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When a will leads to wedlock....

Zach Landon says: "Why did | have to be the onewath my father's
mistress? Still, | know her type, and she shouleeHzeen easy to dismiss.
After all, Eve Palmer didn't actually climb the porate ladder: she got to
the top on her back in a tangle of silken sheets ven | met her, was | in
for a shock! Innocent, vibrant and talented, Eves wmathing like I'd
imagined. Now I'm in so deep | realize I'm in dangkrepeating my old
man's mistake and falling in love. Marriage is s thing | want, and even
the prospect of a Hollywood wedding won't changemiryd....



PROLOGUE
ZAcH hadn't been sure which he wanted most, the wom#dreanountain.

The woman had been watching him last night, sitihg corner table in the
inn's lounge and giving him long, slow looks fromder her lashes. There'd
been no mistaking the message, but after a minatéh Xnew it was no

contest.

She was beautiful, but the world was full of befalitivomen. The mountain
was the challenge, all seven thousand, snow-covierstdof it. It would
come first.

So he'd smiled back, told the bartender to send denk and lifted his glass
to her before finishing the last of his brandy. ite'd strolled toward the
door, pausing beside her table.

"Here for the weekend?" he'd asked and when sloelded in assent, he'd
smiled. "Alone?"

Her tongue had slicked across her lips. "No," sheldmured, "but that
won't stop you, will it?"

Zach had felt his body tighten in anticipation.

"Tomorrow evening," he'd said softly, and then lggde to his room, taken
a long, cold shower and turned his thoughts tanthe day.

Now, as he undid his bindings and stepped out ®fskis, he knew he'd
made the right choice. His hands were numb witlctieé that had managed
to seep through his Gore-Tex gloves, his lungdanigt for more oxygen,
and every muscle in his body ached.

He felt terrific.

A smile eased across his face, softening the Haddsome angles and
chiseled features.



He could see the copter approaching, skimming up windswept
Himalayan valley like a-prehistoric bird, and henped a fist high into the
air as it began its descent.

The Valley of the Gods had turned out to be perfexactly as Elise had
promised. Zach grinned, remembering the conversatith his travel agent
the week before.

He'd phoned her from the chartered jet, halfwaybeh a dull breakfast
meeting at the Boston Club and a duller lunchegroepment at Windows
on the World atop the towering World Trade Cemellew York.

"l want to get away for a couple of days," he'ddsaithout preamble. His
administrative assistant had shoved a stack ofrpap®ler his nose. Zach
had switched the phone to his other ear while hended his initials on the
pages. "Got any suggestions?"

Elise, who'd been dealing with Zach long enougkniow exactly what the
guestion meant, had instantly offered several énBhtish accent she still
cultivated after better than forty years in thet&a

What did he think of rock climbing in Yosemite? Rad in Ildaho? Sky
diving in British Columbia?

"No," Zach had said to each idea, "no, no. | wartwant... Just keep on
going," he'd said in exasperation.

Elise had rattled off more proposals while thebabked over Manhattan's
narrow canyons. Zach had listened, frowning asdeed out the window,
picturing himself in an hour's time seated at detatith half a dozen men
twenty years his senior who'd pretend they'd redilyose grilled tuna and
braised radicchio over the rare steaks and butippidg baked potatoes
their high- priced cardiologists had made them svedfaforever, - who'd
talk stocks and bonds and investments with thetdppand passion most
men reserved for women.

Something had knotted in Zach's flat belly.



"Helicopter skiing," he'd said into the phone, mgtshort Elise's description
of windsurfing in the Caribbean. "Yeah, | know Igene it before, but that
was in the Canadian Rockies or maybe it was Alaskhere? The

Himalayas?" For the first time in days, Zach hadeun "Okay, babe,"” he'd
said, "that sounds good. Let's g~ for it."

Now here he was, on the far side of the world witflacier and a mountain
all to himself. With half a dozen glaciers and miaims all to himself, and
nothing to remind him of the world he'd left behitige telephones and fax
machines and computers, the fat cats and fattepocations that
increasingly demanded his expertise and his tireegame that had grown
dull.

Zach puffed out his breath. Here he was, as frdee@sbeen seven years
ago, before he'd let the world suck him in, betoetl traded risk for wealth
and freedom for the disaster that had been hisiagarrand it felt damned
wonderful.

Two hundreds yards away, the copter was settlinbeacearth in a whirling
blizzard of rotor-driven snow. The pilot would pedldly want to take off
right away, considering the lateness of the hduwe, litter cold and the
omnipresent danger of avalanche.

Zach knew he'd pushed things to the edge as itfaststalking the guy into
leaving him on the top of the mountain with nothimg his equipment, an
avalanche transceiver, a flask of hot coffee aoougple of thick sandwiches
for company.

"I dunno," the pilot had said, scratching his héaapst people go up there
with a guide!"

But Zach had persisted. The day he couldn't tadkway into or out of a

situation hadn't dawned yet. He'd presented himgldredentials as he
would have presented a block of blue-chip stockstlie president of a

multibillion-dollar bank and finally the man had rabged, muttered

something about it being Zach's neck, not his, gdwhe engine, increased
the pitch of the blades and left him to the gods #we mountain.



The day had been incredible. And, Zach thought eikart of surprise as he
scrambled into the copter, it wasn't over yet.

Someone was waiting for him. It was the woman ftast night, dressed in
a skintight spandex ski suit that showed off evach of her lush body.

Zach smiled as he sat down beside her and pupki her ear so he could
be heard over the noise of the copter.

"What a pleasant surprise."

She smiled back. "I thought it would be."

At least that was what he thought she said. It wgmssible to hear, but
then, what did a man really need to hear when hegaaing into a pair of
thickly fringed amber eyes set above a deliciousiyned-up nose and a

pouting mouth?

She moved closer, lay a scarlet-tipped hand oarnisand brought her lips
to within a breath of his ear.

"l hope you-don't mind. | talked your pilot intokiag me along while he
collected you."

Zach's smile tilted as her thigh settled gentlyiragahis.

"Mind? Hell, no. I'm delighted."” The helicopter eosto the air and Zach
leaned closer. "My name is—"

"You're Zachary Landon. | know." She smiled. "I'marK"

Zach drew back so he could look at the soft, sigitimouth that promised
paradise, at the high thrust of the breasts thalenaaman's hands ache to
touch them. A surge of desire flooded through hith lae pulled the woman
into his arms and kissed her.

A man would have to be crazy to turn down a womka this. She was
beautiful and she would sleep with him simply besgashe enjoyed it. She



wasn't like his ex-wife, who used sex for gain. Ahdhe didn't believe in
fidelity any more than the former Mrs. Landon haideast she hadn't taken
any vows pretending she did.

Keri's hand began to trace a path up his thighhZaaght her fingers in his,
and she gave him a slow, dazzling smile beforeastieed toward him and
put her lips to his ear again. Her breath dancedgghis skin.

"He's gone," she said. "l sent him away."

There was no need to ask who, or what, she wasgadbout. Zach smiled
as he brushed his lips against hers.

"Good," he said, his mouth against the pink shigles ear, "just so long as
you understand that I'll be gone, too, in a week."

Her smile was sexy, her fingers cool as she clabefce in her hands and
drew it close to hers.

"But what a memorable week it's going to be,"” shid.s

Zach kissed her again, more deeply this time, hed he drew her close and
gazed out the open door as the helicopter swepssathe valley.

Today, he had claimed the mountain. Tonight, helevolaim the woman.
And if he was lucky, he would not tire of eithertiliit was time to return to
the real world. He would go back to Boston, tolibese on Beacon Hill and
to the brokerage firm that bore his name.

Any man not satisfied with all that was nothing aubol.

Thirteen hours and another world away, Eve Palragmgd as she made
her way across the dark, silent courtyard of hes Bmgeles apartment
complex to her front door.

It was two in the morning and she was tired toltbee.



She had risen before six, fought the freeway taffiher beautiful but ailing
sports car and taken the first of a day's wortmeétings at eight. Ten hours
later, she'd grabbed a sandwich while she vieweddtlies of Triad's
current movie-in-progress, a dog of a film she'dhented from her
predecessor.

At nine o'clock she'd fixed her makeup, slappechgeson her face and gone
to a cocktail party. At eleven, she'd let Dex Buartélollywood's newest
up-and- coming macho male lead, whisk her off fteite-night supper so
they could talk business. At least, that was what Bad claimed.

Eve made a face as she jabbed her key into thedbthe front door and
stepped into her tiny living room. But the only mess Dex had wanted to
do was in bed.

"You give a little, you get a little, lover," hesgid, flashing her a toothy grin.

It had infuriated her but it hadn't surprised Hehe'd learned the lesson
early, that men saw nothing wrong in trading pofeersex. If it was more
obvious in Hollywood than it had been in foster lesback in Minnesota, it
was only because Hollywood had more powerful mehkaautiful women
per square mile than any other place on the planet.

Eve had managed to keep smiling, to pretend sh&tdidderstand Dex's
sleazy message. But when his hand had slipped uhdetable and slid

casually up her thigh, her self-control had vanisi&he'd told Dex what he
could do with his charm and his nonexistent talany now here she was,
still without a lead foHollywood Weddingthe film that would determine
the course of Triad's future, and hers.

The apartment was warm and stuffy. Eve kicked eff $hoes and headed
straight for the air conditioner, sighing as thstfcool blast came sweeping
through the vents.

A shower, then bed, she thought as she took offduket. It wasn't just the
long day that had tired her, it had been standiograd at that cocktail party,
putting on a bright face to convince the world thamors of Trident's
imminent demise were exaggerated.



At least the other rumors had eased off, the dmashiad plagued her after
fate had brought Triad into her life.

No. That wasn't quite accurate, Eve thought asuskdeessed. It wasn't fate
that had handed her the top spot at Triad. It waerl€s Landon, and that
was why the rumors had flown.

Struggling film-production companies were as commggrabgrass, but for
a multimillionaire to put a woman at the head aftsa company when she
had never held that kind of job before—that wasmrtmon at all.

That Charles had done it on little more than a wknas something the
rumormongers couldn't comprehend. In her better ems) Eve had to
admit it was hard to blame them. She'd had trouleprehending it
herself, she thought as she pulled the clips fremhiir.

Her chin lifted in an unconscious gesture of defeaas a cascade of pale
golden curls tumbled down her back.

But her relationship with Charles had been stribilsginess. She had not
wangled responsibility for Triad from an old man some cheap game
played out between satin sheets. She had simplyibéke right place at the
right time, and Charles had taken it from there.

Sometimes she'd been tempted to stand up in aljkacgpago's, bang on a
water glass and announce that to the world.

But she never had.

One of life's most painful lessons was that denyniie sometimes only
gave it the aura of truth.

Eve had learned that at seventeen, when her fiasher had tried to molest
her. After months of complaining, someone had Rnbklieved her. Eve
had almost wept with relief, but it had been shioded. Her foster father had
pointed an accusing finger at her and convincedwliis and the social
worker that it was Eve who'd come on to him.



No, Eve thought as she switched on the bathrooh, ligp, there was no
point in denying the rumors about Charles and lgaoring them had been
the right thing. The whispers had faded, then diemlbe replaced by
whispers about Triad and speculation about how thegcompany would
take to fail.

But it wasn't going to fail. She wouldn't let Hollywood Weddingvould
save Triad, Eve was sure of it. All she needed thasright cast and
location...

The breath sighed from her lungs. All, she thowgth a little laugh, all.
Eve lifted her head and looked into the bathroonrani Her weary smile
faded as she met her own cool- eyed gaze. She doutdShewoulddo it.
Charles Landon had handed her a once-in-a-lifetina@ce, and she wasn't
going to let it slip away.

Absolutely nothing, and no one, was going to keepftom succeeding.

Deep in the Himalayas, Zach and Keri entered the in

"I'll meet you in the lounge for drinks and dinredter I've showered," he
said, with a little smile.

Keri linked her arms around his neck.

"Wouldn't you rather shower in my room?" she whispe"I'll phone down
for champagne, and—"

"Mr. Landon?" Zach turned. The innkeeper stood & feet away, his
expression solemn. "Sir, this just came for yourdkie wireless."

Zach smiled as he took the message from the matsgetched hand.



"Don't look so down in the mouth, Patel. Unlessnty office wiring me that
the market's crashed..." His voice faded to silasche scanned the slip of
paper again. When he looked up, his smile was dbtedl,” he said softly.
Keri frowned. "What's the matter?"

Zach ignored her. "I'll need access to your wiggleke said sharply to the
innkeeper. "And I'll expect the copter to be retmieave in five minutes."

"Of course, Mr. Landon. I'm terribly sorry, sir. Mal offer my
condolences?"

"Zach?" The woman's voice called after him as heiduall up the stairs.
"What's happened? Where are you going?"

He paused at the top of the steps and looked dovera his expression
blank. Her name had gone clear out of his head.

"Sorry," he said, "but I'm afraid our plans are'off

A pout spread across her pretty face. "What dongean, off? You said—"
"I've got to fly back to the States. | just got @ahat my old man died."
"Oh. Oh, I'm so sorry."

She waited. Zach knew he was supposed to show kmmetto feel
something. But it was too late for that. It wasrge@ao late.

All there was time for now was the long journey leom



CHAPTER ONE

SomMEWHERE above the Rocky Mountains, the wild cry of a hawge on the
early morning air. The sound awakened Zach instajist as it always had
when he was a boy.

He lay back against the pillows. But he wasn'tatmwv, he thought wryly,
he was a man, and as free as the hawk. There waseatibto dream of the
day he, too, could leave behind the Landon manaiwh the valley it
commanded.

He had done that, thirteen long years ago, andgthbe had returned from
time to time, he had never missed this place.

With a sigh, he shoved aside the blankets, sandserubbed his stubbled
face lightly with his hands.

What time was it, anyway? He peered at the clockideehis bed. Six
thirty-seven, said the unblinking red digital faZach groaned softly and
put his head in his hands.

If he was at home in Boston, he'd have already lgehalf an hour. By
now, he'd be shaved, showered and dressed; hefdlbe way downstairs to
the sun room, where Howell would greet him withodite good morning, a
pot of freshly ground coffee and copies of Bwston Globethe New York

Timesand theWall Street Journal.

But he wasn't in Boston, Zach thought as he rodesdeet and padded,
naked, to the window. He was in Colorado. And geittip at six o'clock was
no pleasure when you hadn't gone to bed until stanemfter two the night
before.

A grin crept across Zach's face. The evening haxh lerrific, though.
Sitting around, talking and reminiscing with histhrers, was always great.

It never failed to amaze him just how easily hed€and Grant fell back
into the patterns of their childhood when they tpgether. Though they
were separated by time, by geography and by theadésnof their very



different professions, all they had to do was meeter the same roof and
the years fell away. They were kids again, notlusthers but best buddies,
joined by blood, by love—and by their determinatimonstand up to the
common enemy. Their father.

The smile slipped from Zach's face. The enemy vea® ghow. Charles had
been dead almost a week, the funeral was over,hanstill didn't feel
anything. Hell, you were supposed to feel somethign you watched
your old man's coffin settling alongside your mothein the family
mausoleum, weren't you, something more than a $ainse of regret?

He shook his head as he ran his hand through brmlit-colored hair. His
brothers had been as stony- faced as he. Kyra ée the only one of the
Landon children whose eyes had glittered with tdarsthen, his baby sister
was as sweet and tenderhearted a soul as hadiearThat she'd never
been one of the old man's victims, Zach thoughtyywproved that there was
a merciful God. Charles's tyrannical callousnessabthoritarian coldness,
had been reserved for his sons alone.

With a sigh, Zach turned away from the window aadded for the attached
bathroom. That was all in the past now, he thoaghhe stepped into the
shower stall, and not just because the old mangeas. Charles had lost
power over his sons a long time ago. Cade had edapwenty-one, giving
up the life the old man had picked out for himtfoe dream of striking it rich
in the oil fields. Grant hadn't lasted that long'dhmade his move at
eighteen, going off to the university of his choigstead of his father's and
making his way through it and law school on his own

Zach smiled tightly as he turned his face up tovtlager. But he'd had less
patience than either of his brothers. At seventbeld walked away from
this place and...

He laughed. Hell, no. He hadn't walked away, he\ded—in his father's
Porsche. Taking off in the hundred-thousand-dalamhad been his final act
of defiance, a kind of in-your-face present froomhio Charles as if to prove
he was every inch the no-good punk the old mantsaidas.



Actually, by then, a punk was exactly what he'd doee. His
grades—except for science, which he loved, and nwétich he could do
without thinking—were in the toilet. He'd been rimmwith a fast and loose
crowd, and it had only been a matter of time betoe&l have gotten in
trouble with the law.

His smile faded as he stepped out of the showesn & seventeen, he'd
hated himself for what he was turning into, butbaldn't seem to stop.

Nothing he did was good enough to please his fattisr As in math and
science didn't make up for the Bs (and occasiosph€ got in dull subjects
like social studies and languages. His positiontten football team as a
grunting, hurt-in-the-dirt lineman was nothing camgd to the flash and
dash he'd have had as a running back or a widéeveecé&nd his friends

were the wrong ones, local boys instead of snotadsrats from the
exclusive school the old man insisted he atteridenver.

By the time Zach had reached the age of seventegas as if he'd become
determined to live down to each of Charles's exgtiexts.

"You'll never amount to anything,” Charles had sé&l as long as Zach
could remember.

Looking back now, Zach had to admit that it migavé been true. He never
would have amounted to anything, not if he'd stagetlis house.

But the last angry blowup had tipped the scalebatt started over some
flippant remark he'd made and quickly escalateml $ammary of all Zach's
sins. At the end of it, Charles had given him @amatum.

"Either you live by my rules or you'll get out,"'ieshouted.

Zach hadn't hesitated. Seconds later, he was eulabr and in the Porsche,
burning rubber as he roared down the driveway artd the narrow road

that led off the estate, driving hell-bent-for-leat into Denver, never

stopping until he pulled up at the Army recruitmeftice.



A smile twisted across his mouth as he recalledwhg the scowling
recruiting sergeant had looked him up and downkesdiéin his cheeks and
asked how old he was.

"Eighteen," Zach said, without blinking.

"Eighteen, huh?" The sergeant smiled. "Tell you twkil. You bring me
your birth certificate and we'll talk about enlignt.”

The Marine recruiter down the street wasn't as\piespecially because
Zach, wiser if still not older, had paused justjy@mough to get his hands on
a doctored driver's license before he put in areagmce.

The Marine had looked at Zach, then at the license.

"You got a birth certificate to back this up, soh@"d drawled.

"Yes, sir," Zach had answered. It wasn't a lie,wloén you considered that
his order for the certificate was already in thekgo

"And you'll produce it tomorrow?"

"Yes, sir," Zach had said again, his posture exadthis green eyes firmly
fixed on the wall just beyond the Marine's head.

The recruiter had shrugged and shoved a stackpafrpacross his desk.
"Read 'em, sign 'em, and we're in business." A1 Zea reached for the
papers, the man's callused hand slapped down Imahisowrist. "Just be

sure you know what you're doing, son."

Zach had pulled his hand loose and looked up s suddenly the color of
a storm-tossed ocean.

"I'm not anybody's son,"” he'd said coldly, "andnbotw exactly what I'm
doing."



But, Zach thought now, he hadn't known a damn. Higedl ruefully as he

began dressing. Boot camp and Parris Island hadeska worse hell than
the one he'd escaped—except that at the endtbéitCorps had welcomed
him to its bosom in a way his father never had.

For the first time in his young life, Zach had foua home.

By the time he left the Marines four years laterhlad a sense of discipline,
a yearning for success and a twenty-thousand-datake. On two
continents and in half a dozen Corps barrackgakisno-prisoners attitude,
coupled with his head for numbers, had turned Imto & steady winner at
high-stakes poker.

After that, it was easy. The money had seen himutljin a couple of years of
college, where his finance courses had taught Wiorthings.

The first was that he knew more by instinct abdatls and bonds and
market shares than his professors.

The second was that playing poker wasn't all tiisgrént from playing the
markets, it was just that the markets paid off bigg

At twenty-three, Zach had left school. He'd dabbtedrbitrage for a year,
in high-risk corporate takeovers for another. Aemty-five, with a couple of
million dollars under his belt, he'd decided totlsetiown. He'd bought
himself a seat on the Exchange.

Now, at thirty, he was head of his own firm, onetloé most successful
young stockbrokers in America.

And one of the most bored.

Zach frowned and paused with his hand on the hahgéheld one of the
three almost identical dark blue suits he'd had élbexpress here from
Boston. It was the truth. He was bored out of hisdnlt was terrible to

admit, but if there'd been one benefit to this Vasek, it was that it had, at
least, ripped him away from the unvarying routifdis days.



He shook his head. What was the matter with him@ Et@me here straight
from the Himalayas, where he'd been anything bredycskiing a mountain
that pierced the clouds and making it—well, almmoaking it— with... with
whatever her name had been.

What he needed was to get back to workheeéto get back to work. There
were fat-cat clients to wine and dine, a dozen héétings to chair...

"Hell," he said, under his breath, and he reachrckty past the three suits,
hanging shoulder to shoulder like the three MaratBers, pulled out the
Harris tweed jacket he'd taken with him to the Hagas and strode from
the bedroom.

The house was quiet, just as it had always beesn Bden he and Cade and
Grant were kids, they'd tried not to make any ndisee, automatically
saving their rough- and-tumble for the stablesha ¢€ndless lawns and
pastures. There was something about the Landonioma@ach thought as
he made his way down the wide staircase, thattdiaspire the sound of
childish voices lifted in glee.

It didn't inspire the sound of voices at all, heught, his mouth tightening.
The dozens of guests who'd come back here aftefutieral had stood
around whispering to each other, and there'd beeatoabt in Zach's mind
that it was the house they were deferring to andheoccasion.

What an incredible circus the funeral had beenbéadpoliticos, bankers,
CEOs and board presidents from damned near all Rtwtune 500
companies in the West had shown up, all of therkitmpsolemn—and all
of them trying to figure out which Landon son wias bne who was going to
take Charles's place.

A smile tugged at Zach's lips as he followed thadesful aroma of Stella's
coffee toward the dining room. What would all thoggwvigs say when they
learned that they wouldn't have the chance to deciuto any of the
Landons? Yesterday, after the reading of theirefeghwill, the brothers had



taken all of two minutes to agree that not a onthem wanted any part of
Landon Enterprises.

Zach would check out Landon's corporate worth artcagprice on its head.
Grant would handle the legal end. Cade would deegwe&eh lost and
forgotten, poverty-stricken dots on the map werstim need of hospitals
and schools, courtesy of the sale.

And that would be the end of it. Charles Landoifistg his sons would go

the way of the dodo bird, a fate it surely desen#&ath and his brothers
would be free; only Kyra would keep any ties to tidtman, but that was as
it should be.

His face softened as he thought of his sister.v&&isea sweetheart, the light
of all their lives. He could hear her voice nowftsnd musical, drifting
from the dining room.

"...still can't believe Father left the place to,hshe was saying.
Zach smiled as he stepped into the room.

"Why wouldn't he have?" He dropped a kiss on tipeofcher head and made
his way toward the coffee urn. "You adore this pldzaby. It would have
been wrong if he'd left it to anyone else."

Kyra looked up and smiled. "Well," she said, "dgoti look handsome this
morning."

Zach smiled back at her, even if it wasn't easiotdOf all the gloomy rooms
in the house, he'd always disliked this one thetmés'd suffered through
endless inquisitions and endless criticisms atltlgatnahogany table.

It suddenly seemed like old times—the dark furmuthe sideboard
overladen with food no one would eat. Lord, he dalilwait to get out of
this place.

He looked at Cade, who was seated at the tableandtip of coffee in his
hands.



"Where's Grant?" Zach shot back his cuff and loakdds watch. "l thought
he'd be back from that meeting with the old madraiaistrative assistant by
now."

Cade cocked an eyebrow and got to his feet. "Actthaming good morning
to you, too."

"It's late, in case you hadn't noticed. I've gotedeven o'clock flight to
Boston."

"And you're going to make it out of uniform?" Casleook his head. "I
thought all you banker types signed a pledge thdtyou had to go around
in pinstripes.”

“I'm not a banker, I'm a stockbroker. And go ahedl, Laugh all you want.
Just remember that in a couple of days you'll bdirsgnprettily at an
English version of me, trying to convince him teeést in your latest search
for maybe-it-exists-and-maybe-it-doesn't oil in—eséd you say you were
going this time?"

"The North Sea," Cade said. "And there's no mayoeitait, my friend. It's
at least as sure a bet as those investments ybu' pus

Zach smiled at the familiar banter.
"Yeah?"

"Yeah. And | suspect that if your fat-cat clientsekv | could still beat you
arm wrestling without breaking a sweat—"

"Still? What do you mean, still? You never beat ma,once."
"Prove it."
"My pleasure. Just let me take off my jacket and-"

"Dammit, what is this? Are we kids or adults?"



The Landons all swung toward the door. Grant wassdsnhg just inside the
room, glaring balefully.

"Grant?" Kyra said. "What's wrong?"

Grant tossed a manila folder on the table, strodlkd sideboard and poured
himself a cup of coffee.

"Nothing's wrong."

A lie if ever | heard oneZach thought. Grant looked like a man who'd just
had the ground cut out from under him.

"Well?" Cade asked. "What did Bayliss want to taltlout?"

Grant's lips compressed. "Trouble."”

"Trouble?" Zach frowned. "What sort of trouble?"

"This sort," Grant said.

He took the folder from the table, drew two stackgapers from it and
handed one to each of his brothers. Kyra lookduaitas if she was waiting
for him to hand her something, too. When he didie turned away and

walked slowly to the window.

The minutes passed while Zach and Cade leafedghrthe papers Grant
had given them. Finally, Cade looked up.

"What is this crap?"
"Exactly what it seems to be. Father bought acaihpany in Dallas—"
"You mean, he bought a disaster.” Cade tossedapperp he'd been reading

on the table. "And he let it go from bad to worSlew it's damned near
bankrupt.”



Zach looked up and frowned. "Oil company? Hell, mesnat are you
talking about? What I've got here is an acquisgiprofile on some two-bit
Hollywood production company named Triad. The okhmsaddled Landon
Enterprises with it, and now it's about to sinlelék stone.”

"You've each got different reports drawn up by Bssylbut the bottom line's
the same. Father bought these companies not |diogeblee took ill, and
they seem to have gotten lost in the shuffle.”

"Yeah," Zach said, "well, when this Triad outfitegodown for the third
time, it's going to take lots of Landon dough with

"The same for Gordon Oil," Cade said. "Landon'sngotake a nasty hit
when it dies."

Grant's expression grew even more grim. "Terriflg" snarled. "Landon
went into the two firms to bail them out. Insteags seem to have made
them worse."

Cade's brows rose. "What do you mean, ‘we’, bithbrd"

"Exactly what | said. As of yesterdawye are Landon Enterprises. And we
will be, until we find a buyer."

Zach looked at Grant, then at the papers he'd ddropé¢he table.
"Hell," he muttered, as he gathered them up.

There was no point in arguing with Grant's assessrie was right, and the
three of them knew it. If the Hollywood outfit atitht Dallas company went
belly up, they'd leave a blotch of red ink on Landinterprises' ledgers big
enough to scare off any potential buyer.

Something had to be done, and quickly. "Okay," Csald, "tell Bayliss-"
"Bayliss retired, as of this morning.” Grant smilatl the looks on his
brothers' faces. "He said he was too old to facéhen Colorado winter. He
bought himself a house in the Virgin Islands. H@Bg to spend the rest of
his days on the beach, sipping pina coladas."



Zach cleared his throat. "'l phone Goodwin, th&ayliss's second in
command. He can—"

"Goodwin's tied up with a dozen other things." Ctalesed the Gordon Ol
report onto the table. "Terrific,"” he snapped. "Whaie we supposed to do
now?"

"Oh, for heaven's sake!" The men swung around. Kyas glaring at them
as if she couldn't believe what she'd been heatigat's the matter with
you guys? Are you dumb, or what?" She shook hed.H&ad don't waste
your breath telling me | don't know what I'm talgiabout. A child could
figure this mess out!" "Kyra," Zach said gently,ally-" "You're the
financial whiz in this family," Kyra said, stabbirggfinger in his direction.
"You could fly out to the coast, take a look ataf¥'s books and decide what
can be done to help it."

"Me? Don't be silly. I've got people waiting for nmeBoston. | can't just—"
"And you," she said to Cade, "the genius who knallvabout oil... Would it
be too much to hope that maybe, just maybe, youninhig the one to check

things out in Dallas?"

"Impossible! I've business in London. | can't—" &hright,” Grant said.
"You two could get a handle on things faster thaybady else."

There was a moment's silence. Cade and Zach ladlestth other, and then
Zach threw up his arms in defeat.

"Two days," he shapped, "and not a second more."
Cade blew out his breath. "Yeah. Two days, and.th@fait just a minute."
He swung toward Grant. "What about you? Don'ttedlyou're the only one

of us who gets to walk away from this mess?"

Color rose in Grant's cheeks. "Not exactly. It seanfriend of Father's
named him guardian of his kid a couple of years'ago

Zach and Cade began to smile. "Don't tell me," Gale.



"Listen, we can change jobs, if you want. The twelyear-old for the oil
company or the Hollywood studio...?"

"No," Zach said quickly, "no, that's okay, pall tleal with Hollywood,
Cade'll handle Dallas." His lips twitched. "And étbyou're going to make
one hell of a terrific baby-sitter."

Cade tried not to laugh, but a sound burst fromijpss Grant swung toward
him.

"This is not funny," he choked.

But it was, and they all knew it. The brothers betgmalaugh, and then they
moved into a tight circle, clapped each other anlihck and joined right
hands as they had when they were boys.

"To the Deadeye Defenders," they said solemnlyyTdrenned happily at
each other, and then Cade sighed.

"Time to get started.”
Zach nodded. "Yeah. I'll see you guys before |égav

He punched Grant lightly in the shoulder, snappedraginary right hook
at Cade's chin, blew a kiss to Kyra and made histaéis room to pack.

It was going on ten o'clock. If he was going to mdRkat eleven o'clock
flight to Boston.

Actually, it made more sense to fly straight outQalifornia. He was
halfway there already; besides, if he went to Boshe'd only get tied up in
a dozen things. And this mess the old man hadentdsd to be dealt with
now, not next week or next month.

With a sigh, he sank down on the edge of his betlssanned the report
again. Triad had been privately owned by a man dahodand. It had never
made any real money, although it had at least ladn to keep its head



above water. About three years ago, its puny grdfed finally turned to
losses.

Charles had bought the company some months agor A0 was running
it for him... Zach frowned. It was a woman name& Palmer, and she had
to be doing a piss-poor job because Triad wasidetath struggles.

Zach stuffed the report into his suitcase, lockeshd reached for the phone.
He'd call the office, ask for more detailed infoot® delivered by courier to
the airport.

While he was at it, he'd make a couple of othelscahcluding one to
Howell telling him to pack something besides thdamned dark blue suits
and express them to L.A. as soon as he had hisdrodmgements squared
away. And his portable computer—he'd need that, ltawas obvious, now
that he'd read the report more carefully, that tays on the coast was
optimistic.

But five days would surely do it. Triad was dyiramd he had dealt with
dying companies before, back in the early days wieth made fast money
by moving in and administering tle®eup de grace.

Zach picked up his suitcase, walked briskly todber and stepped out into
the hallway.

By this time next week, Triad Productions wouldhistory.



CHAPTER TWO

IT was the kind of day that made people happy they liredouthern
California. The sky was blue, the sun was brigimtj he temperature
hovered in the gentle seventies.

"Fantastic," said the tourists outside Disneyland.
"Terrific," said the roller bladers on Ocean Fruvialk.
"Awesome," agreed the surfers at Redondo Beach.

"Rats," muttered Eve Palmer as she sat trappednpbr-to-bumper traffic.
Her car had not moved a mile in the past twentyuteis. The only thing
moving was her temper, and it was rising as rafadlthe temperature inside
the car.

Whatever had happened to simple things, like wirglgau rolled up and
down at will? Her old Chevy had had them; you cdatdn air with a crank
of the wrist. But this car that Charles had inslsta buying for her did not.
Eve had not wanted it. She didn't need a silverthat looked like a
Batmobile, she'd told him, but Charles had disagjree

""The head of Triad must look prosperous,” he'd,sas he'd handed her the
keys to a vintage Jaguar.

The car had, at first, won her over with its simiple elegant styling. But it
was also a money-eating monster, as she'd disableseweek, when the
windows, air- conditioning and engine had all begumalfunction.

A white-coated technician named Hans, looking ntikeea surgeon than a
mechanic, had poked and prodded at its innardsllfinn hushed tones,
he'd pronounced the patient ill but repairable—h®tune of three thousand
dollars and three weeks in the shop.

Fortunately for Eve, he'd misinterpreted her sudukdior.



"If doing without your automobile will be a hardphiMiss Palmer, we can
provide you with a temporary replacement.”

Eve had opened her mouth, ready to tell him thathrdship would be
coming up with three thousand bucks in this lifetjnbut then she'd
remembered the second thing that Charles had téeght

"Never let 'em see you sweat," he'd said.

So she'd smiled, shoved her oversize sunglassésedfiridge of her small,
straight nose and up into her blond hair and d&tlit just wouldn't do, not
when she was about to begin filmikigllywood Wedding.

"With Dex Burton," she'd added, because that waaxamm she'd figured
out herself. You got publicity wherever you coushd the fact that she
hadn't yet signed Dex—and probably never would—a@®ne's business
but her own.

Hans had almost clicked his heels with respect.

"l suppose it sounds silly," she'd said in a wagt timade it clear she didn't
think it silly at all, "but the car's my lucky chmar The repairs will have to
wait until we're done shooting."

Hans, who'd dealt with Hollywood's finest for yeakaew they were as
superstitious as his Gypsy forebears. Still, hesdmitted himself an
upraised eyebrow.

"Of course, Miss Palmer. But you understand thatdar will not work
dependably until repairs are made?"

"Certainly," Eve had said and driven off jauntéy if she'd always longed to
pilot a motorized sauna.

Now here she sat, the AC barely wheezing, the wisdonly willing to
open an inch, the engine giving an ominous shueldery few minutes. Her
hair was damp, her silk suit was plastered to kigrsand that wasn't the
worst of it.



This was the last day of filminghe Ghost Stalliorthe hideous movie she'd
inherited from her predecessor. She ought to beonubcation, making

certain nothing else went wrong. Instead, she wasygo be trapped in her
office while Zachary Landon, Charles's son, peénéal cabinets, counted
paper clips and tsk-tsked over every dime she'dtspe

It had been shock enough to learn of Charles'sidbat to find out that his
son was flying in to check up on her...

His accountant son, the one Charles had mentiomeh \Eve had tried to
explain how East Coast bankers had almost destibyad. She hadn't been
sure a man like Charles would understand, but de ha

"Some money men have no imagination at all," ha'd. s

Eve had sighed with relief. "Exactly. Filmmakingasunique business, Mr.
Landon. Mr. Tolland tried explaining that to thenk@ accountants, but—"

"Call me Charles, please. Yes, | can imagine wbatwent through with the
bean counters. Hell, when | think that my own soarie of them ..."

"An accountant?"
"Zachary," Charles had said, his face darkeningwith a bunch of effete
Boston jackasses instead of taking his rightfutglat my side. It's enough

to send my blood pressure through the top of the.tu

Which was pretty much what it was doing to hers nwe thought as she
edged the car forward.

Charles had understood instinctively that it wotakie time, money and a
few breathtaking risks to save Triad. His accounsan would not.

"Damn," she said, and gave the steering wheel i sti@ack with her fist.
Traffic began moving and Eve slipped the car irdargand urged it forward.

Somehow, she'd have takehim understand. If only she could get to the
office before he began poking his ink-smudged frige into things.



The cellular phone in the console rang. Eve sndtdhep.

It was her secretary. Eve listened, the expressioher face going from
concern to dismay to despair. "Are you sure, EmMas8t | really go out
there?"

Yes. She must. Eve grimaced, snapped out a fewsoatel slammed down
the phone.

There was a problem on the set again, a disagradseemeen the movie's
egotistical male lead and Francis Cranshaw, italggasinine director. She
had no choice but to deal with it before she dedh Zachary Landon.

Men, she thought in disgust, men and their damnegjance.

An opening suddenly appeared in the next lane.deeelerated hard and
swung into it, cutting off a black Porsche that vwigeng to do the same
thing. The Porsche's brakes squealed as she stat.pa

Eve glanced into her mirror as the Porsche's haue @ long, angry blast.
She could see nothing of the other driver exceptamgd sunglasses above a
thinned, angry mouth and an aggressive jaw.

He said something—yelled it, probably. Eve didatdéto hear the words to
know they were not pleasant.

Too bad, she thought. With a little smile of grifegsure, she stepped down
or. the gas and left the Porsche and its driveukded in a cloud of black
smoke.

Zach let out a string of words that should haveddrthe air blue. It had
been a woman driving the silver Jaguar—he'd judttime to see the bright
gold hair before she'd left him eating dust.



His fingers tightened on the steering wheel of Bogsche. For one wild
moment, he fantasized about speeding up, forciegsitver car onto the
shoulder of the road, hauling out the driver and...

And what? Slugging women wasn't his style, not ewemen like the one
he'd spent the flight out here reading about.

Eve Palmer, he thought, and a muscle knotted ifahis

He sighed and loosened his white-knuckled griphensteering wheel. This
was not shaping up as a good day. Everything thdtdago wrong had, from
the minute he'd hit the Denver airport. His plaad heen late getting off the
ground, the ride had been bumpy, and the much-dauatélight telephone
had worked only after the flight engineer had putin appearance with a
screwdriver and a roll of duct tape.

But the phone had worked then, well enough to bzagh the information
he'd needed to fill in the holes in the Triad fWhat he'd learned had not
made him happy.

Triad's costs were up, its profits down, and it wasy to see why. His first
guess had been right. The CEO, Eve Palmer, wad abaualified to head
the company as she was to perform brain surgery.

"A woman CEO?" Cade had said, in the couple of tesdhey'd had to
compare notes this morning. His brother had grinhédah, I've got one to
deal with in Dallas, too. When will these broadsnédhey don't belong in
business?"

Zach didn't think that way. Women drivers were ¢imag, but he had no
problem with women in the boardroom—if their alyiliwas what had got
them there.

And that was the problem. Eve Palmer had not cldrthe corporate ladder,
she'd scaled it on her back in a tangle of silkeeets. It was a mixed
metaphor, but how else could you describe a wontasidwon her spot at
Triad by becoming Charles Landon's lover?



The facts were indisputable, starting with the ifself and some notes in his
father's hand.

"The Palmer woman is beautiful," Charles had wmitt&Clever, and more
than ambitious."

Zach snorted. Calling her ambitious was undergatinThe woman was
twenty-five years old. She'd shown up in Hollywawndher teens, apparently
from nowhere. Like a million other girls with a tioin other dreams, she'd
been determined to become an actress. But she figdred on the endless
supply of other Eves and Kims and Winonas who adign almost every
bus.

Undeterred, she had taken other jobs.

She'd modeled. She'd waitressed. She'd sold pastydnd makeup. She'd
been a secretary in an office and learned wordgssing, and in between,
she'd even managed to land walk-ons in a coupteoeies Zach had never
heard of.

Then she'd lucked out. A temporary job as secrdtamjoward Tolland,
Triad's former owner, had blossomed into a fulldiposition. And then
Charles Landon had come along.

Zach's mouth twisted. The rest, as they said, wasrf.

Whether she'd warmed the old man's bed beforaearta handed her Triad
was unclear, but it didn't matter. The file saidlit Charles had met her one
day, taken her out that night. A week later, hedyad her into the executive
office.

Traffic was thinning. Zach shifted gears and let Borsche build up some
speed. Eve Palmer had to have a really specialtttdehave been able to
play the old man for a sucker.

Maybe it ran in the family, he thought with a tigimile as he turned onto the
exit ramp. Hell, he'd been taken in by a woman, to@ who didn't care a
damn about simple things like common decency ancimyg



Not that it was anything personal. He was hereulbfriad back from the
brink, make it an acceptable if not attractive pdrthe Landon package...
but hey, if that meant that Eve Palmer ended wgsaalty, who could blame
him for taking some small pleasure from it?

All he had to do now was find Triad's office. Hevimed at the numbers on
the vaguely run-down buildings that lined SepulvBdalevard. It had to be
here somewhere.

There it was on the corner, a boxy cement builthregshade of pink so ugly
it made his teeth ache.

Zach swung the Porsche into the parking area amdo$hthe engine. Then
he stepped out onto the asphalt, grabbed his tyaekdt from the seat and
headed briskly toward the front door.

Moments later, he was out in the parking lot agaimyning darkly. He'd
made a point of telephoning ahead so that the FPakonenan would be
waiting for him in her office. But she wasn't. Shas, her flustered secretary
had said, out on location with the director, Frar€ranshaw.

"A problem came up on the set, Mr. Landon, and Niakner had to go out
there. She asked if you'd please make yourself adatfle and wait."

Wait? Zach's jaw tightened as he strode towardPiische. The hell he
would wait. A problem on the set. Did she reallpest him to believe that?
Eve Palmer was either trying to avoid him or trytadpring him to heel, but
he'd be damned if he'd let her do either.

It had been a job, prying directions to the seftnfitwer secretary.

"It's a pretty remote area," she'd said.

"l assure you," Zach had said with what he'd hopas a polite smile, "I'll
find it."

He climbed into the Porsche, yanked on his mirrgretylasses and stabbed
the key into the ignition.



"Remote location, hell," he muttered, and shot ftbmparking lot.

An hour later, Zach was driving down what no on&isright mind would
have called a road, cursing under his . breathaaomitlering if the secretary
hadn't deliberately sent him on a wild-goose chase.

What kind of film would anyone shoot in a placeelithis? For the past
twenty minutes, there'd been nothing on the horizoncactus, scrubby
things he thought were trees and tumbles of reddisk He had not seen a
car or a living soul, unless you counted a scrasmyote that had trotted
past without so much as a glance.

The Porsche whined in protest as Zach drove itssondhat looked to be a
dry streambed lined with small rocks. If the seamgthadn't deliberately
misled him, he thought grimly, then Eve Palmer @x&n more incompetent
than he'd imagined. She had to be, she and hentaliyd-rances Whatsis.
Both women would be nuts to shoot a picture innthedle of—

"Damn!"

Zach stood on the brakes as a galloping white hamsleits rider suddenly

materialized before him. The car skidded wildlysezaed across the dusty
track, lurched through a stand of prickly pear aadhe to a sickening stop
inches from a pile of huge boulders. The enginghed, coughed again and
faded to silence.

After what seemed an eternity, Zach reached out samitched off the
ignition. He took off his mirrored glasses, droppkem on the dashboard,
undid his seat belt and only then remembered tathee

The white horse was gone, racing across the biléop toward the far
horizon. The horse's rider was rising slowly tokmnges in the dirt.

Zach muttered, rose in his seat and vaulted fracén.

"Hell, man." he said as be hurried toward the fafider, "are you okay ?"



"Yeah," the rider said, after a minute, "yeah, dkay. You?"

Zach laughed, but it sounded more like a croakxc#pt for a pair of
wobbly legs, I'm fine."

The rider stared after the cloud of dust, all thas now visible of the
galloping horse.

"Guess he's gone," he said unhappily.
"Sorry about that. | didn't see you until the lashute, and—"
"What do you mean, you didn't see?"

Zach turned around. A small crowd of people wasings toward him,
headed by a little man with a goatee and a pehitilrhustache.

"You would have to blind not to have seen Horace!"
"Look, pal, | already said | was sorry. It isn't riaylt that—"
"What's going on here?"

A woman was pushing her way through the crowd. Zholight she was a
woman, at any rate. It was hard to tell. She had wide-brimmed hat that
covered her hair and most of her face, a dustysmeskhaki shirt and a pair
of shapeless jeans. The only thing about her thatakearly visible was her
anger.

"Well?" The woman brushed past the little guy wvitik goatee, slapped her
hands on her hips and glared at Zach from unddsriheof her hat. "What's
going on here?"

Zach looked past her. He could see cameras nowndmbooms, and lots

of other equipment he couldn't identify. If nothietse, he thought with

relief, he'd found the Triad set. His gaze returteethe shapeless female
standing before him. Yes. He'd found the set, aaddes Cranshaw.



"There's been a minor accident,” Zach said plebsafitothing to get
excited about, | assure you."

"Are you all right, Pete?" the woman said, swingtogard the horseless
rider.

"Yup, I'm fine."

"Was the horse injured?”

"Nah. He jest took off, is all.”

"You see?" Zach said. "No harm's been done."

No harm's been don&ve thought, glaring at the intruder from undes th
brim of her borrowed hat. What a stupid thing tg! $aancis had reshot this
same scene four times now, wasting heaven only kre@wmuch film, and
each time it had ended the same way, with him stgothat ridiculous little
goatee and shaking his head and saying that linasn't quite what he
wanted.

The only thing Eve wanted was to put the scenkercan, strip off the jeans
and shirt and hat the props man had pieced togfethleer so the sun and the
dust wouldn't finish her off permanently, jump ierttar and speed to town
to deal with Zachary Landon, who must have arrikgchow. She'd been

trying and trying to contact the office by cellulginone, but this damned
place was so far off the beaten track that the ttwoly wouldn't work.

And now, just when it had looked as if Pete andaderthe Wonder Horse
were about to ride into posterity, this—this jeddhcome along and ruined
it all.

"Well," Zach said, smiling politely, "if you dombind-"

"Do you have any idea what a mess you've caused?"

Zach's smile tilted. "Madam, in case you hadn'tceot, | almost broke my
neck a few minutes ago. If | were you—"



"You came barreling smack into the middle of my seared off my horse,
injured my rider—"

"He just told you himself, he's not injured.”

"And you have the nerve to stand there and tellthha¢ no harm's been
done?"

Zach's smile faded completely. "Listen, lady—"

"Don't 'listen, lady' me!" Eve snatched the hatrfrber head and slapped it
against her leg. Her hair tumbled to her shouldeesgolden cloud. "Why
didn't you slow down as you approached?"

"Approached what?" Zach said, trying not to star¢ha wild mane of
sunflower-bright curls, as incongruous on thisiraptshapeless creature as
a garland of roses would be on a bull. Althoughy tizat he considered, she
really wasn't shapeless. He could see the highsttoluher breasts even
under that boxy shirt, and there was the suggesfiamarrow waist, gently
rounded hips, and long legs hidden under thosesjean

"Approached my set, that's what!"

"Look, | didn't see a thing except dirt and caatasl your horse damned
near killed me."

"Horace couldn't kill anybody! He can't even fini lvay out of a stall
without help!"

"Horace? The horse is named Horace?"
"Yes," Eve snapped, "Horace the Wonder Horse." tdee colored as
Zach's brows rose. "It's not funny! That horse mrttv a fortune. Why,

without him—"

"Let me get this straight,” Zach said slowly. "Yreunaking a movie about a
horse named Horace?"



Eve felt her face, already hot from an hour on khilside, turn hotter. She
knew how it sounded. Dammit, she felt the same Wwasself. It was
incredible to think that Triad was wasting time arfilm like this, but it
hadn't been her idea. Howard Tolland had signecctimracts, made the
commitments and stuck her with it.

"A movie," the man said, and laughed, "a movie akeworse named
Horace."

Eve's gaze shot to his. "Okay,".' she said coldlgu've had your laugh.
Now turn that car around and get out of here."

"I'm afraid it's not that simple,” Zach said, hige narrowing.

"It's you that's simple, mister. This is a closetl @ private property, and
you have no right to be here. I'm telling you agdiarn around and get out
of here."

"Trust me, lady." Zach looked past Frances Cranstrguag to identify Eve
Palmer in the sea of interested faces watching théou don't want to toss
me off this set.”

Terrific, Eve thought, just what she needed. Anotbet-of-work actor
invading the set. They did it all the time. The UfRfy was an actor, and the
kid from Western Union, and even the pizza delivgm}, all of them
determined to make an impression.

Well, this man had certainly done that, but wholddalame him for trying?
She sighed and slapped her hat against her leg.

"Look," she said, not unkindly, "why don't you leayour press book
with—"

"My what?"

"Your photos. Your resume, whatever. If a part com@, we'll get in
touch.”



"A part? You think I'm after a part in your two-bibrse opera? You actually
think that I..." Zach clamped his lips together. YMas he letting this
woman, this Frances Cranshaw, irritate him so?dy&ss narrowed. And
where was Eve Palmer? Was she such a bitch thatahgoing to let her
director take the rap for what was a CEO's resphditg? He folded his
arms over his chest. "I'm not going to waste myetimith you, lady. Where's
your boss?"

Eve's brows rose. "My what?"

"Come on, don't play dumb. Where is she?"

"Okay," she said, "that's it. You have two minuieget out of here."”
"Really," he said, his voice a smooth purr of annuesiet.

"Look, don't push your luck. You interrupted my shaan off my horse—"
"Your star, you mean." He smirked. "Horace, the d&rHorse."

"Laugh if you like. But if we can't find Horace..."

Eve's words came to an abrupt halt. What if theyldiot? What if the
damned horse was gone for good? A chill settletthénpit of her stomach.
Could Francis finish the film anyway? She alreadgw the answer, knew

what would happen to Triad.

"Frankly," the man said, his smirk deepening, "inkhold Horace is
probably in Mexico by now."

Eve felt her mouth begin to tremble. "I bet yownththis is pretty damned
funny."

"What | think, madam, is that I've stumbled inte thiddle of a fiasco."
She stepped forward, her face turned up to hisu'Pédhe fiasco," she said,

her voice trembling along with her lips. "If we dofind that damned
horse—if we don't find him..."



All her bravado seemed to vanish. Zach frownedrde@re rising in those
blue eyes, turning them the color of sapphires.

"Oh, hell," he said. "Dammit, don't cry!"

"I'm not crying," Eve said fiercely. "I never—" Bshe was. Zach muttered a
short, sharp word under his breath and did the tmihg he could.

He reached out, drew her into his arms and kissed h



CHAPTER THREE

LATER, when he tried to make sense out of his own beha¥ach would
tell himself his brain must have gone on a holidagherwise, why would he
have taken this ill-tempered, sharp-tongued, degtilmed vixen in his
arms?

Not that his brain had shut down altogether. Iftaimg, it was working
overtime, delivering enough sensory messages thipubn overload.

He heard the crowd's shocked gasp, heard the sradtBeclamation of the
woman just as his mouth found hers, then felt henreed resistance,
followed quickly by her indignant struggles. He wagen aware of the
amused tut-tut of a little voice inside his headtassked him just what,
exactly, he thought he was doing.

The problem was that the voice asked the questitataon of a second too
late. By then, Zach's mouth had closed over Fra@casshaw's mouth. And
the little voice faded to a whisper.

She tasted sweet, like the nectar of a flower. émal, like a swift-running
mountain stream. But mostly— mostly, she tasteel éikmeal for a starving
man, and he had the sudden crazy thought he'dheemy all his life.

Until now.

Heat coiled in his belly, then shot through hisdaoHis arms tightened
around her.

Stop it,the voice insisted.et her go. She doesn't want this—see how she's
fighting you? And you don't want it either. You ‘tiémow this dame, you
don't like her, and you 're sure as hell not thedkof man who goes around
forcing women.

But he didn't let her go. He drew her closer, itemtover his arm, one hand
slipping up to cup the back of her head, his fisgaining in the silken spill
of her golden hair while his mouth moved againss heffering, asking...



A soft, keening sound rose in her throat. It wasoand Zach had heard
before. He knew what it meant, understood it, amdaide the blood roar in
his ears.

"Yes," he whispered against her lips, and all ateomer hands were curled
into his shirt and she went from fighting him ta ,h@wveet acquiescence.

He felt her body soften, her head droop againsatms He heard her breath
catch as she made that whisper of surrender again.

And then someone in the crowd laughed.
"Way to go, Evie," a male voice called.

And that was when Zach knew that the woman in mssavasn't Frances
Cranshaw at all.

She was Eve Palmer.

The realization stunned him, and his hold on hesdémed. Eve reacted
instantly, stumbling backward as she shoved fredisfarms and then
slapping him, hard, across the face.

"You bastard!"

Slowly, Zach lifted his hand to his cheek. Eve Ralmeyes blazed, her lips
trembled. She was a study in feminine outrage, laanight have been
impressed—if he hadn't felt her incredible respandes arms, just seconds
ago.

No, Zach thought, hell, no. He wasn't going tdhlet get away with this.

"Nice," he said in a low voice, "very nice. But nesrand games don't work
with me, baby. You're wasting your time."

She pointed a shaking finger toward the Porscheu'ave one minute to
get into your car and drive out of* here. Otherwise



"l wouldn't give ultimatums, if | were you."

"So help me, mister, I'll call the police. You damalk onto my set and—and
tyrannize me!"

"Tyrannize you?" Zach laughed sharply and foldedanms over his chest.
"Is that what you'll charge me with? Tyranny?"

"How about sexual assault? Does that sound better?"

"Come on, baby, give me a break. Who're you kidelifgu were all over
me, breathing hot and heavy." He caught her byvin& as her hand arced
toward him again. "Don't do it," he said grimlyy'ltl call the cops myself."

Eve glared at him. What a despicable SOB he wais!tolvn was a paradise
for good-looking, walking, talking egos but thiseomvas in a class by
himself. Kissing her was bad enough, but to haeetidacity to claim she'd
enjoyed it...

She'd despised everything about that kiss, fronfébkof his arms to the
taste of his mouth to the scent of him as he'd heldand if, just for an
instant, she'd seemed to—to relax in his embra¢ed only been because
he'd caught her so off guard, because she had eepected him to do
anything so boorish and coarse...

... because she'd never expected his lips to drashwith fire, his body to
saturate hers with heat...

The ridiculous thought horrified her as much asshidden laughter. It was
as if he'd read her mind.

Color raced into her cheeks. Eve wrenched her framnad his, spun on her
heel and pushed her way through the crowd," detemy ignoring the

whispers and the smiles. The rusty trailer thatesttias Triad's on-location
office loomed ahead, looking more like a sanctuban the hotbox it was,
and she headed straight for it.



He caught up to her when she was halfway therdydnd falling like a steel
bar across her shoulder.

"l don't like to be ignored, Miss Palmer."

"No," Eve said as he swung her toward him. "Nar see that. Obviously,
you'd rather be arrested.”

"We need to talk," he said through his teeth.

"We havetalked. | offered you a choice and you decidedd/oather spend
the night in jail than get off this set.”

"Spare me the melodrama, please." Zach lookedhaasat the trailer that
stood baking in the sun. "Is that your office?"

"Francis?" Eve rose on her toes and glared oven'€atoulder. "Francis,
call the police!"

The little man with the mustache and the goateescarshing up, wringing
his hands.

"l will, if you insist," he said in a stage whispé&But the negative publicity
will—"

"Of course," Zach muttered. "Francis, withianot an e."

The little man drew himself up. "That is corredt, sam Francis Cranshaw,
the famous director. And you are...?"

"Francis, dammit,” Eve said furiously, "will youogt being so polite? This
isn't a time for introductions!" She glared at Zatdhdon't care who he is. |
want him out of here, now!"

Zach smiled coldly. "Ah, but you should, Miss Patmeéare for
introductions, | mean."

"Listen here, mister, as far as I'm concerned—"



"As far as you're concerned, the ride is over."l"Zaaused, wanting to draw
out the pleasure of the moment, and that was whesaWw the first horrified

glint of comprehension edge into her eyes. "Thagl#," he said softly, and

he smiled. "Evie, love, let me introduce myself. Mgme is Zachary
Landon.”

A couple of hours later, Zach was pacing the facbeget in the Triad office
reception area. His trousers were torn, his tweellet was covered with
dust, and his mood more than matched his appearance

This morning's sweet moment of victory had fadedilzad been replaced by
his irritation at the childish power game Eve Palmas playing. He'd been
out here fifteen minutes now, cooling his heelsilevehe undoubtedly sat
behind her desk and deliberately let the minutdsaway.

He reached the edge of the carpet, turned and padtlee other direction. It
was just too bad she'd made it to town before kdelat then, she hadn't had
to waste precious minutes shoving the Porschedrathe road or coaxing it
into starting up again. He'd still been under tlesBhe's hood when an
all-too-familiar silver Jaguar had shot past him.

"No," Zach had muttered as he stared after it,.'ho.

When he'd finally arrived at the Triad office, theguar had been parked in
the lot, secure in its silver insolence. Zach hadesl at it, ground his teeth
together and wondered why he'd been stupid enocudaugh early this
morning when Grant had offered to trade.

He could” be in New York right now, buying a chcatel malted for some
twelve-year-old kid instead of wondering how highman's blood pressure
could get, all thanks to one woman.

"Dammit,” he said under his breath.

"Sir?"



He turned and glowered at Eve's secretary. The wanaled nervously,
the way she would if she was facing a certifiecatic

"Did you—did you say something, Mr. Landon?"

Zach's eyes narrowed. "l said that I'm tired ofipgthe floor."

She shot to her feet as he strode past her.

"Mr. Landon! Sir, Miss Palmer isn't ready to see yast yet. You can't—"

"Watch me."

Eve was standing in the tiny private bathroom tiaitnected to her office.
She'd showered away the grime, changed from thealbséo an ivory silk
dress she kept in her office closet for emergeneied now she was trying
to figure out how to best recoup her losses.

An apology seemed the only solution.

Her mouth curved down. What she wanted to do wadk etitside, walk up

to Zachary Landon and slug him again. But commas&éold her not to do
it. His behavior had been rude and awful, but tHers hadn't been so
terrific, either. That was what she'd decidedt&l-him, and if he had half a
brain, he'd agree.

She shouldn't have gotten so angry at him for bagénto the unmarked
set. As for Zachary Landon— for all she knew, halena habit of kissing
women he'd never met before. The bottom line was she should have
controlled her temper, and he should have actddwire decorum. It was,
as far as she could see, a draw. Surely, he weeldhst, too...

The door slammed against the wall as it was flumgno Eve spun around,
her hand to her throat. Zachary Landon stood irddwway, covered with
dust and grime and looking as if he was on theevefgexploding. Emma
peered past his shoulder, her face white.



"Miss Palmer," she said, "Eve, I'm sorry. | told.Mandon he had to wait,
but—"

"But he got tired of it," Zach said, with a chiliynile. "So he decided to take
matters into his own hands."

Eve took a deep breath, shut off the bathroom Bgak walked toward him.
"So | see." She looked at her secretary. "It'sigiit. You can go."

Emma nodded. "I'll be just outside,” she said, sihgoZach a warning
glance.

The door swung shut. Eve waited, counted to team fbrced a smile to her
lips.

"Won't you sit down, Mr. Landon?"

The woman was cool as a cucumber, Zach thought &soked at her. The

grubby overalls were gone, as was the dust, and pb#ed that wild mane

of golden hair back from her face. It was a stylat twould have looked

matronly on most women, but the severe lines omgleasized the size and
color of her eyes and the clean, sculpted bondsldggust beneath her
creamy skin.

"I'll stand, thanks."

Eve nodded. "As you wish."

She walked to her desk but didn't sit down behin@ihat would put him at
too much of an advantage. Instead, she took alteeph and said what had
to be said.

"I'm sorry we got off to such a poor start this miog, Mr. Landon.”

Zach's brows lifted. "Was that what it was, MisdnRa?" His tone was
smooth as silk. "l wasn't quite sure how to desciily



To his immense satisfaction, color stained her lolggekbones.
"Mr. Landon-"

"Please." Zach smiled. "I hardly think there's aagson for us to stand on
formality, do you? Considering the intimacy of ealationship, | mean."

Eve's eyes narrowed. "Look, I'm willing to forgethat happened, but if you
insist on bringing it up—"

"l was referring to our business status, Eve,"did pleasantly. "After all,
you're Triad's CEO and I'm its new owner."

Her eyes flew to his. "Of course. | thought..." Skeared her throat. "You're
right, Zach. I, ah, | hoped you'd see it that way."

His smile was open and easy. "What way?"

"Well, there's no sense in us being enemies, rethemean, we both have
Triad's best interests at heart. So if we put asidat happened earlier—"

"Sorry, Eve, I'm not sure I'm following you."

His expression was innocent, but that didn't falfor a minute. He was up
to something, she knew it. But what?

She tried to smile. "I'm talking about the—the @et on the set.”
His shoulder brushed hers as he strolled pasHemoved slowly around
the office, pausing now and then to look at the ldlack and white still

photos hanging on the walls.

"Your collection?" he asked, gazing at a shot ofirense Humphrey
Bogart and a languid Ingrid Bergman.

Eve nodded. "Yes. I've always been a fan of oldiesVShe waited for him
to say something but he didn't. She cleared heathf¥What about you?"



He looked at her and smiled, but she could seetti@gabmile was false,
touching his lips but not his eyes.

A knot of anger formed in her belly. Did he thirtks was easy for her?
What she'd told him was the truth, they had gatféto a bad start, and even
though ninety-nine percent of the fault was hig wlas willing to shoulder

half the blame—Dbut she'd be damned if she was doicgawl.

"Old movies seem so unrealistic."

She blinked and looked at him. He was walking sjot@lward her, that
phony half-smile curling across his handsome fader breath caught.
Surely, he wasn't going to try to kiss her agdird did... If he did, she'd
slap him so hard both his ears would be on the saheeof his head.

"Unrealistic?" she repeated with an uneasy smiley \didn't he stand still?
And what did he care what kind of movies she liked?

He smiled, reached out and brushed a stray strianairofrom her cheek so
quickly that the only proof he'd done it was thie ¢d electricity his fingers
left behind.

"Yes. | always find myself watching, the actors ahohking that they're
overdoing it. You follow?"

"No," Eve said. Her voice sounded thready and sberfed and spoke
again. "No," she said, more strongly, "I'm afraid'IShe went silent as he
strolled behind her desk and ran his hand oveb#uok of her chair. "I'm

afraid | don't."

"Sure you do. There's even a phrase for it. Chewnthe scenery, isn't that
it?" Zach smiled as he sat down behind the desku"how what | mean,
Eve."

Eve stared at him. He tilted back the chair, lodpiechands behind his head
and put his feet up on the debler desk, she thought, gritting her teeth. Her
desk, her chair, her office...



"I'm much more impressed by the current crop obract

Her eyes flew to his face. "Mr. Landon," she saithw stiff smile, "Zach, if
you don't mind—"

"They've got these nice, natural techniques. Yotclwaomebody like, |
don't know, Jack Nicholson, you think there's a gay could deal with.
When he's playing a part, you never think thatshéle makes it seem real.

"This is fascinating, Zach, but—"
"But?"

"But we both know that you came here to see Triad&ks." She reached
for the phone. "I'll tell Emma to-"

Zach's hand closed on her wrist. "l suppose | éidcgrried away with all
this talk about acting.” He let go of her and sohilightly as he rose to his
feet.

"Yes. Well, as | said, I'm sure your views on thubjsect are fascinating,
but—"

"Come on, Eve. You don't think that at all."

Their eyes met, and what she saw in the sea-grepthgl of his made it
difficult to swallow.

"I know you won't believe this," she said carefuflyut I'm trying my best to
be polite."

"Believe it or not, I'm trying my best to be politeo.” A muscle knotted
high in his jaw. "Hell, if | wasn't, I'd already V& told you that you're
wasting your talents on the production end of thih@ach came slowly
toward her. "That's what made me think about acang how some people
make it seem so real.”



Eve swallowed hard. She didn't want to step balek;kew instinctively
that giving ground would be a mistake, but he vemsdose, so close that
she could see the little laugh lines around hiseye

Not that he was laughing now. On the contrary. Isigenever seen a man's
face look so hard.

"Perhaps you'd like to tell me what it is you'rikitag about, Zach."

He laughed softly. "I'm talking about acting, EMiéold you that. I'm talking
about you, in particular.”

"Me?" She took that step she hadn't wanted to talkteit was an error. She
knew that as soon as her shoulders hit the wall.

"You, Evie. Why, you're the best actress I've egan."

"I don't find any of this amusing, Zach. | thougloiu wanted to talk about
Triad."

"I do." He smiled. "I am. I'm assessing your awasthining performance.
The ease with which you switch from role to roleaaes me. Spitfire one
minute, seductress the next, coolheaded executies the need arises..."

"Goodbye, Mr. Landon," Eve said coldly. "If and wh&ou decide to
discuss business, telephone my secretary andsselip an appointment/'

Zach's hands shot out as she started to step friés palms hit the wall
on either side of her, caging her between his mitdted arms.

"I'm talking-it right now." His words were clippednd all the smiling
pretence was gone. "What's the problem? Did yoe&xpe to buy into the
efficient lady-exec act the same way | bought th®others?"

"So much for civility," Eve said, her voice shakiadjttle. "And so much for
your father's assessment of you."

"My father talked to you about me?"



"He said you were a human calculator, but he wasmgur'What you are is a
fat, swollen ego.”

Zach's lips drew back from his teeth. "Is that tf&jh

"You're angry about what happened this morningyemdre taking it out on
me."

"Dear, sweet Evie. You're a woman of many taldmisas a shrink you're an
absolute failure.”

Eve glared at him. "My name isn't Evie. And who b think you are,
talking to me like this? King of the universe?"

Zach grinned. "That's not a bad analogy, Eviam king—king of your
world, anyway. I'm the boss and you're the peorhddin't you noticed?"

"l am head of this company."

"You were, until two minutes ago."

He could see that his words had taken her by saptt showed in her
sudden pallor, in the way her breath hitched, leuh&d to give her credit.
She kept looking straight at him, and there wasrén a hint of the weeping
routine she'd pulled earlier.

"| see," she said. "Just like that."

Zach's hands fell to his sides. He shrugged. "Wilthyou expect? A formal
letter of dismissal? You're out, Eve. Just like.tha

She didn't want to beg. God, no, she wouldn't @b. tBut he owed her an
explanation, he owed her more than this....

"If you'd just give me a chance to try and make yaderstand why we've
been losing money..."

"No."



"Because there are reasons, you see. Your father—"

"My father was a fool," Zach said sharply. "Unfarately for you, it's not a
trait that runs in the family."

"Look, | know you had a—a bad morning, but it igalt to blame it on me.
And that's what you're doing, | know you are—"

"Trust me, Eve. | planned on dumping you from teeaosd | landed in L.A.
What happened after that didn't change a thing."

"I embarrassed you in front of those people, and-"

"By slapping me, you mean?" Zach gave a little lautMaybe you've
forgotten that by the time you got around to hgtime, that bunch of
weirdos had already seen you melt like butter inamygs."

"That's absurd. | didn't melt. And they're not wes, they're technicians
and actors." Eve stabbed her hands onto her Hjos.you wouldn't know
about that. You don't know much about anything pko@mbers."

He couldseethe fury raging in her now. Her cheeksaagimson with color,
and her eyes snapped like the darkest, bluest sapphach felt a swift rush
of pleasure at the sight. She hadn't embarrassedti on that hillside, but
she sure as hell had made him feel like a damr@ddod it was a delight to
turn the tables now and watch her squirm.

It was just that it would have been better if shigdk like she was
squirming. If she'd ground her teeth, or snarleshé'd turned blotchy under
her makeup...

But she wasn't doing any of that. In fact, shd &tibked like the most
gorgeous creature he'd ever seen.

No wonder the old man had been so easy.



"You're right,” Zach said coldly. "I don't know at's whisker about movies.
As for numbers—anybody with an adding machine wcwdde a heart
attack once he ran the figures in your files."

"But you haven't seen my files." Eve gestured todabinets that lined the
walls. "If you'd just take a look and let me explai"

"You're wasting your time, Eve. | have a full refpon Triad." He smiled
tightly. "The one the auditors made for my fathéew he bought this place.
| read it from cover to cover on the flight out @&r

"So what? It's obvious you don't understand it. f&isadid. He saw the
potential in Triad."

Zach leaned against the desk, his eyes on heréni€esomething,” he said
softly. "Do you miss him?"

"Do I...? Charles, you mean?"

His teeth showed very whitely in a quick, mirthlsssile.

"Yeah. That's who | mean, Evie. Do you miss thero&h at all?"

"l don't see what that has to do with anything."

"Humor me." His teeth flashed again in that saméesmone that sent a
whisper of warning along her spine. * "Do you a&dethink of him once in a

while?"

"Of course. Your father was very kind to me. Henti#now much about the
film business, but—"

"But he didn't have to."
"That's right, he didn't. He was willing to learn."

"Yeah, I'll bet." Zach leaned away from the desk amoved toward her.
"And I'll bet you were one hell of a teacher.”



"l taught him what | could."

"What did you teach him?" Zach put his hand onaner. Her skin was fever
hot; he could feel its heat straight through hk diiess. "I'm curious.”

"l taught him about Triad, about this business.nDdo that," she said
sharply, as his hand stroked down her arm. Hishtoues light, but it sent a
tongue of flame licking through her.

"l told you before, Eve, my old man was the foobt me." His voice
thickened. "That's not all you taught him, is it?"

Eve stiffened. "I don't like what you're implying."

Zach's hands closed lightly around her face. Sl herself rigid, but the
pressure of his fingers was powerful. Slowly, liedl her chin.

"What did you teach him, Eve?"

She stared at him, despising him for what he thguwigrspising herself for
the whisper of heat his touch was sending throwgtblood.

"Nothing I'd be willing to teach you," she said digl

His gaze fell to her mouth, then lifted to her e{¥su already taught me
something, on that hillside." He moved closer, battonly a breath
separated them. "You taught me that you're gowadhat you do—but | keep
wondering, was that your best shot?"

"So help me, I'll scream if you—" .

"Scream? Because a man kisses you?" Zach laughleid dgad lowered
slowly to hers. "From what I've heard of Hollywodgle, a kiss between
friends isn't anything more than an updated hardsha

"We're not friends,"” she said, "we're not even acgan—"

Zach's mouth closed over hers.



Eve froze, telling herself that to fight him wowdly be to humiliate herself
and give him the satisfaction he wanted.

| won't moveshe told herselfl won't give him the pleasure of reacting, |
won't...

She swayed as Zach shifted the angle of the kissmduth moved against
hers, not in hard demand but softly, coaxingly. $iethe swift, silken
brush of his tongue across the seam of her lips.

| won't react,she thought desperatelywon't—

His teeth sank gently into her bottom lip at themeanoment that his hand
rose and cupped her breast. A soft sound roserithheat, one she didn't
even want to think about. To her horror, she feltipple rise and seek the
heat of his palm.

Stop himshe thought desperatebtpp him!
Instead, she opened her mouth to his.

His tongue thrust between her lips, filling hertwitis taste and with the
promise of an ever greater fulfilment. His armseptvaround her, crushing
her to him, and the world spun out from beneathféet:

She heard his soft groan, heard the echo of hetogathless whisper as the
kiss deepened. Nothing mattered, nothing but 8tie. felt the heavy race of
his heart beneath her palms, the swelling powdnserection against her
groin. The heat, and the hardness, made her begiremnble, and she

stumbled against the desk.

Zach came with her, his hungry mouth drinking frbems, his hands hot as
he grasped her skirt and hiked it around her hips fingers brushed over
her thighs and she made a soft, incoherent crylang her arms around his
neck...

Suddenly, his hands closed over hers. With a nuifflerse, he tore her
fingers away.



Eve's eyes flew open. Zach was looking at her suith smoldering hatred
in his face that it took her breath away.

Bile rose in her throat. She clapped her hand tertwaith and stumbled into
the bathroom.

He was gone when she came out, but she knew tihait diean a thing. She
opened her closet, took out her briefcase andduie} and left the office
without looking back.

Emma was waiting, her eyes wide and tearstained.

"He said—he said you were leaving," she whispéitbat he'd fired you."
Somehow, Eve managed to smile. "I'll send for #s¢ of my things," she

said, and then she hurried out the door, wondevimg she despised more,
Zachary Landon or herself.



CHAPTER FOUR

RAIN sheeted down across the parking area in frorteobtilding that held
the Triad offices, turning the worn asphalt intsem of glistening ebony.
Beyond, cars navigated the roadway with cautiosiy fights bright against
the gloom of late afternoon.

Rain, Zach thought as he stood staring out the avinaf his office, that was
all he'd seen for the past who knew how many dagthing but endless,
miserable rain. Where was all that California siumslpeople were always
boasting about?

The telephone buzzed. Zach reached back withokirligaand hit the on
button.

"Yeah? What is it, Emma?"

"Mr. Kaplan of State Affiliated Bank is on line gniglr. Landon. Will you
take the call?"

Zach turned, kicked out his chair and sat downll"fhe something, will
you?"

"If | can, sir."

"Is it always this cheerful in L.A.?"

"Sir?"

"The rain, Emma. Doesn't it ever stop?"

Emma's tone was cool. "Fall is our rainy season,lidndon."”

"Winter's our snowy season back East, but thatrdbe®an it snows every
day. This isn't good for the L.A. image, Emma. Sbody should pass the

word to the Chamber of Commerce."

"Did you want to dictate a letter to them, sir?" fesaid politely.



Zach sighed. He'd fired Eve Palmer and moved ietooffice a week ago,
but her secretary still treated him as if he wéepar.

"Never mind. Just put Mr. Kaplan through, please."

Minutes later, Zach hung up the phone, tilted bdaslkchair, linked his hands
behind his head and put his feet up on his desk.

Bob Kaplan had been pleasant. He'd even invitett #aa party—"Nothing
fancy, just a barbecue somebody's giving for thig/ gvho's being
transferred—" before getting down to business.

State Affiliated could not extend the due date aad's loan.

“I'm sure you understand, Landon,” Kaplan had sdidith your
background. I got to tell you, I'd never have adreethe loan in the first
place. It was Ed Brubeck approved it, not me." ldagilad chuckled. "Then
again, maybe that's why I'm staying here, in Lahad, and Brubeck's been
transferred to Arden."

Zach had laughed politely, but he wasn't laughiogy.nKaplan was right.
Zach did, indeed, understand why the loan coulmméxtended. It was bad
business. And he was certain he also understood oMhyed Brubeck,
whoever he was, had agreed to lend Eve the monib ifirst place.

He'd been dazzled by her, the same way the old naah What man
wouldn't be? Zach thought grimly, as he remembe#teat had happened in
this very room just a week ago.

Kissing Eve had started as a game, an object lésshow her that he knew
what she was and wasn't impressed, but it had elgaimjo something he
didn't like to think about, a dark hunger to posdes that had almost driven
him past the point of no return.

Scowling, he dropped his feet to the floor and grdthis chair up straight.

How many poor saps had she worked her black magicHe'd spent the

past week poring through Triad's files, and it athshere, the talent she had
for conning men into letting her get away with dof-and-cents murder.



There was his father. And the bank's Ed BrubeclenEthe caterer who
delivered meals to the set seemed to have beeheolist. The guy still
brought the food, but with Eve gone, the fare haakegrom roast beef to hot
dogs.

"You don't pay me enough for roast beef," he'd sdidn Zach passed along
the crew's complaints.

And what about the guy who owned the Wonder HordePace had
returned, minus a shoe but in good health, bub\Wwiger was protesting. Eve
had convinced him, he said, to let the horse worKdr less than his usual
fee.

"Eve made me promises," he said, "and now shes.gon

Promises, Zach thought. Oh, yeah, he'd just béd shade promises!

What she hadn't done was run Triad. It was alréadigbt, and about to go
even deeper. Eve had made commitments toward dilnewvcommitments
Zach had just discovered.

Hell, by the time he figured a way to pull Triadt @i deep water, it would
be next Christmas!

He shoved back his chair, got to his feet and gfed@n his jacket. Emma
looked up in surprise as he pulled open the dobistoffice and strode past
her desk.

"Are you going out, Mr. Landon?"

"Yes," Zach snapped, "l am."

"But you have an appointment.”

"Cancel it."

Zach slammed the door shut behind him, trotted dinvercracked steps and
headed for the Porsche.



Eve had taken a sick company and made it worse. No&d was in its
death throes but it was dying on his watch, damietd figured on being
out here a few days, maybe five, but it had beareek already and there
was no end in sight. He had a life and a businesk East, and he was
damned if he was going to spend any more of itnttgpup a mess his father
and Eve had made.

"I've had it," he growled as he stabbed the key thé Porsche's ignition.

And it was time Eve knew it.

Eve sat curled on the sofa in her living room. 8las wearing her tattiest
robe and sipping a cup of tea as she watched thecoane down. The
miserable weather was a perfect match for her mood.

She had come home almost an hour ago, after defsiimorning and
afternoon of interviews, feeling as low as she daier recall feeling. A
long, hot bath had done nothing to improve heritspiand neither had
twenty minutes of staring blindly at Oprah on TV.

She sighed and told herself not to sit around rigesiorry for herself, but
maybe that was better than the rage that had dheethe past week.God,
how she hated Zach Landon and men like him!

When you were blond, and blue-eyed, and halfwawcttve, you learned
early on that even if you wore sackcloth and asb&sie men figured you'd
been put on this earth for only one purpose.

It was funny, really. She hadn't expected that fil©harles's son. Charles
had not judged her by her looks; why would his fitsg? Her big worry
had been that Zachary Landon would be a human gieewrapped up in
bottom lines and balance sheets to understand'S uadjue problems.

Eve's mouth turned down. Instead, he'd turned @utet the kind of man
who'd taken a look at her, decided what she waseanaut to punish her for
it.



And he'd succeeded. She was out of work, and tlyewmay to describe her
prospects was to say they certainly didn't looknpsing.

Eve got to her feet. No, they weren't promisin@lgtshe thought as she
brought her empty teacup into the kitchen. Thedfjadrnals didn't exactly
advertise openings for out-of-work heads of comgsnand even if they
had, no one would hire her.

"Sorry, Eve," all her contacts said when she callledt you know how it is."”

Yes, she knew. The rumor that she'd slept her waythe top job at Triad
had been bad, but this was worse., She'd been §hedwas a failure. And
who would hire a failure?

She wasn't even anybody's choice for typist or wwotessor, she thought
as she rinsed her cup and put it into the disndraNobody wanted to hire
a typist or a word processor whose last job haa bead of a production
company.

"We don't really have anything you'd be interestetithe interviewers kept
saying, and Eve kept smiling like a fool becauseentise she was afraid
she'd blurt - out the truth, that she was intetesteanything that would pay
the rent.

At the beginning, when Charles had first offered the job at Triad, he'd
talked about working out a severance package. Btha had gone by the
wayside when he'd become ill.

Eve switched off the kitchen light and made her wag the living room.
She needed a job. Any job, and never mind its statu

It was an old Hollywood tradition, she thought wélbitter smile, taking
that breathless plunge from the heights to theldepferonica Lake, the
forties screen siren, had ended up as a manicBesty Hutton had gone
from burning up the screen to burning pots in fibehlen of a parish mission.
She could certainly go from...



The doorbell rang. Eve frowned. Who could it bettas hour of the
afternoon?

She put her eye to the spy hole. "Yes?" she s@ltiat do you...?"

The words caught in her throat. It was Zachary loand

"Open the door, Eve."

She stared through the spy hole, taking in the msige dark blue suit, the
handsome face with its cold mouth and hostile eges, the rage came
rushing back, so all-consuming it threatened tooflher breath.

"Go away!"

A door creaked open across the courtyard. Zach ahlatok over his
shoulder before turning back to Eve.

"I don't intend to stand Out here all day, Eve. ibetin."
Eve laughed. The man was incredible!

"Oh, yes, Mr. Landon. Certainly, Mr.. Landon. Yaouish is my command,
Mr. Landon."

She didn't move a muscle. Zach leaned closer.
"Open it," he said through his teeth, "or so help it break it down!"

"Mrs. Harmon will love that." Eve smiled and raideer voice just a little.
The door opposite hers was fairly trembling withi@pation. "Won't you,

Mrs. Harmon? It will give you an excuse to call g@ice, just the way they
do in all those crime shows."

"What a good idea,” Zach said coldly. "Perhaps|viellucky enough to
have a reporter come along for the ride. Having yicture splashed across
the papers tomorrow ought to make your life evemenateresting.”



Eve's smile faded. She jerked off the chain andhelred the door open.
"Well?" she said. "What do you want?"
"I want to talk." Zach brushed past her. "But withan audience."

She frowned, but he was right. She didn't need wheace, either, she
thought as she swung the door shut.

"Five minutes," she said, turning to Zach. "Afteat, you're out of here."
His teeth showed in a phony smile.

"Such hostility, Evie. Anyone would think you dolike me."

"You said you came to talk, and | said you had fivieutes. Now you're
down to four. Believe me, I've better things totdan waste my time with

you."

His gaze swept over her, taking in the long flamnbke and loosely braided
hair.

"Oh, | can see that,"” he said tonelessly. "Loungangund the house is
exhausting work."

Lounging, Eve thought, remembering the endless,uspdoductive, round
of interviews, lounging...

"Yes," she said with a cool smile, "that's righ's the rain. It always makes
me lazy."

Zach looked at her again. She looked anythingdayt IThere was an energy
to her that was almost palpable. Her creamy skin fheshed, her eyes
bright, and unless he missed his guess, there gthsg under that robe but
woman.

The thought made his body tighten, and he turnetismeel and walked
around the small living room while Eve tapped loatf



"When you've seen enough," she said, "be sureeamdd know."

He had seen enough—enough to be puzzled. He hasttexp.. what?
Velvet chaise longues and dim light? High-heeledd gmules tucked
beneath a gilded chair? He wasn't really certairi.iH& hadn't expected this
somewhat shabby assortment of furniture, the Kmad looked as if it had
been rescued from secondhand shops.

Then again, he thought as he turned to Eve, he'thexjrected her to look
like this, either. She didn't look like a femmealat she looked soft and
vulnerable and almost painfully beautiful, she ledKkike a woman a man
wanted to scoop into his arms and carry off to bed.

He frowned. "I had a call from Bob Kaplan today."

"The loan officer at State Affiliated?"He noddedld"asked him to give
Triad some extra time on that final loan paymeunt:—'

"But he wouldn't."
"Exactly. He said—"
"I'm not interested."

It wasn't true. She was desperately interestedstelt! sooner have choked
than let Zach know that.

"You're not interested," Zach repeated in a flateo
Eve shook her head. "No."

"I'll bet that would make the poor sap who granged that loan in the first
place feel pretty stupid.”

"Ed Brubeck?"



"Yeah. Thanks to you, he's been sent to the booHegot dumped out of
the L.A. branch and into the backwoods becausedsdovlish enough to..."
Zach glared at her. "What's so funny?"

"You," Eve gasped, "you're funny! Just listen tayo
"Hearing me describe a man's demotion is amusing?"

"Demotion!" Eve threw back her head and laughedesonore, but her
laughter stopped when Zach grabbed her, hard,egltbulders.

"How can you laugh at another man's misfortune, dathHave you no
heart?"

Eve wrenched free of him. "Are you stupid, or acei Yplind? Of course,
Kaplan wouldn't extend the loan deadline. Kaplamovi zilch about
making movies. Besides, he's only a bank officer."

"Only a..."

"Brubeck's a vice president. And he's just beenenatke of the directors.
That's why he's been transferred to Arden. To taaroffice in Arden, |
might add. And, just in case you're going to sougnd waiting for the ax to
fall on his head because he lent me that moneyt.ddis promotion came
through after he'd approved the Triad loan."

It was gratifying to see the sudden wash of crim$@ swept into Zach's
cheeks, but the pleasure didn't last long.

"So, you managed to climb past Kaplan," he saidit 'tBen, that wouldn't
have been so difficult for a woman of your talehtsok at how you worked
my old man."

"l did not work Charles," Eve said sharply.

"No?"

"No. He heard me express some ideas and he lilead.th



"I'll just bet he liked your ideas,"” Zach said wahtaut smile. "What man
wouldn't?"

Eve opened her mouth, then shut it. She'd be darmsekd was going to let
Zach Landon force her onto the defensive. You dwdy ground, arguing
with the Zach Landons of this world.

"Instead of making speeches about my morality,"sste, her tone icy, "you
might try phoning the State Affiliated office in é&n and talking with Ed
Brubeck. Tell him the film's almost completed—Haratid turn up, didn't
he?"

Zach nodded. "Yes," he said wryly, "the star regtint'

"Good. Then you can assure Brubeck that the movwiéivthe video stores
within the month, and—"

"The video stores?" Zach stared at her in dishélieft me get this straight.
Triad's gone into debt to make a movie that wday g the theaters?"

"Right."

"Dammit, woman, how could you be such a fool? Viétae logic in making
a movie that won't earn any money?"

"Do yourself a favor, Zach. Get your hands on stimeks about making
movies in the nineties and read them. Maybe, wittk,| you'll learn
something."

The flush rose in his cheeks again. "What's thppesed to mean?"

"Lots of films go straight into video stores. Theylever recover a dime
otherwise."

"Dogs, you mean."

"You're catching on."



"If this movie's so bad, why are you making it?"
Eve sighed as she walked into the kitchen.

"l inherited it," she said as she filled the kettli¢h water. "From the former
head of the company. Any other clever questions?"

He hesitated. Everything had seemed so obviou#tl@a While ago. But
now—now, he wasn't so sure.

"Well?" She put the kettle on the burner, turnedttom flame and swung
toward him. "Last chance, Zach. If you've othengjsi to ask me, ask them
now."

"Horace's owner is complaining,” he said brusqukiy,eyes on her face.
"He says he let you have the horse at a ridiculates”

Evev snorted, yanked open a cupboard door and desyaging cups and
saucers onto the counter.

"Did he bother telling you that this Horace ish# teal one? Horace went to
horse heaven the week before we started filmingcoAding to Triad's
contract, | could have walked away."

"Why didn't you?"

"Because,” she said patiently, "we'd already laitt big bucks for
everything else. And Horace's owner offered a smutHe had another
horse. It looks like Horace, but it's not as smMart.

"Yeah," Zach said with a little laugh, "tell me aibat."

"Do you take milk or sugar?"

"What?"

"With your tea. Milk? Or sugar?"



He didn't take tea at all, not since he was temsyelal and sick with the flu
and Stella had fed him endless pots of the stuif.tBere was something
about this tenuous peace, about standing in theawaamped kitchen with
Eve in her flannel robe...

"Sugar," he said, frowning. "Sugar's fine."
"So? What else do you need to ask me?"

He looked at her. Her expression was bland butiesvkshe was enjoying
this. It wasn't just that she was getting a kick @iuhis needing her help,
although he wasn't kidding himself; she was dedigitapping it up.

But there was more to it. She was knowledgeableitalmmviemaking, he

had to admit that, more than he'd expected andyson@e knowledgeable

than he. It made sense that she would be. Shefddreéhe fringes of the
business for a long time, and once the old marhhaded Triad to her, she'd
probably done some fast and furious homework sb gha could make

herself seem indispensable. The last thing sheld hanted would have
been for Charles to have taken away her toy.

She was, after all, not just beautiful but bright.

"No more questions?"

Zach looked at her. "The caterer," he said. "Thesvts not happy with his
meals lately. They want roast beef. He wants moosey." He paused
deliberately. "Or is it just that he misses youeZy

Color swept into her cheeks but her eyes nevehisft

"The caterer's planning on branching, into resi@éntork," she said stiffly.
"l told him that if he fed the crew well, I'd put & word with a friend who

writes an influential food column. Any other quesis, Mr. Landon?"

Zach took a long drink of his tea, then put the dopgn. What the hell, he
thought, and he took a deep breath.



"Perhaps | was hasty in firing you," he said.

Eve grasped the edge of the counter for supporhatwlid you say?"

"You heard me the first time." He smiled. It wag a@articularly pleasant
smile, she thought giddily, but it was a smile, eibreless. "Don't push your

luck by making me repeat it."

Her hand began to shake; she set her cup dowruttgreh its saucer and
drew a deep breath.

"Well," she said, "well."

"You do know something about the film business."
"Yes. | do. | tried to tell you that.”

"Not nearly enough to rate the top spot, of course.

The smile that was hovering on Eve's lips disapxkatYour father
disagreed.”

"My father was influenced by your other assets."
Her eyes flashed. "Are we back to that?"
"We never left it. You played my old man like a oia"

"This is my house," she said sharply, "not the doéfice. I've no intention
of listening while you insult me."

"Listen while | make you an offer, then.”
"What kind of offer?"
"My brothers and | intend to sell Landon EnterpsiSe

"Is that supposed to mean something to me?"



"Only that we can't do it until Triad gets out bét sea of red ink it's floating
in.ll

Eve smiled coolly. "My heart bleeds for you."

"Here's the deal,” Zach said brusquely. "I'll letyrun Triad but you'll have
to answer to me on a daily basis."

Her heart leaped, but she folded her arms ovebteasts and eyed him
cautiously.

"Why? Why would you ask me to come back to work?"

"l just told you. Because | have to put Triad itlie black. That next movie
you're planning... What's it called?"

"Hollywood WeddingBut how did you...?"

"Did you think I've spent the week sitting in yoeffice doing nothing? |

know all your plans for Triad, Eve, even that yeualready promised to
spend money you don't yet have."

"Only because I'm convincddollywood Weddingvill save the company.”

Zach nodded. "How much do you need?"

She named a number that made his eyes widen, ldidihéflinch.

"l can raise it."

"You? But how could an accountant—?"

He laughed. "Is that what you think | am? Hell, yadbn a stockbroker. My
specialty is researching investments for rich peapid then convincing

them to make them."

She couldn't help smiling. "l see.”



"And before that, | was an arbitrageur. Do you knelat that is?"
Eve shook her head and swiped the tip of her torayee her dry lips.
Everything was happening too fast. She felt the slay had the first time
she'd gone skiing, out of control yet almost giedth excitement.

"It's a guy who plays high-risk games with otheoje's money. If he's
right, everybody makes a fortune. If he's wrong..."

This time, she laughed out loud. "It sounds aik& making movies."
"Well?" His eyes met hers. "Is it a deal?"

Her heart was racing like a trapped bird's; shetechto say yes, but how
could she? She would be working with a man who idegpher, who

thought she'd been his father's playmate.

“I'll give you a contract that lasts until we fihisnaking Hollywood
WeddingNow, answer me, Eve. Is it a go?"

The tip of her tongue swept across her lips adgsie saw his eyes follow
the simple gesture and she took a breath.

"I'd like to say yes, but—"

"But? What do you want, Eve? A percentage of m@fivell, why not?
You'll work all the harder for a piece of the aatib

"l just—I just don't see how we can work togethetang as you think that
I'm a woman who..."

She cried out as Zach swept her into his armsniisth dropped to hers in
a kiss that was nothing but fierce masculine dotionaand she struggled
against it even as she felt the swift, answerirstp of heat in her blood.

She whispered his name against his lips and ingthig kiss changed to
something filled with a sweet passion that wasumeloing.



Her arms rose and wound around his neck. He fek bgainst the wall, still
holding her, his mouth hot over hers, his teethtandgue branding her with
his desire. His hand rose, cupped the fullneseobleast, and she moaned
into his mouth.

The world dipped under her feet. When it settledimgZach was holding
her by the shoulders and looking into her eyes.

"It isn't an act," he said, his voice rough. "l gight it was, but hell, it isn't.

You want me, Eve, and there's no point pretendidgn't want you." He

caught her wrist when she tried to turn away. d'Arat's my ace, baby. You
won't be able to play your games with me. I'veygatr number, and | won't
let you forget it."

Horror and despair made her throat tighten. "Winad kbf man are you?"

Zach laughed low in his throat. "The kind you wield never driven into the
middle of that movie set,” he said as he let ghef "Now, get yourself
dressed. We're going out."

"No! That's not part of our deal.”

"This is business, Eve. They're giving a going-avpayty for your pal
Brubeck. | figure you can introduce me." He shatiddais cuff and looked at
his watch. "I'll pick you up in an hour."

"No. I'll—I'll meet you there."

He laughed. "And let you cut off some other poastaed on the freeway?
No, thanks, not so long as Triad's paying yournasce."

" She "Kriewﬂi'fnr'nediét'ely. "You?" she whispered,'re'r'rmr'rﬁg the man in the
Porsche.

"Me." His smile tilted. "It must be fate, Evie, kgebringing us together."
He reached out and brought her to him for one swiétd kiss. Before she
had time to react, he turned and strolled fromkihehen. Eve flew after
him.



"Zach!"
He turned, his hand on the doorknob.

"Zach," she repeated. Her face was pale but sloal stvaight and tall. "I
won't sleep with you."

He looked at her for a long minute, and then hdesmopened the door and
stepped outside.

"It's polite to wait until you're asked," he sadahd the door swung shut.
Eve stared at it while the silence settled aroued When she rushed
forward, wrenched open the door and slammed it Baaligh to rattle the

frame.

With a toss of her head, she turned and marchedartbedroom.



CHAPTER FIVE

THE house stood on a hilltop, looking out over theifRadt was low and
angular, a brilliantly lighted beacon against tlaekdhight sky.

Zach chuckled as he turned into the driveway. dtiks like a spaceship,
ready for takeoff."

"A cedar and glass spaceship,” Eve said, smilinghiil the house,
hundreds of tiny white lights glowed in the tressimmering and shifting
on the wind's breath. "But it's handsome, isn't it?

Zach drove past the cars parked along the driveway.

"And cozy," he said with a wry smile as he pulledetween a Lamborghini
and a Rolls. "Just the right setting for a caswalgide barbecue.”

Eve laughed as she undid her seat belt. "I probstidyld have warned you
that out here, casual only means you can leavineffux."

"Yeah." Zach stepped from the Porsche, came artwhdr side of the car
and opened the door. "Well, | took old Bob at hradv They're going to
have to take me as | am."

She looked at him as she stepped from the car.d$emgaring softly faded,
snug-fitting Levi's, leather moccasins and a creafored shirt. His collar
was open, exposing his throat; his sleeves wetedrdlack to show hard,
muscular forearms. The light from the lamppostsateng the driveway
touched his brown hair with gold and amber, andetheas a faint,
tantalizing scent about him, a combination of saad lemon and clean,
sexy male.

Eve felt a sudden tightness just behind her breastbShe had been at a
dozen patrties like this one; she knew that the drawwuld be studded with
stars and wannabees. And yet Zach would be the evary female eye
would seek out, the man other men would envy. Halavturn heads by
entering a room, not just because of his ruggedigauline good looks but



because of what emanated from him, that aura ofjance and power she
found so infuriating.

It was an aura other women might be foolish endodind intriguing, but
not she. She would never—she could never...

"Well?"

Eve blinked. Her gaze shot to Zach's. He was wagcher through eyes that
were dark and unreadable. A little smile crookethatcorner of his mouth,
and suddenly she thought of how it had felt whenrhouth crushed down
on hers, when his body had pressed, hot and hgahst hers...

"Now that you've taken the time to look me oved] Wilo?"

She fought for breath as the fist squeezed hett lagain. It took all her
strength to smile brightly and lift her shouldarsan unconcerned shrug.

"Of'course," she said briskly. "Besides, by midnighe place will be so
crowded people will be standing on top of each mtNebody'll be able to
see what anybody's wearing."

A car horn beeped behind them. Zach glanced ogesttaulder, put his arm
lightly around Eve's waist and drew her out of pla¢gh of a Mercedes.

"In that case,” he said, smiling at her, "I'm glagbt a look at you before
midnight. You look lovely tonight, Eve."

The compliment had been automatic, the kind ofgheanman said to a
woman on an evening out, but Zach regretted itbas §s he'd offered it.
Thiswasn't an evening out, it was a business arranggmplain and simple.
And Eve was a woman who probably collected praiseafmen the way
some people collected stamps.

And yet, he thought as he looked at her, what teédther was true. She did
look lovely. More than lovely. She was wearing aebtiress that turned her
eyes the color of violets and her hair a shadeotd ¢hat was so pure it
dazzled his eyes. His gaze fell to her mouth, pat pink and soft, and he



thought of how it would feel beneath his, of howviuld be to take her in
his arms right now.

"I mean," he said, hurrying the words, gatheringntharound him to cloak
the direction his thoughts had been taking, "l haddea what people wear
for a night out in Tinseltown."

Eve smiled as they reached the steps that lecetfyaht door.

"Everything," she said, "and anything. From thelisub to the ridiculous,
and back again. Sometimes, the password seemstteelaore outrageous,
the bet-"

Above them, the door flew open. A couple came @aut of the house,
laughing, and tripped down the steps arm in arm.

The woman, blazing with diamonds, looked as if¢ébe'en poured into her
skintight leather bustier, matching short shorts black fishnet stockings.
There were laced granny boots on her feet, thesteehigh and slim as
stilettos.

The man was every bit as exotic-looking as his camgn. Gold and silver
hoops bristled in his ears. Chartreuse silk jeamsewtucked into his
lizard-skin combat boots, and his fuchsia jackes waly a shade or two
brighter than his spiked hair.

"You're late,” the woman said gaily, "at least halflozen glasses of Dom
Perignon behind the rest of the crowd."

Zach laughed and drew Eve out of their path. "Velbur best to catch up.”
Eve grinned wickedly as the duo sped past them.

"See what | mean?" she whispered. "In this towgtrang goes!"
Laughing, they stepped through the door.

Zach's first thought was that they'd blundered atoirrored anthill.



"My God," he said, "there must be a couple of hedgreople packed inside
this room."

Eve frowned, shook her head and leaned closer.
"l can't hear you."

Of course, she couldn't. The music was blastingyath& beat so loud that
Zach could feel it vibrating through the floor. Heew her closer to his side.

"l said,” he shouted, "I've never seen so many lgaapne place in my life,
except maybe on a subway train at rush hour."

Eve laughed and said something, but it was Zach stiook his head this
time. She rose on tiptoe and put her lips closkisoear. Her breath was
warm, and he felt a ripple of electricity dancengdnis skin as she spoke.

"It'll be better once we get out on the terracég ®ld him. "It's never as
crowded outside as it is inside."

He drew back and gave her a puzzled smile. "I thotlgs was supposed to
be a barbecue.”

"Sure. But it's still early.” Eve grinned. "It tak@ while before people are
desperate enough to trade the air-conditioningfiermosquitoes."

A white-coated waiter edged through the crowd taWwtiem, paused and
said something. Zach couldn't hear a word but ridne the waiter held out,
filled with flutes of champagne and rounds of caviaaped toast, spoke
volumes.

"Eve?"

She nodded, and he took two glasses of champaghiesaiied her one. He
reached for the caviar, too, but she put her highdly on his arm and shook
her head.

"I never eat the stuff."



She was smiling at him, her eyes as blue as acabgea, and Zach felt his
throat constrict.

"l couldn't hear you," he said, lying straight thgh his teeth, but it was
worth it. Eve leaned towards him, stood on her tgsn and brought her
lips to his ear.

She said something about knowing it was silly aitbeing able to get past
the thought that caviar was just a fancy nameistr €ggs. Zach laughed,
because he was supposed to, but all he could ctvate=on was the feel of
her breath against his skin and the scent of Bergio his nostrils, a sweet
fragrance that was composed of equal parts sptowgefs and luscious
woman.

She drew back, laughing, and after a second hénéaljgoo, because he
figured that was what he was supposed to do, awdohéeered how in hell
he was going to go on standing here like this, pddk so tightly against
this woman that he could feel the press of herdtseagainst him, without
losing his mind.

"...do you think so far?"

He cleared his throat. The music had dipped toval lith only slightly
fewer decibels than the SST on takeoff and contiersdhad suddenly
become possible.

"Sorry," he said, "l missed that."

"l said, what do you think of a simple poolsideli®nue, Hollywood style?"
Zach smiled. "Well, | haven't seen the pool.”

"Trust me. There's a pool. And it's Olympic-size."

"You've been here before?"



"No. But I've been out here long enough to know hiogvrich and famous
live. Their houses are spectacular, their poolsftzat the QEII, and the
parties they throw would make Nero jealous.”

What would make Nero jealous, Zach thought, was Evthis room filled
with beautiful women who made their fortunes bynigebeautiful, she was
the only one any man worth the name would notice.

And they had noticed. He could see the glanceskeyat coming her way,
the interested assessments being made by all thaseuline eyes...

"Eve!"

A man was pushing through the crowd toward themwds tall, with the
rangy good looks of an Eastwood or a €onnery.

"Dex," Eve said in surprise, and then the man gathier in his arms and
kissed her.

Zach felt his entire body tense with fury. He waidlas Eve's head fell back,
as her hands flattened against the man's chesttivadabow she'd looked
when she'd kissed him? Zach's eyes narrowed amhked at the manvou
son of a bitchhe thought/'ll kill you if you don't let go of her.

"Dex," Eve said again. She had stepped backijrstilthe circle of the man's
arms. Her face was flushed.

Look at her, Zach thought, hell, look at her.

"You look gorgeous as always, Eve. But where have lyeen keeping
yourself?"

"Dex." She looked at Zach. "I'd like you to meetcEary Landon. Zach
is—"

"Eve's employer," Zach said. "Her boss. The one mhkes the decisions at
Triad now."



Eve's face went blank. "Yes," she said, "thatstrigach's come out here to
run things."

"Is that so?" Dex smiled politely. "Well, welconme Hollywood, old man."
He chucked Eve under the chin. "You're fortunasjig Eve to show you
around.”

"Yes." Zach's lips drew back from his teeth. "Yl&s, sure | am."

"Yeah," Dex said absently. He looked over Zachsukter, smiled and
waved his hand in the air." 'There's Steven,"” I Sawant to talk to him
about his next film. Give me a call, Eve, will y§u?

"Yes," she said politely. "l will." He bent to kiser and she turned her head
so that his mouth brushed her cheek. "Take care,"P& soon as he was
gone, she looked at Zach. "What was that all aBout?

He could feel the stiffness of the smile that cdraeross his lips.

"I'm impressed,” he said. "You've got some higlsihility scalps hanging
from your belt."

Eve's face whitened. "Maybe you'd like to clarifiat remark."

Zach shrugged. He could feel his hand tightenirayiad his champagne
glass.

"I'm just impressed by the variety of friends yavé, Eve, that's all.”

"Just remember something, Zach. It. wasn't my tdemme here tonight, it
was yours, just as it was your idea to ask me moecback to work at Triad."

He took a deep breath. What was the matter witt?Itsine was right. And
anyway, her relationships with men were her ownriass. She could sleep
with every actor in Hollywood, for all he gave awa

"Okay. | was out of line."



"I may work for you, Zach," she said, her voicettdut | don't have to take
your insults."

"Look, | apologized. Now, let's forget about it, &R"

The music suddenly swelled” the beat of drums antg drowning out
everything, and Eve took refuge in the noise.

She knew what she ought to tell Zach to do withldkgwarm apology.
It was insane, to do anything less.

She knew him for what he was, an egotistical, tdmndsome,

too-rich-for-his-own-good rat. He'd made up his dnabout her before he'd
even met her. As far as he was concerned, she wasp who'd traded her
favors for a career and could never be trustedagb on trading them for
whatever else she might want.

Eve took a shuddering breath. That his touch cextite her, that his kisses
could turn her to flame, only made the situationrseo It was like
discovering some awful weakness within herself,thagwas as fascinating
as it was frightening.

But it would be even worse to walk away from Trramv, with the prize so
near at hand. She had spent her life trying to eotwarself, and now here it
was, the chance to show all the Zach Landons sfwirld who she really
was and what she could accomplish—

A roar of laughter rose over the music. Startlede Boked up.

"What's happening?" she said.

Zach put his arm around her waist as the surgheottowd pressed them
closer together.

"I don't know. | can't—" He stood on his toes amdjdn to laugh. "I don't
believe it."



"Don't believe what?"

"There's a chimpanzee wearing tails and a toprhidita next room. It looks
as if he's handing out party favors."

"Believe it," Eve said with a weary smile. "Thestiparty | went to out here,
a seal jumped into the pool and played water patb the guests.”

Zach drew her more closely into the circle of lima'Will you look at that?
Somebody left us an empty comer."” He grinned asubked Eve safely
against him. "There must be all of two square isdinere, and it's all ours.”

Two inches wasn't much of an exaggeration, shegtioshe was standing
so close to Zach she could hardly tell where hiyytdmegan and hers ended.

No. Her breath caught. That wasn't true. It way @adell. He was hard
where she was soft, big where she was small. Hsl ey lightly on her
waist but she could feel the power of it, and thath.

"Seals and chimps, huh?" She looked up. Zach wédmgrat her. It would
take only the simplest movement to lift her handhi®cheek...."What else
goes on at these shindigs?"

Eve told him. She dredged up every strange, futory she'd ever heard. If
she could keep talking, keep him laughing, then beaghe could stop
thinking about how it would feel if he suddenly lygated her into his arms
and kissed her...

Keep smiling, Zach told himself, keep laughing, dan, even if it feels as if
the muscles in your face are freezing, even ifganit know what in hell the
woman leaning against you is saying.

He could hardly feel the weight of her, but thatrdi keep him from being

aware of every soft, feminine inch. Her breastsbeadl his chest, her belly
brushed his loins, and if he didn't find a way tom@ away from her soon, he
was going to disgrace himself.



What the hell was this? He was not a randy kid. &&e attractive, yes. A
man would have to be dead not to see that, buthsdn his room was full
of attractive women. The world was full of them.'tHenarried one, hadn't
he? Eve was telling him another story, somethinguata basketball
tournament between starlets. Her face was animaedcheeks flushed
with color. She laughed softly and tilted her héadk, exposing the long,
clean line of her throat, and he had to fight tfgeeudo bend his head, to touch
his mouth to that throat—

A man balancing a pair of highball glasses filledtlie brim with amber
liquid edged past them. Eve moved closer, althaZigbh wouldn't have
thought it was possible. She lay her hand on misfar balance.

He looked down at her fingers with their ivory-tggpnails and wondered
what she would do if he took her hand, broughi his body and let her feel
exactly what she was doing to him.

Zach stifled a groarHell, he thoughtoh, hell. You're being an ass, Landon.
Think about something else. Think about—about Vidvats telling you.
Concentrate, dammit. Concentrate!

He forced himself to hear her voice, not just @®fh, musical drone but to
hear the words.

"And then," she said, "I thought, who's kidding Whdhis isn't just
ridiculous, it's audacious.”

"Audacious," Zach repeated stupidly, nodding hiadhas if he had a clue to
what she was saying.

She smiled, and he watched the way her lips curvadoft, sweet line. Her
mouth was a deep, lush pink, her teeth white amfitgte He remembered
the taste of those lips, wondered how it would féehose teeth closed
lightly on his flesh in the heat of passion.

Dammit, was he crazy? He knew what this woman Wa& been married
to one like her—although compared to Eve, his forwiée was an amateur.



Eve was twice as beautiful and ten times more devidust look at the
games she'd played with his father...

"...pointless to pretend it wasn't happening,"sdid, and laughed. "We both
knew it. What was the point in playing games? 8wk a deep breath and |
said..."

"You said, this is all a waste of time." Zach'sogiharsh and edged, rasped
from his throat. "You said, why don't we cut to ttese, Tom? Or Dick, or
Harry, or maybe it was even Ed. You said, | wambhsthing from you, you
want something from me, so let's just go back tgotage or yours, take off
our clothes, get into bed and-"

He stopped, stunned by his own cruelty, by his sera@ss—and by the
shock and horror registering on Eve's face.

"Eve," he said, reaching out his hand, "Eve—"

But she was already gone, spinning away from hichpushing through the
crowd that still thronged the room.

Zach cursed himself for a fool and went after her.
"Eve!"

She couldn't hear him, or didn't want to. He cotiltell which. The music
was blasting loudly again and the noise of the draxas almost unbearable.

"Eve, wait!"
She was still ahead of him, a blur of golden had a flash of blue skirt. He
shoved past a knot of people blocking the opengitwthe brick patio and

broke free into the night.

Where in hell was she?



Zach stood still and looked around him. Eve hadbyaght; it wasn't half as
crowded out here. People were standing aroundtle ¢diusters, talking and
drinking, and he could see that she was not onleson.

There was an enormous pool off to his right, rimmeane side by a series
of pseudo thatched-roof huts he supposed wereidgasoms. A bar and a
series of elaborate buffet table were behind tlad, @md a DJ in a flowered

Hawaiian shirt and candy-striped shorts was workiisgear-splitting magic

over a pyramid of audio equipment beside a pargiagtce floor just to the

left.

And, beyond that, where steps led down from thé dexl fell away into
darkness, he saw a flutter of blue and gold.

"Eve," Zach said harshly, and set off after her.

He caught her at the bottom of the steps, cladp@nghoulders and whirling
her toward him.

"Let go of me!"
"Listen to me, Eve."
"No!" She pounded her fists against his should&tsu bastard, let me go!"

"Evel" Zach trapped her hands in his and draggethtdown the sides of
her body. "Dammit, will you listen?"

"l did listen! But I'm not going to anymore."

She was panting now, and struggling, and he fek lagainst the wide trunk
of a eucalyptus tree and took her with him, weddiagbetween his legs in
an effort to keep her still.

"I should never have said what | did. It was wrohgnow it was." Zach
clasped her face in his hands. "Dammit,” he saidflgy "will you look at
me? I'm trying to apologize."



"You already did that once tonight, remember? Aniké a fool, let you."
Eve wrapped her hands around his wrists and toelreéak free of his
iron-hard grasp, but it was useless. "Let go of Aagh!"

"Eve, hell, I don't know why | said—"

"It's because you're an insulting, domineeringgmsstive son of a bitch!"
"Yes. All right. I'm not denying—"

"And stupid,” she said, trying not to let loose tkars building inside her
even though they were surely just tears of ang8lind, dumb, male

stupid!"

"Yes. | admit it. It's just that—that | was stanglthere going crazy, thinking
about how every man inside that damned room waydad-"

"You are crazy! Did you see who's at this party tonight? Bou take a
good, hard look?"

Zach's thumbs traced the high, delicate arcs otheekbones.
"—and of how glad you were to see that macho bagrd, Dex Burton—"
"Dex Burton?" Eve almost laughed. "He makes me wiaky stomach.”

Zach's mouth twisted. "That was some greeting ¥e gi guy who makes
you sick to your stomach."

"Dex practically mugged me! He grabbed me befareuld do anything to
stop him—and howeould| have stopped him, when we were packed in like
sardines in a tin?"

"But | saw—"

"You're a fool, Zachary Landon, that's what you'arer voice cracked. "A
damned miserable fool."



He drew back a little, his hands still cupping fesre.
"Yes." His voice was very low. "Yes, | think [ am."
Eve took a deep breath. "l want to go home now."
"No."

"Fine. You stay and have a good time. I'll takeva.t

Zach turned with Eve still in his arms, so that nbwas she who was
leaning against the tree.

"No," he whispered, and his hands slid down angedger shoulders.

"What do you mean, no? The night's over, and sarigleal. I'd sooner work
for the devil himself than-"

The rest of her words were lost as his mouth taak.h

Eve was not a child. She was a woman and she ladKkigsed before. By
boys, by men—even, on more than one occasion, iegsdegends whose
kisses should have been enough to have set hett smirining.

It had never happened—until now.

His kiss was harsh and demanding, forged in figktasting of hunger and
passion, and she tried to resist it, standing rigitiis embrace while her
brain shrieked a warning. But it was her body tlat reacting, with a
primitive need as old as time.

In less time than it took for her heart to sendhilo®d surging through her
veins, she was on fire.

She whimpered, rose on tiptoe and curled her armusd his neck, drawing
his face closer to hers, her lips parting to theisg thrust of his tongue.



Yes, she thought, yes, oh, yes. This was what simed, this was who she'd
wanted. The man in her arms was everything, anavehéd not deny him or
herself.

Zach groaned against her mouth. His arms tightemednd her and he
swept her closer, one hand pressed into the sinladirdoack to tilt her hips
to his, the other fisted in her hair while he kés&er again and again.

He said something, or she thought he did. She otukll, couldn't think.
Not anymore. She was nothing but shimmering sessati

Zach bent his head, closed his teeth lightly ontémeler skin of her throat.
She moaned, threaded her fingers into his haideglihim as he kissed his
way over the curve of her breast to her nipple.

The soft cotton of her skirt bunched in his hahtisslid the skirt up her legs
and she whimpered as his fingers, cool as the righbrushed across her
thighs.

"Eve," he said, "oh, God, Eve..."

Her breath caught in her throat. His hands skimawedl her silk panties, his
touch feather light, but she felt the immediatesvegring throb of desire
begin beating deep inside her. He whispered hereragain, cupped her
bottom and lifted her into the hardness and hehtsoérection, and then his
fingers slid under the silk and touched her flesh.

She cried out in passion. Her head fell back amdhaeds dug hard into his
shoulders, and he bent to her, seeking her moudhwanen he found it,
ravishing it with his.

Eve's response was almost Zach's undoing. She atdéng in his arms,
kissing him with an openmouthed frenzy. And she hats so hot; her skin
burned against his. He moved against her, blindgksg her warmth,
aching now to bury himself within the velvet damgsde knew awaited
him.



He caught her hand, brought it down to him, pre$segalm over his jeans,
over his straining erection. Her fingers curledrdvien and he groaned and
pressed feverishly against her hand, wanting h&wuoh him yet knowing
what would happen if he let her go on touching him.

He was losing control. Hell, he was out of continla way he had never
been, not even when he was a boy. And he didn't thiah didn't want this
to end here, with him straining against her harsteiad of buried deep
within her heat and softness.

"Zach," she whispered, "oh, please, Zach, please...

Suddenly, the sky lit above them. Blue and red 8atneamed out across the
darkness.

Eve cried out, and Zach drew her close.
"It's nothing," he whispered. "It's only fireworksye."

The sky lit again, and this time she could feel dieep, primal roar of the
explosion vibrate through her bones.

"Don't be afraid,"” Zach whispered, his mouth attheoat.
Fireworks, she thought. Fireworks, explosive, hat hrilliant...
And then gone, leaving nothing behind but wispgaifing smoke.
She went rigid in Zach's arms.

"Eve?"

"Stop it," she said.

"Eve, baby..."

She struck out at him blindly, her blows fierce iagahis shoulders and
chest.



"Get away from me, damn you!"

The night sky, alive with shining bursts of flarsegemed to have drained the
color from her face. The passion that had lit hezsewas gone. All Zach
could see in them now was disgust, and suddenlyimlhunger was gone,
replaced by more than enough self-loathing foratbidn of them.

His hands fell to his sides and he took a step.back

"I'll take you home," he said tonelessly.

Eve didn't answer. She straightened her dressheafingers through her
hair and walked off into the darkness.

Zach took a deep breath. He waited a moment amdftiiewed after her.



CHAPTER SIX

ZAcH came through the door of his suite, tossed his keythe coffee table
and reached for the phone. By the time room seafnssvered, he'd already
pulled off his jacket and his tie.

"Yeah," he said, as he unbuttoned his shirt, 'igiSuite 708. How long to
send up a bottle of Rolling Rock, a hamburger, raeiocof French fries and a
tossed salad?" He nodded. "Half an hour's fines@mwond thought, better
make that two beers."

By the time the waiter wheeled in his dinner—if yowuld call a hamburger
dinner, Zach thought with a grimace—he'd showeretidanged to a pair
of cutoff denims, sneakers and a navy blue T-sHetsigned the check, saw
the waiter out, turned the TV to something mindiaisd sank down on the
sitting-room sofa to eat his first bite of foodhaurs.

The hamburger was charred on the outside, raweimilddle and generally
tasted as if it had been cooked sometime last ye&ich dumped it back
on his plate and reached instead for a bottle dfrigdRock.

The beer, cold and crisp, was just what he neefiedras endless day in the
salt mines. He sighed, lay his head back agaiessdfa and put his feet up
on the coffee table.

Amazing, how much a producer's job involved. Zaltbd the bottle to his
lips again. Somewhere he'd gotten the idea a psydust signed checks.
The fact was that every problem ended up on hik, aesv that Eve...

Zach frowned. Never mind. What mattered was it Ghost Stalliowas
finally wrapped, or in the can, or whatever it was said when a movie was
done. He still had trouble with the lingo, but ciolesing that the time he'd
been out here gave new meaning to the concept-tifesjob training, not
speaking the jargon was the least of his problems.

"The very least,” he muttered, putting down thelbaind reaching for the
French fries. He bit into one, made a face andhexéor the beer again.



At least Eve was out of the picture. That was sbimgtto be grateful for.
How he'd ever convinced himself she could posdielp him sort his way
through the orchestrated chaos of making a filthastiazed him.

Zach aimed the remote control at the TV and clicked silence. Then he
rose, went into the bedroom and took his laptopprder from the closet.
He sat down on the edge of the king-size bed, tune the computer,
plugged its modem into the telephone jack and pedhcip the screen.

Whatever talent Eve Palmer had for running a bssineas second-best to
the talent she had for screwing up a man's headbldad of beauty and
brains and hot- blooded sexuality was...

The computer screen filled with numbers and graptech frowned,
scanned them, then scrolled to the next screerr Aftouple of minutes, he
relaxed.

At least all was well on the home front. Not thatthexpected anything less.
He didn't need to be in the office to stay on tbthongs, not in this age of
computers and faxes and modems. Besides, Jason yEnmes
second-in-command back in Boston, was more thamabtapof holding
down the fort.

He typed a quick E-mail note for Jace, added smstetctions to be carried
out at tomorrow's market opening, then signed oifl anplugged the
modem. It was good to know that Landon Brokerage mhng the waves.

His smile faded as he made his way back to thegitbom and sank down
on the sofa again. If only he could say the sam@fiad.

He reached for the salad, but it looked as wiltedhe felt. With a sigh, he
pushed it aside, picked up the second bottle of beé took a long, cool
drink.

He'd spent every day of the past week either ihhiibhael of an office or on
location, and Triad's problems were as miserablkevas. He couldn't even
take credit for finishing he Ghost StalliorExcept for lowering the hammer



on the little twerp with the goatee when his egbigahe way of reality,
Zach knew he'd been little more than a bystander.

He took another drink, then lay his head back. GgedFrancis Cranshaw
and Horace the Wonder Horse. Helitpllywood Wedding.

Damn, what a mess.

His mess, he thought, heaving a sigh. Eve had ctedhivirtually all the
company's credit to the film, a stupid move if eneid seen one. And he was
stuck with the result, a bunch of signed contraygitsg him to a script, a
director, a set designer, camera operators, ligimt,rsound men and who in
hell knew what else. He had a leading lady—not é siart for what was
basically a two-character script, Zach thought wuryl

But he didn't have a director, or a location, and le didn't have a leading
man—details that had apparently escaped Eve's attdion.

"What the hell is this?" he'd roared at Emma when he'd realized the
problem. "Didn't your boss notice something was mising?"

"I wouldn't know anything about that, sir,” Emmadhsaid coldly. "You'd
have to ask her yourself."

Zach sat up and drank down the rest of the beéed st®ner have asked
Horace the Wonder Horse a question before askiegobrEve. The only
good thing that had happened lately was that dieidthe good sense to
clear out.

He had not seen her since the night of the padiyhad he expected to. A
woman who first reduced a man to a panting teereg@then damned near
tossed a bucket of iced water over his head woale hthe brains to know
that her career as his assistant was over.

The next morning, he'd written her a check for ¢hm@onths' pay, added a
note reaffirming his verbal promise to pay her ecpptage of profits from
Hollywood Wedding-which was the equivalent of promising to pay



bonuses to Eskimos who bought freezer chests—amdhsepackage off by
special messenger.

It had come back with the same messenger. Zachdtdzben impressed by
the gesture. All he cared about was that he'd dldke books on Eve
Palmer.

He certainly didn't need her to help him run Triaéarning the movie
business was no mystery. You asked questions, psereed, you learned.
And if things took a little longer that way—if thegok a little longer...

"Dammit!"Zach slammed the empty bottle on the coff@ble. Who \vas he
kidding? This business was as tricky as any he& sgen. How was he
supposed to know who to hire as a male leadHfdtywood WeddingThe
script called for a man in his late thirties, butatdid that mean? A younger
Paul Newman? An older Tom Cruise? Zach had no iaed,the director
was no help. Zach had asked his advice, and théngdyalmost frothed at
the mouth.

"Get me Mel Gibson," he'd gushed.

Even Zach knew enough to laugh. If Triad went ickh@or the next fifty
years, Gibson would still be an unattainable dream.

And his boast to Eve, about getting big spendemwuest their money, had
turned out to be hollow. All the big spenders heggproached wanted to
know who was starring in the film before they sanly money into it. And
most of them wanted to know what had happened & Ev

One or two of them had asked the question with r&ksiwhich had, for

some reason, made him want to punch out theirdigBut a surprising
number of others had said Eve had turned out toée knowledgeable
than they'd expected and that they were sure lpargse would be missed.

Ed Brubeck—who'd turned out to be fifty, jovial agaly, Zach thought with
a grim smile—had been more" direct.



"Nobody's going to put money into a ship withouudder, Mr. Landon,"
he'd said.

Had Eve really been that rudder?
No. No, she couldn't. The old man had given heljdieat Triad as a gift...

Or had he? Would Charles really have done that?dther had been a lot of
things, but never stupid and certainly never segrital.

Zach put his head in his hands. He'd never evesidered that possibility,

but then, it had all seemed so obvious just a shhog ago. Now—now, he

wasn't sure of anything, certainly not of the rodtee Palmer had taken to
the top...

Or of why he couldn't get her out of his head.

"Dammit!"

He grabbed the remote control and aimed it at MeA sitcom came on,

something that looked as stupid as he felt. Héhkimute button, swung his
legs up on the sofa and stretched out, his armsableris head.

He had faced trouble before, and gotten out dfhere had to be a way.

By midnight, he still hadn't found it. The handstlé clock hit one, then
two. Zach's eyelids drooped. Seconds later, heaslagp.

Zach shot upright. He was in total darkness extmpa hissing black and
white square hovering a couple of feet off the gdhuand there was an
incessant ringing noise someplace just behind daslh

The phone.



He grunted, swung his feet off the sofa and feduad on the table beside
him. Something crashed to the floor but he ignaradd dragged the phone
to his ear.

"Zach?"

The remote was under his butt. He dredged it aonea it at the TV screen
and watched the picture disappear.

"Yes," he grunted. "Who the hell is this?™Is tlzaty way to say hello to
your big brother?"

"Grant?"
"On the nose, buddy. How you doing?"

Zach groped for the lamp, hit the switch and blahkéhen the room filled
with light. He looked at his watch and groaned.

"Grant, do you know what time it is?"
"Sure. A little past seven."

"In New York, maybe. Now try deducting three hoarsd see what you
come up with."

"Oh, man,"” Grant said. "I'm sorry. | forgot the &ndifference.” A smile
crept into his voice. "I'll bet you just got to hedo."

Zach sighed. "You got that right.”
"Party time, huh?" Grant said, chuckling.
Zach shut his eyes, leaned back and massagediipiete

"Listen, pal, it's great to hear your voice, butyelne you calling?" His eyes
flew open. "If this is some gag you and Cade coakzed"



"No. This is for real." The humor had left Granttice. "Zach? You recall
the time we talked about how to score in the m&tket

Zach sighed. "You're telling me you need stock reagklvice at four in the
bloody a.m.?"

"You said something about knowing when it was ttmeut your losses."
"Yeah, | told you that only the true believers amel ¢ertifiably insane ddn
know when it's time to cut their losses aget out” He chuckled. "Hey,

man, | charge my clientslat of dough for those words of wisdom."

" It's good advice, right? | mean, you wouldn't thenman was admitting
defeat if—"

"Grant?" Zach was wide awake now. "Are you in ficiahtrouble?"

“"No, nothing like that. It's—it's this guardianship Grant's inhalation
sounded harsh. "My ward isn't—she isn't twelve."

"She's younger?"
"Older. She's not a girl, Zach. She's a woman,"and-

Zach got to his feet. "And," he said, his voiceshar'she's doing a number
on your head."

Grant made a sound Zach figured was supposedadaegh.

"Yeah."

"Cherchez la femmeld buddy,” Zach said, closing his eyes. "Look famut
the female of the species. Whenever there's trotidee's a dame in the
picture.” He sighed, pinched the bridge of his nasd sank down on the

sofa again. "Do yourself a favor, man. Hand thesha@bto some other sap.”

"l thought of that, but | signed on for this and—"



"Well, sign off! Cut your losses, remember?"

"Zach? Are you okay? You sound funny."

"Sure,” Zach said quickly. "This production compasyall screwed up,
that's all, and—and listen, brother mine, I've gdireakfast meeting this
a.m. and if | want to be my usual brilliant s€lf...

"Sure. Get some shut-eye. And thanks for the advice

"Yeah. Just be sure you take it. When in doubtyout losses."

Grant chuckled. "And run."

Zach hung up the phone, walked to the window awd#tdd out over the
sleeping city. He knew the answer to his problelnsvas as clear as if
somebody had scrawled it across the smoggy sky.

It was just that he wasn't very good at eating ¢riowé crow wouldn't taste
much worse than turkey and a turkey was what hegosmsy to have on his

hands ifHollywood Weddingvas a failure.

He turned from the window and glanced at his walicivas pushing five
o'clock. Time for a shave, a shower, a pot of blzaftee and then...

Then, he thought with a sigh, he'd have that beestkheeting. It wasn't one
he'd planned on, but so what?

A little risk put spice in a man's life.

Eve was in the shower when she heard the distadinty of the phone.

Let the answering machine take the call, she thiptiding her head to the
spray. Anybody who telephoned this early in themmag deserved to speak
to a machine.



Besides, phone calls at this hour meant someonenaxarg a crisis. And
she wasn't in the mood for anybody's crisis butowen.

It was amazing, how one person could come bustitagyiour life and turn it
upside down, but that was what Zachary Landon loae din no time at all,
he'd humiliated her personally and ruined her msitsnally— and tlje worst
of it was, she'd helped him do it.

Eve shut off the shower, slid open the stall dout stepped onto the bath
mat. How could she have been such a fool that Ai§he'd thought about it
endlessly as she'd gone from fruitless job intevvie interview, and she
was no closer to an answer now than she'd beenag@gys

Zach had come on to her, but so what? Men had t@®amg on to her for
years, starting with dear old foster Dad, but she an adult now; she knew
how to deal _ with the problem.

A chilly look, an even chillier remark, she thougistshe pulled on a pair of
baggy sweatpants and an even baggier sweatstdrtifarecessary, a swift

kick where it would do the most good, were enoughstop the most

relentless would-be Don Juan.

So what had gone wrong? She had given Zach enamailooks to freeze
water, said enough nasty things to have sent himing...

Yes, but she certainly hadn't kicked him. Eve stateherself in the mirror
as she brushed her hair from her face. No, she'thkidked him at all.
Instead, she'd gone crazy in his arms, reactes tigses and to his touch in
a way she had never even dreamed of reacting.

And Zach had counted on that, she reminded hagsgify as she pulled her
hair into a pony tail. He'd made his position pallyfclear with all that rot

about having her number and knowing she wanted. hithich, of course,

was untrue.

The man was a consummate seducer, smooth and exgediwith women.
He'd set out to humiliate her, and he'd succeefiguhirably.



Eve shut off the bathroom light and strode briskbyvn the hall to the
kitchen. As for what had happened the next day—wbk had no one but
herself to blame for that. Quitting her job hadrbeee thing, but sending
back the check Zach had sent had been just plgidstTriad owed her that
money, dammit. She'd worked hard, and now whask&have to show for
her efforts?

She yanked open the refrigerator door, peeredansidhe almost empty
shelves and sighed. Nothing, that was what. Shéittladnoney, no job, no
prospects...

The telephone rang again. Eve glanced at the closfas still early, but you
never could tell. Someone might be calling abojdba She'd sat through
half a dozen interviews; maybe one was going togigyshe thought, and
picked up the handset.

"Hello?"

"Hello, Eve."

It was the last voice in the world she wanted tarhthe last voice she'd ever
thought to hear again. For an instant, she washooked to react.

"It's Zach."

"I know who it is. What do you want?"

"l left a message on your machine a little while.agidn't you get it?"
"No. And I'm not interested in getting it. I've hotg to say to you."
"Look, | know we didn't part amicably—"

Eve laughed.

"All right, dammit, so we parted badly."

"Badly?" Eve shook her head. "You have a talenufaderstatement.”



"Eve, we have to talk."

"We are talking, much to my regret. In fact, | d@®@e any reason for this
conversation, so good—"

"Wait! Don't hang up, dammit. I... I..." His breatisped sharply through the
phone. "Listen, have you had breakfast yet?"

"Have | what?" she said, and laughed.

"Do us both a favor, okay? | havent had much sleap stomach's
growling, and my disposition's shot to hell."

"What a pity."
"Just answer the question. Have you eaten yet?"

"No. And now | probably won't. Hearing your voicashjust about ruined
my appetite.”

"For whatever it's worth, Eve, this isn't easyrice."
"You're breaking my heart.”

"I'll pick you up in half an hour. Where shall | keaa reservation? The Polo
Lounge?"

Eve took a deep breath. "Let me say this in wofdme syllable, so there's
no danger of you not understanding. | do not li&a.yn fact, it would not be
overstating things if | said | hated your gutsthiat clear?"

He gave a sharp laugh. "As glass."”

"Good. I'm glad we agree on something."

"We can agree on more than that, if you give mecttance." There was a

silence, and then Zach cleared his throat. "I wiasg. About you not being
capable—"



"You're repeating yourself, Zach. | heard this gpeleefore.”

"No. You never heard me say that—that | was wrdrauawhy my old man
put you in charge of Triad."

Eve knew it was a moment for some clever, bitingprtebut she was
speechless. Say something, she told herself fier&le swallowed hard,
took a breath and spoke.

"If you're waiting to hear the sound of my kneestiig the floor in
gratitude—"

"Look, I know you think this is too little, too lkatbut at least hear me out.”
"Why should 1?"

Because Triad needs yaZiach thought, but he knew there was more to it
than that. He wanted Eve beside him. He didn'regttrust her, she could
infuriate him with a look or a word—but like thenyand the yang of the
world, she could also make him feel more alive tharhad in a long, long
time.

"Because | need your help." There was silence erptione, and he spoke
quickly, afraid she was going to hang up. "Eve.§ kbice took on a softer
tone. "Have breakfast with me. Please."

Eve hesitated. What could be more harmless thakfast?

"All right," she said. "Pick a place and I'll megtu."

Zach let out his breath. "How about the Polo Lotige

The Polo Lounge? It was the place for power bresdg&favhere Hollywood's

elite drank their decaf, buttered their toast ageted to multimillion-dollar
deals.



No, Eve thought, not the lounge. If he'd set outdafuse her, he'd more
than succeeded. She'd meet him someplace simpledand-to-earth,
someplace where his brand of bull wouldn't medmragt

"There's a place just a couple of blocks north gfapartment,” she said.
"You can't miss it."

"What's it called?"

Eve smiled. "El Mirador," she said, and hung up.

He was waiting for her when she got there, leaag@nst his Porsche with
his arms crossed over his chest, and she knew aghty that if she'd
thought to put him in his place by meeting him ta@ stand, she'd made a
mistake.

Zach was a man who'd dominate any setting, andvsitvhat he was doing
now. Dressed casually, in chinos and a navy blazer a white shirt worn
open at the - throat, he looked more handsome asduhne than any man
had a right to look.

Her heart did a quick two-step that sent it knogkagainst her ribs.

He smiled as she walked toward him, his green egftscting as much
amusement as irritation. He straightened up andedamard her, his gaze
flickering over her, and she almost regretted thla¢ hadn't bothered
changing out of her sweatsuit or that she hadéast brushed out her hair
and put on some makeup.

But then she remembered exactly what kind of mashZandon was and
that they'd played this game before, and her redagied away.

He jerked his chin toward the pink and purple flosceawning behind her.

"El Mirador, hmm?" he said.



Eve shrugged. "Rumor has it that Michelin's abougive the place a gold
star."

To her surprise, he laughed. "Well, the food daaany worse than the stuff
my hotel serves."” He took her arm, his grasp jgséit tenough to keep her
from jerking away, and led her to the counter. "Wih@you recommend?"

"Arsenic," she said sweetly.

Zach ignored her and scanned the hand-printed mvatu"We'll have the

mangoes,” he told the counterman, "and therrdhehos huevosOh, and

two large coffees.” He shot Eve a smile as he fmitheir meal. "We can
have champagne later, to celebrate.”'Don't talk kkfool, Zach. | can't
imagine we'd ever have anything to celebrate.”

Zach laughed, but he didn't answer. It was safat Way, because the
thought occurred to him that she was probably rigatvas a fool—a fool to
involve himself with Eve again.

She had not taken any pains at all for this megtimgt was obvious. She
was dressed in an outfit as sexily stylish as a&pbpg, her face was shiny
and untouched by makeup, her hair was yanked lmaakponytail, and she
was treating him as if he was the bearer of bubplaigue.

In short, everything about her said she hated Biat.none of it made her
any less desirable.

The baggy pants only made a man wonder at the lemgth of the legs

hidden inside. The oversize shirt lent an air oéstvmystery to the faint,

high thrust of her breasts. As for makeup—why walld need it? Her eyes
couldn't be more blue, and her mouth was alreaglgdift pink of dawn.

She didn't need any artifice at all, not even peduHer own scent, clean
and fragrant as a flower, rose to his nostrils @azizled him. He wanted to
pull her closer and bury his nose in her hair bale her essence, lift her face
to his and taste her mouth...

"Senor?"



Zach looked up. The counterman was shoving a tnagitd him. He hefted
it in one hand, kept a grip on Eve's elbow with titleer and led her to a
wooden table sporting a Corona beer umbrella.

Eve yanked free and settled herself on the benabh Zat down opposite
her.

"What is it you want, Zach?"

"First we eat, then we talk."

She watched in stony silence as he stabbed agfasitiinto the eggs and
lifted it to his mouth. "Mmm," he said. "Hey, tlathot bad.”" He took

another bite, then took a sip of coffee. "Not badlg"

Eve swallowed. Zach was tackling his breakfast wjtisto, and she was
sitting here and listening to her stomach growl!? &wepting Zach's check
had been stupid enough, but wasting perfectly good was even worse.

She scowled, reached for her fork and dug in.

When she had finished, she took a final sip ofemfiviped her lips with a
paper napkin and sat forward.

"Well?" she said brusquely. "What's this all abdut?

Zach pushed away the tray, propped his elbows etatble and locked his
fingers together beneath his chin.

"The past week's been—I guess the word I'm loofangs interesting.”
She gave him a honeyed smile. "How fortunate far.%yo
Zach sighed. "Maybe what | really mean is thatiéen difficult.”

"Difficult?" She laughed. "How could anything bdfatiult for the man who
knows everything?"



"We finishedThe Ghost Stallion."

Eve's left eyebrow rose. "How nice," she said pbfit

"And we're about to begiHollywood Wedding."

"Wonderful."

"And..." He stopped and looked at her. Her eyeswery bright, and fixed
on his with rapt attention that he hoped meanshetasm was a lie. "And |
find myself in difficulty.”

"There's that word again. But what has it to ddwae?"

Zach felt a muscle twitch in his jaw. She had t@wnwhere this was
heading. Was she going to make him crawl!?

"It has everything to do with you," he said tightliyhave a script, a crew, a
cast—"

"But?"

"But," he said grimly, "I don't have a male lead.aJocation."

So, that was why he'd asked for this meeting. Esle & twinge of
disappointment, but that was silly. What more hael expected? As for the
information he needed—why keep it from him? She&dhppy enough to
see the mighty Zach Landon fail, but that would midallywood Wedding
would fail, too. And, no matter what happened, & heart the film would
always be hers.

"Dex Burton," she said. "He's right for the part.”

Zach's expression darkened. "Of course. And thatilma?"

"In the mountains. There's this cabin | know—I cg you a map of it, if
you like. | spent a weekend there, a long time aga—"



A weekend. With who? With a man who'd feasted anpirfect mouth,
who'd learned every inch of that beautiful body?

"...finished?"

Zach blinked. "What?"

"l said, are we finished?" She rose from the beawth smiled brightly. "If

we are, thank you for breakfast, but I've got td geing. I've got

appointments and interviews lined up all day, andEve." Zach stood up
and came around the table toward her. "I want gazotne back to Triad."

For a second, her heart soared, but then reatiiyp.se

"We already tried that. And it was a complete flop.

"Because we let our relationship get off track, ibwon't happen again.
There's nothing personal in this offer, Eve," hd,daoping to God it was the
truth. "My only interest is in saving Triad, andded your help to do it."

"No."

Zach's mouth twisted under a cool smile. "Are yayirsg you can't work
with me in a purely business relationship?"

"I'm saying I'd rather not have any kind of relasbip with you."
"Because you can't handle it?"

Was he right? No. The very thought was...

"Ridiculous," she said sharply.

Zach's eyes darkened. "Is it ridiculous?"

"Stop it," she said through her teeth. "If you thlim going to rise to some
silly taunt—"



"What are you running from, Eve? Are you afraid {tdail at Triad?" That
little, infuriating smile played over his lips agai'Or that you'll end up in
my bed?"

Color swept into her cheeks. "Believe me," she saldly, "there's nothing
to be afraid of!"

Zach grinned. "Was that a yes?"
Eve looked at his handsome, insolent face andllli&x chin.

"That's what it was," she snapped, and almost @s as the foolish words
were out of her mouth, she knew she'd end up tegyehem.



CHAPTER SEVEN-®

IT BEGAN as an armed truce, with both sides civil but caugi
Zach offered Eve a ride to work, but she declined.

"I'll meet you at the office," she said politely.

He nodded, they shook hands, and she turned awdywatked to her
apartment. Once inside, she leaned back againstateand told herself
that the electric charge that had seemed to paseée their clasped hands
had been an illusion.

What else could it have been? she thought, frowning

She gave herself a brisk shake and headed foreti®dm to change her
clothes.

Zach thought about the same thing as he droveetofttte. Eve had put her
hand in his, and something had flowed between them.

It had probably been static electricity, he thougiowning as he pulled into
the parking lot and got out of the Porsche. Aflerstatic electricity could
be generated just walking across a carpet.

But-lie and Eve had been standing in the midditnefsidewalk.

He gave himself a brisk shake as he unlocked fieeafoor. It was just one
of those scientific curiosities, then. Nothing wothinking about. He had a
lot to do this morning. It was still early—neitiemma nor Eve would be in
for more than an hour.

Zach tossed his attache case on Emma’s desk, dunggadket on the back
of her chair and rolled up his shirt sleeves. Hékaa quickly down the

corridor to Eve's office, opened the door and dwett on the light.

Frowning with concentration, he looked around than.



It would work. Yes, it would work fine, he thouglats he begaemptying
the drawers from Eve's desk. He paused. Maybe bglcslnave checked
with her first....

"Don't be silly," he muttered, and went on with wha was doing. "Who's
the boss here, anyway?"

His work had him so absorbed that he didn't redtizve had come into the
room until he heard her startled gasp behind hienstrhightened, glanced at
his watch and turned around.

"You're early,"” he said. "l thought I'd have alistdone before you got in."

Eve was all business, both in demeanor and in lddks hair was pulled
back, her suit was tailored, her perfume was legid about as sexy as a
spring shower.

And yet, her presence seemed to warm the room.
"What is all this?" she said in a baffled voice.

Zach cleared his throat and glanced around himwésn't finished yet, but
he was getting close. He had shoved Eve's desketavindow, her file
cabinets to the far wall, next to the new pair hew'dered. A new desk,
complete with telephone and fax machine, facedsEd! that was left was
to make some sort of arrangement out of the loag seffee table and small
bookcase in the near corner.

""Well? What do you think?"

Eve shook her head. "I don't know what | think, Za#&/hat's happened to
my office?"

"Our office." He tossed the towel onto the new dasHd smiled at her. "A
little cramped, but not bad, huh?"



"You mean...you mean, we're going to share thismmfdo

"Well, |1 don't see that we have much choice. Thly atternative would
have been to rent space elsewhere, and then vezid afi our time either on
the phone or the fax machine. Watch it, Eve, wiluy There's a
deliveryman just behind you."

She stepped aside quickly, just in time for a maeeling a box-laden dolly
to come through the door. "Computer,” she readntyle "monitor,
printer..."

"You want | should set this up, mister?"

Eve swung around. Zach was scribbling hi? naméemlélivery invoice.

"No, that's fine." He smiled as he handed the icaoiver. "l can take care of
it."

"Terrific." The deliveryman handed Zach one pietgaper, pocketed the
other, tipped an imaginary hat to Eve and strditech the room.

"l figured we can both use this computer,” Zackl sai he began opening the
first box. "l would have bought two, but considegrithat we're cramped for
space—to say nothing of money—"

"Zach." Eve licked her lips. "We can't both worktims one office.”

He straightened up, put his hands On his hips aret fher with that
inflexible stare she was coming to know so well.

"Why not?"

"Well, because—because..."

Because it would be impossible to get any work donat was why not.
How would she sit here all day, every day, watchasgthe light gilded

Zach's hair with gold, the way it was doing now?aMihe made a habit of
working with his jacket off and his shirt sleevedied up, so that she'd only



have to look up from her desk and see the wayttmalders moved beneath
his shirt, or the hard musculature in his forearms?

Eve took a steadying breath. "Because it's too pegimn here," she said
briskly. She turned away from him, walked to hesldand tossed her

briefcase on the blotter. "Look, I'd already thoughout this. | knew we'd
need more office space."”

"And?"

"And it's not a problem. There's an old desk inliaeement storeroom. I'll
have the porter bring it up.”

"I've already got a desk," Zach said with a litfaile. "And everything else
| need. Turns out there's an office equipment tesitae just off Wilshire
that's open from six in the morning until—"

"Not for you, Zach. For me. There's room in thee@on area, if we just
shift Emma a little toward the door. As soon asgtis here, I'll—"

"Don't be silly, Eve. I've no intention of displagi you. Besides, Triad's
producer shouldn't be stuck out in the recepti@a.dr

"But—but..."

"Listen, I've worked in tighter spots than this& Bhot her a disarming smile
as he drew his chair out from his desk. "When | ingdbe Corps—"

"The Corps?" she said blankly.

."The Marine Corps." He sat down in the chair aaahkd back. "One time |
ended up in an O.P.—an observation post," he wdieln her eyebrows rose.
"It was a hole barely big enough for a flea and"'me.

"You? In the Marines?"

Zach nodded. "Yeah. Me. Why do you sound so shdtked



"Well, I—I just..." Eve sank down in her chair.Mi'having a hard time
imagining you taking orders from— what do they c#iem? Drill
instructors?"

Zach laughed and ran his fingers through his H#ou've seen too many
movies. DIs aren't so bad." His smile tilted. "Bkes, taking orders turned
out to be just what | needed. The old man had me#ing me understand
that his way, but..."

He fell silent. What was he doing, talking abounkelf and the old man?
The boy he'd been and the long, hard path thablaeyht him to manhood
were of no interest to anyone but him; hadn't kisvde made that clear?

"Yes," Eve said, "l can imagine."

Zach looked at her. She was very still. Only hezsegnoved, in a steady
sweep of his face.

"l suppose he could have been a difficult man e vith," she said in a
steady voice. "But | grew up without any father.yida that's why | was
more forgiving when Charles came along and trietht® charge of my
life."

"Eve. Listen, you don't owe me any explanations."

"I know that, Zach. But | think we'll work a lot ther together if we clear the
air." She hesitated, then gave him a faint sm$@me of the—the difficulty

between us might even be my fault, | suppose. d ten well, overreact
when [ think I'm being accused of having tradednlooks. Anyway, it's

not a long story, | promise." She took a breathotiyfather and Howard
Tolland, the man who used to own Triad, were freehd

"I know that."

"Howard was from the old school. He'd never quigeiried out that times
had changed, that movies audiences have changed—"

"Which is why he produce@ihe Ghost Stallion."”



A faint smile flickered over her lips. "Exactly.was his secretary, but
because he gave me more and more responsibility—"

"You began to know as much about Triad as he did."

"More." She shrugged. "I'm not boasting, Zachst gid. Howard was stuck
in a time when the big studios ran Hollywood. l&kh out here long enough
to know that it was the deal makers who run thimgs. Howard refused to
see my position—we used to argue about it allithe.t

"And one of those times, my father was present?"

"Yes. | had no idea Charles was thinking of buyirrgad, | just thought

Howard was going to ask him to invest in a proj&arles asked a lot of
guestions. Hard questions. Howard kept giving rgeals to back off, but |

wouldn't.”

Zach smiled. "No. You wouldn't."

"The next thing | knew, Charles was Triad's new emwiie asked me to
have dinner with him so we could discuss busin&lise' shook her head. "l
thought he was going to tell me | was fired—you \knohe new broom
sweeping clean, but—"

"But he offered you the chance to head Triad imstea

"Yes." Eve's eyes met his. He could see the tofictefiance in their blue

depths, and in the lift of her chin."It's not a wamis fault- if some men are
fool enough to fall all over themselves at the sfta pretty face, but your
father wasn't one of them."

Zach smiled. "A beautiful face," he said.

"What?"

"You're not pretty, Eve. You're beautiful. And yautight. My old man

never let anything but the bottom line affect idgment. He'd have made
Horace the Wonder Horse head of Triad, if he'd giit was the right way



to go." His smile faded. "Look, this is my faultrdad the files, | did some
checking up—"

"On me," Eve said flatly.
He nodded. "Yes. And—and | came up with the wromgpeers."

For a minute, he almost told her that it was amore than that, that he'd
been married to a woman who was an expert at gedimfavors...

But Eve was smiling at him in a way she never hafbie, with a little
crinkle to her nose and a sweet curve to herdpd,the sight was enough to
send all the dark, angry memories of his ex-wiftakng into the shadows.

"Horace the Wonder Horse, hmm?"

Zach chuckled. "Yeah. We can always put him indplace us both if
Hollywood Weddingdlops."

"Well, then." Eve's smile faded. "Have we settlais,t Zach? Because |
promise, I'm never going to defend myself to yoaiag

"You won't have to."

"Good." She stood, stepped back and pushed heaWway from her face.
"Now, I'm going to get to work. I've got to set ap appointment with Dex
Burton's agent. It won't be easy, convincing Detake this part, but if | can
just get his agent to agree to hear me out-"

"Why?" Zach frowned. "It's a good part. Even | ¢alhthat, just by reading
the script.”

"Sure it is. But Dex is just turning the cornerhis career. He's probably
looking to take a safe, high-profile role in a megeks picture for
somebody like Spielberg or Disney, and here we ¢@asiang him to play a
bad guy in a low-budget movie."



"A bad guy turned good guy,” Zach said. "An anterdy And playing
against type is good for an actor. It stretchegdient.”

Eve leaned back against her desk, folded her anchglauckled.

“I'm impressed, Mr. Landon. You've been doing ybomework.” She
sighed. "But Dex's agent won't want to see it tinay. I'll try to get him to
agree to take a meeting on Monday, and then KBxehe script to him."
"And then?"

"And then?" she said, puzzled.

"Yes. What's on the agenda after that?"

"Well, I'm not sure. | need to check out some cahyrinformation on a
couple of songs we're going to use in that barescand then | want to go
over some details about costumes, and—"

"What about checking out a place for the locatioots?"

Eve chewed on her bottom lip. "You're right. | slubiake care of that next.
| told you I've got a place in mind, didn't 1?"

Zach nodded. "A cabin, you said."

"Yes. A couple of hours into the hills." "I'd likeo see it,” he said
thoughtfully. "It's not that | don't trust your jgohent, Eve, but as executive
producer—"

"Oh, of course. | wouldn't expect to do somethitkg khat on my own. |
don't even know how much it will cost to rent thage. | spent the weekend
there, but it was my friend who'd made all the rgements."

Zach felt an unexpected coldness form in his belly,he smiled pleasantly.

"l see."



"Plus, we'd have to truck in everything. The ctss,crew—"

"l suggest | take a look at this cabin before wédenany further plans.”
"Fine." Eve drew the telephone toward her. "I'll 8urton's agent, and then
Il Contact a couple of realtors. Somebody's bound have some

information."

Zach nodded. He walked to his desk, sat down atiddphis attache case
toward him.

"Good," he said briskly. "Do whatever it takes & the keys for a day."
"Uh-huh."

"Tomorrow would be a good time," Zach said, frownis he took some
papers from the attache case. "lt's a Saturdayt won't interfere with
work."

"Fine."

He took a breath. "That is, if you haven't alreathde plans for tomorrow?"
he said, and looked at her.

Eve stared at him. "You want me to go with you?"
"Of course. What's the point of me going alone?"

He was right, she thought. He would have final apal, but the concept
and setting foHollywood Weddingvere hers.

And yet, the thought of spending the day with Hime, entire day, on the top
of a mountain that might as well be a million mikesm reality was—it
was...

llEve?ll

She looked up. Zach's face was expressionless.



"Have you made other plans for tomorrow?"
She swallowed hard. "No, no, | haven't."

"Good." He nodded briskly and picked up a pendil that case, I'll pick you
up at seven. Okay?"

He waited for her answer, damned near holding teath as he did. It was
ridiculous to feel this way. They were going torspéhe day together, but so
what? He could handle that.

"Okay," Eve said at last. What did she have tofteechof? She could handle
this.

Zach nodded and bent over the string of numbeim®dim.

"Tomorrow, then," he said, and spent the rest@htiorning pretending that
he hadn't conned her into agreeing to spend thevithyhim—and that he
had at least some faint idea of what in hell the bf numbers on the page in
front of him was supposed to mean.

She was waiting outside on the sidewalk when hevedngp the next
morning.

She was dressed all in white, from her cotton doirher slacks to her
sneakers; her golden hair was pulled back fronfdeer and held in place by
a white ribbon.

How could a woman look more beautiful each time gaw her?

"Hi," she said, smiling as she climbed into thedebe and settled into the
seat beside him."Hi, yourself." Zach smiled backext "Got the keys?"

Eve nodded. "Keys," she said, plucking a skeletey fkom her shoulder
purse, "and a map.' We're all set.”

He nodded, shifted gears and moved on into the road



"Good."

"The realtor said the trip should take about twarspmaybe a little more,
depending on the road."”

Zach glanced in the rearview mirror. "Traffic shebdde fairly light, for
another hour or so, anyway."

"She was talking about the road from the highwayhw cabin. It's pretty
narrow, as | recall, and its got more twists andguhan a snake, and—"

"You remember this place pretty clearly, don't you?

Eve looked across the console. Was there an edgadh's-voice? No. It
had to be her imagination. He was looking at tleelremiling just a bit, the
picture of relaxation in his white cotton pullowwveater and faded jeans.

It had to be her, reacting to her own nervousness.

"Yes," she said, "l suppose | do. The weekend hispere was so terrific
and such a surprise that—"

"Why don't you take a look at that map, Eve? Pawvay out of the city
along some alternate route. | was wrong aboutid¢rdféing light this
morning. It's starting to build already."

There wasn't much traffic, not that she could beéEve nodded.

"No problem. Just give me a minute."

Zach watched as she spread the map open in hanthpent over it, her
bright hair falling over her face. She lifted heank, tucked the strands
behind her ear, and as she did, the cap sleever @hliirt rode up, exposing

the pale, golden skin of her underarm.

For some foolish reason, the sight made his throastrict with an almost
unbearable tenderness.



What was wrong with him this morning? He'd beernsaweéng back and
forth since he'd awakened, one minute whistling dkschoolboy at the long
day that lay ahead with Eve, the next wonderingtwhéell he was so
happy about. This was a Saturday, sure, but itjusisan extension of the
work week.

Besides, only a fool would be happy to take a wortara place that
obviously held such sweet memories for her.

Why in hell had he ever agreed to this trip?

Zach scowled at the road ahead. Not that Eve's mesnmattered, one way

or the other. What she'd done before she met hisrtheabusiness. What she
did afterward was her affair, too. Eve was stunpiagd there was no

denying the strong physical attraction between tHarmhe had no claim to

her.

And he didn't want any. The last thing he wanted teeget involved again.
He'd had the moonlight and roses and the promités-@®ver routine—and
look where it had landed him.

"Here we go." Eve looked up from the map. "If yakd the next off
ramp—"

"Never mind," Zach said briskly. "You were right.eN stay where we
are—the traffic's not bad at all." He cleared hi®at. "So, how'd it go with
Burton?"

Eve made a face. "His agent's a jerk. He saygd@susy to meet with me
next week, but he finally agreed to look at a gcigo | sent him one, and
sent one to Dex, too, along with a note."

"l S THAT WHAT THE NOTE SAYS ?" ZACH GRINNED. "D EAR DEX, YOUR
AGENT'S A JERK. BEST WISHES, EVE PALMER ?"

She laughed and lay her head back. "I only wish] Nwas the soul of
diplomacy. You know, | told him what a terrific acthe was, and how I'd



love to see him in this role, blah, blah, blah.€Sighed. "I stroked his ego
until it made me want to gag, but who knows if @sxenough?”

The thought of her stroking any part of Dex Burtemen his ego, made
Zach's hands tighten on the wheel.

"Listen," he said, "l can always call Burton ingtexd you getting stuck with
it."

"Thanks, but | don't think you could convince hirddch looked over just in
time to see that familiar lifting of her chin. "Butan do it,” she said, "and |
will."

"Well, let's not worry about that today. Tell me m@bout this cabin. How
far off the beaten track is it?"

"Far enough. Most of the trip's not bad, but yod ep on a road that winds
up the mountain. Rocks on one side, vertigo orother."

"Not your cup of tea?"

She laughed. "I learned to drive in Minnesota,"” siel, "where the word
flat' was defined."

Zach laughed, too. "Well, you're in good handsedrhed to drive in the
Rockies. In a car very much like this one, com#hiok of it."

Eve turned her head toward him. "Nice."

"Oh, yeah." A grin tilted across his mouth. "Espdlgisince it was the old
man's, and he didn't know a thing about it."

"What do you mean?"
He shrugged his shoulders. "He had a Porsche pwatt sts life in the

garage. Well, heck, that seemed an awful wasteswiped his keys, had a
duplicate set made and took off."



"And?"

He sighed. "And, he had me brought back."

"Cured you of borrowing what wasn't yours, huh?"

"No." He shot her a grin. "Just made me more caedfaut getting caught.”
Eve laughed, and then she sighed and shiftedhetadrner of the seat.
"You said you have brothers?"

"Yeah. And a sister."

She smiled wistfully. "It must have been fun, grogvup with other kids."
"Were you an only child?"

She hesitated. She never talked about her childibaés too painful and
too revealing.

"I don't know what | was," she said, after a minuMy mother left me on
somebody's front porch with a note that said sipetid'd get a good home.

Zach reached out and took her hand in his. "I'mys&ve."

"Don't be. It was a long time ago."

"What happened? Were you adopted?"

Eve shook her head. "l went into foster care. Ryttime the courts decided
if 1 could be adopted—if I'd really been abandonedot—I was too old for
anybody to want me." She smiled. "And too gawky."

"You?" His hand tightened on hers. "Gawky? | dahiat."

"Trust me," she said, with a little laugh. "I wasrgly, like a colt, and just
about as awkward."



He smiled at her. "But you didn't stay that way.d"NShe smiled, too, but
the smile quickly faded from-her face. "No, | didBy the time | was in my
mid teens, I'd—I'd begun to mature. | was in anotbster home by then,
and..."

"And?" Zach said gently.
Eve hesitated. Tell him, she thought. Tell him wiop could never have
done the things he accused you of. Tell him howldzhf/ou've always been

by desire...

But it was too much to say, and too soon to sapstead, she smiled and
shrugged her shoulders.

"And," she said, "I wasn't happy. So | saved up mheney | earned
baby-sitting, slipped out of the house one niglit mever looked back."

Zach's fingers curled through hers.

"I wish I'd met you then,” he said gruffly. "I'd V@ done my damnedest to
have made you happy."”

You are making me happy.

The realization was swift and stunning, and foriretant, she was afraid
she'd said the words out loud.

But she only smiled, and squeezed his hand tightig, when he felt the
press of her fingers and saw the muscles in heatlwork, Zach felt as if
she'd reached straight into his chest and wrappediigers around his
heart.



CHAPTER EIGHT

By THE time they reached the turnoff that led to the matiouds had turned
the sunny morning almost as dark as Zach's mood.

The closer they got to their destination, the sorne was he'd come.

Mud from the unseasonal rains that had hit thesentams recently had
turned the road into a miserable, slippery tracthwenough holes to make
him glad the Porsche had such responsive stediimggmountain was on his
right, a drop-off to nowhere was on his left, aratp of the shoulder had
given up completely and slid down the steep incline

Why would he even consider paying what it wouldt¢osransport a cast
and crew and equipment one hundred and fifty plilissnup a mountain?

Why would he want to shoot a film in the middlenoiwhere?

But mostly, he kept wondering why he'd ever agtedating Eve to a place
where she'd spent a weekend with another man.

There was no sense kidding himself. He'd thoughed hoped—that this
day would turn out to be pleasant and relaxing, tad it would mark a
turning point in their relationship.

But it wasn't working out like that. Instead, hesvgiting here feeling sorry
for himself, trying not to be jealous of some fassl guy who'd once
brought Eve up this same road.

And he had no right to be jealous. He'd meant ienwvhe'd told Eve their
relationship was going to be strictly business.

Okay. Zach's jaw knotted. Okay, so maybe he ndvauld have made that
promise. Maybe, deep in his gut, he'd known he &dhat more personal
relationship with her after all.

So what? That still didn't give him the right te@ia damn about some lover
she'd had long before she met him.



He'd had more than his fair share of relationshygh women over the
years, both before his marriage and certainly aHerexpected his women
to be faithful for as long as an affair lasted, hetd never given a damn
about their pasts.

And yet here he was, thinking about the last time Ead come up this road,
wondering if she still thought about the guy whoidught her, if her
pleasant memories of the cabin were linked to tha or the place.

"Idiot," he muttered.

"What?"

Zach glanced at Eve, swallowed dryly and looketthatroad.

"l said...ah, | said, | wonder what idiot designied road?"

Eve shifted into the corner and turned toward him.

"You, too? I've been thinking that for the longeste, but | didn't want to
say anything." She gave a little laugh. "I didnan¥ to do anything to

distract you. | mean, | could see how hard you wereentrating."

Zach laughed, too. If only she knew what he'd bmmcentrating -on, that
she was the greatest distraction he could imagine.

"Zach? Do you think maybe we ought to turn back?"

"Yeah," he said dryly, "oh, yeah, | sure do. Bhaiven't seen a strip of road
wide enough to turn a bike around, much less 4 car.

"Well, for whatever it's worth, I'm sorry | draggeau up here. If I'd
known—"

"Come on, don't be silly. You had no way of knowthg road would give
the Baja a run for its money."



He glanced at her, for the first time seeing theofithat resolute chin, and
he could have cursed himself for his selfishnesgpf¥ed up in his own
stupid thoughts, he'd never stopped to think how BEught feel about
finding herself on a narrow ribbon of washed-ouavgd perched a few
hundred feet in the air in a Porsche that might Ipgsgoing faster than it
should.

Zach eased his foot off the gas pedal.

"Not that I've driven the Baja," he said, flashimgr a quick smile, "but |
have put in time on some tracks that are evergdriserable as this one."

It was an immodest boast, but he told himself he wray doing it to take
Eve's mind off things. And it worked. She turnediaod him, head cocked
and eyes wide.

"You mean, you drive racing cars?"

He shrugged his shoulders. "Strictly amateur saff§ourse."”

She laughed and lay her head back against the seat.

"And to think | was ready to write you off as a bhemunter.”

Zach grinned. "Never underestimate the bean caintehe world."

"No. | can see that. How on earth did you get natng?"

"Well, I've always liked cars."

Eve raised an eyebrow. She reached out and pagddather dashboard of
the Porsche.

"Do tell," she said wryly. "I thought Hertz rentBdrsches to everybody."
He chuckled. "Not exactly. But I've been a pretbpd customer at my local

dealership back East, so when | asked the managentact somebody out
here and arrange a rental for me..."



"Couldn't do without it, hmm?"
"l admit, | like fast cars. And racing. | even tlgt of turning pro once."
"Why didn't you?"

"Well, it's an expensive sport and | just didntéashe money. | was just out
of the Corps, going to college, and-"

"Let me guess," Eve said with a little laugh. "Ypaid your own way
through college.”

Zach nodded. "The old man and | were barely onlgpgderms. He didn't
offer and even if he had, | wouldn't have let hiié shot her another quick
smile. "The Corps taught me the importance of honor
integrity,-independence—and that only a suckerkihime's going to fill an
inside straight.”

The road angled into the trees, and Zach almoatlted a sigh of relief. The
surface was even muddier, but at least they'dtheftedge of the world
behind.

"l agree," Eve said. "About it being important ®ibdependent.” Her smile
tilted. "I've always had this little scenario in imgad. About my mother, you
know? How she must have been young, and dependdmerafamily, and
how different her life and mine would have - bekeif..."

She fell silent. She was doing it again, tellingnithings about herself she'd
never told anyone. It was pointless, this—thismgvaway of little pieces of
herself. And why would Zach want to hear these istolconfessions,

anyway?

His hand closed around hers. "Listen," he saidflyruff success is a path to
independence, you'll have plenty of it ondellywood Weddindhits the
theaters."

Eve's fingers tightened around his. "I hope so. tBate are still so many
loose ends..." She drew in her breath, then expdile’And | know I've



made mistakes. Thinking we could use this cabin dolocation, for
instance—I must have been out of my mind."

"Don't tell me you're starting to question all taagreat memories of the
place?" he said in what he hoped was a light tone.

"No, not at all. But this road.. .we'd never beeatal get anything up here,
except by helicopter. And..." She leaned forwakadk," she said, "there it
is. See? Just through the trees."

The cabin stood in a small clearing, surroundedheylush green of the
forest. Zach pulled the car up beside it and sffuhe engine. Somewhere
off in the distance, thunder rolled softly acrdss mountain.

Eve swung toward him, her eyes bright. "You carvgag| thought it would
be perfect, can't you?"

Zach felt his gut knot. What he could see wastthiatwas the perfect place
for a man and a woman to spend a weekend awaytfrerworld.

He shrugged, undid his seat belt and stepped dbeafar.

"I'll reserve judgment until | get a look inside."

A heavy planked door swung open into a large, ttr@, wood-planked
room. A long, low sofa draped with a colorful afghetood before a massive
stone fireplace that dominated one wall. To thbtrigas a small kitchen and
beyond, through a partly open door, Zach could pgenan enormous
redwood hot tub set beneath a round skylight.

And to the left, within a sleeping area screened thalf-wall, there was a
quilt-covered bed, a bed that looked as wide afficasaa cloud.

"l was right," Eve said softly, "is perfect.”

Perfect. The knot in Zach's belly grew tighter.f@erfor the flm—and for
bringing that sweetly nostalgic smile to her face.



"Zach?" Eve swung toward him. "What would it cost helicopter
everything up here? We'll only have a two- persast dor these shots,
and—"

"Forget about it."

"Of course. You're right. It would be foolish toesl so much money."

"Exactly." Zach took her arm. "Let's go."

"Wait a minute!" She pulled away from him and walke the center of the
room. "I've got an idea."

Zach stuffed his hands into the pockets of hisgedave, it's a long drive
down. And | didn't much like the looks of that sky if it's all the same to
you—"

"I know it wouldn't be the same as using the caisiif,” she said, "but what
if we come back with a camera? Take some shotse soeasurements..."

"What for?"

"We could build a set duplicating the cabin on argbstage.” She smiled.
"How's that sound?"

"Forget it. | wouldn't use this place if we couldiv > our stuff up here."
Her face fell. "You don't like it?"
"No," he said grimly, "l do not.”

"Zach, come on. Remember the script?” She smilexhasvalked toward

him and put her hand lightly on his arm. "Think abthat big love scene,

you know the one, where the main characters redéteg anger has just
been a cover-up for their real feelings." Her firsgeurled around his arm;
he could feel the heat of them burning througlsl@sve. "Can't you just see
it? The fire in the hearth, the flames casting skadover them...."



Thunder rolled in the distance.

"Time to go," Zach said briskly, and turned towtrd door.

"Dammit, Zach." Eve stepped around him, blocking\Way, her hands on
her hips. "Why are you being so stubborn? Usetla litnagination here,

okay?"

"What we need is some practicality. You think tpiace is some kind of
Shangri-La. | don't.”

Her chin lifted. "Just tell me what's wrong with' it

It's full of ghostshe wanted to saynd it drives me crazy to think of you
with somebody else.

"Well?" Eve folded her arms. "Tell me one thingtthavrong with my
cabin."

Zach looked at her. "I don't have to. Final decisiare mine."
"And creative ones are mine."

"Subject to my approval,” he said coolly. He cosée the rapid rise and fall
of her breasts, the splashes of color across hesksh She was angry and
defiant, and it only made her more beautiful.

Zach felt his throat constrict. He didn't want teagel with her. He wanted
to take her in his "arms, kiss her until she trasdbkexorcise the ghosts that
haunted this cabin—that haunted him—by making leweher. Wildly.
Tenderly. Passionately—until she clung to him aigtled his name.

"Okay, Zach." Her chin lifted even farther. "Do yahing. Be pigheaded
and dictatorial, but I'm telling you, you're makiagnistake."

Pigheaded? Hell. That was him, all right. Wwasmaking a mistake, and it
was time to do something about it, to reach outtakd her in his arms.



"Eve," he said, and took a step forward.

But she was already swinging away from him. "If yawew anything about
movies," she said, yanking the door open, "youalize thatHollywood
Weddingis a woman's film. | was up here with three woméach, three
perfectly normal, average American women. And eviast one of us
thought this was just about the most romantic pleee ever seen."

He stood there, his jaw dropping, as she marchedrtbthe car.
Three women? She'd been here with thveenen?

"Three women?" He said the words stupidly as het aier her, caught her
and spun her toward him.

"So what?"
"Well-well..."

Well, what, Landon? What can you say that won'tanaiu sound like an
ass?

He cleared his throat. "Well, what you just saidkegsense. About this
being a woman's film, I mean. And if—if the womesuywere with all gave
this cabin points - for being perfect, who am kimck it?"

He held his breath while she glared at him. God heufelt dumb, not just
for the way he'd been behaving but for what he deasg now, lying like a
kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.

But he couldn't let her know the truth, that thintkiof her belonging to any
man but him was more than he could stand, that songewas happening to
him, something he wasn't ready for.

"Well, then," she said, and very slowly a smile edigacross her lips.
"There's hope for you yet, Mr. Landon.”

Zach smiled back at her. "Yeah. | think maybe there



"Amy, Beth, Susie and | all loved it here."

"The Little Women's vote of approval,” he said, dadghed because
otherwise he was going to say to hell with it aneep her into his arms.

Her smile became a grin. "Exactly. | mean, we dikinbw what to expect.
Amy's brother had rented the place for the weekeiedwas going to bring
his girlfriend here and propose, but she came dovith the flu or
something. So he told Amy she could have the pkoe she invited the rest
of us. We all waited tables together at..

She went on talking, telling him about their weekeimow they'd driven up
here not knowing what to expect and how much fugy'thhad doing kid
stuff, hiking the woods and toasting marshmallowd singing around the
fire at night.

And Zach nodded and smiled when she smiled, arlchée that whatever

happened all the rest of his life, he would alweyrmember this moment,
when he'd first realized that he was—that he was...

"Eve?" he whispered, and she stopped in the midflla sentence and
looked at him. He saw the bloom of color sweep h#o cheeks, heard the
sharp intake of her breath, and then she was iarhs.

Thunder rumbled across the clearing, a sound tamned no louder or
deeper than the thud of his heart. Lightning lie tbky, but it barely

registered against his closed eyelids.

And then the sky tore apart.

Eve shrieked as a silver curtain of rain spillexrirthe sky. She pulled back
in Zach's arms, her hair already soaked, her clgtirenched.

They looked at each other and began to laugh.
Zach scooped her into his arms.

"l think it's raining," he shouted, above the roathe storm.



She looped her arms around his neck. "We shoulé bavught a bar of
soap," she shouted back.

He trotted across the clearing and into the cabioyldering the door closed
behind him.

"My God, woman," he said, "you look like you've heeto that hot tub with
all your clothes on!"

Eve laughed. "So do you."
Zach's smile faded, becoming something sexy andetans.

"It seems to me," he said softly, "that we're gdimtpave to get out of these
wet clothes."

Eve's heart skipped a beat. "Zach," she whispéredh, listen..."

He bent his head and kissed her. It was a londleyésiss, and as it went on,
as it changed and became hot with need and elegthi@esire, Eve knew it
was time to admit the truth.

Somewhere between that dusty hillside where Zachdhwmost run over
Horace the Wonder Horse and this isolated cabmgsdhere during all the
guarrels and anger, she had fallen hopelesslyedatgty in love.

Her lips parted, opened to his. Her hands clurfgddroad shoulders.

"Zach," she whispered against his mouth, and tmglesi word said
everything he needed to hear.

He lowered her to her feet, cupped her face irhargls. His fingers swept
into her hair and fisted in its rich, silken stranHe tipped her head back and
kissed her again, his teeth nipping at her sotootip, his tongue slipping
against hers like hot silk.

"I've dreamed about this," he whispered. "Aboutdir@ you in my arms
and kissing you."



Eve pulled his head down to hers. "Kiss me, theh¢' said fiercely. "Kiss
me, and never stop."

His fingers dropped to the buttons that ran thgtlef her cotton shirt, and
he undid them slowly. She was wearing a silky beadath the shirt,
something pink and lacy that had a front clasp. fitigers trembled as he
opened it, and his heart turned over.

She was so beautiful.
"Beautiful,” he whispered. "My Eve."

His hands dropped to her belt. Her eyes flew ogeheaundid it, then her
zipper. "Eve," he said, and there was a tremabirdivoice.

"Yes," she whispered, hearing the question, knovgimg could give only
one answer. "Yes," she sighed as the rest of b#rioh fell away from her,
and she stood, for the first time in her life, ndike a man's gaze.

Zach looked at her and wondered how any woman duoeilso lovely. Her

breasts were round as apples, ivory colored apedipvith nipples as pink
as furled rosebuds. She had a waist he could alspast with his hands, a
sweetly curved belly that tapered into golden Guatdtly rounded hips and
long, long legs.

"My beautiful Eve," he whispered.

He looked into her face. It was flushed with colmd her eyes were wide
and filled with expectancy.

"I—I want to see you, too," she said.
He smiled. "Undress me, then."
The color in her face darkened. She hesitated tlzaml she stepped closer

and lay her hands against his chest. Her palmkldelfire, burning through
his wet shirt.



"Lift your arms," she whispered.

Slowly, she eased the shirt over his head, catdmendpreath when she saw
the hard musculature in his arms and shouldersgafiedark curls that laced
across his chest.

Her gaze dropped lower, to his ridged abdomen,igmnavel, to the belt
looped through his jeans.

Blood pounded in her temples as she reached outiiadid the belt. Her
hands were shaking; she managed to undo the atttbe top of his fly but
when she reached for the zipper tab, she faltered.

Zach caught her hand in his. "I'll do it," he saugkily, afraid of what might
happen to him if he felt even the softest touchesfhand.

She nodded and stepped back, waiting.

And then he was naked, too, that powerful, masewwdy exposed in all its
terrifying beauty.

Suddenly, Eve felt uncertain.
"Zach?" she whispered.
"Yes," he said, "oh, yes, my love..."

He gathered her to him and kissed her deeply, aine @id, he lifted her in
his arms and carried her to the bed.

She fell back against the soft pillows, her eye&dol on his face as he bent
to her. Her lashes fluttered to her cheeks assse#iher mouth, her throat,
and then his lips were on her breast.

Eve moaned, buried her fingers in his hair andegighs name.

His lips closed around her nipple and he drew ilkers bead between his
teeth. His hand slid over her belly, dipped inte golden curls and he drew



back, burning with the need to see her face whetolhehed her. Slowly,
slowly, he brought his fingers toward those goldaris again, feeling the
tremor arcing through her muscles as he came cl¥gken, finally, his
fingers stroked her, a moan broke from her throat.

"My Eve," he said fiercely, and found and caredbatisweetest of feminine
mysteries.

She arced toward him, her hand dropping hard an his
"Don't," she whispered, "Zach, don't. | can't biear

But she could. Oh, she could. She could exult iatwie was making her
feel, a pleasure exquisite beyond anything shedd ievagined.

She moaned again and Zach bent and kissed her psitiongue moving
against hers While his fingers went on with theiest torment.

Something was building inside her, an almost uneatile tension. She
was—she was...

A cry burst from her lips as she shattered agaiisdtand. Zach gathered her
close in his arms, kissing her as she tremblechaghim, whispering soft,
sweet words, and then, at last, he parted hergtagld knelt between them.

At the last instant, he hesitated. It was the mdrherhad longed for, Eve
lying beneath him, her eye®his, her lips soft and swollen from his kisses.

And yet, though he'd known how perfect this woulel It seemed to
transcend perfection. There was a softness toaheulnerability he had
never anticipated.

"Zach?" she whispered.
He looked at her, seeing the sweet curve of hetmthe expectation in her

eyes. With a groan, he cupped her bottom, liftedtbéiim and sheathed
himself in her slick, silken heat.



His head fell back, he cried out her name, andcalga into a million
shimmering fragments.



CHAPTER NINE

BY LATE afternoon, the storm was almost over. The sky hégalear, the
rain fell off to a soft drizzle, and at the edgetloé forest, a bird sent up a
first, hesitant call.

Eve lay in Zach's arms, safe and warm and filletth &ijoy so fierce it was
almost painful.

| love you,she thought, closing her eyes and pressing hetdifnis throat,
oh, how I love you...

"Sweetheart?"

She nodded, afraid to speak.

Zach drew her closer. "Are you all right?"
She smiled. "I'm wonderful."

Laughing softly, he turned on his side, still halgliher in the curve of his
arm.

"Immodest woman." He nuzzled a spill of damp, goltair from her cheek
and kissed her ear. "But it's true, you are."”

Eve lifted her head, propped her chin on her hambdl@oked into his face.
"Well, if I am, you get half the credit.”

He grinned. "Thank you."

Eve smiled, kissed him, then lay her head on hestch

What would he say, she wondered, if she told hirgdiall the credit? That

not only had their lovemaking been glorious but tsize had never been
with a man before? She knew Zach had no idea bleed a virgin.He had



made love to her so gently, so passionately, tigltisiever felt inhibited or
afraid.

As for the blood and pain all the books she'd readtioned—well, there'd
been none. There'd only been sweet, sweet pleasdréhe sense of being
made joyously, completely whole.

Eve sighed. She knew her view of sex had been wdrpéhe ugly memory
of her foster father's attempted seduction. Stig'd never dreamed lying in
a man's arms could be so—so...

"Perfect," Zach whispered, rising above her. Hdesrand kissed her, while
his hand moved softly over her body.

Eve's breath caught as he bent to her breast.
"Yes," she whispered. "That's the word. Perfect."
His kisses trailed over her belly, down and down...

"Zach," she whispered, and then she could thiniknoce.

They made an improvised meal of canned rations goioetenant had left
in the cabin, but by the time they started down ith@untain the next
morning, they were starved.

Zach stopped at the first restaurant they came tioe foothills and ordered
an enormous brunch.

"I'll never eat all this," Eve protested, when theeal arrived. But she did.
Every crumb. She laughed and said she'd never satemuch in her life,
and Zach gave her a slow, sexy smile and said wer iad, either. Their
eyes met, and Eve flushed with pleasure.

It was a sunny, bright day, one Zach insisted wadearfor the beach. Eve
agreed, and they drove all the way to Venice whbey strolled the



boardwalk, drinking chilled cappuccino and doingithbest to keep out of
the way of the roller bladers. At sunset, they totikheir shoes and walked
hand in hand through the surf, ' sharing kissesttsded of sun and of the
sea.

That night, after lobsters and white wine at aaesint in Malibu, Zach
drove Eve home.

"I don't want to leave you," he whispered, aftedleas kisses in her
darkened living room.

"l know," she sighed, leaning back in his armss'tteen such a wonderful
weekend, | don't want it to end, either.”

"It doesn't have to. Let me stay with you tonight.”
Eve's smile tilted. "l don't think that's a gooéad'
"l think it's a great idea."

She touched her finger to his lips. "We both havgd to work tomorrow,
remember?"

"Yeah, but | know your boss. He's a very understanduy. He won't mind
if you come in a little late.”

"Hollywood's a small town, Zach," she said softlythrives on gossip. |—I
don't want to be talked about."

"Come on, Eve. This is the dawn of the twenty-fashtury. The sky's not
going to fall down if people know we're lovers."

But the fingers would point, the whispers wouldrtsta and she had had
enough of that in her life. Tell him that, she tgby tell him about your
foster father, about the way the rumor mill ground its evil stories, even
here in a place some called Sin City after Chamgder in charge of Triad.



She couldn't. Not yet. Talking about those thingsswoo painful and
intimate, in some strange way even more intimeada thhat they'd shared in
bed.

So she smiled and offered what she hoped was daraton Zach would
understand.

"l don't think it would be good for Triad if peopk@mow about us."
Zach gave a little laugh. "What the hell does Thagte to do with this?"

"Well—well, we're working onHollywood Weddindogether, remember?
You have to deal with people, | have to deal widogle. How much
authority would we have if people thought they coutade on our
relationship with each other? | think it would better if people saw us as
sort of separate entities. Zach?" Eve rose onder and kissed his mouth.
"Do you understand?"

He didn't, but how could he argue with her whenwsas in his arms? A man
would have to be a fool or a saint, and he wahaeit

"No," he said, softening the word with a smile. tNeally. But if that's the
way you want it..." His hands slipped to her hipsl &e brought her body
against his. "But if being seen as separate entitieans I'm going to have to
take a vow of chastity," he said with a teasinglguforget it."

She put her arms around his neck. "No," she wheshéll wouldn't want
that." They kissed, and then she put her handdygagtinst his chest.
"Good night, Zach."”

Zach made a sound halfway between a laugh andaagro

"Right." He kissed her again, then let her go. & tloor, he turned to her
and smiled. "I'll see you in the morning."

Eve smiled at him. "Bright and early."



But not bright and early enough, he thought asdeléd for his car. He'd
wanted to fall asleep with Eve in his arms, wakewniéh his kisses.

Didn't she want the same thing?

Frowning, he got behind the wheel and drove off.

They plunged into work oHlollywood Weddingvith renewed vigor. All the
final details began falling into place.

Zach met again with Ed Brubeck, who said he'd hgphdo do what he
could, now that Eve was back on board. Other imrestaid much the same
thing, and the money began to come in.

Eve arranged to have a photographer visit the cafitake still shots. The
set designer was sure he could duplicate the caftimout too much
difficulty.

"Great," Eve said, and concentrated her effort®ex and his agent.

It wasn't easy. The agent was going to play hardHal finally agreed that
he might consider advising Dex to sign for the pdt he wanted
concessions, she told Zach over a midweek lunonhebf the city's newest
watering holes.

"What kinds of concessions?" Zach asked suspigiousl

Eve made a face. "Impossible ones. He hasn't pat tin the table yet, but
he's hinting at bonuses, final cut approval anéwerite of the script that
would all but gut it."

"Did you laugh in his face?"

She smiled. "I was a bit more diplomatic than thabld him we might
consider a percentage deal instead.”



"And?"And," she said with a little sigh, "he sdid'd think about it."

Zach picked up his coffee cup. "Maybe it's timeaosider some other actor
for the part.”

"Not yet. We've still got some time left. Actuallythink 1 might be better
off if | bypass Dex's agent and go straight to Darself."

Zach's eyes narrowed. "l don't like the guy, Exejust as soon you kept
away from him."

"I don't like him, either." She looked across thbl¢ and into Zach's eyes.
"You know that. But liking Dex or disliking him hasothing to do with
knowing he's right for this part.”

Zach's jaw tightened. "Dealing with Dex insteadisf agent is just trading
one jerk for another.”

Eve laughed. "You're right—but it's, worth a shot."”

Zach nodded. She was right. His feelings about\®epe his own problem.
Eve was producing this film, and signing actors Wwasbusiness.

"Sure," he said. He even managed to smile. "Juegt kee posted.”

By Thursday, Eve had spoken with Dex on the phaversl times but he
still hadn't come around. In desperation, she agr@eneet him for lunch.

She arrived at the restaurant prepared for anythimgdy found—to her
relief—that Dex had turned over a new leaf.

He was charming and witty, and that was all. Tiveeee no hands moving
under the table, no offers of the good time theyla¢dave if they met
somewhere more private.

But there was one moment at the end of the meal—



Dex suddenly leaned over the table. "Do you selyotlsnk I'd do this
movie without some personal concessions from yoieE he said softly.

Eve, who was signing their check, looked up. Theas something in his
voice that made the hair rise on the back of hek.nBut Dex was smiling
pleasantly, his expression open and easy, and sbé& khe was being
ridiculous.

Dex was talking about business concessions, nothorg.

*

"We're prepared to offer you a percentage abovditke Dex," she said
with a cheerful smile. "I think that's enough."”

Dex laughed. "It's a concession, Evie. But hardigugh."

There it was, that same undertone.

"Okay," he said.

Eve blinked. "Okay?"

Dex grinned. "Well, I'll at least consider the offe

The next day—Friday—Dex telephoned. He told Evel tiebught things
over and decided she might be right. Maybe it was te took a chance on
something different.

"Let's talk about it tonight, at dinner."

Eve hesitated, but what choice was there? Thiskvaky, and she was
running out of time.

"All right," she said, trying not to sound as reld as she felt. "No, don't
pick me up. I'll meet you at Spago's, at eight.”

"Meet who at eight?" Zach said, as he came walkitaythe office.



"Zach," Eve said happily. She rose to her feeteashut the door. "How'd
your meeting go?"

"Terrific." He put his arms around her. "But | nesisyou.”
"Emma’s right outside," Eve whispered, but shdexkthto his arms.

He grinned. "Emma’s not a dope. She sees the Voak lat you. Now, tell
me who we're meeting for dinner tonight—and whpldnned on having
you to myself."

"I know. But..." She hesitated. It was foolish, lsie felt as if Zach had
caught her doing something she shouldn't have Bé#t. us,” she said.
"Just me. I'm having dinner with Dex. | think hesnme around.”

Zach frowned. He let go of her and walked to hiskde
"Good," he said brusquely. "Tell him to have higriggive me a call.”

"I said, I think he's come around, Zach. I'll know more after fivet with
him tonight."

Zach yanked off his jacket, loosened his tie ariddeavn behind his desk.
He pulled a stack of papers toward him and begafimigthrough them.

"l don't understand this town," he said tightly.iwhave offices if meetings
always take place in restaurants?"”

"Come on," she said gently. "You've told me yourselu do half your
business on golf courses or playing racquetball.”

He bent over a letter, pretending he was readingishing he could deny
what she'd said—but he couldn't. Almost any kinthudiness conversation
went better outside the stuffy confines of an effieladn't he just talked
Triad's way into a couple of million bucks worthlo&ns after a fast game of
tennis?



He looked up. "You're right." Rising, he came artime desk and took her
in his arms. "But the thought of you having dinwgh that jerk..." He shook
his head. "I'm irritable as a bear, sweetheart. dorry. It's just that I've
missed you this week."

"I've been right here all the time," she said vatlittle smile.

"Don't joke about it. I'm going crazy, Eve. | thittkis has been the longest
week of my life."

A flush rose in her cheeks. She didn't have tordsk he meant. She felt the
same frustration. They had not made love sinceédHeft the cabin.

Zach had asked her to come to his hotel, but ttegit of walking past the
reception desk to the bank of elevators had beantug. He'd offered to
come to her apartment, but Eve had pictured they Mdss. Harmon
watching through the spy hole as he arrived.

In the end, they'd made do with dinner. With walkghe beach. With going
to a new, much-heralded movie. But it wasn't enougit anywhere near
enough.

"Eve." Zach took her face in his hands. "Let's g@w for the weekend.
Acapulco, maybe. Or San Francisco. | know a litibeel just off Russian
Hill that you'll love."

She thought of everything there was to do this wadkthe appointment
she'd made with the still photographer, the Surmtagich she'd set with the
actress who was to star lfollywood Wedding.

She thought of all that, smiled and said, "Yes."

Zach let out his breath. For a moment there, halfiexpected her to turn
him down. But that was impossible. She wanted talbee with him as
much as he wanted to be alone with her, and his fightened around her
as he thought of what the weekend would be like.



"Will you pick me up early Saturday morning?"Hergred. "I'll do better
than that. We'll leave this afternoon, right afterk. How's that?"

"Perfect. All I need is an hour to pack, and...eBvace fell. "Oh, Zach. I've
got that dinner appointment. With Dex."

She saw the smile fade from his face.
"Dammit,” he growled. "The hell with him. Break thppointment.”
“No, I can't. | told you-"

"I know what you told me. And I'm telling you, tinell with Burton. Call
him up, tell him to either agree to our deal ogidrabout it."

"Zach, please—"

"He's hitting on you, isn't he?"

Her eyes flew to Zach's face. It was as harsh agcelding as his voice.
"Come on, Eve, I'm not a fool. The first time | nBtrton, you told me you
thought he was a creep. | know the reason. Hels fogiag to get you into

bed."

Eve flushed. "Maybe, in the past. But that's ali@with. | told you, he sees
the potential irHollywood WeddingAnd—"

"Why didn't you tell me?"
"Because I'm a big girl, Zach. | can take care p$eff." She put her hand on
his arm. The tension in it almost thrummed benbatHingers. "It was just a

game he plays, and now it's over."

"In that case, have dinner with him." His eyes mets. "But I'm coming
along.”

"Zach, don't be ridiculous. | don't need protection



His smile was wolflike. "Humor me. If he's sericalsout this part, he won't
mind my presence."

Dex was serious now, Eve was sure of it. Still, she haal fieling that
bringing the two men together would be like trytogmix oil and water.

llEve?ll

She looked at Zach. He was smiling pleasantly, dhgt could sense the
tension still smoldering in him, and she knew wéta¢ had to do.

The movie was important—but nothing could ever agortant as Zach.

She sighed and put her arms around his neck. "Wéatou say," she
whispered.

Zach felt the tension ease from him as his armst wesund her and he
kissed her. It was a long, sweet kiss, filled vatbmise and tenderness, and
when it ended, he knew it was time to admit thehirto himself and to Eve.

He was head over heels in love.

This was going to be one heck of a weekend, Zaaigitt as he pulled the
Porsche to the curb outside Eve's apartment theatiey. Oh, yeah, it was
going to be a winner.

He smiled as he got out of the car and trottechepsteps to the door.

| love you Eve, he would say, in the tiny, romantic gardethefhotel in San
Franciscol love you—and | want to marry you.

God, he could hardly believe it. His heart surgeo his throat as he rang
the doorbell. He had never imagined himself faliim¢gpve again. Marrying
again...



The door opened. Eve stood there, smiling, a visigmerfection in a short
black dress, and Zach knew that he was kidding élfims

He had never been in love before, not really. Aaed Imever been married,
either, not the way he would be, once he marriegl Ev

She was everything he'd ever wanted in a womannamdr thought he'd
find. A friend. A partner. A lover.

"Zach?" Eve gave him a searching look. "What isrit?2 look so strange."”
He wanted to take her in his arms and kiss heteBstill, he wanted to drop
to one knee and make the most old-fashioned marpagposal a man had

made since Romeo proposed to Juliet.

But not with Mrs. Harmon's eye behind the spy holéhe door. Not with
Dex Burton waiting in the wings.

No. This had to be just right. Tomorrow, he thoudgbinorrow...
"l was just wondering if I'd ever seen a more béalusight than you," he
said. Eve smiled, and he put his arm around heteahter down the steps.

"Good night, Mrs. Harmon," he called, waving a hargh in the air.

Eve looked at his laughing face. She laughed, & leaned into his
shoulder.

Maybe the night wasn't going to be so difficulteafall.

Dex vyas a study in sophistication. If he was ssgat to find Zach with
Eve, he didn't show it.

"Both principals from Triad," he said. "I'm flatest."
"Eve and | are a team," Zach said with a politelemi

But the arm he slid around Eve's waist, the walidid her against his side,
said something more.



Eve saw Dex's eyebrows raise, and she stiffenad vids precisely the kind
of thing she'd told Zach she wanted to avoid.

But why? She loved this man, and she was begirtoidgre think he might
love her, too. Her heart filled with joy at the tlght. She'd been wrong,
wanting to hide their relationship.

"Yes," she said, smiling at Dex, "Zach's right. @e."
"How nice for you both," Dex said pleasantly, anelt settled in at the table.

The evening went well, but even after dessert affée, Dex still hadn't
committed to the role.

"I know what you're saying, Eve. | understand thast would give me the
chance to test my mettle." He sighed. "But I'm just fully convinced.”

Zach leaned forward. "What more can we offer yourt@? Eve's outlined
an excellent package. If the film does well—and revetonvinced it
will—you'll not only reap terrific publicity, you'Imake a fortune."

Dex nodded. "I know. But, as | say, I'm not yet pbetely convinced.”
He looked at Eve and smiled, and as he did, shaitehand on her leg.

She froze, jerked back and shot a quick glanceael Zut he was frowning
into his coffee cup. He'd had enough of Dex's poggushe knew, and that
was a damned good thing, because all she wantadhiegy was to get out of
here.

The slimy bastard! He hadn't finished his uglyldityame yet. She could
only imagine that it must give him a perverse kafcexcitement, thinking
he could play it in front of Zach when he knew ahd Zach were lovers.He
was wrong. Dead wrong, Eve thought coldly. She @déuld a way to make
Triad succeed without Burton, and even if it diddbllywood Weddingvas
only a movie.

Zach—Zach was everything.



She shoved back her chair. "Zach," she said |dis"

Zach looked up. "Yes." There was surprise in hissewnd then relief. He
smiled at her as he signaled to their waiter.s'lt i

"It's not late," Dex said, still smiling. "It's trelank of the evening.”
"I don't think so," Eve said coolly, and stood U@oodbye, Dex."
Zach caught up to her as she stepped out of theurest.

"Hey." He turned her toward him. "Eve?" His smilasmpuzzled. "What
happened back there?"

"Nothing much. | just decided that you were righex is not only a fool,
he's a sneaky little leech, as well. The one thiagsn't is the only actor in
Hollywood."

Zach put his arm around her as the parking attdrtdamied off to get the
Porsche from the lot.

"Did | upset you? Letting him know you and | wer¢hat we're involved. |
didn't plan it, it just seemed to happen.”

"I'm glad it did. | was wrong about keeping us aree" She looked at him.
"l did have reasons, Zach. And—and it's time tbytell what they are."”

Zach put a finger beneath her chin, tilted her fggand kissed her gently.

"Not tonight,” he said huskily. "Tomorrow, darlingvhen we reach San
Francisco. | have something to tell you then, to®.faint smile curved
across his lips. "l can't believe I'm saying thigt I'm not even going to ask
you to come back to my hotel with me tonight.” Hsmile faded. "Just tell
me this. If I'd asked, would you have come?"

"Yes," she whispered. "But this is better. | canhgone and make myself
beautiful for you tomorrow."



Zach smiled. "You couldn't be more beautiful thaw plready are."

The attendant drove up in the Porsche. Zach hathéeoloy a tip that made
his eyes bulge, and he and Eve got into the car.

Once they'd pulled out into traffic, he reachedastthe shift lever and took
her hand in his.

Had there really been a time he had distrusted iloisian? He almost
laughed.

If the answer was yes, it must have been in andifeéme.



CHAPTER TEN
EVE locked the door to her apartment and leaned agaissiling.
In all her life, she had never been this happy.

Zach had walked her to the door, taken her in imsand given her a kiss
filled with promise. When it ended, he'd framed fa&e in his hands.

"Eve," he'd whispered, "my beautiful Eve, |—"

Both of them had heard the sound of Mrs. Harmoots ds it eased open.
Zach had groaned, laughed and planted a kiss os tovehead.

"Tomorrow, darling," he'd said.
Whistling jauntily, he'd trotted down the steps.

Eve knew—oh, she knew—what he'd been going to $hg. unspoken
words had almost shimmered in the air.

| love you.
She did a mad, swift dance around her tiny liviagm. What a wonderful
night this had turned out to be, she thought hgppil some strange way,

she probably owed Dex a vote of thanks.

Dexi Eve shuddered. She could still see his leaieesmile, feel his oily
touch.

"Ugh," she said, and began stripping off her clsthe
By the time she reached the bathroom, there waailaof clothes behind
her—her high-heeled sandals, her black dressibekisgs, her panties, her

bra.

With a final shudder, she stepped into the shower.



* % %

Zach drove toward his hotel, still whistling, stéleling wonderful.

That old snoop, Mrs. Harmon. He laughed as he eddsta stop at a red
light. If she hadn't poked her nose out the dowe, would know how he felt
by now. He'd been determined to wait for tomorrowd @ more romantic
setting, but standing there with Eve in his arnesd lknown he had to tell
her.

Those three most simple, most complex words imitid had been on the
very tip of his tongue—until Mrs. Harmon had turn@dwosome into a
threesome.

He should have said the words anyway. To heck Mith Harmon. To heck
with romantic settings. What did he need but Eve #hose three magic
words?

Zach leaned out his window.
"l love her," he yelled to the startled driver hetnext lane.
He loved her too much to wait for tomorrow.

The light went green. Zach shot a look into hisveav mirror, jammed his
foot to the floor and damned near fishtailed thesBloe into a U-turn.

Eve was still in the shower. She had scrubbed #éinegb her thigh Dex had
touched until the skin was red. She knew it wag, diut it made her feel
better.

She laughed as she tilted her face to the spratytidd she wasn't feeling
wonderful already. How she loved Zach. How she ed&im!

Why had she let him leave tonight? She could hakedihim to come in, to
stay with her for the first time in her very owndb®eing in his arms would
have erased the memory of Dex's sleazy touch kbterall the soap and
hot water in the world.



She stepped from the shower and wrapped herselftowel. Her heart
tripped into a quicker cadence. There was nottorggdp her from phoning
Zach at his hptel.

If only he'd asked to stay. If only he'd think wishe was thinking and come
back...

The doorbell rang.

"Zach," Eve whispered.

Who else could it be, on this night of miracles?

The bell pealed again, the sound of it as impatsrthe race of her pulse.
“I'm coming,"” Eve called, as she flew down the hiallughing, she slipped
the bolt, undid the chain and threw the door og¥ou came back," she
said, "oh, my love..."

But it wasn't Zach at all. It was Dex.

"What a charming greeting, darling. It's alwaysenim find a warm
welcome."

Eve's heart hammered in her throat. "Get out of!her

"Weren't you waiting for me, darling?" He laughéaly in his throat, and
fumes of whiskey inundated her as he whipped a betuaf blood-red roses
from behind his back and presented them with ariibu"I'm the kind of
man you need, Evie. I'll make you forget your Mandon before the night's
over."

Eve moved swiftly, throwing her shoulder againgt door at the same time
she tried to force it shut. Dex, half a foot talkerd many pounds heavier,
simply laughed, pushed past her and strolled mediving room.

Be calm, Eve told herself. Don't let him see hogtftened you are.



"Dex," she said. "Dex, listen to me. Leave now, 'alt forget this
happened.”

"Evie, darling.” She flinched as he reached pasthd shut the door. "How
can you say that after all the promises you've rhade

"You have a career to protect. A reputation—"

"Don't be a child, Evie. Nobody's ever going to wrabout this but you and
me."

"I'll file charges. I'll ruin you!"

"You'll ruin yourself, you mean. Think about it, EWWho's more important
in this town, you or me? Who's going to believe thax Burton would use
force to get a woman?"

"Why are you doing this?" Eve whispered.

Dex's eyes turned cold with rage. "Do you haveideg how many people
saw you walk out on me tonight?"

"I didn't walk out. We talked business, we finislsaai-"

"You got up, you and your precious Mr. Landon, god left me standing
there like a fool. Everybody who's anybody in th@vn saw what
happened.” Dex pulled off his jacket and tie armpped them to the floor.
"Your choice, Eve. We can do this the easy wayertard way."

A sob broke from Eve's throat. She made her mowking past him in a
desperate break for freedom, but Dex was too festaught her, ripped the
towel away and swung her into his arms.

"That's all right," he said. "I like it when my lied give me a little rough and
tumble."



He bent his head and kissed her. Eve slammeddtglfjainst his shoulders
but he laughed, caught her wrists in one hand @sk# her again as he
carried her toward the bedroom.

She tore her hands free and hit him again, heefsigatching in his shirt
and ripping it open. Dex dropped her on the bettj her down with one
hand as he shrugged off the torn shirt and undidraousers. He fell on top
of her, caught her head in his hands and held fiwoner as he kissed her.

"You son of a bitch!"

The roar of Zach's voice filled the room. Dex crigat as he was lifted
bodily into the air and flung like a rag doll inttee corner.

Eve scrambled to her knees. "Zach. Oh, Zach, tkeotkyou came back. He
was—"

"Give it up, Evie. Your boyfriend knows what's heppg here.”

Zach swung around. His adrenaline level was so tiighhe could barely

see through the red cloud in front of his eyewds$ only seconds since he'd
found Eve's door ajar. Fear had sent him racingtim¢ apartment, but that
fear had turned to blind, senseless fury when ketba reason the door
hadn't been fully closed.

Roses were scattered on a floor littered with a @@ dress and
high-heeled sandals. A man's jacket and tie had kieed into a corner.
Her bra and panties, his torn shirt, made a cledlrdf passion straight to
this bed. To Eve, naked and flushed. To Dex Burbortop of her...
"Zach."

He turned and looked at Eve. She had pulled thekbtaaround herself.
Now she stood beside the bed, her eyes on his.

"He's lying," she whispered. "Zach, he was tryiogd..."



"Come on, man," Dex said. "Do | look like | needteak down doors to get
what | want?" He bent down and retrieved his sinoin the floor. "The
babe's been after this movie deal for weeks. Tanigtould see she was
really upset with my screwing around. So after {gft) | thought, well, it's
time to fish or cut bait, you know?" Dex smiled mdlion-dollar smile. "So

| phoned the lady, said I'd made up my mind thé wasn't for me—"

"Damn you, Dex!" Eve's voice trembled as she swiowgard Zach. Why
wasn't he saying anything? Why wasn't he comforheg? "Zach, don't
listen to him. None of that happened. He—he fotuedvay in here."

"And she says, 'Don't tell me that, Dex. Come oer@nd we'll talk about it.'
She's been at me for weeks, holding out a contdaot't want with one hand
and a bunch of promises with the other, if you kwavat | mean. So | came
over, and she opened the door..." Dex flashed Aanfan-to-man smile.
"Hey, man, I'm only human."

Zach's chest was constricted and his breathingsivalow. He'd been in
fights before—hell, he'd fought his way through ta@ens and his first year
in the Corps. He knew what it was like to feel addene racing through his
body.

But this was different. His muscles felt wound tiglke old-fashioned
clock springs. He could hear the racing beat ohket, feel the thud of his
blood as it pounded through the veins in his tesigte needed to think, to
sort out the facts from the fiction, but just noe/\as incapable of that and
he knew it.

He was a man on the verge of explosion, and hehesdi it because that was
all that might Save his sanity.

He stepped toward Dex, a little smile angling astois mouth.
"You're wrong," he said, almost pleasantly. "Youls human. You're an

insect." His arm shot back, flew forward, and hst §lammed into Dex's
handsome, smiling face. "And I'm going to beatdfregp out of you."”



"Zach, no!" Sobbing, Eve threw herself at the twenmShe pounded on
Zach's shoulders, on his back, panting for hintdp.s

Finally, when he knew the pain inside him would gotaway, even if he
mashed Dex to a pulp, Zach's hands fell to hissside

Dex staggered back. There was blood on his fachisoshirt; he cringed as
Zach stood over him, his hands on his hips, a tookis face that only a fool
would have thought to defy.

Zach jerked his head toward the door.

"Get out," he said. "Get out of here, you scablecgiof maggot meat, and
don't let me see your face ever again!

Dex scrambled for the hall. Zach waited until hardethe front door slam
shut, and then he turned to Eve.

His heart turned over. Lord, but she was beautiidre beautiful than ever
before, with her tearstained eyes and tremblirgy lip

More beautiful—and, perhaps, more treacherous.

"Zach," she whispered. Tears welled in her eyegalietl down her cheeks.
"Oh, Zach, it was so awful."

He could feel his muscles tense. He wanted to goeto take her in his
arms...

But he didn't move. "Tell me what happened here,.'Ev
"l told you. Dex tried to—he tried to rape me."
"How did he get into the apartment?"”

"He rang the bell. | thought it was you and—"



"How could you think it was me? I'd left. There wasreason to think | was
coming back."”

"Yes, but | thought—I thought..." Eve licked hepdi "I hoped you'd
changed your mind," she whispered. "I was thinkiogv much | wanted
you, how | wished I'd asked you to stay, and jughat moment, the bell
rang."

"And you opened the door."

"Yes."

"Without looking? Without asking who it was?"

"Zach." She shook her head, trying to smile throlghtears. "l know it was
stupid. But | wanted it to be you so badly. I—I wedi—I wanted to tell you
that I'm in love with you."

Her whispered words echoed in his head. She lovad®he loved him.
"Zach." Eve came toward him, still clutching theaititet to her. Her
beautiful face was lifted, almost in supplicatioi. know you have
guestions, but right now—right now, what | needobifhave you take me in
your arms and hold me. Just hold me, Zach, andnel" "Tell me
something first." Zach's voice was cold, almoshwaiit inflection.Stop it,an
inner voice was sayingtop it before it's too late—

"Tell me he was lying. That you didn't invite hirarl."

He saw Eve's eyes widen. "But—butdvetold you. | just described—"

"You told me what you want me to believe. What hivs the truth. Look
me in the eye and say, 'Dex lied."

A cold hand seemed to wrap itself around Eve'sthear

"You don't believe me," she said softly.



"l didn't say that."

"Yes." Her breath caught. "Yes, you did. You wam tm convince you that
I'm innocent.”

Zach's jaw tensed. "You have to admit, it doeswkIgood. You, Dex, the
clothing and the roses..."

"Zach. You can't believe—"

Zach spun away from her and slammed his hand dghmsvall. It was the
hand he'd punched Dex with, the knuckles alreadisbd and hurting, but
the ache, at least, cut through the nightmare @ftwias happening.

"I don't know what to believe," he roared. "Dorouysee? | don't know what
to believe!"

Silence filled the room. Eve stared at the manhsttkthought she loved, and
then she took a deep breath.

"I told you once," she whispered, "l was never gamdefend myself to you
again.”

"Eve, dammit—"

"Goodbye, Zach."

Darkness flashed in his eyes. "Eve..."

All her self-possession shattered in that inst8he flew toward him, still
clinging to the blanket with one hand, and slamimexdfist against his chest,
over and - over, until, at last, she fell back,lsng.

"Get out of here. And don't ever come back!"

Zach looked at hefsod, he thoughtdear God, what have | done?

A terrible numbness swept over him.



He had done the right thing. The only thing.

He turned, made his way to the front door and whitket into the night.

It was amazing, how fast you could wrap thingsfumu really wanted to.

Zach phoned Ed Brubeck at home early Saturday mgym@xplained that
he'd been called back to Boston on business.

"But my end of things is pretty much settled hete"said briskly, "and
Eve's in charge of the creative stuff anyway, soif'd just help me out, Ed,
meet with her once a week or so to check out Biaancial situation and
then fax me the pertinent information..."

Brubeck said it would be no problem.

"It's just too bad you have to leave so suddetlg,5aid, and Zach hoped he
sounded sincere when he said yes, yes, it certaiady

He checked out of his hotel and stopped at theeffin the way to the
airport. He wrote Eve an impersonal memo, detaibogne last-minute
items he thought might need attention and infornmegof the arrangement
he'd made with Brubeck.

He reread it and frowned. There had to be moraydsa woman he'd been
in love with..Almost.Almost in love with.

He tossed aside his pencil, left the note on hek,densigned, and headed
for the airport.

There were three planes heading east in the next bafortunately, none
was destined for Boston. Two were headed for Nevk Yane for Newark.

This was no time to be picky, Zach thought grinalgd bought a first-class
ticket to Kennedy Airport, in New York.



"You'll have to hurry to make your flight, sir,"dHicket agent told him.

Zach nodded, picked up his carry on bag and spriiotethe gate. Any time
but this, he'd have figured on taking advantagia®New York touchdown
to phone Grant in Manhattan, suggest they meet @imk or dinner before
he hopped a connecting flight to Logan, but the¢ tlaisg he wanted right
now was to sit down and pretend to be in a gooddnoo

How could he do that, after what had happened?

Zach handed his bag to the smiling flight attendamit his portable
computer on the empty seat beside him and stanedlyobut the window.

To think that he, of all people, had been takeyia woman like Eve.
It was infuriating.

But fury wasn't what he felt right now. What het felas—was bruised.
Hollow. He felt as if someone had reached inside &nd torn out his heart.

Zach exhaled sharply. What he needed was to géttbate life he'd left
behind him. A couple of crisp, New England auturagsdand some time at
his desk would blow the cobwebs out of his head,then he'd be fine.

He'd be perfectly fine.

* % %

He jerked awake somewhere between Ohio and New. YOk flight
attendant was bending over him.

"Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Landon. But we're comingnto some rough
weather. The captain's asked all passengers teepfmd on their seat belts.
Would you mind, sir?"

Zach shook his head, asked for a Bloody Mary amgkldehimself to a long
look at the attendant's legs as she made her wéyeugabin.



They were good legs. Great, actually. She had a battom, too, and
probably a face to go with the rest. He hadn'tyewsdticed.

But what face would compare to Eve's? He nevedeatled what color her
eyes really were, if they were the blue of sapphoe of the tropical sea.
And her hair. That soft, silken, golden hair...

A scowl twisted across his face. He snatched upéinespaper lying beside
him and buried his nose in it.

They landed in a driving rain, one that remindea bif the storm that had
kept him and Eve trapped in that cabin in the maast Dammit, how long
was this going to go on? he asked himself angslyha headed for the
Boston shuttle counter. There was no reasoeverythingo remind him of

Eve, no reason to think of her at all.

The sooner he got home, the better.

But that, it seemed, would not be happening foh#enThe rain was getting
worse, and so were the winds accompanying it. Ex¢ shuttle for Boston
had been canceled; passengers were asked to eet@atd wait.

Be patient? Hell, that was the last thing he fi&k being right now. And
there was nothing worse than waiting around inigyod. He was hungry,
too; an airline's idea of food and his had neventibe same.

Zach looked at his watch. It was early evening.nGveas probably at home,
having an early drink. How long would it take tat g&to the city? Thirty
minutes, maybe? There wouldn't be much traffic,armo& rainy Sunday. He
could pop by his brother's penthouse, have dinritér @rant and bring him
up to date on Triad.

The business part of Triad, Zach thought withtéelfrown.
He started toward a bank of telephones, but abbtdwths were full. Well, he

thought as he hurried toward the terminal exitte¢lveas no reason to phone
Grant. Neither he nor Grant nor Cade had ever beeklers for formality.



Zach stepped outside, turned his collar up agdimestrain and signaled a
waiting taxi. He got in, gave the driver Grant'§étiFiAvenue address and
settled back in his seat.

He probably wasn't fit company for anybody. His miawas lousy and his
disposition rotten, but who better to let it out tan the brother who'd
conned him into going out to California in the fipdace?

Besides, that was what family was for, Zach thought

For the first time in hours, he smiled.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

IT HAD almost stopped raining by the time the cab dropsesh off in front
of Grant's apartment building. The air smelled claad fresh. Everything
had improved, except for Zach's mood. Damn, buehdike such a fool.
For a man to fall victim to the same kind of femb&racuda not once but
twice in his life was humiliating.

The lobby was empty. There'd always been a dooonastuty, but tonight
the only sign of life was a half- empty coffee aner and an open copy of
the Sundayaily News.

Not that it mattered. Months before, Grant hadsitesl on giving Zach a key
to the private elevator that led to the penthouse.

The elevator doors sighed shut behind him and Xzaied wearily against
the wall as the car began to rise.

The shuttle flight being canceled hadn't been b Bauth was, he was
looking forward to seeing Grant. They'd have a ks, talk about life in
general and nothing in particular, maybe even hafew laughs— and
laughs were certainly what he needed now.

Anything to keep him from thinking about Eve andvhghe'd suckered him
in.

The elevator doors slid open on the penthouse f@arh shook his head,
smiling to himself as he alwaysdid at this firgtdiof his brother's home. It
was big, and impressive, and almost painfully Eeri

Well, not as sterile as he'd remembered. There \meght flowers in the

white vase that had once held an arrangement oétbomg he'd always
privately thought looked like a funeral offeringné there was a new
painting on the wall, too, something so vivid itaeshis eyes water.

Zach put down his carryon. Man, it was certainljegu

"Grant?" He stepped farther into the apartments:NEdison?"



A black shape came hurtling out of nowhere andihteelf at Zach's legs.
"Hey," he yelled.

He staggered back, regained his footing, stepp&dhdm something soft
and yielding and crashed to the floor. The thinggl le#epped on gave a
bloodcurdling yowl, raced over his chest and disaped into the living
room.

Zach's heart was pounding. He sat up carefullysteretd at the creature that
had knocked him down. It was a dog, a mangy-lookigt with funny ears,
and it wasn't interested in ripping out his thragtjst wanted to lick the chin
off his face.

He shoved the dog off him and got shakily to het.féhe thing he'd stepped
on was glaring at him from the living room througgilow, feline eyes.

"Hell," Zach muttered.
It was quite a welcoming committee. A crazy dog andnsane cat.
A cat? A dog? Here, in a place where dust fearestite?

Zach gave an unsteady laugh. Either he'd lost gl mmr he was in the
wrong apartment.

"What in hell's going on here?"

It wasn't the wrong place, Zach thought in amazénigmere was Grant,
coming down the stairs, wearing a scowl and agfditue pajama bottoms.
And coming down the steps just behind him was a ammrher hand on his
shoulder, wearing the pajama top.

A gorgeous woman.

"Zach?" A grin spread over Grant's face. "Zach,'tdgeated with delight,
then turned to the woman. "Honey? Sweetheartniy &rother.”



Honey? Sweetheart?

Two Bloody Marys on the plane, Zach thought, thaswall | had. Just two.
Maybe three. Not enough to cause hallucinations.

Grant hurried toward him and clasped him by theukters.
"Hey, man, what a great surprise. How the heckyat®"

Zach looked down at himself. There was a tear 81 Briooks Brothers
jacket, a layer of cat fur on his chinos, and Higmdelt as if it had been
rubbed raw.

He laughed, something he'd never imagined doinghaga

"I'm fine, considering that I've just been takearby a pair of bloodthirsty
killers."

"Right." Grant laughed and turned to the woman, wias standing a few
feet away, smiling hesitantly. "You hear that, oly? Annie and Sweetness
just claimed their first victim."

The woman laughed. She had a sweet, musical \ieshe certainly was
an eyeful, even in Grant's oversize pajama top. I&tklong black hair,
violet eyes... She was loveBut not as lovely as Eve.

Zach cleared his throat. "Listen," he said, "l sar I've come at a bad time.
So I'll collect my things and-"

Grant punched Zach lightly in the arm. "Stop bearfgol,” he said gruffly.
"You're always welcome here. Anyway, I'm glad yatyg have the chance
to finally meet."

He smiled at the woman and held out his hand. 8hmedoward him with an
answering smile that made Zach's throat tighten.

"Zach," Grant said. He cleared his throat as thearmtook his hand. "Zach,
this is Crista Adams. She and | are going to beietf



A couple of hours later, after a terrific meal asdme delightful
conversation with the woman who was going to becbmesister-in-law,
Zach was standing on the terrace, a snifter ofdyram his hand.

It was chilly, but the view of Central Park lit difxe a child's toy was
spectacular.

The brothers were alone. Crista had excused hexsdlgone off upstairs,
the dog at her heels and the cat in her arms.

"We have to be careful with the cat,"” Grant had sd@th a frown so serious
Zach had almost cackled. "She's still not usetieaarrace.”

Now, Zach took another sip of brandy, looked atinather and smiled.
"Well, you've certainly changed since the last timsaw you."
"Yeah, | guess | have. So have you, but not forbisiger."

Zach forced a smile to his lips. "I see you havehdnged entirely, pal.
You're still about as subtle as a Sherman tank."

"l figure a man who's spent all this time on the&tshould have come back
sporting a tan and a smile."”

Zach shrugged his shoulders. "I've been too busyoté on a tan."”
"Yeah, but a smile doesn't need any work at all."

Zach's eyebrows lifted. "Are you trying to makeaanp?"

"Only that you look terrible. And that I'd like famow the reason."

"Does there have to be a reason?" Zach said testily



Grant shrugged. "For most people, yes." He toowallew of his brandy.
"Want to talk about it?"

Zach glared at him. "No," he said.

But he talked anyway. He said he'd gone out tof@alia knowing what to
expect. That he'd found just what he'd expectedt ifhadn't kept him from
making an absolute ass of himself anyway.

Grant kept nodding his head, saying, "Is that Agtgnd, "Uh-huh,” and
other brilliant things that meant nothing whene¥ach paused for breath.
He didn't know what else to say. The problem wasfibr all his talking, his
younger brother wasn't making a heck of a lot ofisee He said a woman
named Eve Palmer had wormed herself into a jobastsa't equipped for.
Then he said she was the only person who could thawe the job as well.

Bewildered, Grant tried to tell him that didn't neakense, but Zach was
already off on another tangent, one that seembédyte no connection to the
first, and this one turned out to be a shocker.

"My ex-wife was a bitch," he said bitterly. "Did yd&now that?"

"Well," Grant said, but Zach was already off andning.

He said his ex-wife had not just been coldheartatl @nniving; he said
she'd been unfaithful.

Grant was amazed, not by the antics of the former Zdchary Landon but
by his brother's willingness to talk about them.

He and Cade had suspected what she was. But Zddieba married to her,
and without proof, it had seemed wiser not to sajghang.

Grant started to say as much, thought better andgt frowvned when Zach
switched back to talking about Eve Palmer.

"Man," he said, "I tell you, this broad's the wopstce of£ news you ever
saw."



Grant stirred uneasily. Zach was looking at himsWa supposed to make a
comment?

"Ah, well," he said quickly, "no wonder Triad wastrouble."

Zach glared at him. "I just told you, she knows steiff."

Grant nodded and cast a surreptitious glance hediving room. Where
was Crista? She was a woman. Maybe she could faurerhat in hell was
going on here.

"She did give me a hard time, at first. Thoughtalsva bean counter."”

Grant snorted. "You? A bean counter? | hope yoheestraight.”

"l did." Zach puffed out his breath. "What it conmtess, | made a mess of
it."

The brothers' eyes met. Damn, Grant thought migeraé's waiting for me
to say something again—

"So," he said briskly, and got to his feet, "youd@a@ mess out of telling this
Palmer woman you weren't an accountant, and shareeah, difficult to

deal with?"

"Difficult to deal with might as well be her middieme," Zach grumbled.

Grant gave a deep sigh. "Listen, I'm trying to le¢pful but | have to be
honest, Zach, | can't be if you don't tell me wthegt hell was going on. |
don't understand. Why was she such a bad piecews$What was the
problem? Why are you so upset?"

Zach looked at Grant. Half a dozen answers poppechis head.

Oh, hell,he thought. He swallowed the last of his brandytipe glass down
and told the truth.

"Because | fell in love with her," he said.



The words hung between the men, as sharp as thaatr. Grant reached
out and squeezed his brother's shoulder.

"Okay," he said. "That says it all.”

"No!" Zach slammed his fist against the railing. atbmit, you don't
understand! | loved her, but she didn't love me."

Grant sighed. "She broke things off when you tad you loved her?"
"No." Zach's mouth turned down. "l never told her."
"You never—"

"No, and it's a damned good thing | didn't." Hw jenotted. "I—I found her
with another man."

"Hell." Grant's heart went out to his brother. lsm't fair, he thought. He
and Cade had both found happiness. Why shouldohZ&.isten, if that's
the kind of bitch she is—"

In an instant, Grant found himself standing ontbiss, nose to nose with
Zach, who was holding him by the front of his shind glaring at him as if
he wanted to kill him.

"Don't call her that,” Zach said through his teeth.

The brothers stared at each other, and then Geganbto laugh. After a
couple of seconds, Zach laughed, too. He let g@raht's shirt, smoothed
the wrinkles and grinned.

"Sorry."

"Think nothing of it, pal." Grant punched him ligptn the arm. "It just

proves that some things never change. You'vegstlthe disposition of a
bad-tempered rhino."



"Yeah." Zach's smile faded. "Man, oh, man," he ered, "| am a mess,
aren't I?"

"You're in love, you jerk."

"No." Zach shook his head. "Not anymore."

"Trust me," Grant said dryly. "You've got all thergptoms." He cleared his
throat. "Listen, are you sure you, ah, you founcdviiéh some guy? | mean,
sometimes what looks like one thing really is apoth

"Yeah. That's pretty much what she said."

"What do you mean?"

Zach sighed. "She claimed the guy was forcing hiheseher, but—"
"But?"

"But, I'd seen her give this guy the come-on befao®k, it's a long story
but the bottom line is that she's one of those dante trades. You know,
this for that."

"Like your ex."

"Yes. No. Eve is—oh, hell, she's nothing like my &xe is gentle and
sweet. But tough. | mean, she's a strong womaidianahere it counts. And
she's so beautiful..." Zach groaned and ran hisih#mough his hair. "I

think I've gone nuts."

"Let me get this straight," Grant said slowly. "Shgentle. Sweet. Strong
inside. Am | right so far?"

"What's your point?"
"Stay with me, Okay? She's all these things, pkesutiful. And you fell in

love with her. You're still in love with her—andtygou didn't believe her
when she said she wasn't screwing around with sahse guy?”



"Grant, you're making it sound so simple but | yell, | saw her!"

"Did you?" Grant's eyes met Zach's. "Or did you@dg what you expected
to see?"

Zach's brows drew together. "And what, exactlyh&t supposed to mean?"
"It means," Grant said gruffly, "that you're as bidpol as Cade and me. It
means not a one of us had the brains to figuréhatithe real Landon legacy
wasn't Landon Enterprises at all."

"Listen, man, | don't know what you're talking ahbu

Grant sighed. "Sure you do. You just haven't fatgdt."

"Look, thanks for trying to help me, but—"

"Some fathers teach their sons to play ball oigio, fout the lesson we got
from ours cut a lot deeper." Grant's mouth thinrigtle old man taught us

never to believe in anybody or anything—especiaie."

"Come on, Grant. Maybe that goes for you and Chdenot me. | was the
only one of us who got married, remember?"

Grant folded his arms over his chest. "And loothatwoman you chose," he
said grimly. "A wonderful example of femininity, éver there was one."

"So | made a mistake. But | corrected it."

"You damned fool,” Grant snapped, "Cade and | stispat the first time
we met her. She was all wrong for you. There wagna chance in a billion
your marriage could have worked."

Zach's face whitened with anger. "Why didn't yoy samething?"

"Because suspicion is not proof,” Grant said calrtilgcause we loved you
too much to hurt you, and because we hoped tonNeelvere wrong, that's



why." His eyes narrowed. "And because you wouldaie listened. You've
always been the most hot-tempered, pigheadedimdaginable.”

The brothers glowered at each other for a momert,then Zach gave a
choked laugh.

"You sound like her," he said.

"Eve?"

"Yes. She called me pigheaded, too."

Grant smiled. "I like the lady already."

"Yes. You would like her. Would have, | mean. 1 megou'd have been
fooled, same as me. You'd have thought she wasgiteusy wonderful,

everything a man could want..."

There was a long, terrible silence, and then Zaolarged and sank down
into a wicker chair.

"| failed her," he said brokenly. "She loved meg steeded me, and | failed
her."

Grant looked at his brother's stricken face. "Tgero her," he said softly.
"l can't. She won't want to see me. She told men@vcome back."

Grant's hand tightened on Zach's shoulder. "Goetd' Ine said. "Tell her
you love her. Put your heart on the line." He sthildésn't it worth the risk?"

Zach looked up. "It'll be the worst risk I've evaken,” he said softly. "If |
lose her..."

Grant put out his right hand, palm up. "DeadeyeeDédérs never lose," he
said.



A slow smile eased across Zach's lips. He rosspeth Grant's hand. The
brothers looked at each other and then they emibrace

"Good luck," Grant called, as Zach hurried from ttneace.

Eve sat in her kitchen, drinking the worst coffeg@e had ever made, but
she couldn't complain since she had made it.

She sighed. Apparently she'd lost count of how maeasures of coffee
she'd put into the pot. Not that it mattered. Tiwdf svas hot and maybe the
caffeine would jolt her into some kind of functidfehavior.

Not that she had any reason to be functional. Teday Sunday. The fact
that she'd paced the floor most of the night, et hadn't slept in hours,
wouldn't matter. She could just sit here and pitterread the newspapers
all day, and nobody would know the difference.

Except she didn't really want to read. Or drinistboffee. Or do much of
anything.

With a sigh, she put down her cup, let the papétdahe floor and got to
her feet.

No matter how she tried, she kept thinking abouatttad happened Friday
night. For all she knew, she would never stop timglabout it.

Not about Dex. He was exactly what Zach had cdlled a piece of maggot
meat, and she was only sorry she hadn't gottextthece to clobber him
with a shoe, but he wasn't worth thinking about enoye.

It was Zach who haunted her thoughts, Zach and ali@bl she'd made of
herself over him.

She had loved him. Loved him desperately, evenh&aself begin to
think—to hope—that he loved her, too.



Her throat constricted. Oh, yes. Yes, Zach hadyr&ated her, so much that
when she'd needed him most, he'd abandoned her.

She'd been fine, right after it had happened, saged and filled with
righteous indignation that she'd let it out evergwd) even on Mrs. Harmon.

Remembering, she had to smile at how she'd bangeteoold woman's
door.

"Where were you when | needed you?" she'd demanded.

She'd let the anger out in more useful ways, tost, ¢leaning all traces of
Dex from the apartment, then scrubbing herself—againtil her skin felt
raw, finally collapsing onto the sofa and tumblingp exhausted sleep.
And that was when the worst ache of her life hagdiaeed the anger. She'd
dreamed, dreamed of Zach, and wasn't that pathBtie@med that he'd
come back, that he'd pleaded for her to love hirat he'd begged her to
understand that he'd been wrong and she'd gonéisxarms...

The doorbell rang. Eve didn't bother moving. Whaeivevas would go
away. The bell rang again.

"There's nobody home," she called.

Silence. After a moment, she sighed, sat downeatahle and put her head
in her arms.

It was ridiculous to sit here and feel sorry fordsdf. Zach wasn't worth it.
She knew that now. She'd known it all the time.

The phone rang. She ignored it. The answering machiould take the call.
She heard the ringing stop, heard the distant sadfiriter own recorded
message.

"Eve? Eve, it's Zach. Please, please, pick up lioae."

Eve shot to her feet and raced to the machine.



"Eve, please. Talk to me.""'No," she whispered. Bath couldn't hear her;
only the machine was listening. "No," she repeated] stabbed out her
hand to silence his voice.

"Darling Eve, I love you."

A sob rose in her throat. There they were, the watte'd longed to hear.
But they'd come too late.

"There's so much | should have told you, Eve."

What could he possibly tell her that would take e pain?
"Sweetheart, | never knew what love meant, until game into my life."
"It's too late," she whispered to the machine.

"You came into my life, darling, and I—I was terei." Zach's laughter was
harsh and bitter. "Me, the guy who'd spent hislbfeking for risks... | took
one look at you and | was afraid, because—becakrsew, in my heart, that
to admit the truth, that I'd fallen in love withwyathat | needed you, would

strip my soul bare."

Tears spilled down Eve's cheeks, but she didn'temtivonly it had been
true. Oh, if only...

"Darling.” She heard the sharp intake of his bredtm at the corner, at that
funny little place where we had that awful breakfasmember? Meet me
there. Let me take you in my arms and tell you Imaueh | adore you."

Eve turned away, her hands at her lipach,she thoughtZach, how can |
believe you?

"Let me take you in my arms and ask you to be nfg viive. Do you hear
me? Eve, please! Tell me you'll marry me, tell na jove me..."

Laughter and sobs broke from Eve's lips. She gihbieephone and put it to
her ear.



"Of course, | love you," she said in a choked voitee loved you since you
tried to kill Horace the Wonder Horse!"

In a phone booth down the street, Zach closedylais, dreathed a prayer of
thanks to whatever gods might be listening, andexmi

"Who'd ever have believed I'd have a lucky talisrmamed Horace the
Wonder Horse?" he said, leaning back against thieofvine booth.

"Zach?" Eve took a deep breath. "There are thirgjsould have told you,
too. About—about my foster father, and how he trdobw he tried to
molest me." She had not said the words aloud maay years. Oh, what a
relief it was to say them now. "But no one believed," she said shakily.
"He called me a—a whore, and | swore I'd nevett @agone again."

Zach cursed himself for a fool and made a silemt ke would spend the rest
of his life making up for Eve's pain.

"Trust me, my love," he said. "Give me your heart] | swear I'll cherish it.
Eve—uwill you marry me?"

"Yes. Oh, yes. | love you, Zach. Only you. You wéhe first, the only
one..."

The phone dropped from Eve's hand. She ran todbe @lung it open and
flew down the steps to the street. She saw Zaokady racing toward her.
His arms opened wide when he saw her, and she flersglf into them.

"Eve," he said, "Eve..."

He whirled her around arid around while he kisseq tasting the sweetness
of her mouth and the salt of her tears, knowing $bane of those tears were
surely his.

"Marry me," he whispered, and she laughed and @ub&nds on either side
of his face and brought his mouth, his dear, sweetth, down to hers
again.



"Yes," she said, "yes, oh, yes..."

Behind them, a window opened. An old lady looket 8he watched as the
lovers embraced, and she began to smile.



