the most erotic he'd dveard.

His answer was in his kiss as he carried her tilrdbe silent house, not to the bedroom he’'d
chosen only because it had been the nearest at Imatnplst it, to the master suite. Its walls were
almost entirely glass, open on one side to thersdaon the other to the cascade of water that
tumbled into the atrium pool.

The bed, a four-poster, hung in sheer white ldoejinated the room.
He imagined taking her to it, laying her on itribg her to his eyes, his hands, his mouth.
But he didn't.

Elle’s lips trembled beneath his. Her heart raagainst his palm. She wanted him but she was
frightened.

Falco was determined to replace that fear withgjegn if it took every bit of self-control he
possessed.

He kissed her again. Then, slowly, he put herenfdet.

She made a little sound when her breasts bruskdshle chest, caught her breath when the heavy
thrust of his erection pressed against her bellgelshe would have stepped back, he gathered her
in his arms, kept her close.

“That’s just my body telling yours how much | wamtu.” His voice was low and rough but the
hand he put under her chin was gentle. “Don’t baidf baby. | won’t hurt you. | promise.”

He kissed her, soft kisses that belied the humggte him until finally he felt her lips softendn
cling to his. He took the kiss deeper little byldif touching the tip of his tongue to the tendwside
flesh of her bottom lip. He knew he had to go sigwhat everything that came next hinged on it.

And he could do it.
He was a man who had built his life on self-disoig

Surely, he could carry that ability into this.drttolding back. Into being content just to taste he
Into keeping from cupping her face, parting hes hgth his, plunging deep, deep into the honeyed
sweetness of her mouth...



Falco groaned.

Elle tensed. “What?” A quick, uneasy breath; sheher hands on his chest. “Am | doing this
wrong?”

His throat constricted. He wanted to groan agaimmaybe curse, not at the woman in his arms
but at whatever—whomever—had left her feeling tég. Instead, he forced a quick smile.

“No, honey. No, you're doing it just right. It'sigt that you taste so good...” The hell with it. He
could cup her face, lift it to his, kiss her gentljke that. Exactly like that. Again and again and
suddenly she was on her toes, her hands lockeddutus neck, her lips open to his.

“Yes,” he whispered, “yes, that's the way.”

“Falco,” she said, just that, and he gatheredalgainst him, kissed her mouth, her throat, and she
was trembling again but he knew it wasn’t with feawas with what was happening, what she felt,
what he was making her feel, and then he stoppeHitig, stopped planning, and his kisses
deepened, his hands moved over her, stroking, ngpparessing until she was making soft little
cries and clinging to him as if he was all thatlddteep her from falling.

He slid his hand under her T-shirt. Up her batbn@the sweet, silken warmth of her skin. His
palm spread over the side of her breast. She céegtreath and he waited, waited...

His thumb brushed over her nipple.

She sighed against his mouth.

He stroked her again. Felt the nub of flesh hartihit press against his thumb. Another sigh. A
moan. Falco moved his hand, cupped her breadiabk a groan at the delicate weight of it in his
hand.

She moved.

Moved against him.

Her hips. Her thighs.

A shudder went through him.

He drew back. Put an inch of space between thdrit Wasn’t enough, how could it be when it
felt as if an entire room wouldn’t be enough tofkéés erection from pressing into her belly? He
was harder than he’d ever been in his life, so baatihe hurt...and she wasn’t leaving space
between them anyway, she was moving closer, clgdpsshoulders, raising herself to him.

On a low growl, Falco caught Elle’s elbows and lpeit from him. She swayed, blinked her eyes
open and stared up at him.

“Falco?”



He dragged air into his lungs.

“I can’t,” he said. “Honey, I'm sorry. | thoughtcould do this. | really thought...” Another harsh
breath. “But | can’t.”

Tears rose in her eyes. “Yes. | mean—I| mean, rioy $¥iould you?” Elle stepped back, wrapped
her arms around herself. “Of course, you can’hdwddn’t have asked—"

“Dammit!” He grabbed hold of her shoulders, lifteer to her toes. “What I'm trying to tell you is
that | can’t go slow and easy. | want too much.yida understand?”

Elle swallowed hard. “You want to—to go to bedrasht to bed. | should have—~

“Hell, no. | don’t want to drag you into bed. | mtato touch you first. See you. And you're not
ready for that.”

“See me, how?” Her eyes flew to his. “You meargressed?”

Her voice was low. In any other set of circumsemder answer, the look she gave him, might
have made him laugh, but laughter was the lasgtimris mind at that moment. Instead, her
expression, the response...both filled him with afubaombination of anger and sorrow.

“Undressed,” he said gruffly. “Yes.”

She nodded. He could almost see her processingadnds. Then she crossed her arms, grasped the
hem of her T-shirt. Falco caught her wrists, brdaugdr hands to his lips and kissed them.

“No. I don’t want you to do anything just for mMegby. That’s not what making love is all about.”
“I want you to see me,” she whispered.
“Are you sure?” She nodded. “Then,” he said, “tHehme do that.”

Her hands fell to her sides. Falco reached foht#ma of her T-shirt, drew it over her head and
tossed it aside. God, she was beautiful. Honeyed Blemure white cotton bra. He’d watched her
buy it, watched her bypass lace and satin for thilad made him smile.

Now, it made his body tighten with hunger.
He waited, mentally counted to ten before he saaaen.

“I'm going to take your jeans off, t00.” His voieeas rough as sandpaper. He cleared his throat.
“Is that okay, Elle?”

“Yes,” she whispered, her face bright with color.

His hands felt huge and clumsy as he reachedh&buatton, then the zipper of her jeans. The hiss
of the metal teeth parting seemed inordinately Jdud then, maybe not.



Maybe it wasn’t half as loud as the hammering béais heart.

Slowly, he slid the jeans down her hips. Her léfgswanted to squat down, lift her foot, ease the
jeans all the way off, but he didn’t trust himsélg knew the temptation to put his face against her
belly might be more than he could handle. He letjfans slither to the bamboo floor, took her
hands, held them to steady her as she steppedffteem.

Then he looked at her.

Long, dark hair, falling over her shoulders. Addree of makeup. The plainest possible bra and
panties. And a beauty so pure it stole his breathya

Falco’s heart kicked against his ribs as he dremirito his arms and kissed her. Lightly. Gently.
Told himself to keep it that way but she moved etds him, framed his face with her hands.
Opened her mouth to his and he slid his hands Hdéten He hadn’t had trouble opening a bra since
high school, but now his fingers felt huge and dyrand, it seemed forever but, thank you, God, at
last, the bra opened.

Elle’s reaction was to clasp it to her.
Falco’s hands closed over hers.
“l want to see you, baby,” he said thickly.

A heartbeat’s hesitation. Then she let go of th@ewcotton and it drifted to the floor. His eyes
held hers. Then, slowly, he let them fall to hexdsts. Ah, they were perfect. Small. Round. Nipples
a pale, seashell pink. He raised his eyes to loey, fsatched her as he traced the outline of one
perfect nipple with the tip of his index finger.

“Do you like that?” he whispered.

She moaned. It was all the answer he needed.afidshwent to the waistband of the innocent
white cotton panties; slowly, he eased them dowrldrgy legs. He bent, steadied her as she stepped
free of them, fought back the desire to kiss hig wathose long legs and bury his face in the soft,
dark curls between her thighs and, instead, stpostraight and reached for her again.

Elle shook her head.

“l want...” Her tongue swiped across her bottom fljpvant...” The rest was an inaudible
whisper.

“Honey. | don’t know what you said. | couldn’t rea”
“l said—I said, | want to see you, t00.”
He swallowed. “What?”

“l want to see you naked. That's all. Just togme”



Sweat beaded on his forehead. He was never goisigrvive this. Why had he thought he could?
“Falco? Could I—could | see you? Please?”

His hands fumbled at the zipper of his jeans.ddi a breath, got it open, pushed the jeans down.
He had not put on underwear after he’d showeredchamdhis swollen penis sprang free. His sense
of relief was profound.

Profound, but short-lived because—

Because, she was looking at his aroused fleshlahlsng, not touching, and if this kept up, he
was going to disgrace himself.

Where was his self-control? That control he pridadself on, that control that always, always
kept him in charge of what happened, in bed and out

“Dammit,” he growled, and when she looked up at he thought, the hell with this and he
gathered her into his arms and kissed her, kissetidrd, one hand in her hair, the other holdirrg he
tightly against him. He’d do this, kiss her, feelrhlet her feel him and then he’d tell her he’éibe
crazy to think he could pull this off, that he wase old to play doctor.

But how could he do any of those things when b rising on her toes, winding her arms
around his neck, meeting his kisses with kiss¢geeobwn?

“Please,” she sobbed against his lips, “Falccagdeplease, please...”
His heart thundered.

Whispering her name, he scooped her up, carrietbltbe bed. Tumbled onto it with her. Kissed
her mouth, her throat, her breasts, exulting inchiess, her sobs.

And tried, one final time, to hang on to sanity.
“Elle...”

There was warning in his voice. She heard it bsteiad of frightening her, it filled her with
ecstasy. She wanted this, wanted him, wanted éuagyhe was, everything he had to give.

“Falco,” she said softly, and she touched him. &ahher fingers the length of his rigid flesh,
closed as much of her hand around him as she deltithe throb of life within that part of him tha
was all male.

“Elle!” The breath hissed from his lips. He toodrihnand, brought it to her side. “Elle...I'm not a
saint...”

She reached up. Kissed his mouth. Kissed him émthdeep and sweetly until he groaned and
parted her thighs.

She sobbed as he entered her. Slowly. God, sdyslow



Her head fell back against the pillows. She wamsing apart. Coming undone. She was flying,
blazing across the sky like a shooting star.

“Falco,” she sobbed and he said her name, threw g head and flew into the heavens with her.

She awoke hours later.
At least, it felt like hours later. Time had I@k meaning.

Perhaps they’d slept the day away. Or the nightticthever it was, Elle came awake draped over
Falco like a blanket, her face buried againstimeat, his arms holding her close.

It should have been uncomfortable. He was hardciad, lean. And his embrace made it almost
difficult to breathe.

But it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was wonderful. Hgs curved in a smile. She had never felt this
happy, this safe. It was as if she belonged heth,this man, as if she’d been created for this.

Her smile faded.

What was she thinking? This, being here, beiny Wdlco...it was all a fantasy. It was worse than
that. Falco had only come into her life becauseptist was finally catching up to her.

If he knew that past, if anyone knew it...
“Hey.”
He was awake. She shut her eyes, opened them &fyjathher head and forced a smile.

“Hey, yourself,” she said, and her heart turnedrotde was so beautiful! She knew he’d groan if
she told him that but it was true, he was beautHiis dark hair was mussed, he had even more of
that five o’clock shadow she’d always thought madean look grungy but made him look almost
unbearably sexy. There were laugh lines at thesedfjbis eyes and a tiny little white line she’'d
never noticed until now...

“It's a scar,” he said softly.
“Was | staring?” She blushed. “Sorry. | didn't mea—"

“No, it's cool.” He smiled. “I like it when you ate at me.” His hand slid into her hair; he brought
her face to his and kissed her. “Are you all ridiaby?”

“Yes.” She could feel her color deepening. “I medn
“I know what you mean. And I'm happy to hear it.”

His words were spoken in a tender whisper. “Tehd@s something she couldn’t afford. She



couldn’t let him get too close. For her sake—
And, she thought with a shudder, for his. How cdh& hadn’t occurred to her before?
She took a breath, drew back as far as his eimgrarms permitted and flashed a bright smile.
“Yes,” she said, “and thank you for that.”
His eyes narrowed. “For what?”
“For, you know, for helping me, ah, for helping &t past my, ah, my problem.”

She squealed as he rolled her onto her back.yH&blave her, his body pinning hers to the
mattress, his hands wrapped around her wrists,frelth his eyes.

“Thank you?” he said in an ominous whisper.

“Yes. You know. For—"

“Maybe you’re going to recommend me to your frierid

“No!” Her breath caught. “I didn’t mean that asiasult, | only meant—"

His mouth swooped down and captured hers, hishides and merciless until, despite her best
intentions, she moaned his name in a way that rhaddet go of her hands. His arms went around
her; she wrapped hers around him and the kiss eldabgcame soft and yes, tender, so tender that
she wanted to weep.

“I'm sorry,” she whispered. “Falco, I'm so soriihat happened just now—"

“You and me,” he said gruffly, “making love.”

“Yes. It was—it was—"

“Yeah.” A cheeky grin tweaked the corners of higutt. “It damned well was.”

Elle snorted. “Did anyone ever tell you that yavé an oversized ego?”

He moved against her. “I'm just an oversized guy.”

She didn’t want to laugh but she couldn’t helgHié was impossible. She told him so.

“You are impossible,” she said, trying for stemdanot even coming close.

Falco smiled. He kissed her. Kissed her agairn, S#Hsing kisses that lengthened and deepened
until her bones had absolutely melted.

“So is this,” he whispered, “impossibly wonderfuAnd then he was inside her again, moving
inside her, taking her up and up and up and wgbkitonds, nothing else mattered but him.



She wouldn’t shower with him.
She wouldn’t even leave the bed as long as hestilbs the room.

She knew it was foolish, that he knew her bodywthocking intimacy, but that didn’t mean—it
didn’t mean she could walk around in front of hintheut clothes on.

He didn’t argue, not once he saw that she meaimsitead, he kissed the tip of her nose, rose from
the bed and strolled toward the adjoining marblkbige@m. She tried to avert her eyes. Yes, they'd
been intimate, but seeing him, seeing him naked,gart of him naked...

“I would never hurt you, Elle,” he said softly.

She looked up. He was standing in the bathroonveing not just unashamedly naked but
unashamedly beautiful.

Tears rose in her eyes.

She blinked them back, took a deep breath, tdsaekithe duvet and went to him. He gathered her
against him.

“What happened to you?” her knight in shining arsaid, so ferociously that it almost broke her
heart.

She shook her head, burrowed closer. After a @1y time, he brushed his lips lightly over hers.

“Okay,” he said, as if nothing had happened, “shiotime.”

The peanut butter and jelly sandwiches he’d maxeshago were still on the counter.

Elle touched one with a fingertip and winced. “Hilas stone.” She looked up and smiled. “I don’t
think the P in PB and J is supposed to stand fetrifeed.” They must have sat here for hours...”

She realized what she’d said and blushed. Lorihverl the way she blushed, Falco thought as he
drew her into his arms.

“Hours,” he said softly. “But not half long enougjh

He kissed her. Sweet kisses that grew deeperkQ@isses that grew longer. Kisses that made their
breathing quicken until he groaned and leaneddrehkead against hers.

“If we don’t eat something soon,” he said huskitie realtor’'s going to come by one morning
and find us as petrified as those sandwiches.”



Elle laughed and gave him a gentle push. “I'llksomething. What would you like?”

“Hey, you think I've waited for peanut butter ajatly all this time only to give up on them now?
Let’s go, woman. Same as before. You pour the riilkmake the sandwiches.”

They worked side by side and wolfed down their Iméale sitting on stools at the granite kitchen
counter. Four for Falco, two for her.

“The wardrobe mistress will kill me,” Elle said ommfully.

He grinned. “That’s how | got this scar,” he saalching his finger to the little white line she’d
noticed earlier. “Defending myself against a PB aradtack.”

Elle raised her eyebrows.

“My brother, Nick. We were maybe four and fivensething like that. He made himself a
sandwich. | stole half of it and he came after We.d been playing Star Wars, you know, the
lightsaber thing? Anyway, Nick swung, got lucky ayat me. | retaliated, of course—"

“Of course,” Elle said. She didn’t really accepe tstory. She suspected the truth was something
much darker, but she smiled, picturing him astke ltioy.

“And we both went down in a heap. Well, Rafe heftld Tonka Payloader on the floor and—"
“You have two brothers?”

“Three. Nicolo. Raffaele. And Dante.” Falco ate thst bite of his sandwich. “And two sisters.
Anna and Isabella.”

“Oh, that’s nice. To have such a big family, | méa

Falco laughed. “It's nice most of the time. Somets, it's a pain in the, ah, in the butt. How about
you?”

Elle’s smile faded. “How about me, what?”

“Do you have sisters? Brothers?”

“No.”

“No, what?”

“No,” she said, “there’s just me.”

Her tone had become cool. Falco cocked his hetsmt?”

“And, what?” Elle slid off the stool and put hdafe in the sink.

“And, why is talking about family such a big deal?



“It isn’t,” she said, even more coolly.

“Trust me, honey. It isn’t always my favorite topeither. | mean, Izzy and Anna, Nick and Rafe
and Dante...They're great. So is my mom. But anyboéntions my old man—"

“Don’t tell me,” Elle said, her voice not cool binigid. “You and your father have—what'’s the
current term? You have ‘issues.” What, he didrt'tylsu borrow the family car when you were
seventeen?”

Falco narrowed his eyes. “My father’s a thug, saed carefully. “His name is Cesare Orsini.
Maybe you haven't heard of him, but, trust me,dbps sure have.”

“Oh.” Elle reached out her hand. “Falco. | didmean—"

“I know you didn’t, baby. So, whatever it is abguwiur family that upsets you—"
She laughed. At least, he thought it was a laBgihit wasn’t. She was weeping.
“Ah, honey, I'm an idiot. Come here. Let me holaly’

She shook her head and pushed past him. He thabght stopping her but he didn't. Instead, he
watched her go through the atrium doors and ontheastarlit night, watched as she padded barefoot
through the sand, to the beach. Then he wentladteThey were as safe here as he’d been able to
make it: the gates, the alarm system, the litilehbes he’d added of his own, but no way would he
let her out of his sight until he got the son dfiteh who was stalking her.

A chill danced down Falco’s spine.

He knew a lot of people who had what Elle hadechtissues” with their families. It was, more or
less, a sign of the times. Hell, he had his ownglabout his father. So did his brothers.

But Elle’s reaction just now...
His steps quickened.

He had held off asking her what she knew aboustaker though he suspected she knew
something. He hadn’t pushed her on why she didatitwhe cops involved, either; she was a
celebrity and maybe she just didn’t want that lkofigress. He hadn’t pressured her because she’'d
been through a lot in the past few days. He’d #gluon giving her a little time before asking more
guestions.

Some seventh sense, some instinct told him tledirtre for asking them was now.

He caught up to her at the surf line, fell in bedner as she walked. She shot him a poisonous look
but he ignored it.

“What's going on?”

“I don’t know what you're talking about.”



“Elle,” he said firmly. He caught her elbow, tuchker toward him. “You have to tell me. You
know you do.”

“Go back to the mainland, Falco. Just—just leaeeatone.”

“The hell I willl I can’t protect you without knowg what you know about this maniac.”

Her eyes flashed. “Is that what you call takingtméed? Was that about protecting me?”
She was deliberately trying to make him angrykHew it, but that didn’t make it any easier.
“Answer the question. Tell me what you know.”

“What | know is that that we had sex.”

He wanted to shake her. Or kiss her. Insteadrdigbgd her by the shoulders and hauled her to her
toes.

“Dammit, woman! We made love.”

“It was sex,” she said bitterly. “And | should leaknown you’d think that grants you some kind of
ownership—"

Falco cursed, pulled her against him and captheedips with his. She struggled, tried to twist
free—and then she sobbed his name, wound her aousdhim and kissed him back with all the
hunger in her heart. He swept her into his armsiechher to the house and to bed. They made love
again and again, until she wept with joy. One kést and then she fell asleep in his arms.

Falco remained awake, eyes fixed on the ceiling.

He had violated the principles by which he livgiying in to his emotions, letting them take him
deep into uncharted waters—but he didn’t careelh&d to, he would give his life for the woman
beside him.

He had only known her a few short days but shedoate to mean more to him than he’d ever
imagined possible...

And more than he wanted to define.

Chapter Eleven
HE ASKED no more questions.

His time with Special Forces had taught him thpantance of knowing as much about the enemy
as he could. Later, doing clandestine work for gtevclients, he’d adhered to that rule. The Turkish
couple he’d recently helped had accused him offerdince because he’d demanded they bare their
souls to him, but what he’d ultimately learned baen instrumental in helping him find, and save,



their son.

The bottom line was that the one stipulation keagk required was full access to information. A
client either gave it up freely or Falco would dteait.

This was different. There wasn’t a way in hellchdo that to Elle.

It made his job more difficult but he cared tooan@bout her to force her to divulge whatever
dark secrets she possessed. And he cared moreaadbout her as the days, and the nights,
slipped by.

Time had become as fluid as the ocean. There wagginning, no end. There were only long,
sweet days and long, hot nights. The hours blurmedeach other, every one of them filled with
pleasure.

Not that they did anything special.

Long walks on the beach, with Elle plucking whatde would have sworn was every shell they
saw from the sand. Lazy hours by the pool. Theygqagoker after Falco taught her the game,
betting with the shells she’d collected, then wathy money filched from a Monopoly set they found
on a shelf in the den.

He let her win most of the hands and then, to niiakéeresting, he said, he suggested betting with
the clothes they were wearing.

Surprisingly enough, he began winning.

“You lost all those other times on purpose,” stiel svith mock indignation when she’d been
reduced to only an oversized white T-shirt andgaenties.

“Hey,” he said, eyes filled with innocence, “am@uycalling me a liar?”
“I'm calling you a cheat, Orsini,” she said, sqliregas he tossed his cards aside and grabbed her.

They laughed and tussled, and gradually the laudigcame sighs and the tussles became
touches, and they forgot all about poker and made uintil Falco thought his heart would burst with
happiness.

Because, God, he was happy. Not that he hadnt bagpy before but never like this, doing such
mundane things. He was not a man who enjoyed menitiamgs, at least, he never had before. He
lived for risk, for danger, for walking on the edded there was nothing risky about those long
walks or lying in the sun or driving to the litfi@rm stand they'd discovered, buying fresh mahiimah
and grouper, dewcovered fruits and vegetables.

He’d found condoms there, too, and he bought asuatrhe figured would have made Elle blush
if she knew, but the simple truth was, he wanteshaéde love with her all the time and to his joye sh
wanted the same thing.



And then, one night as he grilled their meal i@ #8trium and Elle emerged from the house with
the salad he looked at her and he thought maylbe ties something a little dangerous about this,
about what he felt when he looked at her...

Something must have shown on his face.

“What?” Elle said.

“l, ah, I was just thinking that, uh, that my bvets would be proud if they could see me now.”
Smiling, she poured two glasses of chilled Prosesw handed him one.

‘Because?”

“Because I've turned into a world-class chef.” gteaned at the look on her face, cut off a tiny bit
of the grilled fish with a fork and held it out. &te this and tell me it isn’t the best grilled malahi
you've ever eaten.”

She leaned forward. Parted her lips. Falco moast] pulled back the fork and put his mouth
against hers.

Elle sighed. “Delicious,” she said softly.
He kissed her again, then popped the bite ofifishher mouth.
“Mmm. That'’s delicious, too.”

“What did | tell you? Falco Orsini, master chebrix laugh. Compared to the last fish-type dish |
cooked, this is fancy stuff.”

“Fish-type dish,” huh?” Elle smiled as she progger hip against the table. “I'm almost afraid to
ask.”

“Oh, ye of little faith.” Falco slid a spatula ugrdthe fish and flipped it onto a platter. “Tuna.”
“Ahi tuna?”

His lips twitched. “Bumble Bee. Chicken of the Sk not particular about the brand.”
“You mean, canned tuna?”

“Toss in some penne pasta, cream of mushroom sbup...

“Yuck.”

“Okay, then.” He drew out a chair for her. Shedwain, and he sat opposite. “The tuna, parmesan
cheese, frozen peas—"

“Double yuck.” She paused. “You want a gourmet Im€a macaroni and cheese.”



He laughed.

“Go on, Orsini, laugh. But until you've cooked agox of mac and cheese, maybe add some
diced ham if you want to be fancy...” She laughed, tdlo, huh?”

Falco spread his napkin in his lap. “My motheealtty figures | have the eating habits of a
barbarian.”

“Is she a good cook?”

“Is she a...” He rolled his eyes. “She’s Siciliarf.@urse, she’s a good cook. Well, she is just as
long as you don’t balk at what she thinks you tikeat.”

“Thinks you like to eat?”

“Yeah. She’s got these ideas. For instance, ntgrsikzy, went on this vegan kick one time and
Mama said no problem, she’d cook vegan.”

“‘But?”

“But, she thought ‘vegan’ meant adding vegetaldathings. There was no convincing her that
chicken and pork and steak, vegetables tossedrintpwasn’t ‘vegan.”

Elle forked up some salad. “Uh-oh.”
“Uh-oh, is right. It was interesting.”
“I'll bet.”

“And then there’s Dante, who can’t stand the siftgesto. Somehow, Mama got the idea he
loves it.” He chuckled. “You cannot imagine all thays she’s come up with to serve my poor
brother what she’s sure is his favorite dish.”

Elle’s smile was soft and wistful. “It must be ajdaving a big family.”
They'd had this conversation before. It hadn’'t gavell.

Falco figured it was worth another try. He knewhis gut, whatever Elle wasn’t willing to talk
about was somehow connected to the topic of family.

“So,” he said casually, “you didn’t, huh?”
She shook her head. “No.”

“Just, what, you and your mom and dad?”
“My dad died when | was little.”

“Ah. Just you and your mom, then.”



There was a slight pause. Then Elle shrugged.."Yes

“She never remarried?”

Another pause. “She did, after a while.”

Her voice was suddenly tight. Falco felt a tinglion the nape of his neck.
“Nice. That she met somebody, | mean, and fdibue.”

“Very nice,” Elle said in a flat voice.

“It wasn’t?”

“He said he’d take care of us. See, we were oot [

That surprised him. “But your bio—"

She looked up. “You've read that nonsense?”

“On the plane flying out to L.A. It said—"

“I know what it said. That | grew up in San Frasum. That | had private tutors.”
“Not true, huh?”

She shook her head, kept her eyes on her plété agere the most interesting thing she’d ever
seen. “l grew up poor.”

“In a place called Beaufort Creek.”

She looked up. “Yes. That's where | was born. Bived in different places after that before |
finally moved to New York.”

“Moved to New York, and started modeling.”

“And started modeling,” she said, her tone flatiag“You have a problem with...” She sighed.
“Sorry.”

“No,” he said quickly, reached for her hand antdihietightly in his. “I'm the one who’s sorry. |
guess | seemed a little, you know, a little hinkyat the lingerie stuff.”

The breath sighed from her lungs. “I didn’t wamstgn that contract. But | knew it was a big
chance, that it could lead to bigger and bettekkwor

“Elle.” Falco put down his fork. “Honey, you dordtve me or anybody else an explanation.”

“If I'd never posed for that last damned picture,might never have found—"



She fell silent. Falco’s hand tightened on hers.
“Who?” he said softly. “Who is he?”
“l only meant—you know, | meant ‘he’ as in—as Imetman stalking me.”

She was lying. Her eyes were dark with despair.rguth was trembling. Now, when she was so
vulnerable, was the time to pursue the topic. Sheadk in five minutes...

Instead, Falco shot from his seat, went to hervaragped her in his arms.
“l can’t,” she whispered. “Please, please, dosk me to talk about it...”

“Hush,” he said, and he tilted her face to hisskid her until the darkness in her eyes faded and
despair died in the flame of passion.

They went for a drive a couple of days later. Bmway home, Falco pulled in to the big mall
where they’d bought food and clothes, and stoppeside a FedEx store.

“FedEx?” Elle said, puzzled.

“Man does not live by mahi mahi alone.”

She laughed. “Seriously, Orsini...”

“Seriously, Bissette,” he said, dropping a liglgskon her mouth. “Just stay put. I'll be right bac

He returned with a package, dropped it in the seat and pretended he didn’t hear her questions.
After a while she gave up.

“Nap time,” he said, once they’'d returned to toeise.

That made her smile. Nap time had become an irapopart of their day, not that it actually
involved napping. This time, however, after theydméove—long, sweet, incredibly tender
love—she fell asleep, curled against her lovede si

And awoke, alone, in the bed.

She sat up, yawning. What time was it? It felela glance at the clock proved that it was almost
seven. Where was Falco? She loved waking with hitheir bed. Not that this was actually “their”
bed. It was so easy to fall into the fantasy, td&rself think that this would go on forever, thdtat
he seemed to feel for her was...that it was real.

It wasn't, of course.

He was attracted to her. And concerned aboutthérthen, that was his job. Falco was her
bodyguard. Her guardian. Yes, he’d developed s@aknf for her, but it was sexual and that was



okay because her feeling for him was the samelaatdsas enough, that she’d gone from terror at
the thought of a man touching her to wanting taeduehed.

By Falco. Only by him. Always by him...

“Hello, sweetheart.”

Elle looked up—and blinked at the apparition ia ttoorway.
“Falco?”

He grinned. “Nobody else.”

Nobody else, indeed. Her bodyguard wore a blackwith black silk lapels, black trousers that
emphasized his narrow hips and long legs, a whitg, & black bow tie...

He was beautiful.
“Am | dreaming?” she said, as he came toward her.

He laughed softly. “Close that gorgeous mouthytjdiee said, putting a finger lightly under her
chin. “On second thought...” He bent down and kidsed ran the tip of his tongue lightly over the
sweet surface of her bottom lip. Then he straigidenp and struck a pose. “Well? What do you
think?”

Elle sat up against the pillows, the duvet draavher chin. If this was a dream, it was lovely.
“I think,” she said, “that neither Walmart nor edsells custom-made tuxes.”

“Good conclusion.”

“But?”

“But, FedEx is a wonderful thing, especially wreeguy can call at least one brother with a key to
his town house.”

“You called your brother and had him send youx®'tiElle laughed. “Because...?”
“Because, of course, we're going out to dinner.”

“Out?You and me? But you said | had to keep apooiile.”

“We’re going to a very private place, baby.”

“But—"

“Trust me.”

Trust him? With all that she was, all she wouldrdve...



“Come on, Bissette. Get yourself all dressed uprapet me in the atrium.”

Get dressed up. In what? Shorts? A T-shirt? Ruthlmergs? He was more handsome than any
actor in Hollywood, any male model in New York, astte was going to look like—

“Oh. One last thing.” He smiled. “You might wantd¢heck the closet.”

“For what?”

He cupped the back of her head, bent to her agalrgave her a long, lingering kiss.

“What did | say, baby? Just trust me.”

The instant the door shut after him, Elle scramlitem the bed and flung open the closet door...
“Oh,” she whispered, “oh, Falco...”

A gown of amber silk hung before her. It was bdaljtthe kind of thing she’d have picked for
herself to wear for an evening with him. There warees, too, as delicate as if they’d been spun
from gold. The only possible word for them was seéxarrow straps. Slender, spiked heels...

Tears rose in her eyes. Silly, to weep over somgtso sweet, So generous, so thoughtful...

Even more silly, to weep at the realization theg bad fallen deeply, deeply in love with her
bodyguard.

She showered.
Washed her hair.

Dried it, brushed it until it shone, then letlaw down her back. She put on mascara and lip gloss
which was twice the makeup she’d worn all week.nTslee went back into the bedroom.

The gown lay across the bed. She didn’t know halgd-had bought it; maybe his brothers had
sent it. It was exquisite but there was a problshe had no undergarments to go with it. The white
cotton bras had straps that would show; the pantiesd be outlined under the softly clinging silk.

Elle shut her eyes.
She could wear it without underwear.

No. No, she couldn’t. No underwear? Just the éisol silk against her skin? The knowledge,
all evening, that she was naked beneath it?

Her breath hitched.

She let the bath towel fall to the floor, pickgathe gown and slipped it over her head. The silk
slid down her body. It did, indeed, feel cool.



And she felt sexy. Wicked. Wonderfully, glorioustycked. Wicked in a way that had nothing to
do with Madison Avenue photo shoots or the artdiklefiy of Hollywood movie sets. She felt wicked
the way a woman would surely want to feel for losel.

She stepped into the sexy shoes and adjustedréips.sRan her hands through her hair. Took a
quick look at herself in the mirror and then, knogvshe was a breath away from losing her courage,
opened the door that led to the atrium and steppéside.

Stepped into a world of glittering, shimmering delight.
There were dozens and dozens of candles. All shafiesizes, all glowing as brightly as stars.

A round table, draped in ivory linen and set vd#licate china and gleaming sterling flatware,
stood near the pool. There were candles on the,tadn, elegant pink tapers on either side of a
crystal vase overflowing with pink and white orchid\ serving cart laden with silver chafing dishes
stood nearby; a bottle of champagne stood chilhing silver wine cooler. Music played softly from
hidden speakers, something soft and romantic arfdqbe.

But most perfect of all was Falco.

He stood beside the waterfall, watching her, ahdmshe saw the look on his face, her heart
soared.

“Elle,” he said softly, “my beautiful, beautifullE.”

His Elle. Yes. That was what she wanted to beliBgpishe turned in a graceful circle.
“It's the gown. The shoes. How did you—"

“Magic,” he said.

She laughed. “Magic, indeed.”

He came slowly toward her, arms outstretched. “Miagve this dance, Ms. Bissette?”
“Most assuredly, Mr. Orsini. My card is reserved ho one but you.”

He gathered her to him. She looped her arms arbisngeck. He made a sound deep in his throat.
Had he realized she had nothing on beneath the &urely he must have: her nipples were beaded
against his chest, his hand lay at the very basew$pine. But he said nothing, simply held her as
they began moving to the music.

“l was afraid the gown wouldn’t do you justice € Baid softly.

She leaned back in the circle of his arms andddalp at him. “The gown couldn’t be more
beautiful.”

“Neither could you.”



He meant it. She was, without question, the meatbful woman he’d ever known. If only he’'d
bought her something else, something more to lwirighe topaz fire of her eyes...

“Diamonds,” he said. “Canary-yellow diamonds.”
She laughed. “What?”

“It's what you need. One perfect heart-cut stdreg tvould lie right here.” He bent his head and
kissed the hollow of her throat. He could feel tiembling against him, could feel her heart beating
as fast as the wings of a hummingbird.

His heart lurched. He said her name, drew heeclasd they began moving again, lost in the
music and in each other.

“Falco.” His name was the softest whisper on tilersght air. “Falco,” she said again, “Falco...”
He kissed her.

He wanted to take her inside, strip away the gdwny himself deep inside her, but had planned
this night for her. Nick, who had sent the tux, lstatted to ask questions but he’d cut them oftfiwit
a terse, I'll explain when | see you...

Except, how could he explain what he didn’t untierd himself? When had this gone from being
a mission to something else, something even margetaus than the violence he knew he would
eventually face? When had Elle become everythiagriattered in his life?

What did all of that mean?

Falco cleared his throat, laced his fingers thiolgrs and led her to the table. He seated hek, too
the chair across from hers and took the bottlehahtpagne from the silver bucket. The cork made a
soft pop when he eased it free. He filled two #uigave Elle one.

“To this night,” he said, touching his glass tashe
“This perfect night,” Elle said, smiling at him.

Her lover had thought of everything. Vichyssoisebster. Asparagus. Chocolate mousse. Kona
coffee with heavy cream, all as perfect as thetnighleast, Elle assumed it was perfect. She
couldn’t taste anything. Her senses were all cedten him.

He poured the last of the champagne. Then hetliepkand and brought it to his lips. “I wish we
could have really gone out to dinner.” He smileBofneplace where every man in the room would
have cheerfully killed to change places with me.”

She laughed. “What a wish!”

Falco flashed that gorgeous, macho grin. “Whatldeaf you, baby? Under all the smooth veneer,
a cave is a guy’s natural habitat.”



“Well, for a caveman, you clean up pretty goodleBooked around them, at the candles, the
serving cart, and shook her head. “How did you rgaral this?”

“l told you. Magic.”
He was the magic. She came within a heartbealofg him that.
“Nobody ever...nobody in my entire life ever did &mpg like this for me.”

He pushed the flowers aside, leaned forward asekkl her. “Part of me wishes someone had,” he
said softly. A smile of blatant male satisfactiorgked over his mouth. “But the part that's living i
that cave is glad | was the first.”

She touched her hand to his face.

“You were the first for so many things,” she whasgd. “Especially about—about making love. |
never...until you, I thought...l always thought—"

Her admission filled him with pleasure as welpas. He hated knowing she’d feared sex...and
yet, he exulted in the knowledge that he was the wtzo’d freed her of that fear.

“Hush,” he said gruffly. “You don’t have to exphai
“l didn’t mean to embarrass you.”
He turned his head and pressed a kiss to her palm.

“You could never embarrass me,” he said roughdgpeécially if you talk about what | make you
feel.”

Elle took a deep breath. “And me?” she murmuretbw do | make you feel?”

She waited for his answer, asking herself whatehat made her foolish enough to ask him such a
guestion...

“As if you and | are alone on this planet,” hedshuskily. “As if nothing matters but us.” He rose
to his feet, drew her to hers, his eyes hot as‘#ks if the only thing under that gown is you.”

Her heart leaped as he reached behind her faipper. He had undressed her many, many times
over the past days and nights, but never like thiseek ago, this would have terrified her. Now, it
sent waves of hot excitement through her blood.

The zipper opened. The thin straps of the gowrfriai her shoulders and the slender column of
amber silk drifted sensuously over her naked skohtzecame a discarded chrysalis at her feet.

Falco groaned. “Elle,” he said, “God almighty,eIL”

She trembled as his eyes swept over her. Thedodks face...Her body’s response was swift.
She felt her breasts lift, her nipples bud. Heati@d between her thighs.



“Falco,” she whispered.
“Yes,” he said, and he kissed her eyes, her mioethhroat.

Then he dropped to his knees and did what hedraged to do since the first time he’d made love
to her, put his face against the soft curls thairded her femininity.

Elle gasped. “No! You can't—"

His hands closed on her wrists as she reachet atwp him.
“I can,” he said. “I have to.”

Gently, he gently nuzzled her thighs apart. Ares&d her.

Her cry tore through the night and he kissed lyairg licked her, tasted her. Her orgasm raced
through her, shattering her, turning her bonegytad. He rose to his feet, scooped her into hissar
carried her to a chaise longue beside the poot@edff his clothes. He entered her on one hard,
deep thrust and she screamed as she came agaiagAimd

“Elle,” he said, watching her face as he rode keowing that what he had told her the night
they'd quarreled was the truth.

This wasn't sex.
It was far more than that.
It was—it was—

“Falco,” she sobbed, and he flung back his headeingo.

They fell asleep wrapped around each other.
The night grew cool. A breeze swept in; the camdleuttered and went out. He woke with a start.
Elle was gone.

Falco shot to his feet...and saw her, at the faraéride atrium, wrapped in an oversized pool
towel and staring blindly at the thin white linesafrf beating against the sea.

He pulled on his trousers and went to her, skdanms around her and tried to pull her back
against him but she stood stiff and unresponsivkimvhis embrace.

“What's wrong, honey? Are you cold?”

“Falco. | have—I have to tell you—"



The words were heavy with meaning. A coldnesshhdtnothing to do with the night went
through him.

“You were right when you said | knew who's staliime. | do know. I've known, all along.” She
swallowed, the sound audible in the silence ofatneim. “I just—I just don’t know how to tell
you...”

Falco held her closer. “Just tell me,” he saidlgofWhatever it is, we’ll deal with it together.”

“His name is Willy Joe Johnson. He is...he was nepfgther.” Elle drew a shuddering breath. “I
told you that my real father died, remember? He avasal miner. We lived in a little town in West
Virginia and—and one day, there was an accidetitermine. My daddy and ten other miners didn’t
make it out.”

Her voice had undergone a subtle change. It Hahtan an accent, the softness of vowels he
associated with small town girls from places whaen risked their lives in the bowels of the earth.

“Go on,” he said softly.

“My mama wasn’t well. She hadn’t been for a lomge. With Papa gone, it was worse. We had
no money. We got a little money from the union-sbut mostly, we lived on charity.”

Falco shut his eyes, trying to block out the \isid a little girl with dark hair and topaz eyes,
living on the kindness of strangers.

“Mama had a sister in Ohio. We moved there. Butsiser had her own troubles. So we moved
again, to Kentucky. Mama got a little better and &bok a job but then she got sick again. We
started going to this storefront church where tlvegis a soup kitchen.” She paused. “And a
preacher.”

Falco’s gut knotted. Whatever came next would d&r dnd ugly. He wanted to turn Elle toward
him, tell her she didn’'t have to say any more,dhe did. What came next was at the heart of what
had been happening to her.

“Willy Joe liked Mama. He seemed nice. And he sd said he’d always wanted a little girl of
his own. So, when | was thirteen, Mama married I8ime did it for me. So I'd have food to eat and a
roof over my head and—and—"

Falco turned her to him and set aside everythengriew about maintaining distance between
himself and a client.

“You don’t have to do this tonight, honey. It caait until morning.”

“No. It can’t. It's waited too long as it is. Yoweed to know. You have the right to know.” Her
voice broke. “I—I want you to know, do you see?”

So he let her talk.



She told him that she knew, almost right away, ethimg was not right. Her stepfather barked at
her mother, shouted at her. Even the house wasasgit. It was dark and dirty. It had a bad feel to
it.

And the walls were thin.

“They were very thin. | could hear what was happgmn the next room, his and Mama'’s room, at
night. Mama crying, Willy Joe grunting, but wheadked Mama, she said everything was fine. |
knew it wasn’t but | couldn’t do anything to helprt?

Falco cursed, swept Elle into his arms and cat@dnto the house. He sat down in an
overstuffed living room chair and held her close.

“Mama got sick again. Real sick. And that was whénwas when Willy Joe started looking at
me. Watching me. He’'d brush against me as if it araccident, come into the bathroom—the lock
didn’t work—and say he hadn’t known | was in thekad then, one night, he came into my
bedroom.”

Falco said something ugly. Elle kept talking.

“He—he came every night after that. And he—hettdidgs. But | wasn’t there. Not really. | had
this little stuffed animal my daddy had given me—"

“A toy cat,” Falco said, because by now he knesvkhew.

Elle nodded. “I'd hold on to that cat and holdtont, no matter what happened. | didn’t scream, |
didn’t cry, I didn’t tell anybody anything becaugélly Joe told me what he’'d do to Mama if | did.”

And then, one morning, she said, her mother didake up. The day of the funeral, her stepfather
put his meaty hand on Elle’s shoulder. He said ioat, she really belonged to him.

He moved her into his room. Into the bed he’d stiavith her mother. And that night—that
night...

Elle began to sob. Falco went on holding her, imgker, but his heart had become as cold as ice.

“I went to school the next morning,” she said radjg. “It was safer than staying home. But
something must have showed because Miss Toner,nolsk teacher, asked if | was okay.” She
dragged in a breath. “You can tell me, Ellie,” sed, and it was like a light coming on because sh
was right, | didn’t have to protect Mama anymore.|l $ld her everything.”

The rest of the story was straightforward. Thehea took her to the principal; the principal cdlle
the sheriff. Her stepfather was arrested. Elldesix by then, was scheduled to testify at his gl
she didn’t have to. Willy Joe pleaded guilty. Hesanly his God had the right to judge him.

“They sentenced him to fifty years and my teadad he could never hurt me again...”

“But she was wrong,” Falco said tonelessly. “Wldéhhe get out?”



“Six months ago. He found out where | lived. Sexetthat—that horrible picture. He wrote to me.
He told me | was going to pay for defying him anddGAnd then—and then, right before you
showed up, he telephoned me...”

“Ah, baby. My sweet baby. Why didn’t you go to thelice?”

“Don’t you see? Nobody knows what happened tofa&o. Nobody but you. To have the whole
world know—and it would be the whole world, thimé—to have them stare and whisper, to have to
live through the nightmare again...” She shudderedi&s Ellie Janovic until Willy Joe was
sentenced. The next day, | took a bus to New Yidokcame Elle Bissette. And I'm never going to
be that other person again.”

“Yes,” he said, “yes, baby, | see.”

And he did. Elle’s scars went deep. She had sedvarhorrendous ordeal but if the media got hold
of the story, she’d be victimized all over again.

He held her for hours, stroking her, comforting, ltelling her that he would never let anything
hurt her. Gradually, she stopped weeping and $bleg, safe in his arms.

He wanted to hold her forever, but he couldn’te Thonster had to be dealt with. To do that, he
had to contain his anger. Hell, his rage. He hddnmulate a plan.

Discipline. Self-control. Logic. Those had alwdeen the bastions of his life.

Until he caught the bastard who’d done this tollis, he needed them more than ever.

Chapter Twelve
A MAGICAL evening.
But everything changed, the next day. Everythimduding Falco.
He became...removed.

Elle couldn’t think of another way to describe hehavior. He was there but he wasn’t, not in the
ways that mattered. There were no more long waikihie beach, no easy laughter, no drives along
the back roads.

Something was wrong. The question was, what?

The change had been painfully abrupt. He'd beenaualerful that night. So tender, holding her
in his arms until she slept, soothing her with \plkis and caresses. At dawn, she’d felt him slimfro
the bed. She’d assumed he was going to use thebattout then she heard the rustle of cloth and
she’d looked from under her lashes to see himmutin a T-shirt and a pair of denim cutoffs.

Come back to me, she’d almost said, but there&htseich caution in the way he moved that she’d



remained silent. Silly, because he probably onlpted to make sure he didn’t wake her, but when
he left the room without at least dropping a ligiss on her lips, the first tendrils of doubt crept
Had the things she told him changed the way helsa®

No. That was crazy. He wasn't that kind of mare Edld herself as she dressed and went looking
for him. He wasn’t in the kitchen or the atrium,Jiasn’t anywhere in the house. He was on the
beach, making one call after another on his calhgh\When he was done, he stripped off his T-shirt
and began exercising. One hundred push-ups. Ordrddisquats. And then what appeared to be a
wild combination of kickboxing and kung fu and tagon do.

After a while, sweat glistened on his body. A k@albody she’d come to know with
heart-stopping intimacy and yet—and yet, even bdytseemed different. Beautiful, of course, but
now she saw it could be a tool of violence.

She went back into the house and waited for him.

“Hey,” she’'d said as lightly as she could manadgemvhe finally came in, “what’s going on?”
“I've let things go,” he’d answered. “Now I'm maig up for it.”

No kiss. No smile. Just those cool words as heéxéor the shower.

By now, four days had gone by. Falco’s morningkeot routine became more intense. He
seemed to be always on his phone. He spoke tomlsort, clipped phrases. The most difficult thing
to accept was that they didn’t go to bed at theesame. They always had, since becoming lovers.
Not anymore.

“You go ahead,” Falco would say when it grew |atd.be a little while.”

She fell asleep alone. Or didn’t fall asleep, ibdidn’t matter. When he finally came to bed, he
didn’t touch her. Didn’t hold her. And yet, duritige darkest hours of the night, she’d awaken to his
hard body against hers, to the drugging heat ofuisth, the skill of his hands moving over her and
then the almost savage power of his possession.

No words. No whispers. Just that stunning, exgifoning of flesh to flesh.
In the morning, no matter how early she awokeyas already gone.

At first, she wept. Not where he could see. Nekiat. Her heart ached; she longed for the man
she’d come to know as Falco Orsini. Then tears gaxeto anger. What was the point to self-pity?
If she’d given in to that kind of defeatist behawears ago, Elle Bissette would not exist.

What had created Elle Bissette was determinatjots, and, yes, anger. Anger at her stepfather and
then anger at herself for not getting on with lfer IAnger was a strong, safe emotion. And by day
four, it consumed her.

If Falco had a problem accepting the truth abaut Why in hell had he insisted on hearing it?
Why had he been so caring after she’d told himgkierg? Given time to think things over, had he



regretted making love with a woman who, face ite Bivas damaged goods?

Did he think he could have sex with her under cofelarkness and reject her when daylight
came? If so, he had another think coming.

Elle glared out the window. She could see him dbwithe water, doing those ridiculous martial
arts moves.

“Enough,” she said through her teeth, “is enough.”

She went out the door and strode toward him. Héerd her coming, he didn’'t show it. He went
on grunting and straining, whirling around on oaetf kicking and jabbing. She snorted. He looked
ridiculous...

Except, he didn't.

He looked graceful and almost dauntingly masculamel for one desperate moment she almost
flung herself into his arms to tell him that sheswaangry or ticked off, she was in pain because h
was breaking her heart...

“What do you want?”
She blinked. Falco stood glaring at her, his hamdkis hips.
“Elle. If you have something to say, spit it olutn busy here.”

Elle narrowed her eyes and slapped her handsramgse mimicking his posture without realizing

“l want to know what’s going on.”
“I'm working out. That's what’s going on.”
“You know what | mean. Where have you been allk#&e

He stared at her. She thought she saw awarenbgseges, but then he grabbed a towel and
rubbed it over his face. When he looked at herradas eyes were blank.

“I've been doing what | should have been doingrfrilne start. A bodyguard’s not much use if he’s
not in shape.”

“And this occurred to you because...?”

Falco struggled to remain unmoved. She was aiitgycolor was high. Her voice was sharp.
She’d obviously tumbled out of bed and put hersgjether in a rush because her hair was tangled
and she hadn’t bothered with a bra; he could se@dlt of her nipples against the thin cotton of he
tank top.

She was, in other words, mouth-wateringly delisidshe always was.



Going to bed without enfolding her in his armsteaght was agony. Leaving her each morning
was just as tough. He didn’t think about it so mdahing the day because he was busy from
morning until night, getting back in shape, talkingh the guy who’d gotten him the gun here in
Maui and another guy he knew and trusted backAn, lplanning every move a dozen times over
because if he made a mistake, his Elle was thewbwewould pay.

Even so, there’'d been times the last few daysdsivalked by him and he’d wanted to grab her.
Haul her into his arms.

Tell her he was doing this for her, that this wWasonly way he knew to pull off something so
dangerous, that it was the most important thingl lee’'er undertaken because of what he felt for her.

He didn’t, of course.

Control. Containment. Discipline. Making plans aadiewing them until they were part of him. It
had to be handled like this.

That he lost all that control and containment disgipline in the dark hours of the night, that he
was too damned weak to keep from turning to h&mggher in his arms, seeking comfort in her
warmth, her silkiness, her almost pagan responbanta.

That he permitted that to happen was wrong.

How could he prepare for what came next unledsepéhis mind and body separate? And that
was the problem. He couldn’t seem to keep themraggmanymore. Something inside him had
changed; he didn’t just want to touch Elle, he wedrtb think about her. All the time. To make her
part of him. To tell her—to tell her that he—tha&t-h

His cell phone beeped. Falco almost groaned witbfras he snatched it from his pocket and shot
a look at it. It was the guy from L.A.

“Yes?”

“Bingo,” the guy said. “My contact at the L.A. Tem came through. The article reads...” There
was the rustle of paper. “It reads, ‘Everybody stp wondering why Elle Bissette walked off the
set. She’s been spotted canoodling with her latiestprivate estate off Paradise Road on the batach
Maui.’ Plus, his wife works for Entertainment TohtgShe got the same item online and on TV
yesterday.”

“Perfect. And the rest?”

“Well, you already know | located your man threeysl back, and that I've been on him ever
since.”

Falco looked at Elle, then swung away from hemdA&”

“And, he’s getting ready to make his move. In fdch standing a few feet away from him right
now. He bought a ticket to Maui at the AmericanliAes counter. His flight's due to land at



midnight, your time.”
Falco nodded. “Good work,” he said softly. “AndcR? Thanks.”
“De nada, dude. Feels like old times, right?”

“Right.” Falco disconnected, hit a speed dial tmttack, the guy in Maui, picked up on the first
ring.

“Yeah?”

“Time to rock and roll, Jack.”

“I'm ready, man. I'll be there in an hour.”

Falco closed his phone and turned to Elle. Thigld/be the hardest part of all.

“Who,” she said coldly, “was that?”

“A couple of friends.” He paused. “I need theitghso | can take care of your problem.”
Elle saw something cold and primitive flicker iis leyes. All her anger drained away.
“Oh, God,” she whispered, “Falco—"

“Your stalker is on his way here. You and | bottokw what he intends to do.” A muscle tightened
in his jaw. “Except, things won’t go exactly the yae figures.”

“Falco.” Elle took a step toward him. “What areuysaying?”

He tucked his phone in his pocket, draped the ltavaeind his neck, grabbed his shirt and started
for the house. Elle had to run to keep up.

“Answer me,” she said. “What are you going to do?”
“Whatever needs doing.”

“No!” She caught his arm, swung in front of hinHe’ll kill you!”
Falco laughed. Elle shook her head.

“Falco. Please. Call the police.”

“You gave me good reasons why the police shoulgkttinvolved in this,” he said, shaking her off
and continuing towards the house.

“I've changed my mind. If you get hurt—"

“l won't.”



“Dammit, nobody’s immortal!”

He stopped and swung toward her again. “I told You not going to get hurt.”
“But—nbut if—if you should...” Her eyes searched Hi&l be—I'd be—"
“What?” he said in a low voice.

“I'd be—" She stared at him. Heartbroken, she tfilduDevastated. Lost for the rest of my life
because | love you, love you—

Did the words spill from her lips? All she knewsuhat Falco cursed, grabbed her by the
shoulders, hauled her to him and took her mouthbruising kiss. Elle sobbed his name, all but
jumped into his arms, wrapped her arms and legsadrbim and kissed him back. His hands snaked
under her tank top; he said something she couldrderstand as he tore it from her. Her shorts and
panties followed.

Naked, she moaned his name as he backed her &fj@mouse, fumbled at his fly and then he
thrust into her, hard, deep, all of him hot anddrigithin her wet, welcoming heat. She screamed
with pleasure, screamed again and again until deehgptied himself into her. He held her for a long
moment, her face against his throat, his arms aghiind her. Then, slowly, he lowered her to her
feet.

“I'm not going to let you do this,” she said irshaky whisper. “You don’t know what he’s like.
He'll—"

“I know precisely what he’s like.” Falco scoopeagl her clothing and handed it to her. He didn’t
want to see her naked like this. It made him wartake her in his arms and hold her to his heait an
there wasn’'t a way in hell he was going to let tigtpen. “Put your clothes on,” he said roughly.

Color swept into her face but, she went rightaeirfg him, the clothes held to her breasts.
“Falco. | beg you. Listen to me—"

“Do you hear me, dammit? Go inside. Get dressadk.PThere’ll be someone here soon to fly you
to Los Angeles.”

“Fly me...? No!  won't go. If you're going to be seso pigheaded, I'll stay. I'm not leaving
you.”

His mouth twisted as he moved past her, into dwness of the house.
“I'm not giving you a choice, Bissette.”

“Wait a minute. Wait just one damned minute!" Eilesshed after him, grabbed his arm. Tears of
anger and frustration streaked her face. Lookirtgeaimade his throat constrict.

“l love you,” she said. “Do you understand? | lgxai! I'm not going to let you do this. I love
you. And you—and you love—"



His heart turned over. She was right about pattaif He loved her. Why deny the truth to
himself? He loved her with every fiber of his beargd that made it all the more imperative to get
her out of here. He could not do what he had td He worried about her stepfather somehow
getting past him and putting his filthy hands on he

There was only one way to make sure she left hantok it.
“You're wrong,” he said, fighting to keep his enuwts from showing. “You don’t love me.”
“Dammit, Orsini, do not tell me what—"

“And | sure as hell don’t love you. You're beautiind desirable and sexy but wanting you isn’t
loving you.”

Her face paled. “Falco. You don’'t mean—"

“You needed a knight errant. And there | was,mudin to save you.”

Elle shook her head. “That’s not how it was. Iswaore than that. It was—"

“It was sex,” he said bluntly. “Great sex.” Shiedrto look away from him. He caught hold of her
and forced her to meet his cool gaze. “Yeah, weanaek. But making love isn’'t the same as being

in love.”

A moan escaped her lips. He knew he would nevgefdhis moment just as he knew that at least
part of what he’d told her was true. She didn’tddwm. For all her sophistication, his Elle was an
innocent. She’d never loved a man, never lainnmaa’s arms, and she’d damned well never had a
man do battle to save her.

Add it all up, she was confusing gratitude withidoHe knew it and, once she got a little distance
from what had happened, so would she.

“So...” She paused. “So, you were just doing yot?jo
“And it isn't over.”

She nodded. “But we are,” she whispered.

Falco shrugged his shoulders. “You've got it.”

She took a step back. Her nose was running; shpedwat it with the clothing balled in her hand.
She had forgotten she was naked and he let hisseye=p over her one last time.

She thought she saw something flash in those eyasl.he simply turned and walked away.

Then she knew, for sure, what they’d had—whataslet’ herself believe they’d had—was
finished.



Chapter Thirteen
JACK, THE Maui guy, showed up.

Falco introduced him to Elle. Elle said nothingttb his old pal, not to him. Well, sure. What
was there left to say after you'd said it all?

Elle got into Jack’s car and they left for thepant. Falco had chartered a plane to take them to
L.A. He watched until the car was just a spot adtdtlis heart was heavy but he knew Elle would be
safe. Back in the day, he and Jack had trustedaaein with their lives. They still did.

It was time to prepare for Willy Joe Johnson’svalr

He checked the house, its perimeter, touchedaguple of refinements he’d made to the security
system. An hour later, Rick, the L.A. guy, phonédlly Joe’s plane had taken off on time. Elle’s
stepfather was on his way to Maui.

Falco ate a light meal. Checked his weapon. Heddat his watch, set it for midnight, lay down
on a bed—not the one he’d shared with Elle—and skép woke a minute before the watch beeped,
threw cold water on his face, went into the davkily room and settled in to wait.

Jack phoned. He and Elle were in L.A., in theeskilco had reserved at the Four Seasons.
Everything was fine, except Elle still wasn't tadgito him.

That made Falco smile. What a tough lady she was.
Midnight came and went...one a.m., two a.m. Stithintg. Time was dragging.

He thought back over the last few days, thougbuaklle. Sending her away had been the right
thing, the only thing. She’d fallen in love withetidea of love, not with him.

And he—he would forget. The taste of her mouthe Warmth of her in his arms. The exquisite
feel of her closing around him as they’d made lmrdhe very last time.

That had been wrong. Terribly wrong. He’d knowattaven as he’d slipped deep inside her, but
having her that one last time had been as vitdlasing breath...

The lights on the silent alarm console blinkedifea Falco felt his pulse start to race.

Elle’s stepfather had arrived.

In the end, much of Falco’s planning hadn’t beemtiva damn.
He’'d expected a stealthy attack. The rear doce.ffdnt door. The door to the atrium.

Instead, there was a horrendous crash.



Johnson, evidently not given to subtlety, had $radsis way into the atrium. Moonlight
illuminated him, six feet six inches of lard laidey prison-honed muscle.

He had a knife in his hand.
“Where is she?” Willy Joe shouted. “Where is thaathen bitch whose lies sent me to prison?”
Falco stepped into the atrium, gun drawn.

“She’s where you can’t hurt her,” he said in a |&ard voice. “You're never going to hurt her
again.”

Willy Joe spat on the terrazzo floor. “She luree tm her. Seduced me. She’s a whore, just like her
mama.” He curved his body forward, spread his &petrt. It was the stance of a man who knew how
to use the silvery blade he held. “Now she’s yohowe, Orsini. But not for long. I'm going to Kill
you and then I'll kill her.” He smiled, the smilé¢ @ maniac. “Get ready to meet your maker.”

Willy Joe took a shuffling step forward. All Falbad to do was pull the trigger and a bullet
traveling at better than 1,000 feet per second evetdp this hulking mountain of vile flesh.

Instead, he tossed the gun aside.

He had no knife. No other weapon. What he hadth@asot, blazing rage a man can only feel
when the woman he loves has been violated.

“Come on and try it, you son of a bitch,” he gred) and Willy Joe cackled and came at him.

The stalker was as big as a mountain but FalcofagisAnd he was all muscle, no fat laid over it.
He lunged to the left, feinted to the right andiskrout. The first blow staggered Willy Joe but he
shook it off, rushed Falco again and closed hissimasarms around him. They wrestled. Struggled.
Fell to the glass-strewn floor and rolled. Suddettig knife was driving down toward Falco’s throat.

“Whore-master,” Willy Joe shouted, but all Falaut hear was the sound of Elle weeping, the
night she’d told him what she’d endured.

Falco roared. Grabbed his attacker’s wrist. Slowlgwly, grunting with the effort, he forced the
hand holding the knife backward, toward Willy Joe.

The blade sank in.

Willy Joe gasped, then froze. And rolled ontolhask, dead.

Falco shook his head to clear it, got to his kreseslooked down at the stalker.
“Give my regards to the devil,” he said hoarsely.

Then he staggered to his feet and took out higpbehe, which was when he realized he’d been
cut. It didn’t matter.



The monster who had caused the woman he loved gedryears of pain was no more.

The police arrived, then a crime scene crew apaliraof detectives.

The detective in charge took Falco’s statemenk tates, poked Willy Joe’s body with the shiny
toe of one black brogue.

“Mean SOB,” his partner said. “Checked him on ¢benputer soon as we got the call from the
local guys.”

Falco nodded. The EMTs had cleaned his woundsigddded stitches but that could wait.
“So, you were staying here, on vacation, andrtiosher turned up from out of nowhere?”

Falco nodded again. “He must have figured the @dowess empty and filled with expensive stuff he
could steal.”

“Not his M.O.,” the first detective said. “Guy wasrested and did time years ago for raping a
kid.”

“Well,” Falco said, “I guess he decided to try shing different.”
“And you were here, alone. Big place, for one rhan.

Falco forced a smile. “I had some company for@pb® of days,” he said, knowing that if they
checked, the best anybody would do was give a vdgseription of a woman.

The second detective cleared his throat. “You knawentioned you to my captain, Orsini. Says
he knew you, back a ways in the Middle East. Knéwoal, anyway. Says you were involved in
some nasty stuff, says it's a damned good thingslai happened to choose this place to rob, that
he’d surely have killed anybody else who'd triedgstop him.”

Falco shrugged. “The luck of the draw.”

The detectives looked at each other. “Yeah,” the ia charge said with a quick smile, “that’s
what it must have been. The luck of the draw.”

Elle read about it in an L.A. newspaper.

She knew things had gone the way Falco had intehdeause his friend, Jack, got a call from
Falco, smiled and told her she could leave thel laotgtime. He wouldn’t say more than that.

It was a small article, just a few lines. An exaet had broken into a house on Maui and attacked
the vacationer staying there. The vacationer hiedkhim. No names mentioned; it wasn’t an
important enough news item for that.

A clear case of self-defense, said the policejtbwmbuld be up to the district attorney to make th



final decision.
Elle put the paper down. Her hands were trembling.

Her tormenter was dead. Her lover had killed hilme man she loved—because, yes, she loved
Falco and always would, despite the fact that Ha'tllove her—the man she loved had risked his
life, even his freedom, for her.

And what had she done for him except run away?

He’d forced her to leave but the truth was, shdcdcbave bolted once his friend got her to the
airport. What would the man have done about it?h&ieup? Drag her, kicking and screaming, onto
the waiting chartered plane? Not hardly.

She had let Falco drive her away because shercobkhr the thought that he didn’t love her, that
he would never love her, that she had been a jdisex and nothing more.

But what about all the rest?

He had brought her out of a lifetime of darkné#s had shown her that sex, that making love,
could be joyful. He was her knight and he’d sldia tragon—and she’d abandoned him.

What if the D.A. didn’t agree with the police? Wlifehe brought Falco up on charges? Surely
there could be consequences. Assault? Manslaugiitexter?

Tears rose in her eyes. All her life, all the pashths, she had thought only of herself. Now, it
was time to think of someone else. The one mamwsiudd always love.

Her dark knight. Her Falco.

Falco sat in his office in the Orsini Brotherslding in downtown Manhattan.

He had a stack of papers on his desk; he knee-hiail box was stuffed. He’d blown off a
meeting this morning and he was in no mood forseeduled for this afternoon, either.

He leaned forward, hit the button on his intercom.

“Yes sir, Mr. Orsini?”

Falco sighed. His P.A. was new. He’d told herpaeth times, to call him Falco.
“Cancel my three o’clock, please. Make it for nexdek.”

As if anything would change by next week. As ifdning would ever change, he thought, and
tilted back his chair.

All he could think about was Elle.



He missed her. He ached for her. He thought oeheh morning when he woke up, thought of her
last thing at night, dreamed of her.

His brothers sensed something was up. They weret @s subtle as elephants in a Victorian
parlor. He knew they'd been talking about him. Laght, they’d badgered him into having beer and
burgers at The Bar, the place they owned in SoHoh&tin't wanted to go. The last thing he was in
the mood for was fun and games but he’d figuredhs easier to agree and then cut out early.

Not early enough, as it had turned out. The bgrgadn’'t even arrived when Raffaele flashed a
phony smile and said, “So, Falco, how’re thingag6i’

“They’re going fine,” he’d replied.
“Because,” Dante had said, “well, you know, if #ngg’s wrong...”
“Why would anything be wrong?” he’d said.

He’d changed the subject, talked some inane ngesamout baseball and they’d let him do it but
sooner or later, they'd start pushing. And whery tthel—

“Falco?”

He looked up. Raffaele, Dante and Nicolo had addke door. They were peering in at him and,
dammit, they had that look, the look they all gom included, when they were worried about each
other.

Well, hell. He didn’t want anyone worrying abourtnh

“Hey, guys,” he said, flashing a big smile, “l'oMe to hang around and talk but—"
The three of them stepped into his office. Rafg $e door.

“But what?” Dante said.

“But, | have a three o’clock appointment. And—"

“The hell you do,” Rafe said. “You just cancelled.

Falco sighed. “That new P.A. is never going to kvout.”

Nick cleared his throat. “What’s going on? And dadell us nothing’s going on. We know that’s
not true.”

Falco looked from one of his brothers to the atker one wild second, he almost blurted it out,
almost said, | met the only woman I'll ever loveddrdestroyed any possible hope she might have
cared for me—

“Whatever it is,” he said coolly, “I don’t needetihree Musketeers busting into my life.”



“Think of us more as the Spanish Inquisition.” &gfinned. “We have ways of making you talk.”
Falco shoved back his chair and rose to his f@ay, gentlemen, that’s it. This meeting is—"
“Do your amazingly high spirits have anything mwlith that errand our old man laid on you?”
Falco’s eyes narrowed. “What'd you do, Nick? Patityear to the door?”

Nick grinned. “Hey, | wasn’t even there. | goetrof waiting and | took off.”

“Yeah, well, good for you. Now, if you'll all exse me—"

“Dammit, Falco,” Dante said, “what’s happeninghwtou?”

Falco glared at his brothers. “I'll tell you whatiappening with me,” he snarled. “I met a woman,
okay? And |—I got involved. And | told her | didrgive a damn for her. And—and, hell, it was a
lie.”

His brothers looked at each other. They were a@lm®shocked as Falco by his admission.
“So,” Rafe said, “so, ah, go tell her. Tell heuys”

The intercom buzzed. Falco slapped the talk but@ammit,” he roared, “what do you want?”
“l just...someone is here to see you, Mr. Orsini. Biold her you were busy but—"

“But,” Elle said as she opened the door and sigjpte the office, “I told her I'd only take a
minute of your time.”

Falco blinked. “Elle?”
She nodded, looked around and bit lightly into hatom lip. “You must be Falco’s brothers.”

Rafe and Nick and Dante nodded. Introduced theraseBShook her hand. Looked at Falco,
waited for him to say something...

“Go away,” he said, and the three of them rusloedhfe door and shut it behind them.
“Elle.” Falco could feel his heart racing. “Youdk—you look wonderful.”

“Thank you. | guess | should have called first...”

“No,” he said quickly, “no, I'm—I'm glad to see yd’

Elle’s mouth had gone dry. This was her Falco. fa@ she adored. She wanted to run into his
arms but that wasn’t why she’d come here.

And it wasn’'t what he wanted.



She swallowed hard. “I read about—about what happé

Hell, Falco thought, she’d hated Johnson but wienkhow she felt now, knowing that he had
killed him.

“The paper didn’t say much, just that Willy Joe-atthe broke in and—"
“We scuffled. I lucked out.”
“He could have killed you!”

“No way,” he said with a smile meant to be reaisgyr‘you know what they say about guys who
were born to be hung.”

“Falco.” Her eyes blurred. She came toward hightly touched the small scar above his
eyebrow. “Oh,” she whispered, “did he—did he—"

“It's nothing.” But the cool touch of her hand walsnost more than he could bear. He caught her
hand and laced his fingers through hers. God, h#esao take her in his arms...

“The paper said that the police called it selfeshsie but that the final decision would be up to the
district attorney.”

“Right. It always is. And—"

“And,” Elle said, hurrying the words together, thif he decided it wasn’t, you'll have to stand
trial.”

“No. | mean, yes, but—"
“l won't let that happen! I'm going to fly to Maudli
“What?” “l said, I'm going to Maui.

I'll tell the D.A. exactly what happened. How—hMilly Joe abused me. How he was sentenced
to prison because of me and how he hated me énditstalked me and—and—"

Falco felt the first flutter of hope. “Why wouldy do that?” he said softly.
“Because—because it's the right thing to do. I'cket you go to prison because of me.”

He reached out and touched her hair. He couldhifi . The need to stroke those dark strands one
last time was too strong.

“l won't go to prison, honey. The D.A. reachedexigdion a couple of days ago. There won't be
any charges.”

Elle let out her breath. “Oh, I'm so glad!”



“You’d have done that, for me? Gone to the D.Ae? your story go public?”
She nodded.

“‘Because?”

“l told you. It's the right thing to—"

Falco had lived his life taking risks. Now, he kdbe greatest risk of all.

“Tell me the truth,” he said huskily. “Why wouley do all that for me?” She didn’t answer and
he took her in his arms. “Is it because you love pady? Because you love me the way | love you?”

Tears spilled from her eyes. “Do you mean it? Hoat love me? Because | love you, Falco, |
adore you. And—and I'd do anything for you, my Kmtiganything, anything—"

He kissed her. She gave a little cry, rose ortdes and wrapped her arms around his neck.
“Are you sure?” she said, against his lips. “Péelas sure!”

“I love you with all my heart,” he said huskilyl. [ove Ellie Janovic and | love Elle Bissette. With
all my heart, all my soul. I'll love you until thend of time. Don’t you know that by now?”

Elle made a sound that was half laugh, half s¥u“said you didn’t. And you said | didn’t love
you. You said—"

“Hush,” Falco said, and kissed her again. “I saidt of things that day, every one a lie.” He
smoothed his thumbs over her cheekbones, felt grenth of her tears against his skin.

“I loved you then. I love you now. | was just attgou’d fallen for the man you thought | was—"
“I did. I fell for my knight in shining armor.”
“I'm no knight, honey. I'm a lot of things but nttat.”

Elle smiled. “How little you know, Orsini. Of cose you're a knight. My knight. And you always
will be.”

He smiled back at her. “You are one tough broaslsdte. There’s no arguing with you when
you’re sure you're right, is there?”

“Not about this,” she said. “Never about this.”
Falco drew her closer. "Still, there are thingswime you don’t know.”
“For instance.”

“For instance, your knight’'s old man is a crimes$&6



“You already mentioned that.” Elle laid a lighskion Falco’s lips. “So it's a good thing I'm not i
love with your old man. What else?”

“Well,” he said, straight-faced, “the other thilsgeven worse. I'm not a bodyguard.”

“l sort of figured that when | looked in the Mantaa directory and found the listing for Orsini
Brothers.”

“Yeah. I'm an investor, along with those threeidiwho just stumbled out the door.”

“An investor.” She smiled. “You're right. Considieg everything, that might be even worse.” She
kissed him again. “But I'm willing to survive it jfou can.”

“Elle.” Falco’s expression grew serious. “Elle Jlwiou marry me?”

Her eyes filled with happy tears. “Just try amapstne, Orsini,” she said, and Falco reached past
her, locked the door and kissed her.

Epilogue

THEY were married in the same little church in &reich Village that had so recently been the
setting for Dante’s and Rafe’s weddings. Mercifulty police cars were parked outside and only one
photographer showed up. He beat a quick retreat tifé Orsini brothers had a little talk with him.

Elle wore ivory silk; she carried a trailing boequf white orchids and wore her new
mother-in-law’s wedding veil, which made Sofia beaith delight. A heart-shaped canary-yellow
diamond glittered in the hollow of her throat; amatadorned the ring finger of her left hand.

Falco was gorgeous in the same tux he’d worn cat \EHe called their first date, back in Hawaii.
Isabella, Anna, Chiara and Gabriella were her lsridids, all of them beautiful in gowns of pink
silk. Her new brothers-in-law kissed her and tadd how happy they were to have her in their
family.

The reception was held in the conservatory ofQh&ni mansion. Everyone laughed, drank
champagne, ate lobster and caviar and even maiégedf the huge wedding cake.

By late afternoon, things were getting quiet.

The bride and groom slipped away. They were gtorigawaii, though not to Maui, on their
honeymoon. Dante and Gaby left with their son, Baisleep in his daddy’s arms.

Rafe and Chiara left, too. Chiara was pregnaotyiglg with happiness, as was Rafe.

Nicolo kissed his mother goodbye, avoided hiséa#s he’'d done all day. Avoiding Cesare was
habit; he didn’t like the Don any more than histhess did and besides, Nick was very aware of the
fact that he had, thus far, avoided the talk Cekadewanted to have with him a few months ago on



the day Dante and Gabriella had married.

He and Falco had both been told their father whtdesee them. Falco had gone in first, Nick had
waited outside for a few minutes and then he’d ¢QUEff this, which was exactly what he’d said to
Felix, his father’s capo, had put out a hand tp $tion from leaving.

“l am not one of the Don’s soldiers,” Nick haddabnldly. “He wants to see me, let him call and
make an appointment.”

But there'd been no call and Nick had figured hesdaped his father’s latest “after I'm dead”
speech.

“Nicolo.”

Nick, halfway to the front door of the big hougepaned. He took a deep breath and turned
around.

“Father,” he said politely.

“We must talk.”

“I have an appointment. And you and | have nothimtalk about.”

Cesare smiled around the fat, unlit Havana cigdcleed between his teeth.

“But we do. Besides, you owe me a few minutes. yaid think | had forgotten how you slipped
out the last time?”

“l didn't ‘slip out’, Father, | just got tired afooling my heels like one of your men.”

“Exactly. You are not one of my men, you are my.sdurely, you will give me the courtesy of a
chat just as your three brothers have done befmue y

Nick’s jaw tightened. His father was right. DarfRgffaele and Falco had all gone through the
wringer. It was his turn now, and he wasn’'t a nawalk away from a responsibility.

“Five minutes,” he said brusquely. “That’s it.”

“Of course, Nicolo,” Cesare said smoothly. “In study, per favore. Yes?”

Nick strode toward the dark, overfurnished rooonfrwhich Cesare ruled his empire.
“Whatever speech you've prepared, Father, haeble¢ good.”

The Don’s capo, silent as a cat, stepped outeostladows. Cesare motioned him aside and
followed his son into the study.

“l assure you, Nicolo,” he said as he shut therdbbis.”
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