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      “Valentine’s Day has got to be the most depressing holiday on the face of the earth, Emma O’Bannion muttered, staring at the rows and rows of pink and red greeting cards that lined the wall of the immense bookstore.

      “Are you nuts?” her friend Mamie demanded. “You don’t have just one boyfriend, you have two, and they’re both handsome, charming, eligible and crazy about you. You’ll be getting double flowers, double cards, double candy, and they don’t even mind that there are two of them.”

      “No, they don’t, do they?” Emma said. “They’re both completely reasonable. Annoyingly reasonable. Why don’t I give one to you?”

      Mamie laughed. “I don’t think it’s that easy. Which one can I have?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Emma, Emma,” she admonished her. “Don’t you feel your biological clock ticking? Aren’t you ready to fall in love? What in heaven’s name is your problem?

      Emma looked at her friend and sighed. “You’re right, I’m nuts. Either Philip or James would make a wonderful husband, a perfect father, any woman’s dream come true. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “You’re turning thirty this year, that’s what’s wrong with you. It’s one of those difficult times in a woman’s life. But that doesn’t mean you should throw away two perfectly good prospects, just because you’re going through an early midlife crisis.”

      “I’m not throwing anyone away,” Emma said. “I’m just...restless. I want adventure, I want passion, I want pirates and gangsters and James Bond. I don’t want a stockbroker in a three-piece suit.”

      “The romance section is upstairs, Emma. You can find all that in books.”

      Emma sighed. “I’m tired of finding adventure in books. I’m tired of being a good girl. I’m tired of being just what Philip and James expect me to be.”

      “So? What’s the alternative?”

      “Luc Dubois.”

      “Say what?”

      “He lives in my building. I don’t know when he moved in—he just appeared one day—and the superintendent, Mr. Hamib, says he’s very mysterious. He doesn’t even have his name on the mailbox, but Mr. Hamib told me what it was. You should see him, Mamie. He’s utterly gorgeous, in a ruthless, French sort of way. He always dresses in black, he has long, dark hair and bedroom eyes and the sexiest mouth you’ve ever seen. I’ve decided he’s either a drug dealer or a retired secret agent.

      “Yuck,” said Mamie. “Does he smell like garlic?”

      Emma sighed soulfully. “He smells of coffee. I rode in the elevator with him once, and I almost fainted. He ignored me, of course.”

      “So why bother? He’s probably gay. Half the men in this city are. Especially if he’s gorgeous and dresses well.”

      “French men are allowed to be gorgeous and dress well without being gay. No, I think he has a broken heart.”

      “And you want to mend it? Get a life, Emma.”

      Emma laughed. “I don’t seriously want him, Mamie. I’m not that crazy. I’m just enjoying myself, lusting after the unattainable. I think he’s avoiding me—probably because I made a fool of myself staring at him when I first saw him. You’ve never seen such a sexy mouth in your life.”

      “And I don’t want to. I think you’ve flipped...”

      Emma reached for one of the cards in front of her. The picture on the front was a reproduction of a Pre-Raphaelite painting, two lovers entwined beneath a wisteria branch. Inside in gold letters, it said simply, “I want you.”

      “This is perfect,” Emma said smugly.

      “Don’t you need two of them?”

      “It’s not for Philip or James. It’s for my neighbor. From a secret admirer.”

      Mamie read the card, letting out a low whistle. “This isn’t really your style, Emma. In all the years I’ve known you you’ve never been particularly lustful. This card is erotic—there’s no other word for it. Why would you want to send it to a stranger?”

      “That’s exactly who I’d send it to. So there aren’t any unpleasant repercussions. It’s safe.”

      “Unpleasant repercussions like sex?”

      Emma ignored the comment. “I told you, I don’t really want him. It’s just a harmless fantasy. A card, an impassioned love note, maybe some flowers, all from some mystery woman, ought to make his day. He’ll never know they came from me.”

      “Do you want him to?”

      “Absolutely not!” Emma said, and she meant it. “Do you think I’d be seriously interested in someone who looks like a French gangster? Even a gorgeous one? I don’t think so. If he found out and decided to reciprocate I’d be horrified.”

      “Would you?”

      “You know me. I’m a sane, sensible woman with my life planned out ahead of me. I’m a junior partner at Kelton and Kelton, and if I’m lucky I might make full partner before I’m thirty-five. I’m a damned good lawyer. I need a man who understands my career and my needs. I suspect a Frenchman would expect his wife to stay at home, barefoot and pregnant.”

      “If he’s that good-looking it might be worth it,” Mamie suggested.

      “Not for me.” She quickly pulled another couple of Valentine’s Day cards from the rack. “These will do for Philip and James.”

      “And while you’re playing with fire, when are you going to decide which one of your devoted boyfriends deserves you?”

      Emma shrugged. “I guess I should decide soon. Maybe I’ll see which one of them comes up with the most romantic Valentine’s Day idea, although—as sweet as they are—sometimes I feel like neither of them has much imagination.”

      “Three days, Emma. I’ll be waiting to hear which one you picked. And ready to console the poor loser.”

      “And what about my sexy neighbor?”

      “I don’t want him. And if you have any sense you’ll leave him strictly alone as well. He sounds dangerous.”

      Emma laughed. “I don’t think so. Luc Dubois is probably nothing more than an out-of-work actor who’s enjoying being dramatic. And I’m enjoying myself as well. It’s a harmless pastime.”

      “Maybe,” Mamie said doubtfully. “But if I were you I’d make certain he can’t trace that card back to you.”

      “Don’t worry, I know how to keep myself safe in the city. Besides, I told you, he’s harmless.”

      He didn’t look harmless, Emma thought an hour later as she unlocked her apartment door. Her building was an old one in the east thirties, with a creaky elevator that only Mr. Habib seemed capable of running properly. Luc Dubois lived alone on the top floor, and since that one time she rode the elevator with him, he’d always taken the stairs.

      But Mr. Hamib wasn’t anywhere to be seen that February afternoon, and the sign on the elevator proclaimed it to be out of order for the third time that month. Emma prepared to climb five flights of stairs to her apartment.

      She met him between the third and fourth floors. He was coming down, she was going up, and as usual he ignored her. As he hurried past her, his remarkably sexy gray eyes slid over her as if she were a piece of architectural detail.

      He was dressed in black, as always. Black jeans, black T-shirt, black bomber jacket, even his long hair was pulled back with a black leather thong. He was probably in his late thirties, almost ten years older than she was, and his black boots were oddly soundless as he hurried down the flights of stairs.

      She started to say something, but he ignored her, and a moment later he was gone, disappearing around the turn in the staircase. Emma muttered something beneath her breath. He was the epitome of her dream Frenchman—gorgeous, arrogant, sexy and rude.

      She could just imagine his reaction when he got that beautiful bouquet she’d ordered on her way home from work. She’d gone a bit overboard, choosing lush white roses just faintly touched with pink, but Mr. Hamib had mentioned that he thought white roses with a touch of pink at the heart were the most romantic flowers he’d ever seen. Emma didn’t find them romantic, she found them frankly sexual. They were almost as erotic as the card she’d already put in the mail.

      She certainly hoped he never guessed she was the one who sent them to him. He didn’t look as if he had much of a sense of humor. That gorgeous mouth of his probably never smiled. However, it could probably do all sorts of other remarkable things.

      She laughed to herself as she began unlocking her myriad of locks guaranteed to keep her safe in the heart of Manhattan. For the first time in what seemed like months she was enjoying herself immensely. Maybe tomorrow she’d send him some chocolates.
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      Luc slid into the seat in the darkened theater, sinking down low and stretching his long legs out in front of him. The couple on the screen in front of him were in the midst of badly simulated sex, but he hadn’t come into this seedy movie house for the feature film. He waited, patient, watchful, until he heard Maurey come up behind him.

      He didn’t bother to turn and look—he didn’t need to. His instincts were razor-sharp—he would know Maurey anywhere. If it had been someone else he would have instantly known his or her gender, age, nationality and sexual orientation, all without turning around. He was that good.

      “Tell me,” he said in French.

      “Someone doesn’t want you to retire, my friend,” Maurey replied in the same language. “I’ve had word that someone is looking for you.”

      “Who?”

      “That I’m not sure of. It might be anyone. Peter Madden thinks it’s a young woman but you know he has a romantic soul. I’m guessing it’s one of our old friends from Algeria. Someone who holds a grudge. Of course that doesn’t narrow it down much—almost anyone we’ve met in our line of business holds a grudge.”

      Luc stared up at the writhing figures on the screen. “What makes you think they know where I am?”

      “We still have some of the best informants, including some recruited by you. We don’t know much, but what we do know is certain. They know you’re in the States and they’re coming after you. If I were you I’d come back to England and let us take care of the problem.”

      “I don’t need you looking after me, Maurey. After fifteen years working for the Committee I can take care of myself.”

      Luc sensed Maurey’s shrug. When he was out in public he kept such gestures to a minimum, but in the darkened movie theatre he could give in to his natural tendencies. “I still think you should come back in. There’s no telling who might be after you, and there’s no way we can protect you over here.”

      “I’m not going back. I told you, I’ll never go back. There’s no way I can find any kind of peace over there. This is a new place, a new start for me, and it’s been good.”

      “I don’t know if people in our line of work can ever retire. I warned you of that when you left last year.”

      Luc stared up at the screen, unseeing. “I intend to make it happen. Tell Madsen not to worry about me. I can handle this. But I thank you for the warning. Have a safe journey back.”

      “I’ll tell him,” Maurey said. “But I’m not sure if I’m heading back right away. I’ve got some free time coming to me...”

      “I don’t need you shadowing me.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll keep my distance. You’re right, you were one of the best. If anyone can handle this situation you can. But I’ll be available for backup, just in case.”

      Luc sighed. It would be a waste of time trying to dissuade him. After twenty-five years in the covert Committee Maurey was immovable and unstoppable once he got something in his mind. He would also be discreet. He would keep his distance, and only someone with training and talents as sophisticated as Luc’s would realize he was anywhere around.

      The action on the screen reached a simulated crescendo, complete with noisy groans and thumping music, and Luc sensed Maurey was already disappearing up the aisle of the ancient theater. He settled back, closing his eyes. Maurey’s warning came as no surprise—he’d never made the mistake of thinking he could leave the Committee without complications. But he was a master at dealing with such things. He’d handled more than his share in the past decade and longer. He could handle this.

      He walked the twenty blocks back to the apartment building in the dark, pulling his jacket up around his ears. He thought he’d covered his tracks well—he’d bought the building on East Thirty-seventh Street ten years ago, planning his escape that far back The people who managed the property had no idea who owned it, no idea that the owner himself had taken over the top floor a couple of years ago, and he preferred it that way. They hired the superintendent, collected the rents, and all the money was deposited into his Swiss bank account. And he lived in peace.

      He’d fiddled with the elevator so it wouldn’t go any higher than the fifth floor, and he had tiny surveillance cameras set up all over the place to monitor who came and went from the building. After a year of keeping his guard up he’d thought he could begin to relax, but Maurey had proved him wrong.

      Most of the people in his building were harmless. He had a total of twenty-three tenants, most of them partnered, some gay, some straight, some old, some young, from various ethnic groups. He’d done thorough background checks on all of them, and they were as innocent as only naive Americans could be.

      The only one who troubled him was the woman who lived below him. Emma. The facts were ordinary enough—she came from a small town in Maryland, had two married sisters and both her parents were still living. She was thirty years old, pretty in an ingenuous sort of way, with soft brown hair and a vulnerable mouth. He didn’t like her clothes—the colors didn’t suit her subtle coloring, and they did little to complement her small, feminine shape. She was an unremarkable young woman, a lawyer working in a firm that dealt with tax issues. Nothing shady in her past at all.

      But she had no lovers, and it bothered him. She was too pretty not to have a lover. She had two perfectly respectable men she dated—he’d checked them out as well to be on the safe side, but as far as he could tell she didn’t sleep with them, nor with anyone else. And that made no sense.

      It couldn’t be religious convictions that kept her celibate—she never went to church. The books and magazines in her apartment were to be expected—fashion magazines and newsmagazines, books on law and biographies, mysteries and romances.

      No spy novels, which was an interesting omission, but he couldn’t be sure whether that meant anything.

      She did, however, have the most erotic underwear he’d ever seen. Beneath her demure suits she wore peach and teal, ripe plum and fuchsia silk. She either had a charge account at Victoria’s Secret or a lover he hadn’t discovered.

      But if he couldn’t discover something about her, then he was in trouble.

      She hadn’t been in the apartment long. She moved in just nine months ago, and had immediately struck up a friendship with Hamib. That in itself was also interesting—most tenants didn’t get chatty with the super.

      His instincts had kept him alive in the most dangerous business in the world, and his instincts about Emma O’Bannion had always been on alert. There was something going on with her. Something about the way she pretended to ignore him, all the while acutely aware of his every move.

      If someone was a threat to him right now, she was the logical choice.

      Mr. Hamib was in the vestibule, fiddling with something. He’d been a good choice for a superintendent—a widower, friendly, competent, always on the premises. The managers of the buildinghad forwarded him a background check on the old man as well, one that Luc had rechecked thoroughly. For a while he’d even considered enlisting Hamib in his security efforts, but at the last minute he’d decided not to. Hamib didn’t need to know the truth about him. No one did.

      “Good evening, Mr. Dubois,” Hamib greeted him. “There’s a package for you.”

      Luc froze. No one sent him packages. He was half tempted to throw himself back out the front door before a bomb could detonate, but he didn’t move. He’d spent too long looking out for himself and no one else. He couldn’t walk away with so many innocent people in the building. His building.

      “Where?”

      “In the mail room. I’ll get them for you.”

      “Them?”

      Habib looked like a mischievous elf. He disappeared into the alcove that held the mailboxes, then came back holding a huge bouquet of roses. Lush, pale roses, just faintly touched with pink.

      Nicole’s favorite flower.

      His blood froze. He took them from the old man, automatically tipping him, secure in the knowledge that his horrified reaction wouldn’t show. It was the first overt warning. Someone knew him. Someone was after him.

      “Who are they from?” His voice was faintly harsh, but Hamib just shook his head.

      “I don’t know. Maybe there’s a card.”

      Luc didn’t believe for one moment that the old man hadn’t checked for a card. People were insatiably curious, and men didn’t usually receive such romantic bouquets.

      “I want you,” the card read. He stared at it, his face carefully blank. He looked up at Habib and gave him a cool smile.

      “Apparently I have a secret admirer,” he murmured.

      “And it’s almost Valentine’s Day. How romantic,” Hamib said. “I hope you find out who she is.”

      “I will,” Luc said grimly. “Trust me, I will.”
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      The next day dawned cold and clear, and Emma walked home from work in the brisk weather, bubbling over with high spirits. It was too close to Valentine’s Day to risk the United States Postal Service, affectionately known as snail mail, so she had had the mail room arrange for a courier. There’d be no way it could be traced without a great deal of difficulty, and she could just imagine her grumpy, gorgeous neighbor’s reaction when he got it. Had he liked the flowers? Had he called all his girlfriends to find out who sent them?

      But she didn’t think he had any girlfriends. She never heard anything from the floor above—for all she knew he could have been living there for years instead of the month or so she’d been acutely, erotically aware of him.

      Mr. Hamib swung the door open for her when he saw her coming, a smile wreathing his elderly face. “There you are, young miss,” he greeted her. “It’s too cold a day to be walking these streets. You should take better care of yourself.”

      “I was bundled up.” She took the pile of mail he handed her. He was the sweetest old man in the world, she thought fondly. The previous super had simply lurked in his basement apartment, coming out when a tenant had an emergency. Mr. Hamib was always around with a friendly smile on his face, opening the door when he saw her coming so she didn’t have to bother with her keys, getting her mail for her, telling her all about his day. He reminded her of her grandfather Louie, and it had been both simple and irresistible to confide her silly crush. The old man had been charmed.

      “Your friend has gone out,” he said in a conspiratorial voice. “I thought you might want to send him this.” He unearthed a box of Godiva chocolates from a pile of newspapers on the hall table.

      “Oh, be still my heart,” murmured Emma, a serious chocolate addict. “Where did they come from?”

      “They were sent to a tenant who already moved out. She moved to California—there’d be no way to get them to her by Valentine’s Day. Why don’t you take them and send them to your friend upstairs?”

      “Mr. Hamib, you are an incorrigible romantic,” she teased him.

      “I like strong young women who aren’t afraid to turn the tables on us poor men,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. “Mr. Dubois takes himself too seriously. He needs a good woman like you.”

      “He’s not going to get a good woman like me,” she said with mock severity. “It’s just a harmless game.”

      Mr. Hamib smiled knowingly. “If you say so, young miss. Do you want me to deliver those for you?”

      She looked down at the box of chocolates longingly. What was more important, her childish little game, or a box of Godiva chocolates all for herself? James and Philip wouldn’t do much better than Whitman’s.

      “Maybe I’ll have them myself,” she said.

      Mr. Hamib shrugged. “Surely a pretty girl like you will get chocolates from her admirers?”

      “Not these chocolates.” She took the gold box from him and gave it a fond pat.

      “Whatever brings you the most pleasure, Miss O’Bannion. I’m at your service if you want me to deliver them.”

      “You’re very sweet, Mr. Hamib,” she said with a soulful sigh, gripping the chocolates tightly. Godiva chocolates were far better than sex, but she was a sensible girl. She didn’t intend to indulge in either.

      It was clear Mr. Hamib wanted her to keep up her little game—it must enliven his otherwise dull job to play Cupid. “Take them up to Mr. Dubois, and tell him they’re from his secret admirer.” She released the box reluctantly. If she took it upstairs and opened it she’d end up eating at least half the box and making herself sick. If she could send anonymous gifts to a sexy stranger she could certainly buy herself a tiny box of Godiva chocolates.

      It could also be her acid test. James and Philip both sent her flowers and chocolate last year, and they’d both become more determined in their attentions. If one of them actually had sprung for Godiva then maybe she’d be convinced to make a commitment.

      She kicked off her shoes the moment she stepped inside her tiny apartment, flicking on the light switch. Outside a light snow had begun to fall, the white flakes drifting softly down, and she dumped her coat over a chair, dropped her mail on the coffee table and moved straight to her favorite spot, the old-fashioned window seat. She loved curling up there, looking out over the city, feeling safe and cozy inside. She loved the city, the noise and bustle, the excitement the thousands of people moving through her life. It was stimulating, wonderful, food for the mind, energy for the spirit

      But it was absolute hell on the soul.

      She could see Luc’s dark figure moving down the sidewalk five stories below. She didn’t know how she could be certain it was him—something about his walk stuck with her. It was both sexy and stealthy at the same time, like a cat sneaking through an alleyway. The snow drifted down, landing on his dark head and then melting. She leaned back and sighed.

      She was half tempted to put on the Edith Piaf CD she’d bought on a lark, but just because she couldn’t hear him above her didn’t mean he couldn’t hear her below him. She didn’t dare do anything to give herself away.

      Valentine’s Day was the day after tomorrow. Her foolish, fun little game would be over. Mamie thought she was nuts, Mr. Hamib thought she was charming, Luc Dubois was presumably mystified and intrigued. He would have to stay that way. Her Valentine’s Day was well booked—she was having lunch with James and dinner with Philip, and they’d both sounded unexpectedly serious when they called her. Her fantasy fling with her neighbor would be over, and it would be time to face reality and the two good, unexciting men who cared about her. She could make a decent, happy life with either of them, she knew it. She just had to be practical and lower her expectations.

      She leaned back and closed her eyes, wishing she hadn’t given up those chocolates. For some reason she was in dire need of them. Maybe she could race back down the stairs and stop Mr. Hamib before he delivered them.

      No, it was too late—she’d already seen Luc just outside the apartment By now he would have already ripped open the wrap and been eating the best ones. Mandarin orange truffles. Chocolate mousse. She could have wept.

      The foolishness of her actions suddenly hit home. She could have had great chocolate, instead of the empty pleasure of harmless, anonymous flirtation. Mamie was right—she was seriously nuts.
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      He dumped the chocolates in the trash. For a moment he considered giving them to Maurey to get them analyzed, then changed his mind. He had no doubt they were poisoned, or at least drugged. Finding out what they’d used might point to a possible suspect, but he already knew who was after him. He just didn’t know why.

      It had to have something to do with Nicole, of course. It had been on Valentine’s Day, five years ago, that she had tried to kill him. His darling wife, beloved partner, duplicitous counter-agent had almost managed to gut him with that razor-sharp knife she always carried, except that he’d never been able to bring himself to trust her.

      She was dead now, though not by his hands, thank God. And he’d managed to put her and her treachery firmly in the past, until the white roses, the ones she’d always adored, showed up at his doorstep. A warning he couldn’t ignore.

      The chocolates were overkill. Though there was a good chance that was exactly what they were, laced with cyanide or something far more sophisticated. Something that would kill him instantly and yet leave no trace.

      But the agent who was after him had underestimated him. He had no weaknesses. Not for flowers, which had gone down the incinerator, not for chocolates, not for women and not for old memories. He would find out why she was stalking him and he would turn her over to Maurey. And it would be up to Maurey and the Department to deal with her.

      He pulled the card from his leather jacket and stared down at it. He got no mail, but Mr. Habib had informed him with his usual cheer that this had been brought by special courier. There was no trace of which service had been used, but he already had enough information.

      He ripped it open, staring down at it. Pretty, foolishly pretty, but he wasn’t fooled. Whoever sent him the card wasn’t the romantic she appeared to be. He flipped it open. I want you.

      He heard her moving around beneath him, and he stood very still, listening. She wanted him all right. Wanted him dead. He had no idea whether she was on assignment or if her grudge was more personal. As far as he knew Nicole had had no family, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have people who might seek revenge, even after five years.

      It had been child’s play to trace the flowers. She was either very bad at what she did, or she wanted him to find out. Maybe she was setting a trap in that pretty little apartment of hers. He lived in sterile, Zen-like isolation, she lived in a charming welter of antiques and clutter. Her apartment was a carefully crafted front, one he saw through but couldn’t keep from responding to. It reminded him of his grandmother’s house in Provence, full of small touches of beauty amidst the jumble.

      Was she planning to kill him on Valentine’s Day, as Nicole had tried to do? It seemed a reasonable symmetry, and even the most ruthless female liked a certain amount of melodrama in her skills. He could sit around and wait, watch as she escalated the tension.

      But he wasn’t a man who sat around. The flowers had been ordered by a pretty young woman, paid for in cash. But the flower shop was only one block away from the apartment building, and the romantic young clerk already knew where she lived, knew she was having those flowers delivered to the same address. It had been that simple.

      He glanced out his window into the dark city night He would need to make a few arrangements, but he had time. He wouldn’t tell Maurey just yet. Maurey might react a little too quickly, and Luc wasn’t certain he was ready to hand her over so fast. Not until he found out exactly who and what she was.

      And why she wanted to kill him.
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      Friday, February thirteenth had not been a good day, Emma thought as she climbed the long flights to her apartment The elevator was broken again, and there was no sign of friendly Mr. Habib. The mail had contained nothing but bills, work had been the pits, her feet hurt and her soul craved fine chocolate. Two boxes had arrived at work today from her two devoted swains. Drugstore chocolates. She’d left them in the mail room.

      The game with her mysterious neighbor had lost its ability to entertain her. The idea of choosing either James or Philip horrified her. The notion of one more day of work made her want to scream.

      She unlocked the three locks on her door, stepped inside and kicked oft her shoes, reaching for the light switch.

      She never connected. Someone came up behind her out of the darkness, a huge, dark body trapping her inside a prison of iron-hard arms. A leather-gloved hand covered her mouth, silencing her scream as the door was kicked shut, plunging them into the inky blackness.

      She fought her instinctive hysteria. She’d taken a few self-defense classes taught specifically for city women, and she knew she needed to be calm. She’d never been terribly good at it, but it had given her at least a measure of confidence out on the dark streets of Manhattan. But did she step back with her right foot and pull toward the left, or was it the other way around?

      She couldn’t remember. The other rule was not to provoke an attack, not to start the violence. All her intruder had done was entrap her—he hadn’t actually hurt her yet.

      “If you scream,” he whispered in her ear, “I will break your neck.”

      So much for not hurting her. She knew the voice, of course, though those weren’t exactly the words she’d imagined in his sexy French accent.

      “Are you going to scream?” he demanded in a barely audible voice.

      She shook her head, as much as his imprisoning grip would let her. He was bigger than she realized, his lean, wiry body pressed up against her own. She’d always thought Frenchmen were supposed to be short. Luc Dubois towered over her, enveloping her smaller frame.

      He slowly removed his hand from her mouth, just barely, and she had no doubt he would be able to shut her up before she let one scream out. Besides, there was no one around to hear her. Mrs. Madigan across the hall was down in Florida for the winter, and the Andrewses were on a cruise. There was no one who would help her.

      “What do you want?” There was no way to disguise the tremor in her voice, the fear in her body. He would feel her trembling.

      “I want to know who you’re working for.”

      Emma blinked, confused. Why would it matter what her job was? “I work for a law firm. I’m a junior partner.”

      “Don’t play games with me.” His voice was cold and deadly. Strange how the faint French accent could make him sound even more dangerous. “I know what’s going on, I know what you’re trying to do. I just want to know who’s behind it.”

      Oh, crap, Emma thought, totally and deeply humiliated. He’d figured it out and he had no sense of humor whatsoever. “Look,” she said. “It was just a little joke. Harmless, really. I was bored, it was getting close to Valentine’s Day and I thought...”

      The faint tightening of his grip wasn’t actually painful. It was more a hint of what he was capable of doing. “Don’t,” he said. “It won’t do you any good to lie.”

      “I’m not lying,” she said desperately, for some reason whispering as he was whispering, clamped against him in the darkness. “I was just flirting. I thought the French understood flirting...”

      “The French understand treachery,” he said.

      No sense of humor at all, she drought dismally. “If you just let me go and turn on the light I can explain it all to you. You probably don’t have stuff like this in France...”

      “You’re very interested in France, aren’t you?” His voice was silky soft with danger.

      “Well...er...I guess so. I mean, it’s a very pretty country,” she stammered.

      “We have women like you in France,” he said. “I was married to one, but then, you know that. That’s why you’re here.”

      He’d flipped. It served her right for doing such a stupid thing. New Yorkers were a notoriously crazed lot—the most normal-looking human face could hide a dangerous psychotic.

      She’d somehow picked a paranoid loony for her secret crush.

      “I don’t know your wife,” she said patiently, realizing it was better not to excite maniacs. “And I live here, I’ve lived here longer than you have.”

      “You moved in on August fifth of last year. I’ve been here for two years. You’ve come after me.”

      Emma mentally counted to five. “Listen, I haven’t come after you, I’m not interested in you, I’m no threat to you whatsoever. It was a joke, you understand? A practical joke. If you’ll just turn on the light...”

      She felt his grip loosen for a tiny moment, and she opened her mouth to scream for help.

      She felt a momentary stinging sensation in the side of her neck, and she wondered whether he’d actually snapped her neck.

      And then everything went black.
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      She didn’t weigh very much, even as a deadweight For some reason he didn’t drop her on the floor, but set her down gently, carefully, stepping over her unconscious body as he switched on the light.

      Her color was pale, but that was due to the drug he’d injected into her neck. It should keep her out for a solid six hours, maybe more, given how slender she was. He knew a moment’s qualm. If he’d calculated incorrectly she might be in serious danger. It shouldn’t bother him—he knew how disposable life could be.

      But he’d lived without death and betrayal for too long. He could no longer be quite so coldblooded about it. No matter how ruthless a killer this seemingly fragile young woman really was, he couldn’t stand by and do nothing if he’d accidentally given her an overdose.

      Maybe Maurey was right. He’d been out of the game too long—he needed help.

      He put his hand inside her blouse, against her chest. Her heartbeat was slow and steady, her breathing even. She was just knocked out for a good long time, not in any particular danger. And he allowed himself an uncharacteristic sigh of relief.

      She was wearing a thin silky wisp of a bra, one that just contained her small, round breasts. Ever since he’d searched her apartment and found her racy underwear he’d found himself wondering how it would cling to her body.

      It clung quite nicely.

      He got his mind back on business, searching her limp body with professional thoroughness. She carried no weapons, which surprised him. Most operatives were well armed, and if they weren’t equipped with hardware they were adept at hand-to-hand combat. Emma O’Bannion, which of course couldn’t be her real name, had shown absolutely no talent for self-defense. But that could have been part of a ruse.

      He left her on the floor, searching the apartment once more for anything that might have turned up since his last visit. She was excellent at cover-up—anyone would think it was simply the slightly cluttered apartment of a normal young woman in New York City. Anyone who didn’t know better.

      Snow was falling again, more heavily than the light flurry that drifted down the night before. He had no idea whether any real accumulation was expected, and he didn’t care. He could drive his battered pickup truck through any kind of weather.

      For some reason he pulled her coat back around her. When he ended up handing her over to Maurey she wouldn’t be needing a coat, but for right now he had a strange urge to keep her warm.

      She was too pretty. Too soft and vulnerable-looking for his peace of mind. But he had learned five years ago that pretty, vulnerable-looking women could prove deadly. And it was almost Valentine’s Day.
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      He’d originally intended to stuff her in the back of the truck, wrapped in a couple of old blankets and hidden by the cap. He changed his mind. The night was colder than he’d expected, the snow coming down heavily. And there was always the chance that exhaust might leak into the back, asphyxiating her. It wasn’t weakness on his part, to tuck her into the front seat with a blanket wrapped securely around her. After all, he needed her alive to answer his questions, didn’t he?

      He had his own entry and exit in the old building, a metal ladder down a laundry chute left over from the days when it had been a private residence. He had simply tucked Emma’s body over his shoulder and descended, heading out into the icy weather with no witnesses.

      He drove fast and well, despite the weather, down the New Jersey turnpike to Pennsylvania, then out into the countryside, the roads getting progressively narrower, progressively emptier, as the snow piled up around him. Emma slept beside him, a deep, drugged slumber, and she kept drifting, sliding over sideways. Finally he gave up and let her lie on the seat beside him, her head almost in his lap. Her long, silky hair flowed across his leg. It disturbed him.

      By the time he reached the old farmhouse it was getting close to dawn, and even his expert driving couldn’t make much headway against the thick blanket of snow. The old property had a long, winding driveway leading up to it, and the truck gave up halfway there, clogged with snow. The woman beside him was still unconscious, though her color was better.

      He got out, switching off the headlights, and unfastened Emma’s seat belt. He was tired after the long drive, but she still didn’t feel that heavy as he trudged through the deep snow, cradling her in his arms.

      The farmhouse was unlivable—he hadn’t even begun to make repairs, but the old stables had beep easier to fix up. He pushed the door open and moved inside, setting her down on the bed. The room was icy cold, but it wouldn’t take long before the small furnace brought it up to decent temperatures. In the meantime he found a duvet and covered her with that as well, then he began to wander around the room, reacquainting himself with his surroundings.

      He’d bought the farm and one hundred acres in Bucks County a long time ago, even before he’d bought the apartment building, and he’d spent weeks there when he was hiding out, or recuperating, or just needing a rest. Since he’d left the Committee he hadn’t been out more than a handful of times, but it had seemed the perfect place to conduct a discreet interrogation. She had to be working on this with someone. Someone who’d realize that things had gone wrong. Someone who’d be desperate to find them.

      Or at least to find Luc, and finish the job Emma had started.

      He could have used handcuffs, or rope, to tie her to the bed. For some reason he chose to use some of the silk ties that he’d left behind, part of his array of proper disguises when he’d needed to appear as a normal French businessman. Silk was soft but infinitely strong, and if she struggled it would only tighten the knots. There was no question of it being a lenient choice.

      The bed was big, even with her spread-eagled and bound on the mattress, and he was tired. It was dawn, and he knew with complete certainty that no one had followed him. He could allow himself a few minutes of rest.

      The room was getting warm. He took off his leather jacket, slipped out of his boots. And he lay down on the bed beside the enemy, falling into an immediate, peaceful sleep.
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      Everything hurt. Her shoulders, her wrists, her knees and her ankles were screaming in agony. Most of all, her head hurt—pounding, stabbing, throbbing pain. She tried to put her hand against her forehead, but her arm wouldn’t move, caught by something, entrapped.

      She wasn’t at home. The room smelled different. There was no scent of potpourri, no soft comforting smell of clean linen. Instead she smelled leather. And coffee.

      Her eyes shot open in the shadowy room, but it was too dark to tell anything about her surroundings. Only that she was lying tied to a bed, helpless, vulnerable. And someone was lying beside her.

      Coffee and leather. She tried to remember what had happened the night before. She’d come home late, tired, letting herself into the apartment, when...

      She turned her head. Luc Dubois lay sleeping beside her, his long dark lashes fanned out against his tanned skin.

      For a moment she just looked at him. The drug was wearing off swiftly now, but she still felt in an odd, detached state. Except detached wasn’t exactly the proper word for it, considering she was lashed to the bedposts.

      He needed a shave, she noted. His lashes were very long, very black, resting against his skin. He had an angular face, with high cheekbones, and at some point someone had broken his impressive French nose. Even with his bedroom eyes closed, he still had the sexiest mouth she had ever seen in her life.

      He was also out of his mind. She opened her mouth to scream for help.

      His eyes opened. “Don’t bother,” he murmured. “There’s no one around for miles. They won’t hear you, and it will just annoy me. You wouldn’t want to annoy me, would you, chérie?”

      “Chérie?” she echoed, snarling. “What the hell is going on?” She yanked at her arms and legs, but it was useless, she was still trapped on the bed. Next to him. He turned on his side, watching her with wary curiosity. “What kind of maniac are you to kidnap me? Where have you taken me? People are going to wonder where I am, and they’ll find me, sooner or later, and they’ll throw your French ass in jail so fast you won’t have time to say, ‘Bon voyage’!”

      “No one will find you,” he said simply.

      “You can’t just kidnap a woman and think you can get away with it.”

      “I can,” Luc said. “I have experience. Stop struggling. You’ll only make the bonds tighter.”

      Those weren’t the most comforting words she’d ever heard. She held still, meeting his gaze.

      He didn’t look insane. There was no maniacal glee in his dark gray eyes, no glint of madness. He simply looked calm, decided, implacable. But what had he decided?

      She took a deep breath, determined to try again. “Where are we?”

      “At my place in the country. In an area called Bucks County, in Pennsylvania...”

      “I know where Bucks County is,” she snapped. “Why am I here?”

      He sat up, swiveling around on the side of the bed to look down at her. She felt miserably vulnerable, even though she was covered with layers of blankets and an enveloping duvet. Her short skirt had ridden up to her hips beneath the covering, and she could feel her silk blouse gaping open. And there was nothing she could do about it.

      “You’re here because I brought you here. Because I want answers, and it would have been much too noisy to try to extract those answers in the city.”

      Even less comforting, she thought, staring up at him. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” she said. “Just don’t hurt me. I...don’t like pain.”

      His expression was odd. “Don’t you?”

      She felt like an idiot. “Do you know anybody who does?” she snapped.

      “A few.”

      It silenced her, though only for a moment. “Is there any chance you could unfasten these...these ropes? My hands are killing me, and besides, I have to...”

      “Have to what?”

      She glared at him. Kidnapping was a capital offense. If they sent him to the electric chair she’d be ready to throw the switch herself. “I have to use the bathroom.”

      “Certainly,” he said with surprising ease. “I’ll get you a bedpan.”

      “No!”

      “No?” he echoed.

      Funny, he didn’t look like a sadist Then again, he didn’t look like a brutal, drug-dealing kidnapper either. “Please,” she said in a calmer voice. “I really need to go to the bathroom. I promise if you release me I won’t try to run.”

      He waited agonizing minutes, considering. And then he reached up and unfastened the knots at her wrist with insulting ease. She sat up swiftly, her muscles screaming in pain, and began untying her ankles with a great deal more difficulty than he had had. “I don’t know what kind of danger you think l am,” she muttered, struggling with the ropes, which turned out to be muted silk ties. “You strike me as someone more than adept in these situations, and I’m afraid my experiences have not included escaping from kidnappers.” She slid her feet around, onto the floor, stifling a little yelp of pain. “Where’s the bathroom?”

      He nodded toward the far corner. Now that she was sitting up she could see she was in a small room, sparsely furnished, with several doors off one end. She stood up and immediately collapsed on the floor in a heap.

      Luc stayed where he was on the bed, watching her. “The drug takes a while to wear off,” he murmured.

      “Why did you do it?”

      “I thought it would be obvious—to keep you from fighting and making noise. So I could bring you up here without attracting any attention.”

      She should have been able to find a perverse kind of excitement in the situation. After all, she’d been stupidly lusting after this gorgeous creature for more than a month now, and the notion of being abducted fit in with both her erotic fantasies and the romances she’d been reading. Except that she liked the fantasy, not the reality of passion.

      He didn’t seem to be overcome with lust, which was a mixed blessing. While she had no desire to be raped, even by the object of her recent fascination, she still wished she had even the faintest idea what he wanted with her. Desire might at least have been an answer.

      But she knew perfectly well he didn’t desire her. He’d ignored her, avoided her, practically run from her presence whenever their paths happened to cross in the apartment building.

      First things first, though. She scrambled back onto her stockinged feet without any help from him, pulling herself up by the bed, and made her wobbly way to the door in the back. The bathroom was small, utilitarian and fully functional, and she slammed the door and locked it with a sigh of relief.

      It was early morning, with just the first promise of dawn spreading out across the snow-covered landscape. It was still snowing heavily, blanketing everything, and he’d taken her shoes. Even if she dared dive through the locked window she wouldn’t get far.

      He was standing by a chair watching her when she came back, and he gestured to it with the nasty little knife he was holding. She didn’t move, eyeing both it and him with caution.

      “I can tie you to the bed again,” he offered mildly, “but I think you’d prefer the chair.” He was holding those silk ties in his other hand.

      “Do you have to tie me up at all?” she asked. “If I try to run you’ll be able to catch me, considering my shoes have disappeared somewhere.” She felt a breeze against her skin, and she suddenly realized her blouse was unbuttoned down to her waist She immediately yanked the two sides together, covering herself. Why in heaven’s name had she decided to wear the teal lace bra?

      She was fumbling with the buttons, trying not to look at him, when he spoke. “Don’t waste your time, Emma. I’ll just unfasten it again.”

      She ignored him, fiddling with the tiny pearl buttons with feverish determination.

      “Sit!” he thundered suddenly.

      She sat. Her blouse was now buttoned to her neck, higher than she’d known she had buttons, and even though her skirt was halfway up her thighs she was still wearing pantyhose. Ripped, laddered pantyhose, she noticed in the growing light but at least they were something. She stared up at him defiantly.

      “Put your hands behind your back.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m the one asking questions, remember? I’m the one who kidnapped you.”

      “I’m not likely to forget it,” she muttered.

      “Then if I were you I’d put my hands behind my back. Do it now, before I lose my temper.”

      “I don’t want...”

      “If your hands are tied you’re less likely to flinch. I wouldn’t want to inflict any damage by accident.”

      The “by accident” phrase was even more ominous. She put her hands behind the chair, biting her lips.

      He wrapped one of the ties around her wrists with cool efficiency, not too tight, and yet there was no way she could slide her hands free. He stepped back for a moment, surveying her like an artist surveying his subject. His eyes were smoky gray, bedroom eyes, unreadable in the early light.

      “Who are you working for?” he asked softly.

      “I told you, I don’t work for anyone but a small law firm. We specialize in income tax cases and...” Her voice trailed off in a nervous little gulp as he moved closer. The knife came up under her chin, and she heard a pearl button go skittering across the floor.

      “Don’t lie,” he said calmly. “Who sent you after me?”

      “No one.”

      The knife moved downward and another button went flying. “You sent me flowers. White roses with a blush center. Why?”

      “It was a joke.”

      “I didn’t find it amusing.”

      She closed her eyes for a moment, shielding her annoyance at his literal response. “It’s almost Valentine’s Day,” she said. “I just thought it might be fun to be your secret admirer. Haven’t you ever heard of such a thing? Someone who sends anonymous gifts and love letters?”

      “I didn’t receive a love letter.”

      “A card. It was just a harmless prank. I stupidly thought you were...” She couldn’t say it, not with him looming over her, that small knife in his large, well-shaped hand.

      “Thought I was what?” Another button went flying, this one between her breasts, and the silk blouse fell open.

      “I’m beginning to lose my temper,” she snapped.

      “I’ve already lost mine. Answer the question. You thought I was...what?”

      “I thought you were attractive. Romantic. Mysterious. I thought it would be entertaining to send you a few anonymous gifts. After all, you’d never know they came from me, and you’d wonder. You’d be intrigued.”

      “You’re a very poor liar,” he murmured. The next button popped off. She could barely feel the pressure of the knife, which oddly enough was even more unnerving. “Why the poisoned chocolates then? Were you feeling rejected?”

      “They weren’t poisoned!” she protested.

      “No?”

      “What makes you think they were? Obviously you didn’t eat one, because if they were poisoned you’d be dead and I’d be a lot happier.”

      “You admit you want me dead.”

      “Right now I certainly do,” she said grimly.

      The last button went, and her silk blouse hung open, exposing her indecent little wisp of a bra. “And what made you choose my apartment building? What made you decide to move in beneath me, and watch me every time you could catch a glimpse of me?”

      “I didn’t even know you were there,” she said wearily. “I told you, I didn’t think anyone lived upstairs until a couple of months ago. And it’s not your apartment building, buster, it belongs to the owners and it’s run by Mr. Habib and I have just as much right as you have...”

      “It is my building. I own it.”

      She could feel the tip of the knife against her bare skin, a strange, painless caress. A shiver of pure fear ran across her skin. She looked up at him, into his opaque, unreadable eyes, and she held her breath.„

      And then he slid the knife between the bra and her skin, cutting it open.

      With her hands tied behind her she couldn’t pull her tattered clothing around her, but the ruined bra still clung to her breasts. She looked down at the shredded remnants of her best bra, and then lifted her head.

      “That’s it!” she said in a dangerous tone of voice. “Do you realize how much that bra cost me? You complete and utter jerk! It’s a good thing I’m tied up or I swear I’d deck you.”

      She’d finally managed to startle him out of his cool complacency. He looked at her as if she was demented. “You’ve been kidnapped, held at knifepoint, and threatened, and you’re worried about your damned bra?” he said in amazement.

      “It’s a very good bra!” she snapped.

      Big mistake, she realized a second later. Those bedroom eyes of his drifted slowly down her body, lingering over the ruined bra as it cupped her small, rounded breasts. And then he shrugged. “You don’t need one.”

      “I’m going to kill you,” she said calmly.

      “Now we’re getting somewhere. Why?”

      He was not only a maniac, he was stubbornly, obtusely male. She sighed. “I’m going to kill you because you kidnapped me and held me at knifepoint and ruined my favorite bra, and then to top it all off you insulted my body.”

      “I didn’t insult your body,” he said slowly. “You have beautiful breasts. You just don’t need a bra.”

      Her skin prickled with awareness. “Look,” she said, “let’s not discuss my breasts, since you have no interest in them or me. What do I have to do to convince you I’m harmless?”

      “I thought you wanted to kill me.”

      “I want to kill a lot of people who annoy me. I never do anything about it, though. I’m essentially a devout coward.”

      “A coward,” he echoed, skeptical. “So you say this is all a game? A stupid practical joke? You took one look and fell madly in love with me...?”

      “No! God, you’re obtuse. I thought you were attractive. Gorgeous, not to put too fine a word on it. The stuff erotic fantasies are made of.”

      “Prove it.”

      She stared up at him. “What do you mean?”

      “If I’m the stuff of erotic fantasies for shy little lawyers, let’s see how you react to this.”

      She saw it coming, and panicked. She tried to jerk her head away, but he simply put both hands on her face, holding her still, the knife between his hand and her cheek, and he kissed her.

      There was a reason they called it French kissing, she thought, not moving. He kissed her with clinical finesse, a deep, open-mouthed kiss that he controlled completely.

      And then he stepped back, looking down at her. “I don’t see you overcome with desire,” he said coolly.

      Men, she thought wearily. “I thought we’d been through this. Being kidnapped does not put me in a romantic mood. My hands are tied, and that simulated sex you just did with your mouth may work on some women but it doesn’t work on me.”

      He stared at her for a long, contemplative moment And then he reached behind her, unfastening the knots at her wrists, and her arms fell free. She immediately started to pull the blouse back around her, but he caught her arms, pulling her upright, inches away from him.

      “All right,” he said. “We’ll try it this way.”
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      She was good, he had to admit it. Very good indeed. She stood paralyzed in his arms, staring up at him with a mixture of panic and defiance, the shy little lawyer with her blouse coming off. He might almost believe she was absolutely innocent, that her completely ridiculous story was so absurd it had to be the truth.

      He hadn’t been that gullible in years, and he knew just how convincing a beautiful woman could be.

      He pulled her arms up around his neck, tossing the knife onto the bed. He didn’t need a weapon to keep her in line. If he couldn’t beat her in hand-to-hand combat he deserved to die. He put one arm around her waist, bringing her body up close to his, and he caught her chin with his other hand, tilting her face up.

      He used the merest brush of his lips against hers, a soft, feathering motion, back and forth, while she stared at him, wide-eyed, wary. He moved in closer, pressing his hips up against her, knowing he was getting hard, knowing she could feel it. It didn’t matter. Having an erection wouldn’t interfere with his ability to defend himself. He’d been in love with Nicole, and while her betrayal had torn him apart, he had never hesitated once he knew the depth of her treachery. He hadn’t killed her, thank God. He wasn’t even sure he could have. But he couldn’t have let her go.

      Her own people killed her, a reminder of how unforgiving certain terrorist factions could be when it came to incompetence. He hadn’t even mourned her, though he mourned the stupid faith he’d once had.

      The woman standing in his arms was even better than Nicole at lying, at pretending outraged innocence. She was frozen, her lips soft and passive as he brushed his mouth against hers. He wondered how far he could go before she would realize she had to simulate some sort of passionate response. He wondered how far she would go to convince him.

      And he wondered how far he’d be willing to take her.

      He kissed her beneath her ear, using his tongue, and he felt a shiver run through her body. He put his mouth against the side of her neck, tasting her pulse, letting his teeth glance against her skin, and she shuddered, a frisson of response.

      Yes, she was good. He could feel her pulse, racing beneath his hungry mouth, he could feel the ripple of reaction shimmer across her flesh. The very best, most talented operatives could summon forth the required physical responses; they could even slow their hearts to an imperceptible stillness to feign death. It was a simple enough matter for a talented operative to train her body to supply the necessary physical proof of passion.

      He moved his mouth to the base of her throat, allowing himself a tiny little nip, and she jerked in his arms, her formerly passive fingers digging into his shoulders.

      He slid one hand through her hair and kissed her on the mouth again, taking his time, no need for hurry, no need for force. He was willing to wait, to see how long it would take her to respond.

      Her mouth opened beneath his slow, deliberate kisses, reaching for breath, reaching for words, reaching for his mouth, letting him, asking him, her lips clinging for a shy second and then falling back, then kissing him again, and this time when he used his tongue it truly was like sex, entering her, pushing inside the dark wetness of her mouth, and she let him, taking him, a hot damp clinging of mouth to mouth.

      He slid his hand down over her buttocks, pushing her against him, sliding her short skirt up higher. He wanted to feel her against him, he wanted the silky smoothness of her legs, he wanted her wrapped around his hips, taking him deep inside.

      He lifted his mouth, looking down into her face, her half-closed eyes, the dreamy, erotic expression on her face. She murmured something, a small, sexual sound, and reached up for his mouth again, seeking him like a nursling seeking its mother, and how could he deny her hunger?

      He cupped her hips, lifting her, wrapping her legs around him, and moved her back to the bed. Her open blouse was an exquisite torment, and he wanted to touch her, everywhere. He laid her down on the bed, not quite ready to follow her, wanting to look at her, judge her reactions. Her skin was flushed, her nipples were hard and peaked in the warm room with her blouse and ruined bra half off her, and her short skirt had ridden up to her hips. She was wearing ripped pantyhose, an affront, and he reached down and pulled them off her, leaving the skimpy teal silk panties in place, their presence an erotic challenge.

      She looked up at him, a dazed, dreamy smile on her face, and he almost came, looking at her. He knelt on the bed, straddling her body, reaching down for the waistband of her skirt, when her arm came up, the knife clutched in her fist, stopping at the base of his throat.

      He didn’t move. The dazed, erotic expression on her face was almost gone, though there were still remnants in her eyes, and her small, round breasts rose and fell with her rapid breathing. “Get off me,” she said in a hoarse, strained voice, “or I’ll kill you.”

      He made no effort to move, keeping his expression, his amazement carefully blank. Her hands were trembling slightly, and the sharp knife nicked his skin. He knew the dampness that began to slide slowly down his skin wasn’t sweat, wasn’t water, and he wondered what her reaction would be if she realized she’d cut him.

      Probably panic. He still didn’t know who or what she was, but one thing was suddenly certain. She had absolutely no experience and no skills in his own particular trade. She couldn’t hurt a fly.

      It would have taken a flick of the wrist to disarm her, but instead he climbed off her, moving away into the shadows before she could realize she’d cut him. The black T-shirt would soak up the blood, and it was nothing more than a scratch. He wasn’t ready to panic her—he’d use it when he needed to.

      She sat up, yanking her skirt down around her surprisingly long legs, and with faint disappointment he watched the triangle of teal silk disappear. He was still hard. Still very hard.

      She was having a difficult time tying the tails of her shirt together while clinging to the knife, and he thought of offering to hold it for her, but decided she wouldn’t appreciate his kindness. She managed to tie a knot in her shirt, over her midriff, leaving a delicious amount of skin showing, and then she glared at him.

      “Where’s the telephone?” She was trying very hard to sound dangerous, implacable, but her voice trembled slightly. He must have terrified her.

      “Who do you want to call?”

      “The police, of course. Though I think a mental hospital would be better. You’re absolutely crazy!”

      “There is no phone.” He had an untraceable cell phone in the truck, but he wasn’t about to tell her that.

      She glared at him, biting her lip. Obviously she knew her choices were limited—she couldn’t both hold a knife on him and get away at the same time. Of course she didn’t realize the only reason she was still holding the knife and he was keeping his distance was because he chose to have it that way. He could disarm her with relentless ease. But it was too informative, letting her think she had the upper hand.

      “Where are my shoes?”

      “In the truck. Do you want me to get them for you?”

      “Don’t move,” she snapped. She glanced over her shoulder, out the window into the eerie morning light as it illuminated the heavy snow. Another major mistake—no trained person would dare allow his or her attention to wander for even a moment He could have disarmed the best of them in that split second. With Emma he didn’t even bother to try.

      “If you want to use my boots you could go out to the truck yourself,” he suggested mildly.

      “Sure. And then you’ll get away when I’m not looking,” she said.

      “Would you mind?”

      The question startled her. “No, I suppose not. I just want you to keep away from me. If you’ll do that I won’t press charges.”

      She was such an innocent it almost broke his heart. How could someone like her live in the huge, dangerous city and still survive? “Anything you say,” he murmured, trying to look harmless.

      She went for his boots lying by the side of the bed, putting her small feet into one and then stopping. “What’s this?” she demanded, reaching inside the boot. Pulling out the long thin stiletto he kept tucked there.

      “A knife,” he said.

      She picked up the other boot, and pulled out the thin cord in it, looking up at him in horror.

      “What’s this?”

      “A garrote. It’s only for emergencies.” As an excuse it sounded a little lame, and she clearly wasn’t appeased.

      “What kind of monster are you? Are you a hired killer? An assassin?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “What exactly are you?”

      “I’m retired,”

      “Retired from what?”

      “A covert, international organization. The name would mean nothing to you. The name means nothing to most people.”

      “You’re a spy?”

      He shrugged. “I told you, I’m retired.”

      She looked at the various weapons she’d dropped from his boots. “Sit down,” she said sternly.

      “Why?”

      “I’m the one with the knife, remember? I want to see if you’re carrying any other weapons.”

      Maybe she’d survive after all, he thought, taking the straight-back chair where he’d tied her. “You might want to secure my hands,” he suggested calmly.

      “I don’t need your help!” she snapped. She picked up one of the silk ties from the floor. “I’d already thought of that.”

      He put his arms behind the chair, blandly obedient and she tied his wrists together with the most pitiful excuse for a knot he’d ever felt He didn’t bother to offer suggestions—she wouldn’t have taken kindly to them.

      She came around in front, and he immediately slipped his hands out of the noose, keeping them clasped together as he looked up.

      “I suggest you start at the bottom and work your way up,” he said softly.

      She glared at him. “Good idea.” Unfortunately it gave her no choice but to kneel at his feet He rather liked her that way. She set her stolen knife down beside the other weapons, and gingerly touched one leg.

      She found the ankle holster with the tiny, flat gun, a prototype he’d taken with him when he’d left France. She found the knife on the other ankle, a twin to the stiletto in his boot He leaned back in the chair slightly, prepared to enjoy himself as she reached his knees.

      Her hands slid up the outside of his jeans, ostensibly searching for anything out of the ordinary. He was getting hard again—in fact he was still hard from that kiss. And he was still reeling from the fact that she was exactly who she said she was. There was no longer any reason for her to lie—if she were here to kill him she would have done so, either with cold efficiency or with sloppy passion. Or at least she could have tried.

      But she was clearly terrified of him. Furious.

      And yet there was something more. Something between them. Something stronger than fear and anger.

      She rose on her knees, reaching for his torso, when she made the mistake of looking at him. She was kneeling between his long legs, completely vulnerable, and she’d finally begun to realize it. The pile of discarded weapons was growing on the floor beside her, but it would have been a simple matter to just lock his legs around her.

      God, he wanted her. He wanted her sexually, every way he could think of. But he wanted her to look at him with those sweet, smart, bewildered eyes as well. He wanted her body, but for some strange reason he wanted her heart as well.

      Maybe it was the months that had gone by, listening to her move around on the floor beneath him, the way she sang old rock and roll and operas, sweet and breathy and slightly off-key. He liked the scent of the foods she cooked as they drifted upward; he liked the faint aura of her perfume in the hall. He’d dreamed of her during the long nights, annoyed with himself for doing so. She wasn’t what he wanted, what he usually slept with. He liked his women sleek, sophisticated, in control of their emotions and their hormones and their lives.

      Emma O’Bannion was a smart, foolish woman. And if someone didn’t look out for her she was going to end up dead.

      Her hands slid up his T-shirt, then stopped as she reached the dampness of the blood. “What’s this?”

      He smiled at her. “Blood.”

      She tried to back away but he tightened his knees around her, just slightly, holding her there. “You haven’t finished searching me. I’m like a children’s puzzle. Find the hidden picture. There are at least three weapons you haven’t found yet.”

      She stiffened, clearly challenged. “Kind of you to inform me,” she muttered.

      He leaned back again, giving her access to his body. He wondered whether she noticed how hard he was. Kneeling between his legs, she would have a hard time avoiding his condition, but she was doing her best to keep away from his hips. Major mistake, of course. He had another gun tucked just inside his waistband by the row of metal buttons that fastened his black jeans. She was going to have to be very brave indeed to find that one.

      “So tell me, Emma...” he murmured, “if I may call you ‘Emma’.”

      “Feel free,” she muttered, pulling up his T-shirt to expose the small knife that lay strapped against his side.

      “Why are you sending gifts and anonymous love notes to a stranger when you have two lovers of your own?”

      She spared him an annoyed glance. “What do you know of my life?”

      “Possibly more than you do. I know how to get information. You’re seeing two men, and have been for more than a year. You’re thinking of marrying one of them, but you can’t decide which, but you’re not sleeping with either of them.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I live above you, remember? I have very acute hearing.”

      “The floors and ceilings are soundproof. I never hear you at all.”

      “I’m very quiet. I know you sing opera sometimes, when you’re cleaning. Very badly, I’m afraid.”

      She glared at him. “It’s not for an audience.”

      “Clearly.”

      “And I’m going to be married.”

      “To one of those men? No, you’re not.”

      By this time she had found the vial. “What’s this?

      “Be careful with it. That might be the most dangerous weapon I carry. Don’t open it.”

      She might have been contrary enough to do so, but clearly Emma O’Bannion had sense, even when she was frightened and furious. “Are you going to tell me what it does?”

      “I’m not quite sure. All I know is that it’s new, experimental and very deadly.”

      She set it down with exquisite care. “What makes you think I won’t marry one of them?

      “Because you’re not sleeping with them. And neither of them care enough about you not to mind that they share you. You don’t need that kind of lukewarm affection. You need someone who can’t keep his hands off you. You need someone who makes you tremble.”

      He watched as the tremor rippled over her skin again, and he tightened his legs just slightly around her body, enough so that he could feel her against the inside of his thighs, not enough so that she would realize she was being trapped.

      He didn’t understand his response to her, but he was past the point of caring. For some reason she had the ability to move him in ways he’d forgotten, or maybe he’d never felt that way at all, even in his idealistic youth. It didn’t matter. All that mattered was now. The rise and fall of her chest beneath the clumsily knotted blouse, the parted lips, the knitted brow.

      She sat back on her heels and suddenly realized she was trapped. She looked up at him, not ready to admit her vulnerability. “Is that all?”

      “All what?”

      “All the weapons?”

      . “No,” he said, bringing his unbound hands around. He pulled his shirt up and reached inside his jeans, pulling out the tiny, flat gun. She held out her hand for it, dazed, and he placed it in her open palm.

      She flinched. “It’s warm.”

      “Yes,” he said. “It was against my skin.”

      Her hand closed around the gun, and she pulled away from him, stumbling backward. He let her go—she had nowhere to run to.

      He rose, slowly, and reached for the bottom of his T-shirt. She hadn’t moved from her spot on the floor, her skirt had ridden up over her long, bare legs, her eyes were dark and confused, and she simply waited.

      “What are you doing?” Emma was still naive enough to ask.

      “Taking off my shirt.” He pulled it over his head. The blood had trickled halfway down his chest, and the wound was still dripping slightly. He mopped it up with his crumpled T-shirt.

      He had been half afraid she’d faint. She was tougher than that. She looked white, but she shook back her long hair. “I didn’t mean to stab you.”

      “Obviously. Otherwise you would have done a better job of it.” He reached down a hand for her, but she made no effort to take it, momentarily determined to keep her distance, even if it meant sitting on the floor.

      “I don’t make a habit of stabbing people, even people who deserve it.”

      “I don’t deserve it,” he said. “And I need you to make it better.”

      “It’s your hideout - you must know whether you have a first-aid kit or not.”

      He reached down and caught her wrist pulling her up whether she wanted to come or not. “I’m not talking about that kind of help,” he said.

      Her eyes were huge, wary. She was wise to be nervous. He could be a very dangerous man. “What do you want from me?” she asked.

      “I want you to kiss it and make it better.”

      She blinked. He put his hands on her and began unfastening the clumsy knot at her breasts, infinitely patient. “Hold still,” he admonished her. “You’ll make it worse.”

      “Why are you untying it?”

      “I like women to be entirely naked when I make love to them. At least for the first time.”

      “The first time?”

      She was being deliberately obtuse, but he didn’t bother arguing with her. The knot came apart, and he put his hands on her shoulders, sliding the shirt and the ruined bra off her until they fell on the floor behind her. “Very good,” he whispered. “Very good indeed.” And he brought her gently forward, still holding her smooth, soft shoulders, until her breasts rested against his bare, still bloody chest.
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      What in God’s name was she doing? But she knew the answer to that perfectly well. She was standing with her bare breasts pressed up against the naked, blood-stained chest of the man who’d kidnapped her and terrified her, a man clearly experienced in violence. If she’d ever thought she’d had an advantage over him with the. puny defense of that knife, she now knew otherwise. There hadn’t been a moment when he wasn’t in control. All he’d had to do was remove another of those countless weapons he had hidden around his body. All he had to do was take that gun from the front of his jeans.

      God, it had still been warm from his flesh! And her pitiful attempt to tie his hands had been worthless, completely worthless. His strong, elegant hands were clamped on her bare shoulders, holding her against him, and the blood that she’d drawn when she’d accidentally stabbed him was wet on his hot skin.

      He had every intention of taking her to bed, she knew that, was amazed by it. What was even more impossible, unbelievable, was that she was going to let him. It had been so long since she’d had sex that she’d probably forgotten how to do it, and a renegade French spy was probably the dumbest choice she could have made to end her voluntary celibacy.

      Except that it wasn’t precisely her choice. She could probably stop him. He might take no for an answer, or at least give up in disgust if she lay beneath him like a comatose mannequin, the way she had the very last time she’d had sex with someone. Of course, Larry Talbot had been a horrible choice—the rising prince at Kelton and Kelton before he’d founded his own partnership, he’d gone through every available female junior partner and those unavailable as well. And Emma had been just as gullible as the rest of them.

      She’d learned her lesson thoroughly. Just because a man is polished, gorgeous, charming and sexy doesn’t mean he could make sex more than a messy endurance contest. It was no wonder she’d kept out of bed with Philip and James. No wonder she’d_stuck with men who weren’t that interested in sex. She’d learned to accept that she didn’t have an erotic bone in her body, and she’d lavished her emotions on the fantasy man who’d lived above her and moved through the apartment building like a shadow.

      But things had backfired, and here she was. It almost might be better if he used one of those nasty weapons and killed her.

      But he wasn’t a killer, she knew that, despite the array of weapons, despite whatever had gone on in his past. But if she went to bed with him the harm might be just as devastating.

      “Let go of me,” she said in a rough whisper.

      He made no move to release her. “Why?”

      “I don’t want to do this.” It was a lie, or half of one. She didn’t want to fail again. She didn’t want to lie beneath him, cold and embarrassed and pained.

      “Why not?” His fingers were slowly kneading the smooth skin of her shoulders, and they were oddly soothing.

      “I’m a sensible woman, I have a life, I certainly don’t go to bed with crazed ex-spies...”

      “That’s not it,” he said flatly, and she wanted to kick him.

      “Don’t you think that’s a good reason?”

      “Very good. But that’s not the reason. What are you afraid of, Emma?”

      “I don’t sleep with strange men, and you’re a very strange man. I want you to drive me home and find a new apartment and we’ll forget all about this...”

      “You could just move in with your new husband. Assuming you’re idiotic enough to marry one of them.”

      “Why would it be idiotic?” Her lips were quivering. He was too close, too unsettling, and she was beginning to hate him even more than when he had held her at knifepoint A knife wasn’t as frightening as the hard ridge of flesh beneath his jeans, pressing up against her belly.

      A strange expression came into his gray eyes, one that was oddly knowing. “You can’t be afraid of sex,” he said, as if the notion was unbelievable.

      “I can be anything I want.”

      He released her. She told herself she was dizzy with gratitude, that he didn’t want a frigid partner, that she wasn’t worth the trouble, that the sudden rush of cold air against her skin was a blessed relief. Except that as she stood there in nothing but her too-short skirt, and she turned to search for his shirt, her eyes were blinded by tears of embarrassment and humiliation and the overwhelming onslaught of emotion brought by the unbelievable craziness of the last twelve hours.

      He caught her. There was no other word for it—he reached and pulled her against him, her back against his chest, and he looped his arms around her, imprisoning her. “Is that why you don’t sleep with them?”

      “Look, I’m not very good at this,” she said, thanking God that at least she didn’t have to look him in the eyes as she made her wretched confession. “Some women are made for sex, some not. I’m much better off with a fantasy life...”

      He laughed. A soft chuckle that was both erotic and infuriating. “You haven’t met the right man.”

      “Don’t even begin to tell me you’re the right man,” she snapped, struggling for her earlier outrage to push away her vulnerability.

      “How can you deny it? You were the one who chose me, Emma. Some instinct must have told you it was right.”

      “I lusted after Brad Pitt as well,” she said. “I don’t think my future lies with him either.”

      “You lusted after me? How encouraging.”

      She couldn’t very well deny it since she’d been fool enough to say it. She tried another tack. “You’d only be disappointed. I’m not your type, trust me on this. I’m not worth the trouble, I’d just lie there and cry...”

      “Don’t you realize that no man can resist a challenge?” he murmured in her ear, his hands sliding down over her stomach, splayed across the soft flesh, pressing her back against him. Pushing her back against the hard, wanting part of him.

      She shivered, in despair and acceptance, and he put his hand on her face, turning her head to meet his mouth. Wet and hot and seeking, and she turned in his arms, blindly, putting her arms around his neck, kissing him back. Some things were worth the risk.

      She heard his murmur of approval, deep in his throat. He pulled her up, wrapping her legs around his lean hips, her skirt up to her waist, and he kissed her.

      “Don’t think about it,” he whispered against her mouth. “Don’t think about anything. Just feel.”

      She wanted to cry. She lost herself in the taste of him, the sweet texture of his mouth and his tongue, the silken heat of his skin beneath her trembling hands. He hadn’t touched her breasts, yet they felt exquisitely sensitive, almost burning.

      He was rocking her against him, a slow, lascivious rhythm, her wispy silk panties against the buttoned fly on his jeans, and the sensation was a powerful one, making her breath catch in her throat. His eyes were half closed, watching her, and she was shy, edgy, her fingers digging into his smooth shoulders, as her stomach knotted and a jolt of something streaked through her body in anticipation.

      His smile was so faint it was almost imperceptible. Satisfaction, perhaps even triumph. She didn’t care. She wanted to get closer to him. Closer.

      And then he released her. Slid her down his body, so that she stood, just barely, her knees weak, her heart pounding. He waited until she could stand alone, and then he stepped back.

      “Take off your skirt,” he said. “Then get on the bed.”

      Her heart stopped. As if he hadn’t done enough to her in the last few hours, he was going one step further, one step that might have been too far. He was asking, no, demanding that she trust him. Trust him sexually, which was more terrifying than trusting him with her life.

      She didn’t move, and he waited, seemingly patient. Content to give her whatever time she needed.

      Her skirt had slid around her body, and the zipper was on the side. It took her a moment to find it, and her hands were awkward, fumbling as she unfastened the hook and pulled down the zipper. He made no move to help her, to hurry her along. He just watched her, out of those hooded eyes.

      She dropped the skirt and stepped out of it, thankful she didn’t trip over it. The panties were nothing more than a scrap of teal silk, and she’d felt sensual and deliciously naughty when she’d bought them, certain no one would ever see them. When she finally chose who she was going to marry she’d be wrapped safely in white cotton.

      Luc didn’t touch her. He didn’t need to. He lifted his heavy eyelids, and his eyes were almost black with heat, scorching her flesh. “Get on the bed,” he said again, softly.

      She backed up against the bed, moving slowly, feeling strange, almost dreamlike. She sat on the mattress, then slid back, lying across the rumpled bed, her hands by her side, waiting for him.

      The room was bathed in a strange blue light, the glow of dawn reflecting off the heavy snow. It seemed like a magic place, and she closed her eyes, pretending it was all a dream, a fantasy she could live out, one that wouldn’t hurt her, wouldn’t crush her. And then she felt his hands on her ankles, and her eyes shot open.

      They slid up her calves, strong, caressing, soothing and arousing, and when he reached her knees his mouth followed, kissing her, tasting her skin. His long hair hung around his face, brushing against her legs, and as he leaned over her in the blue shadows he seemed like some strange, erotic creature, larger than life.

      He’d stripped off his jeans, she knew it, even though she didn’t want to look, afraid her panic would grow once more. She simply lay back and felt his hands and his mouth moving up her body, his long fingers sliding beneath the strips of lace that comprised her underwear, sliding the panties off, down her legs. All the while he murmured soft, encouraging words in a mishmash of languages that was part French and part words she’d never heard before. She didn’t care—all that mattered was the sound of his voice and the feel of his hands.

      She felt him move up beside her, his skin hot and smooth as he lay alongside of her, but she kept her eyes shut, afraid to look at him. He was no longer touching her with his hands, only with the insistent length of his body, and she wondered what he was doing. She opened her eyes a crack, to see him staring down at her, a sleepy, sensual expression on his face.

      “That’s better,” he murmured. “You’re not supposed to be pretending I’m anyone else. I’m your fantasy man, remember?”

      “Fantasy men know where their place is,” she said in a muffled voice.

      “I know where my place is.” He slid his hand between her legs, startling a little cry out of her. “It’s here.” He touched her, sliding his long fingers against her, inside her. “And you know it You’re damp for me.”

      She wanted to deny it. She wanted to hide her face, pretend she was somewhere else, and he laughed, a low, deep sound that was unexpectedly arousing.

      “Poor, shy infant,” he whispered. “You can hide your head while I take care of things. You need to get over your shyness.”

      She needed to get over a lot of things, she thought miserably, when he put his hand behind her head and pressed her face against his shoulder, hiding the room, hiding everything from her, so that she was in darkness, safe, protected, and he slowly touched her, his hands clever, stroking, pushing, and she was clutching his arm tighter and tighter, moaning softly as she felt the waves of response begin to build.

      She wanted to weep and scream. Somehow the frustration with Luc would be the worst of all—she was cold and useless and nothing would make the difference, not even being desperately, stupidly, blindly in love with a dangerous stranger. She wanted to run away, any-where, away from him, away from her stubborn, unresponsive body that would bring her so far and no farther.

      She didn’t know why she was so wet, and she didn’t care. He was holding her too tightly for her to pull away, her face was pressed close against his shoulder, and she could feel the thunder of his heart, could feel the tension thrumming through his muscles, and she wanted to lick his skin, she wanted his mouth, she wanted everything, she no longer cared what he wanted to do with her. Nothing mattered but the wet, delicious waves of sensation he was coaxing from her, an almost lazy cycle of response that began to build, sharply, until without warning it exploded, and she screamed against his chest and her body arched off the bed in a spasm of hot, prickling response.

      It went on forever, and she was barely aware that he was prolonging it, touching her, pushing her beyond and over until she could do nothing but shake in his arms, her body suffused with the power of her climax.

      It didn’t matter when he put both hands around her—she still was racked with the remnants of her powerful orgasm. She could feel dampness on his chest, and she didn’t know if it was his blood or her tears. She was past the point of caring. Her heart was thundering, she could barely breathe, and if she died right then and there it would have all been worthwhile.

      She told him so. He laughed, and kissed her, and she climaxed again, a tiny clenching of response. “We’ve only just started, Emma,” he whispered. “You’re just lucky I decided you were too shy for me to use my mouth. We’ll have to get you used to these things.”

      She turned to look at him. In the blue light she could see the rough growth of his beard, the dreamy, sexual light in his eyes. Her face was wet with tears—he’d made her cry after all. “I adapt quite easily,” she said, rising up on her knees. He reached up to cup her breasts, and the feel of his hands on her tender flesh made her quiver, but she had something else in mind. “And I’m braver than you think.” And before she could change her mind or chicken out she put her mouth on him.

      His surprised groan was almost as gratifying as the unexpected taste of him. He was smooth and hard and silky in her mouth. She had no idea what to do now, but he cupped her head and showed her, letting her take as much as she wanted and no more, and he trembled beneath her, his entire body rigid with controlled desire. To her half-dazed astonishment she felt her own rich needs begin to spiral once more, and she began to shake, uncertain what to do, what she wanted, only knowing that she needed more.

      She cried out in protest when he pulled away from her, barely aware of the dark, shuttered expression on his face as he tucked her beneath him, spreading her legs and settling between them. “I’m only human, Emma,” he whispered. “And I want you this way.”

      She could feel him against her, hard and sleek, and he slid deep inside her, filling her until she cried out at the unexpectedness of it.

      He froze, every muscle, every nerve in his body tight with the effort.

      “Did I hurt you?” he whispered against her skin.

      She shook her head, almost past speaking. “I just...wasn’t expecting...” She couldn’t think, couldn’t talk, couldn’t do anything but tighten around him, lost in the splendor of his fierce, impaling body.

      “Open your eyes, Emma,” he whispered in a harsh voice, and there was no ignoring him.

      Her eyelids fluttered open, and she stared up at him in dazed confusion. He cupped her buttocks, pulling her up closer against him, but she simply wrapped her legs around him, tight, drawing him in deeper still.

      His faint smile was answer enough. “You like it?”

      “I like it,” she whispered.

      “You want more?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He was perfect. A part of her knew she should be distressed that he was so very good at this, so obviously experienced, but she was more interested in the myriad of sensations he was coaxing from her body. He knew when to go fast, he knew when to go slow. He knew how to vary the depths of his thrusts, he knew how to coax her to come along with him down the dark, wicked path of desire. He knew how to touch her at just the right moment when he surged into her, he knew how to hold deep inside her as she shattered around him.

      And he knew how to take everything from her, every scrap of response, every defense, every lingering emotion and devour it, and when he came, he returned it to her, tenfold, filling her body with everything he had stolen and more besides. Giving her himself.

      When his breathing finally slowed and she thought he might be sleeping, she tried to pull away, but his arms tightened around her, keeping her plastered against him, and there was no escape. She had no choice but to stay nestled against the warm, comforting length of him.

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he murmured sleepily.

      She sighed. “I don’t want to go anywhere.”

      “Good.” One hand cupped her breast in a casually possessive gesture that had the disturbing side effect of arousing her when she would have thought she was well past the possibility of arousal.

      He must have known what he was doing to her. His mouth had curved in a wicked smile, and his long, elegant fingers were casually kneading her sensitive flesh. “I’m not finished with you yet I haven’t even tasted these yet.” Her nipples were hard against his hand, the stimulation reaching down between her legs.

      “When will you be finished with me?” It was one of those questions you weren’t supposed to ask. But rules didn’t mean much given the past twelve hours.

      “Never.”

      For a moment she didn’t even realize what he’d said. “Never?” she echoed.

      “Never. You might as well accept it, Emma We belong together. Your body knows it, and your heart knows it Your brain might be getting in the way, though you haven’t been paying much attention to it so far.”

      There was a vague insult couched in what came close to a declaration of commitment, but it was only what she deserved. She should have listened to Mamie’s warnings, not to Mr. Habib’s encouragement But then, if she had, she’d be getting ready to marry James or Philip, getting ready to spend the rest of her life with an empty soul.

      “Never,” she echoed in a pleased voice, wondering whether she had the energy to climb on top of him and take him again. She was too exhausted to move, no matter how effective he was at arousing her. He’d promised they would have a lifetime together, and illogical as it was, she believed him. She could afford to wait till she had a little time to recuperate.

      But she could feel her face curve in an idiotic grin even as she fell asleep.
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      When she awoke, hours later, the light in the room was odder still, the peachy pink shades of sunset reflected off the snow. She sat up in the bed, pulling the sheet around her. Luc lay sprawled beside her, sound asleep, his long hair tousled around him. She yawned lazily, watching him at her leisure. He was very strong, deceptively so. He was lean but well-muscled, lying on his stomach. She wanted to sit there forever, watching him, she wanted to lean forward and stroke his sleek flesh, but she didn’t want to risk waking him. She’d had an eight-hour, drug-induced nap while he’d been driving. He needed sleep.

      And she needed to look at him. To count the scars on his body, the two that were obviously bullet holes, one in his shoulder, the other in his side. There were knife scars as well, and other signs of a hard life. It made his current state of relaxation even more appealing, and she wanted nothing more than to curl up next to him, breathing in the scent of his skin.

      Well, almost nothing more. Right then a shower seemed even more inspiring, and she slipped out of bed quietly, careful not to wake him.

      She wasn’t used to walking around naked, even in the privacy of her apartment, and she was half tempted to grab the sheet and drape it around her. But it was tangled around Luc’s sleeping body, and she wasn’t going to waken him. And for the first time in her life she wasn’t feeling particularly modest, or shy. She was feeling absolutely glorious.

      She’d feel even more glorious when she was wet and clean and ready to come back to bed with him. She had every intention of using his toothbrush—there was no limit to the intimacy they were sharing.

      She took her time, letting the water sluice over her body, enjoying the tactile sensation surrounding her, reveling in it She heard a noise from the room beyond, and she was half hoping he’d join her in the shower, but the door remained closed.

      She was suddenly in a hurry to finish, to get back to him, to continue exploring the brave new world he’d begun to show her. She dried herself hurriedly, wrapping herself in one of the huge white towels and opening the narrow bathroom door as silently as she could, in case he was still asleep.

      He’d changed positions since she’d gotten up, and now he was swathed in the sheet. She could see his long dark hair, the shape of his body beneath the sheet, but little else in the dark room.

      She heard the noise, the muffled thump, thump of something as the figure on the bed jerked and then lay ominously still. She was paralyzed, backing away with sudden horror as her brain began to process what she’d just seen. “Luc...” she whispered brokenly.

      A tall man appeared out of the shadows, still holding the gun with the silencer. The gun that had fired into Luc’s sleeping body. He looked familiar yet strange, and she didn’t move, staring at him in numb honor.

      “I’m afraid Luc won’t be answering you, Miss O’Bannion,” the man said smoothly, just the trace of a middle Eastern accent enriching his voice. “I’ve finally had my revenge.”

      “Mr. Hamib?” She couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe that the man she’d just spent hours loving was suddenly, instantly dead.

      “That’s not my real name, of course, but there’s no reason for me to introduce myself. We won’t be spending time together.”

      The towel was huge, more like a blanket, but her hands were too numb to do more than clutch it to her. “Are you going to kill me?” she asked in a choked voice. Not certain that she cared.

      “Of course. I am as well trained as Luc was, though trained by a different side, of course. And I have my weaknesses, one of which was my dear wife, Nicole. If it hadn’t been for Luc, Nicole would be alive today. I told myself I would hunt him down and make him pay for it if it took me the rest of my life. It’s only been five years, and it was well worth it.”

      “He killed your wife?” she asked weakly.

      “He married my wife. Unfortunately Nicole underestimated him and overestimated his infatuation for her. Once he discovered she was a double agent he turned on her. He put her in the hands of people who had no mercy.”

      “And what about your people? Do you have any mercy?” she whispered.

      Mr. Hamib shrugged. He was ten years younger than he’d appeared, somewhere in his mid-fifties, and his kindly demeanor was still eerily in place. “Mercy is weakness, and l am not a weak man. As a matter of fact, it was my people who killed her, for failing in her job.”

      “Then why kill Luc?” she said, in a choked voice.

      “Because he had her. She’d grown quite fond of him, I think. As you have. He must have been very good indeed, but then, I shouldn’t be surprised. The French are reputed to be powerful lovers. You should be grateful to me.”

      “Grateful?”

      “If I hadn’t steered you in his direction you might not have had a chance to enjoy a lover of his repute. Of course, you’re going to die, but I’d decided that the moment I killed the real Mr. Hamib and took over his job and apartment. You were the obvious key to Luc Dubois, though I wasn’t sure at first how I’d use you. I’d thought to frame him for your murder, but then I realized you had that schoolgirl infatuation for the man. It was simple enough to encourage you.”

      “And I’m supposed to thank you?” Her tone was cold, numb.

      “Look at it this way, Miss O’Bannion. You got to enjoy what would probably be the supreme sexual experience of your life, and then die before anyone could taint it There’s something to be said about dying at a high point.”

      “I’d rather not,” she said. There was no blood beneath the bullet holes that marred the sheet. She didn’t know whether she was insane to hold out any hope, but her instincts had gone into overdrive. Luc wasn’t lying there, she was certain of it.

      “Ah, my dear, you have no choice. Move away from the window, please.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I plan to spend the night here before setting the place on fire and heading back to the city, and I don’t want there to be any bullet holes in the windows to let in the cold.”

      He managed to distract her from her surreptitious perusal of Luc’s supposed corpse. “You’re going to kill me and then spend the night with our bodies?” she demanded, aghast.

      Mr. Hamib shrugged. “I’m not squeamish. It’s a long trip back to the city, and I don’t drive well in the dark. You know how it is with aging eyes.”

      “Not particularly,” she said. “And apparently I’m not going to have a chance to find out.” Was that a shadow in the corner, some tall, dark shape that she hadn’t seen before? Or was she grasping for hope where there was none?

      “I’m afraid not,” he said sadly. “Move away from the window.”

      The moment she moved he would shoot her, she knew it. She needed to figure out a way to distract him, long enough for Luc to get to him. If that shadow was only her imagination she had nothing to lose.

      “Er...do you mind if I put on some clothes before you kill me?” she asked politely. “I won’t be able to hold this towel around me once I’m dead, and I’d rather not lie here naked.”

      “Trust me, dear lady, I won’t be interested,” Mr. Hamib said gravely.

      “Please?” she asked prettily. Not that she had anything handy to put on—her clothes were scattered all around the room.

      “No. Away from the windows, now. You can make this difficult or you can make it easy. You can die instantly, like your friend in the bed there, or you can die in great pain. Don’t annoy me.”

      She didn’t move, frozen. “I can’t,” she said in a raw voice.

      “Very well.” He lifted the gun, and she saw the barrel pointing at her, dark and shiny, and she knew the bullet was coming, and she would die.

      “Hamib!” Luc emerged from the shadows, and Mr. Hamib turned instantly, the gun directed at Luc’s belly.

      Emma didn’t hesitate. She flung herself at him, knocking him flat as the gun exploded harmlessly in the air. A second later she found herself plucked off the struggling Hamib and tossed against a wall. The breath was knocked from her, and she collapsed, struggling for air, watching as everything moved in slow motion. Luc pulled Hamib up by his shirt, looming over him like a dark avenger, clad only in his black jeans, and he slapped the man’s face, hard.

      “That’s for sending your wife out to whore for you, and then sending her to her death,” he said. He slapped him again, and Hamib’s head whipped back. “And that’s for trying to kill me.” He slapped him again. “That’s for your organization.” He hauled him upright. “And this is for Emma.” And he drove his fist into Hamib’s stomach so hard the man crumpled in a heap on the floor.

      Emma’s breath came back in a deep, gulping rush, and the first thing she did was grab the discarded towel and wrap it around her while Luc was calmly tying Mr. Hamib’s hands behind his back. She watched in fascination as he worked with quiet efficiency, leaving his would-be murderer trussed up like a chicken.

      “Who’s in the bed?” Emma asked weakly.

      He lifted his head to look at her. “A dummy. One of the many useful toys the Committee let me take away with me. It’s the first time it saved my life.”

      She staggered to her feet. “He could have killed you,” she said.

      “Yes, he could have, if I hadn’t been fast enough. But I’m very fast. Why did you jump on him?”

      “I was afraid he would hurt you.”

      Luc smiled, a slow, tender smile, and he crossed the room to her. The huge towel hung around her like a blanket, but the knot left something to be desired, and he unfastened it with his long, deft fingers, then reknotted it efficiently. “I’ll take you back to the city,” he said. “There are clothes under the bed. You’ll swim in them, but at least they’re warm and dry.”

      “What happens to Mr. Hamib?”

      “I have a friend who will see to him. I expect Maurey isn’t very far away, even as we speak We’ll leave it up to him.”

      “Will he kill him?”

      Luc shrugged. “I don’t know. Do you care?”

      She looked at the outline in the bed, with the two bullet holes marring the white sheet, and she shuddered. “I don’t think so.”

      He laughed. “You may have the makings of a Frenchwoman after all.” And she wasn’t sure whether that was supposed to be a compliment or not.

      She dressed quickly in his clothes. All black, of course. His black jeans were way too long and, unfortunately, not particularly loose, but the T-shirt and sweater were blessedly warm. By the time she emerged from the bathroom, Mr. Hamib was lying on the bed, glaring, furious, struggling against the knotted silk ties. Luc came in from outside, dressed in boots and his leather jacket. He needed a shave, he needed a haircut. He needed a woman to love him. He needed her.

      “Maurey will be here in a few minutes,” he murmured. “In the meantime I’ll carry you out to the truck.”

      “I can walk,” she said, suddenly shy.

      “The snow is still almost a foot deep and you have no shoes on. I’ll carry you.”

      He came toward her and she backed away, instinctively. He halted, looking at her quizzically. “What’s wrong now?” His voice was very calm.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Where do you want to go?”

      Anywhere, she thought. With you. As long as you ask me. But she said nothing.

      His expression grew cooler. “Ah, I think I can guess what’s wrong. You’ve had your night of passion with the spy, and now you’re ready to marry someone sane and sensible, is that it? You’ve had your fling and now you’ve come to your senses.”

      “No.”

      “Because if... No?”

      “No,” she said. “Is anyone else going to come after you?”

      He shrugged, uncertain of her. Score one for her, she thought. “They might. Hamib had something particular driving him—most people treat it as a business. They don’t hold grudges, they don’t come after people who retire. I had warnings that someone was planning something. Unfortunately I thought it was you.”

      “You were right. I was being manipulated by your old enemy—it was no wonder you distrusted me.”

      “No wonder,” he said, his gray eyes sliding down over her body. “You still haven’t answered my question. Where do you want me to take you?”

      “To New York,” she said. “To your apartment. To bed.”

      A slow smile formed at the corner of his impossibly sexy mouth. “You haven’t changed your mind?”

      “What if I had?”

      “I’d have to change it back for you,” he said, utterly self-assured. “If I were a good man I would send you away, back to one of your safe, boring men, and maybe you could teach him to make love to you properly. But I’m a bad man, a selfish man, and I need you. More than you need me, I expect but you do need me as well. Don’t you?”

      “What do I need you for?”

      His smile broadened into something deliciously sexy. “You need me to make love to you, day after day until we’re both too tired to move, and then we’ll sleep and wake up and do it again. You need me to keep you from doing silly things like sending love notes and poisoned chocolates to dangerous men.”

      “The chocolates weren’t poisoned!” she protested.

      “Where did you get them?”

      “From Mr. Hamib...oh,” she said.

      He shrugged. “You need me to look out for you, keep you safe. You need me...”

      “I need you,” she finished for him. “I need you to love me. Can you do that?”

      Her breath caught as she waited for an answer. It would make the difference between emptiness and a future, between love and despair. She had asked him, all he could do was answer.

      He cupped her face with his hands, tilting it up to look at him. “I need to marry you and give you babies and love you,” he whispered. “I barely know you, and I need to know you for the rest of my life.”

      Her smile came slowly, spreading across her face like a sunrise, and she was about to tell him she loved him when she was distracted by noise from the bed.

      “God, you make me want to puke!” Hamib shouted, finally having had enough. “Get out of here, or shoot me, I don’t care what at this point.”

      “Shut up, old man,” Luc said ruthlessly, sparing him a glance. “Can’t you see I’m proposing to my lady?”

      Hamib’s response was suitably obscene. Luc ignored him, concentrating instead on Emma. “Yes,” she said simply.

      “Yes?”

      “Yes,” she said again. “I’m crazy and I don’t care. I need to be with you. I’m in love with you.”

      “Oh, God,” Hamib groaned. “Take pity on me. Leave me in peace.”

      Luc kissed her eyelids, one at a time, a slow, lingering, incredibly erotic gesture that blotted out the sound of Hamib’s curses. And then he smiled, looking down at her with a tenderness that caused her heart to ache in response, as his thumbs stroked her cheeks. “Lots of babies,” he murmured. “If you want.”

      “I want,” she said. And she kissed his mouth, suddenly very certain.

      He scooped her up in his arms, heading out into the snowy night. In the distance they could hear Hamib shouting after them, but Luc kicked the door shut behind them and all was silent.

      He carried her to a battered pickup truck with New York plates. It was black, of course, so it had to be his. He put her on the seat with great tenderness, fastening the seat belt around her and then moving back to the driver’s seat She could just barely see the tire tracks from when they arrived, and there was no sign of Hamib’s vehicle.

      It didn’t matter. The truck was small, and she could move next to him, even restrained by the seat belt He put his arm around her and she nestled against his chest as he drove off into the snow. The clock on the dashboard said 11:56, and she realized the day was almost over, a new day ready to begin.

      Then she remembered what day it had been.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day,” she murmured against the side of his neck.

      His laugh was soft and faintly cynical. “I don’t usually celebrate Valentine’s Day.”

      “You will, darling. From now on, you will.”
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