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    Chapter One


    “Give a girl the right shoes, and she can conquer the world.”


    —Marilyn Monroe


    Harbor City, New York


    Sylvie Bissette squeezed her arms tight around her middle in a vain attempt to halt the inevitable. She was going to puke all over her sister’s wedding dress right here in the bride’s dressing room at St. Basil’s. Anya would never forgive her, especially since she was swathed in the ivory gown their fathers had designed.


    Too bad it was too late.


    Clamping her hand over her mouth, Sylvie twisted away from her baby sister and clenched her jaw tight enough to crack a tooth. She sucked in a deep breath through her teeth until her lungs were the size of the Goodyear blimp, then exhaled slow and controlled. What little stomach lining remained after she’d guzzled whisky like water last night burned and twisted.


    God, if you’re listening, let me get through this and I swear I’ll stick to my regular glass of white wine. Two max. Okay, three, but no more, I promise.


    Her red eyes itched. She hadn’t passed out with her contacts in and her shoes on since college. All that had changed a mere twelve hours ago at the rehearsal dinner when she’d gotten lost on her way to the bathroom and found her boyfriend of two years going down on a waiter.


    The images still played in her head like a movie she couldn’t turn off. Daniel begging her to listen. The other man zipping his black pants closed. Daniel blathering, “…other brokers wouldn’t understand…up for a big promotion…never meant to hurt you…” Weaving through the throngs of rehearsal guests. Swiping the biggest bottle of Glenlivet XXV single malt on the bar and hollering over her shoulder to charge it to her room. The first swig burning its way down her throat. The thirtieth swig barely causing a flinch. Hoisting the bottle high and toasting the scorched carcass of her love life and wondering how a woman raised by two fathers had missed the fact that her long-term boyfriend was gay.


    No shit, Sherlock.


    Blinking away the images as another wave of nausea slammed into her, Sylvie locked her gaze on her sister.


    “What is going on with you today?” Annoyance sharpened Anya’s voice as she fluffed her spectacular boobs until they nearly spilled out of the strapless wedding gown. Anya and their fathers, Anton Bissette and Henry Collins, turned their gazes toward her. Anya held up a hand and addressed Henry’s frowning disapproval. “I know, I know. I’m not supposed to say anything about her being weird for some mysterious reason, but come on. She has got to pull it together. It’s my big day.”


    Sylvie fought down another attack of bile. Squeezing her eyes shut, she promised to give away her Hermes Kelly Bag if the minister could just hurry up and get here already so they could start the damn wedding.


    “First you locked Daniel out of your hotel room last night,” Anya persisted. “You totally clammed up when anyone asked why. And now you look positively green.” Her eyes widened. “You’re not gonna… Oh my God! Get away from me!” With the kind of ninja acrobatics known only to bridezillas and squirmy three-year-olds, Anya flew out of the way just in time.


    The indoor Meyer lemon tree wasn’t so lucky.


    “Well, no one will be making lemonade for a while.” Henry picked up the three-foot-tall tree in its urn with the same ease he hauled around bolts of fabric and hefted it out to the hall.


    “Are you okay, sweetums?” Anton rubbed the small of Sylvie’s back in solid little circles, returning her to the days when eating too many licorice drops caused all her stomach aches.


    What she wouldn’t give for that to be the source of her pain at age thirty-two. Looking into her father’s sweet brown eyes, all scrunched up with concern, she almost told him everything. Then an ivory cloud floated down beside her.


    “I’m sorry,” Anya said. “I’m acting like a total bitch. How can I help?” She pressed a soft, cool cloth to Sylvie’s clammy forehead.


    The truth was, none of them could help and she sure as hell wouldn’t be the one to ruin her sister’s wedding day by announcing that Daniel preferred buff waiters to his own busty girlfriend. She managed a shaky smile. “How about a glass of water? I’ll touch up my makeup, pop a mint, and be ready to strut my short self down the aisle.”


    Henry, Anton, and Anya all looked skeptical, but acceded without an argument. After twenty years as a family, they knew each other too well by now to waste time beating their heads against a wall. Anya would always be the life of the party and the eternal optimist. Her fathers would forever worry about their little girls and try to fix their problems like they would a torn seam. And as for her, well, she’d ever be Sylvie the Bulldog—and she had the hand-painted coffee mug to prove it.


    Anton smoothed her bright yellow chiffon bridesmaid’s dress, his long fingers warming the material. “Honey, if this is about that weirdo who keeps e-mailing, you really should know that Henry and I—”


    “Are worried, I know.” She took several cleansing breaths. She’d been practicing yoga breathing a lot the last few months, what with all of Daniel’s late nights at the office. “But the guy is just some Internet troll who gets his kicks from frightening people. Even the cops agreed. They said to be cautious, but that most of the time these creeps needed the anonymity of the Internet and never take action offline.”


    “But he sounds so unhinged.” Her father twisted the filmy chiffon of her dress in his hands.


    After worshiping at the altar of Dior for decades, Anton would never torment fabric unless he was practically beside himself with worry.


    She grasped his nervous fingers and squeezed. “Don’t get caught up in this nut job’s whole ‘shut down your blog or face the consequences’ shtick. He’s probably some guy living in his mom’s basement, eating cereal in his stained underwear.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    Her stomach gurgled. “No one knows who the High-Heeled Wonder is. I’ve used countermeasures to hide my identity and protect myself—and you and Henry—from any backlash from people unhappy with the site. We’re all completely safe.”


    “But we still worry.”


    “I know, and you wouldn’t be you if you weren’t in a tizzy about something, but I changed the locks, got some mace, and promise never to walk down dark alleys alone.” She wrapped her arms around Anton’s narrow shoulders and pulled him close. “The troll will get bored eventually and leave me alone.”


    “Still, I think we should talk—”


    A sharp rap on the door cut off Anton. “The minister is here,” a muffled voice came through the thick oak. “We can get started whenever you’re ready.”


    “Thank God,” Anya huffed. “I’m so nervous, I was ready to start downing champagne.”


    Fifteen minutes later, Sylvie stood at the front of St. Basil’s and watched her little sister prepare to glide down the aisle to her groom. Henry linked his arm through one of Anya’s and Anton did the same on the other side. Anya’s olive skin glowed. Her blond hair had been swept into a complicated knot, highlighting the tiny emerald pins woven into her golden tresses. Her fashionable fathers were decked out to perfection, right down to the perma-grin on each of their faces. The three of them were the picture of happiness.


    Sylvie hoped with all her heart that Anya’s fairy tale would turn out a whole lot better than hers had been. And if it didn’t, she’d be the first in line to crack her soon-to-be brother-in-law upside the head.


    


    From his post by the French doors leading to the Grand Hibiscus Hotel’s rooftop garden, Tony Falcon kept an eye on the silent battle being fought on the dance floor. The pocket-sized sun-streaked brunette in a canary-yellow dress stood at least a foot shorter than the blond guy she was dancing with, but if this was Fight Club, he’d put his money on the firebrand.


    “You watchin’ this, T?” Cam Hardy’s voice crackled through Tony’s earpiece. “So I guess what everyone is saying about the boyfriend is true.”


    “Yep.” Tony spotted his second-in-command across the room at his post on the edge of the dance floor. Cam was wearing a tux, just like Tony, so they could better blend in with the fashionistas and their hedge-fund husbands. It wouldn’t do for security to stand out. By blending in, Tony and his team could gather intel about Sylvie Bissette’s stalker…and track down his partner’s killer. One case he had been hired for; the other he was honor-bound to solve. That his new clients were the most viable suspects in his partner’s murder just added another layer to the mystery.


    “Man, if she’s looking for a night of nasty rebound sex, I sure would be willing to sacrifice myself.”


    As would anyone who wasn’t blind or dead. “Can it, Cam.”


    “Just sayin’.”


    “Maybe instead of saying it, you should be keeping a watch out for threats.”


    “Roger that.”


    Anton Bissette and Henry Collins, known in the fashion world as BC Designs, hired Maltese Security two weeks ago to look into some Internet crank threatening their adopted daughter, Sylvie. Or, to be more precise, threatening to harm the High-Heeled Wonder. Who, according to her fathers, were one and the same.


    So he’d spent the past fourteen days learning everything he could about Sylvie, the five-foot-three-inch lemon drop who’d just fumbled a dance step, her stiletto grinding into her partner’s toes. After reading her High-Heeled Wonder fashion blog on a daily basis since taking the case, intercepting her e-mail, and acting as her secret protector, Tony knew three important things about Sylvie. One, she had a biting sense of humor. Two, she wasn’t afraid to use a bazooka on the fashion industry’s sacred cows. Three, there was no way her misstep on the dance floor was any kind of accident. Nope, the sexy dynamo wrapped in a filmy yellow dress that hugged every one of her luscious curves wasn’t the kind to back down from trouble. An admirable trait, but one that made his job of keeping her safe while sticking to the shadows that much harder.


    Complicating things even further, he couldn’t let anyone beyond his team know he was working the case—especially not the spitfire at the eye of the shit storm. Anton and Henry had been explicit on that point. It seemed their eldest daughter was dead set against a formal investigation. She figured the shithead behind the e-mails was all bark and no bite. The cops her fathers had insisted she talk to had agreed with her assessment. Rather than beat their heads against a wall, her fathers had turned to him behind her back.


    The sneaking around was something he hated, but he couldn’t turn down the opportunity to find out more about BC Design’s inner workings and locate the drug source who’d put a hit out on the partner who’d practically been his brother. Tony would lie to the Pope himself to avenge Keith’s death.


    Tony scanned the crowd for signs of trouble, but the only danger he saw was the distinct possibility of Sylvie clocking her dance partner. Hell, he’d met rabid pit bulls with more love in their eyes than she had at that moment.


    No one around the couple even pretended to watch the bride or the other bridal party members during the first dance. Gossip about Sylvie catching her boyfriend on his knees had run like wildfire through the who’s who of fashion royalty at the wedding. Clacking fingers texting on cell phones had nearly drowned out the minister when he’d said, “I now pronounce you man and wife.”


    The violin’s last strains faded away and the wedding party strolled off the fishbowl of a dance floor. Everyone except Sylvie. She strutted off, her saint-tempting hips swaying. Right toward Tony.


    Fuck. His shoulder muscles tightened and something that felt too much like anticipation tugged his spine straighter.


    But without even a glance his way, she brushed past him and hightailed it out the French doors and into the garden. Daniel, the ill-fated boyfriend, followed, fury burning in his beady eyes.


    Time to nip this in the bud before the gossips really got an eyeful and his clients’ daughter ended up in the tabloids for starting a brawl at the fashion world’s wedding of the year. Or worse, before whoever was behind the escalating threats decided the ensuing commotion of a full-on screaming match would be the perfect opportunity to strike.


    Tony stepped forward to block Daniel’s path. “I don’t think so.”


    A film of sweat coated the peach fuzz on Daniel’s upper lip. “That’s my girlfriend.”


    “She doesn’t look like she wants to talk to you right now.” Tony crossed his arms and dusted off his most intimidating don’t-fuck-with-me cop face, one of the few things he had taken with him when he left the force.


    “But—”


    “Look, I’m not moving, and if you try to get past me, you’ll end up on your ass. Give the lady some space.”


    Anger, dark and intense, flashed across Daniel’s face. Then he smoothed it away with a deep exhale. His gaze zoomed in on the earbud in Tony’s ear. “Fine. I have to go anyway, to let Anton and Henry know the hired help is getting mouthy.”


    “Yeah, I’m sure they can’t wait to talk to you,” he shot back at the man’s fast retreating form.


    Giving his second-in-command a quick nod, Tony stepped outside into the late-spring evening.


    Sylvie stood alone by the ledge with her back to him. Wisps of honey-brown hair had escaped her clips, the strands cascading across her dark olive skin in waves. Her stick-straight spine and pointed chin, daring the world to take its best shot, were gone. Daniel and the gossiping glitterati had sucked the fight right out of her. He hated them for that.


    He should let her be, so she could put herself back to rights. Hadn’t he invaded her privacy enough already? But he just couldn’t do the right thing. Now, wasn’t that the story of his life?


    He strode over to her, pocketing the earpiece connecting him with Cam and the rest of the team. That idiot Daniel had spotted it and he couldn’t take the chance Sylvie would, too.


    Clearing his throat, he stopped an arm’s length away so he wouldn’t spook her. “Are you going to jump or are you thinking of tossing someone over?”


    “Definitely the latter.” She sighed and turned toward him. “I suppose it was too much to hope the world wouldn’t find out about Daniel right away.”


    “Probably.”


    The tension softened from her face and she tossed back her head, letting loose with a booming laugh. “Groom’s side?”


    Tony gulped and looked behind him, searching for a way to answer without lying.


    “We haven’t met so I know you’re not the bride’s side. Sorry to throw you.” Smiling, she stuck out her hand. “Sylvie Bissette.”


    His hand enveloped hers and he couldn’t take his eyes off her sweet, pink lips. They’d been maddening to watch through binoculars. Up close they offered as many temptations as there were sexual positions. Fighting through the mind-meld that her touch had caused, he let go and shoved his tingling hand into his pocket. “Tony Falcon. Are you doing okay?”


    She stared down at her hand dangling in the air between them, a flush climbing her cleavage that rose and fell in a fast rhythm. Before he had a chance to utter another word, she transformed, straightening her spine and plastering on a bland, society-approved smile.


    “Thank you for asking. I’m just perfectly peachy. Sure, I just found out I’ve been an unknowing beard for the past two years so my boyfriend could advance at his Wall Street firm. Wall Street types can’t be gay it seems. Who knew?” Her above-it-all façade crumbled. “How could I have missed that? I grew up with two fathers. I know more gay guys than straight. How in the world did I overlook the fact that my boyfriend doesn’t play for my team? God, who else in the world is lying their ass off?”


    The earpiece burned a hole in Tony’s pocket and guilt about his own part in this farce squeezed a kidney. “Some people are good at hiding things.”


    She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Isn’t that the truth.”


    The setting sun outlined her curves, putting a soft glow in her tawny hair, but that wasn’t what got to him. It was the unshed tears watering her green eyes that socked him in the gut.


    She swiped the back of her hand across her cheek and looked up at him through her thick lashes. “Sorry. Here I am rambling like an idiot. I promise I’m not a total whacko who spills her guts to every hot guy she meets.” Her eyes widened and her cheeks turned pink, too. “Okay, obviously I’ve lost my internal censor. Ignore that last bit.”


    He grinned. “Are you kidding? My ego is going to feed off of that for years. I wouldn’t forget it even if you paid me a million dollars.”


    “That’s not much of a starting point for negotiation.” The sparkle returned to her jewel-colored eyes.


    “If I remember my Negotiations 101 correctly, you’re supposed to make a counteroffer.”


    Her glossy lips parted and her breath hitched.


    Damn, that was exactly the offer he’d spent every day for two weeks fantasizing about, despite his best attempts to think of her only as a client. His primary job at the wedding was to protect her, keep her safe, but seeing the awareness flood her expression, all thoughts of his mission fled. He almost fell into those tempting green eyes of hers and swam in their depths. In a heartbeat his lips could be on hers. Her delicious mouth would be sweet at first, followed by a burst of tart excitement. He lowered his head. Hers tilted up. Inches turned into millimeters as his pulse pounded in his ears and places lower. So wrong and so fucking right.


    The click of the French door opening took a few seconds to filter through the lust fogging his brain and running roughshod over his body.


    “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” The woman’s snide, slightly British tone was as effective as a cold shower, and they jumped apart.


    Standing with one hip cocked, the woman tossed her stark-white hair over a shoulder blade so sharp it could be used to cut steak. “Daniel’s been looking for you, Sylvie. I’ll be sure to let him know you’re out here.” She strutted back inside, leaving an awkward silence in her wake.


    “I have to go.” Sylvie ran to the door, looking back only once, then disappeared into the crowded ballroom.


    Tony turned to gaze out over Harbor City’s skyline, ablaze in the setting sun. Traffic blared forty stories below on streets jammed with commuters heading home. In a city of eight million people, he’d never felt more alone than when Sylvie Bissette had slipped away through that door.


    Suck it up, Falcon.


    The cell phone in his pocket buzzed. As he strode toward the French door, he glanced at an e-mail forwarded by his team and almost tripped over a topiary bush. The stalker had contacted Sylvie again. This time, instead of only a few crude words, the creep had upped his game and sent a photo. Tony clenched his teeth and opened the attachment. The picture showed a wharf rat with a spiked heel driven through its abdomen. Judging by the blurring around the animal’s paws, it had been alive when the photo was taken.


    “Sick fuck.”


    
He cleared his screen. He’d worked stalker cases before, and this one made his toes itch, a sure sign it would get a shitload worse before it got any better. Whether Sylvie liked it or not, they were about to spend a whole lot of time together. He refused to let someone under his protection die—not even the daughter of the men he suspected of murder.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “I wear heels. It’s not for a fashion statement, it’s…ammunition.”


    —Nikki Haley


    Whoever thought to put florescent lights in public bathrooms should be shot on sight.


    The blinky little bulbs in the Coffee Grounds’s restroom did nothing but highlight the dark shadows under Sylvie’s eyes. Red lines obliterated the whites of her eyes like cracks in thin ice. No amount of serum could save her hair, which looked like an atomic frizz bomb had detonated on her pillow while she slept. Not that she got very much shut-eye lately. In the week since Anya’s wedding, Sylvie had slept about four hours a night. It seemed Cloroxing a person’s brain clean of an ex-boyfriend worked best at three in the morning.


    Not even the kickass pair of red-and-tan-striped Vivienne Westwood heels adding four inches to her height could boost her mood, which was as black as her skinny jeans. Her fathers had obviously caught her at a moment of weakness since she’d agreed to leave her cozy apartment and go out to Coffee Grounds looking like this. They, more than anyone, knew clothes and appearance acted as a woman’s armor, and she needed chainmail to deal with meeting some security expert her fathers wanted her to hire. In a moment of extreme self-pity, she’d shared the latest e-mailed nastygram from the High-Heeled Wonder’s biggest fan. It consisted only of a photo of a tortured rat. Disturbing, yes, but having some sicko who probably lived in Iowa hating on her Web site wasn’t going to change her life.


    She wouldn’t let it.


    There was no way she’d agree to having a bodyguard, but if a ten-minute chat in her favorite coffee shop would appease her fathers, so be it.


    A half hour max, and she’d be out the door and back in the comfort of her apartment. There was always research to do for the next day’s blog post. And chocolate to wallow in.


    The rubber band gave a satisfying snap as she secured it around her ponytail. After splashing some cool water on her face, she marched out of the restroom as ready as she could be to face the world.


    Anton and Henry cuddled on a loveseat near the window that looked into the bakery kitchen, giving them a front-row seat as the pastry chef rolled the dough for Coffee Grounds’s signature chocolate-cherry swirl cookies. No sign of a beefy bodyguard type. Yet.


    Sylvie sat down on the Burberry-plaid divan across from her fathers and snagged a plate of chocolate-cherry heaven from the coffee table between them. Her spirits rose when the first bite of tart cherry crossed her taste buds. By the third bite she was ready to sink into blissful oblivion.


    “Our friend should be here soon, but before he arrives, let’s raise our lattes in honor of Sylvie, our own High-Heeled Wonder.” Anton held his mug aloft. “For having the scoop of the decade that no one can stop talking about.”


    Henry lifted his green tea. “And for it not being about you, my darling daughter.”


    Sardonic as always, he made an excellent point. Even so, his words put a warm flush of embarrassment in her cheeks.


    “Henry!” Always the softer-edged of the two, Anton probably thought the same thing, but he never would have said it out loud.


    “Oh, she knows what I mean.” Henry shrugged his wide shoulders, nonplussed at his better half’s outburst. “With everyone talking about Pippa Worthington, they won’t be gossiping about Daniel, and our girl will finally leave the house without us having to bribe her with cookies.”


    “But I like cookies.” Sylvie swiped another from the plate, glad neither father commented on her blush.


    “I swear, you two are always like this.” Anton sipped from his mug, his gaze never leaving her face. “So, what didn’t you put in your blog about Pippa? Even if Henry won’t admit it, we’re both dying to know the whole delightfully sordid story.”


    As was everyone else, from photographers to fashion designers to behind-the-scenes powerhouses. Chantal was the must-read magazine for the fashion industry. In Chantal’s editor-in-chief Pippa Worthington’s mind that made her god—and she’d been quoted several times saying so.


    “Everything I can confirm is on the blog. Webster Holdings has issued an order: Either Pippa increases ad dollars and subscribers by twenty percent by the end of the year, or she’s out.”


    “She’s been Chantal’s editor-in-chief for twenty years. I can’t even imagine the magazine without her,” Anton said.


    “The woman is a cold-hearted, power-hungry snob who’s ruled over the fashion press and blackballed designers she hated—like us, Anton—for more than long enough. I can’t wait to see her thrown out on her ass—and I know I’m not the only one. I’ve already ordered a case of champagne in hopes it happens sooner rather than later.”


    Ever since her fathers had ignored Pippa’s advice a decade ago about changing their resort collection—they were quoted in Fashion Times Daily as saying magazine editors needed to stay out of the design room—the arrogant editor had washed Chantal’s pages clean of them. Oh, they were nice to each other in public, all air kisses and fake good intentions, but the three couldn’t stand each other.


    A tall shadow fell on the cookies. “Sorry I’m late. Traffic was snarled up on West Fifty-Seventh.”


    Sylvie’s heart stuttered against her rib cage. That warm, caramel voice. The sudden static of awareness in the air. An inexplicable heat warming her skin.


    Please God, don’t let the potential bodyguard be the man she’d ranted and raved to—and then almost kissed—at the wedding.


    She held her breath and turned to see the man the voice belonged to. Sure enough, Tony Falcon stood next to her in jeans and a smirk, both of which made her wish she’d bothered to put on lipstick and eyeliner.


    His thick, black hair, combed only by his fingers no doubt, touched the collar of his vintage motorcycle jacket. It didn’t just look old; it was old. The black leather had faded creases on the inside of the elbows and the sunburned outline of a badge that probably hadn’t been attached to the jacket for decades. Underneath he wore a gray, ribbed henley pulled taut across his muscular chest and tucked into a pair of worn jeans, soft from wear. A few days’ growth highlighted his square jaw and shadowed the chin dimple that Sylvie had first noticed in the Grand Hibiscus Hotel garden.


    Her pulse kicked up a notch or three gazillion. She didn’t know what she’d been thinking opening up to him, but standing next to him, staring at the way his tuxedo fit as though it had been made for his broad shoulders, and seeing the warmth in his brown eyes, she’d needed to feel wanted. To remember, at least for a few moments, what it was like to be the center of someone’s world. To be desired as a woman. An embarrassed flush crept up her throat, remembering that moment of emotional vulnerability. Thank God Pippa Worthington, of all people, had broken the spell before Sylvie had made an even bigger fool of herself.


    Still, when she hadn’t been on her knees with an old toothbrush and grout cleaner scrubbing away her frustrations in the bathroom this week, she’d been dreaming about Tony Falcon’s lips—especially the full lower lip that had been made to be nibbled. And in her midnight fantasies she’d done a lot more to this man than just suck on his bottom lip.


    Oh. Crap.


    For a second she wondered if having a bodyguard wouldn’t really be that bad, but quickly pushed the idea aside. She would not return to acting like that scared little girl in foster care who read two levels below her grade and raised her fists at every hint of a threat.


    “Crazy traffic today, isn’t it?” Anton looked at her with a dangerous sparkle in his eyes. “Why don’t you take a seat next to our darling—and single—Sylvie. She’s a successful fashion blogger, graduated at the top of her class at Brown, and has a brilliant sense of humor.”


    Just when she thought she’d die of embarrassment, her father took a deep breath and continued the introduction. “Sylvie, darling, this handsome man is Tony Falcon. He is a former police detective who now owns Maltese Security. Obviously, he has a sense of humor, considering that pun. He spent last summer restoring a nineteen sixty-nine Harley Davidson motorcycle—which I hereby order you never to come within an inch of—and makes the best lasagna I’ve ever had the pleasure of eating.”


    Anton beamed at them, his hands folded in his lap, as Tony sat down beside her. Henry shook his head and sipped more green tea, unfazed as usual by his partner’s actions.


    Awkward didn’t begin to cover the moment. Of course, after the past few weeks, she should be totally used to that. Still, there was nothing quite like her father trying to match her up with a guy who’d witnessed her emotional meltdown, and at whom she’d pathetically thrown herself. Thank God for Pippa Worthington. She chuckled to herself. Whoever would have thought?


    “Nice to see you again.” Tony’s voice alone curled her toes.


    Henry perked up. “You know each other?”


    Sylvie kept her gaze firmly locked on the plate of cookies as her cheeks burned. “We met at Anya’s wedding.”


    “Really.” Henry’s voice had gone so cold his tea could have frozen. “I thought we’d made it perfectly clear Sylvie wasn’t to know you were acting as her bodyguard at the wedding.”


    “She didn’t.” Tony cleared his throat. “Until about two seconds ago.”


    A thrum started behind her eyes, vibrating her brain against her skull. “What do you mean, guarding me?”


    Anton made a mewling sound. “Darling, I know you don’t think it’s a big deal but—”


    “You went behind my back and hired security, knowing full well that I don’t want or need it?” Drawing on years of fending off her father’s overprotective instincts, she fought to remain calm. She’d accepted a long time ago that her fathers would never change. She’d learned to maneuver around them. It saved her from going to jail for patricide. Orange was so not her color.


    Anton flapped his hands in the air and his lips moved, but nothing came out.


    Henry squeezed his partner’s thigh. “Yes, that’s exactly what we did.”


    “How long?”


    “Almost a month.”


    Sylvie pinched the bridge of her nose and practiced her yoga breathing. “And why let it out of the bag now?”


    “The threats are escalating. Getting nastier. Tony was at the wedding because of the last threat that mentioned Anya’s big day,” Henry said.


    And there went any calmness brought on by the yoga breathing. Sylvie turned to face the bodyguard she didn’t need. “So you hacked my e-mail. Have you been spying on me in person, too?”


    Tony nodded but kept his mouth shut. A point in his favor. Hot and smart. More’s the pity after today she’d never see him again.


    “So you went against my wishes to hire him.” She set the plate of cookies down on the coffee table with a clank. “You hacked into my e-mail and violated my privacy. All for my own good, I’m sure.” Grabbing her purse off the couch, she swallowed the lump of frustration in her throat. “Do you know what Daniel said to me while he was pounding on the hotel room door? That he knew I loved him, and he hadn’t wanted to break my heart. In his own twisted way, he had been looking out for me, too.”


    “Sylvie, I’m sorry.” Anton’s voice cracked. “We should have told you sooner.”


    “No, you should have abided by my wishes.” Sylvie stood up, her chest tight. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time, Tony. All this troll is doing is being an asshole, and unfortunately there’s no law against that.”


    He shrugged, but there was an obstinate glint in his dark brown eyes. “At least take my card.”


    The glossy black card was embossed with a falcon’s profile. The phone number and e-mail were printed in white. She made sure not to touch his fingers as she slid the card free of his grasp and pocketed it.


    “Thank you.”


    She turned to her fathers. No matter how annoyed she was, she knew it wouldn’t last. They had always been overprotective. She couldn’t expect them to change now, and, to be honest, part of her would miss it if they did. “As for you two, no more hacking or paying someone else to hack into my e-mail, or anything else. Trust me, if this guy goes off the rails, I’ll call Tony and hire him myself. Scout’s honor.”


    Anton opened his mouth, but she narrowed her eyes at him and he shut it.


    “You’re always my little stubborn bulldog, aren’t you, Sylvie?” Henry shook his head. “Accepting help doesn’t make you weak.”


    A lesson he’d taught her when she and Anya had moved into the brownstone. She’d waited for two months after the adoption papers were signed before she’d unpacked her suitcase. After years of shuffling in and out of foster homes, she’d been too scared to trust their good luck.


    “Don’t worry so much, or your blood pressure will go out of whack again.” She kissed her fathers on the cheeks and made her way out of the coffee shop, forcing herself not to take one last look at the hotness that was Tony Falcon. A girl had to have her pride, after all, and the guy had hacked her e-mail. Even so, she put a little extra umph in her strut.


    The morning sun nearly blinded her as she walked out onto Orchard Street. She squinted against the light and turned south for the short walk to her apartment. Double-checking the walk signal, she stepped off the curb, and—


    An engine gunned. A streak of silver flashed across her peripheral vision. Tires squealed. She whipped her head around to see a dark shadow behind the wheel of the speeding car.


    Just as it came straight for her.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “Over the years I have learned that what is important in a dress is the woman who is wearing it.”


    —Yves Saint Laurent


    Tony watched in horror as Sylvie froze in the middle of stepping off the curb. “No!” he wanted to shout as the clueless crowd entered the crosswalk behind her, too busy yapping on their phones to realize what was about to unfold.


    Tony had left the coffee shop, following her and her deliciously tight pants down the block, her stride sure and steady despite her sexy, mile-high shoes. She may have thought their conversation over, but he and the lady had unfinished business.


    He hadn’t even had a chance to catch up with her before being proved right.


    The constant revving of a silver Mercedes’s engine had spooked him, taking him back a year to another busy intersection—raising the hair on the back of his neck and launching him into a dead run. His right knee had screamed in protest as he sprinted, but he’d ignored the ice pick chipping away at the joint that had been rehabbed for half a year and still felt like shit most days.


    All that mattered was getting it right this time.


    Now, as her step off the curb faltered, everything crystalized in front of him.


    The bright morning sun glared off the Mercedes’s front window. The smell of burning rubber filled the air with the acrid smell of evil intentions. People screamed, hands covering their open mouths and their children’s eyes.


    He lunged for her, extending his arm every millimeter it would go until he wrapped it around Sylvie’s narrow waist. They went down in a heap, but he kept his wits about him enough to twist at the last moment so she’d land on top of him instead of against the unforgiving concrete. The street met his back, knocking the breath out of him, leaving his lungs empty and aching.


    Tires screeched as the Mercedes peeled off down the street.


    Sylvie lay sprawled across him, the back of her head on his shoulder. The sweet curve of her ass brushed a part of him that had no business waking up at the moment. Her honey-brown hair had come loose from her ponytail, a few stragglers tickling his collar bone. The smell of her lavender perfume surrounded him.


    His arm kept her tucked close, but she wouldn’t be safe for long if they stayed on the ground and the perp came back to finish the job. Shaking off the sensual impact, he rolled their bodies to a sitting position while still holding on to her…and couldn’t help relishing the feel of her weight against him.


    Though he sure as hell didn’t want to let her go, he brought them up to their feet and forced a foot of daylight between their bodies.


    As he regained his ability to breathe, she lost hers.


    Her breath came in short, shallow gasps punctuated by coughs that shook her shoulders and left her unable to do anything but fight to pull in enough air while staring out through wide green eyes.


    “You’re going to be okay.” Tony pushed a confidence he didn’t feel into his words. “Just hold your arms up above your head.”


    She complied, but her frantic gaze wouldn’t stop moving all over the ground and the cars lining the busy street. The gasping and coughing continued, making her eyes water.


    “Do you have asthma?” he asked, guessing at the cause.


    She nodded in a jerky movement.


    “Is your inhaler in your bag?”


    Another nod.


    “Okay, folks,” he hollered at the gawkers crowding around. “The lady is having some trouble breathing and needs her inhaler. Please look around on the ground for her bag. Check under the cars, by the curb.”


    People scurried around them, but Tony stayed put. Another set of coughs wracked her petite frame as she frantically watched the flurry of activity.


    He grasped her hands in his, maintaining eye contact. “Don’t worry about them, just look at me.”


    Panic filled her green eyes, but she turned her focus to him. He folded up the worry eating away at him and stuffed it in a back corner of his mind. He’d learned when he first walked a beat that freaking out wouldn’t do anyone any good. He given up the badge, but he’d never forgotten the lesson.


    “It’s going to be okay,” he declared. “I promise.”


    One short, firm nod from her.


    A commotion sounded behind him.


    “Is this it?” A skinny eight-year-old boy in a soccer jersey ran up with a yellow purse.


    She pulled out of Tony’s grasp, snatched the bag out of the boy’s hands, pawed through it, and then yanked out a small asthma inhaler that she immediately put to her lips. She closed her eyes, threaded the fingers of her free hand through his, and squeezed.


    Tense and needing to help, Tony was powerless to do anything but watch.


    He despised every second of helplessness.


    At last, her shoulders rose as her lungs took in a deep breath. A tiny smile curled the corners of her raspberry lips, which parted the slightest bit to exhale a sigh. Her long dark eyelashes fluttered before opening to reveal eyes so bright they reminded him of the green in the Italian flag hanging outside his Poppi’s house.


    His dad had once warned him that the most dangerous women in the world knew exactly what they wanted and were smart enough to get it.


    “What’s wrong with that?” his fifteen-year-old self had asked.


    His dad had leaned in so his mother wouldn’t overhear. “Absolutely nothing. I don’t know about you, but I like a little danger.” His dad had laughed then, catching his mother’s attention.


    When she’d strolled closer, Dad had wrapped his meaty arms around her and they’d danced in the living room, stepping over his little brothers’ trucks and spinning around his sisters’ dolls.


    Tony had never really understood what his dad had meant…until this moment. His pulse kicked up and his senses lasered in on the woman before him. With the upward lift of her jaw and the determined tilt to her head, Sylvie Bissette looked every inch a woman who knew exactly what she wanted.


    Under different circumstances, he’d like nothing more than to find out just how dangerous they could be together. But he had his secret mission to consider. No way could he get involved with her. And hell, she had enough risk in her life right now—namely, a stalker who’d apparently made the move from the cyber world to the real one. Whether she liked it or not, she needed a bodyguard to neutralize the threat.


    She needed him to keep her safe. Just as much as he needed to find Keith’s killer.


    As of this moment this was officially his case, and she was his responsibility—and he didn’t sleep with clients. Especially not ones he’d screwed over before he even knew them. If she found out the truth about his secret investigation, so would her fathers. And then it would be impossible to avenge Keith.


    A man broke out of the crowd that was still milling around gawking. “Is there anything I can do to help?”


    Sylvie looked over at the other man and part of Tony growled its displeasure.


    “I’m okay.” She slid her fingers with their short red nails from his. “Thanks to Tony.”


    “Still, miss, you should stay here and wait for the ambulance—you both should. That was a close one.” He pushed his glasses back up his nose. “The nine-one-one operator said the police are on their way, too.”


    The words had barely left the man’s mouth when a cruiser pulled to a stop in front of them, followed by an ambulance. The paramedics jumped down from the bus just as Anton and Henry burst through the throng, making a beeline for their daughter’s side.


    Stepping back to give the paramedics space to do their thing, Tony scanned the crowd. Growing up in a family of cops and spending ten years on the job himself had taught him that just because the guy in the Mercedes was long gone, it didn’t mean Sylvie was in the clear. Someone had it in for her enough to attempt a hit-and-run in broad daylight, which told him three things.


    One, the perp had lost patience.


    Two, he—or she—may not have been the driver, but instead could be one of the rubberneckers crowding around them.


    And three, the stalker knew Sylvie’s whereabouts well enough to anticipate she’d be at Coffee Grounds this morning.


    Any one of those possibilities meant she needed 24/7 protection.


    His phone was in his hand in the next heartbeat. “Cam, change of plans.”


    “Fashion diva dissed you, eh? Can’t say I blame her. You should have sent me. I’d have charmed the pants off her. Literally.”


    “Cut the shit.”


    The subject of their conversation was showing her inhaler to the female paramedic while also soothing her parents with soft words he couldn’t hear over the crowd’s noise. Tony would have figured Anton for the one to go to pieces. But it was Henry whose skin had turned ashen.


    “Our guy escalated big time,” Tony told Cam. “He tried to mow her down on a crowded street.”


    The paramedic stuffed her equipment back in her black duffel and started to search the crowd. For Tony, no doubt. His ulcer woke up and pinched him hello. He’d need a limb hanging by a tendon before he’d cheerfully chat with another medical professional. Ever. Emergency surgery followed by months of agony-inducing physical therapy tended to do that to a man.


    “Well, shit. She okay?” The easygoing vibe faded fast on Cam’s end of the line.


    Sylvie’s gaze found him in the crowd and he could only think one thing: dangerous. “She’s good. So how’s the Thompson case going?”


    “Ryder’s got it handled. It’s the MacKenzie cluster that has me reaching for the Tums. That woman is hot enough to melt the sun, and mean enough to peel paint from the walls.”


    Tony’s ulcer started doing the conga.


    Maltese Security had finally started making a name for itself in the insular world of fashion. It was a niche market, but in a community where everyone knew everyone else, one good—or bad—word whispered in a friend’s ear could make or break his company, which already was hanging on by a thread. If either MacKenzie’s or Sylvie’s cases went south, he’d be filling out applications to be a mall cop.


    “Please tell me you haven’t done anything stupid, Cam.”


    “Nah, you’ve got nothing to worry about with me.”


    That would be the day. “Good, because I’m going to be tied up on this case for the foreseeable future. I don’t know how to work it quite yet, but she’s going to need full-time surveillance. Get someone out here with a kit. I have a go-bag in my car so no worries about clothes.”


    “So you’ll be taking one for the team, eh? You poor, poor boy. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”


    Tony’s ears heated up. “That’s not what this is.”


    “Whatever you say, boss.” Cam hung up before Tony had a chance to respond. He was still staring at his phone when the paramedic found him.


    “So I hear you’re the big hero. Let’s take a look and make sure you’re okay.”


    Tony crossed his arms over his chest and tried to stare down the paramedic. “I’m good.”


    “Come on, guy, I’m just doing my job here.” Judy, according to her name tag, dropped her duffel on the street and slammed her hands on her hips. “Stop being a baby and let me get a look at your back.”


    His instincts screamed run. His head knew better. Judy looked like she’d wrestled alligators before breakfast and wasn’t into dealing with any more shit. He could identify.


    Feeling like a twelve-year-old facing the principal, Tony shrugged out of his dad’s old motorcycle patrol jacket and lifted up the back of his shirt.


    Judy tsked. “Now, that’s going to be one beauty of a bruise in the morning.” Her latex-covered hands made quick work of checking that his spine and ribs were all in the right places. “Lots of ice to take out the swelling, and no more kissing the concrete for a while.”


    He knew better than to make promises. A whiff of Sylvie’s lavender perfume announced her arrival a second before she sashayed over.


    “Don’t worry about that. I’ll make sure to find him something more appropriate to kiss.” Sylvie flashed him a saucy smile that sent a message his cock immediately understood, even if his mind was mystified. “Come on, sweetie, let’s get you back home for a little TLC.”


    Shell-shocked didn’t begin to describe the white wall of confusion that decimated his brain at her endearment. He didn’t think he’d whacked his skull on the street, but he was beginning to have doubts. Lots of them.


    “I already talked to the police,” she said. “They think this was just a case of a distracted driver and it doesn’t have anything to do with those e-mails I’ve been getting.” Her tone stayed light, but there was venom in her glare as she visually sliced and diced the uniforms. “They promised to look into it, though, so I’m sure little old me doesn’t have a thing to worry about.”


    Linking her arm through his, she led him down the street like a stupid puppy, which was pretty much how he felt at the moment.


    “Wha—”


    “Just play along,” she whispered under his breath. “If we’re going to do this, we’re doing it my way. Meaning no one knows that I have a sicko stalker or that you’re a bodyguard. I’m not idiot enough to fool myself into thinking this guy hasn’t lost it, but that doesn’t mean I feel like living at the corner of gossip and schadenfreude for the foreseeable future. You’re working for me now. That means I’m calling the shots. As far as the world is concerned, until we catch that asshole, you’re my boyfriend.”

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “I’ve always thought of the T-shirt as the alpha and omega of the fashion alphabet.”


    —Giorgio Armani


    Her boyfriend.


    What in God’s name had she been thinking? Sylvie had been too pissed to think about much. Now that the anger had worn off, anxiety was all she had left in her emotional tank.


    Clad in her blogging uniform of leggings and a roomy dolman top made from the softest pink jersey, she finished her follow-up blog post to yesterday’s Pippa Worthington scoop. There was more to do on it, but she couldn’t stop pacing around her apartment and second-guessing her decision. Typing and marching around her bookshelf-lined living room did not go together.


    Neither did she and Tony. If she told herself that often enough, maybe her boobs would take the hint and stop perking up every time she thought of him.


    Girls, you’re just going to have to simmer down, because Tony is a means to an end. That is all.


    The end being catching her stalker. She’d worked too hard and for too long to build the High-Heeled Wonder’s audience to let some twerp with a lead foot intimidate her into killing the site.


    Killing.


    Her hands shook at the turn of her thoughts. The driver this morning wasn’t a fluke accident, no matter what the police said. If they weren’t going to get to the bottom of it, she sure as hell would. To do that, she needed Tony’s detective skills. Her worrywart fathers were nothing if not cautious. If they’d decided his credentials were up to snuff, she had no reason doubt it.


    After he’d walked her home, Tony had completed a sweep of her apartment while she tried to block him from seeing her collection of bras drying on the shower rod. He’d stared at her massive collection of sheer lace in every color from blush pink to pure ebony, blinked those dark brown eyes a few dozen times, then abruptly left the apartment, promising to be back in fifteen minutes.


    That was twelve minutes ago.


    Not that she was counting.


    Sylvie’s laptop pinged and the screen came to life. She jumped at the sound, pressing a hand to her heart. Her pulse thundered in her ears and she wished like hell that she blogged about baseball instead of fashion. At least then she’d have a Louisville Slugger in her apartment instead of a photo shrine to Grace Kelly holding her namesake Hermes bag.


    Cement filled Sylvie’s stomach, hardening it with heavy dread at the idea of getting a new e-mail from her sicko stalker. She eyed the seventeen-inch laptop with suspicion. A small, white block appeared in the middle of the screen.


    Makeup Mama Calling.


    Laughing with relief, she rushed to her desk, clicked the video chat icon, and sank into her teal chair to have a long-distance video chat with her bestie. “Hey, Drea. How’s L.A.?”


    Drea rolled her heavily-made-up eyes. “I think every person here is blond and wants to look like hooker Barbie. Do you have any idea how boring it is to have to work with the same color palate all day?”


    “So ditch La-La Land and come back to Harbor City. I miss you.”


    “Wish I could, doll baby, but if I want to eat, I have to work, and this is where the job sent me. Look, I know it’s been a rough week for you, but…I have more bad news.” She puffed up her natural afro, a sure sign of nerves.


    Sylvie sank back into her chair and rubbed her temples. “That sounds ominous.”


    “You remember Emilio, Bloom’s old assistant?”


    “Sure. How he ever lasted six months with that mean-spirited egomaniac is beyond me.”


    “Emilio is made of stern stuff. Well, the kid just moved out here from Harbor City and I ran into him at a party last night. He said Anders knows you’re the High-Heeled Wonder, and the man is beyond pissed about your takedown of his latest collection.”


    Hell. This was not good on so many levels.


    Anders’s homage to the Muppets had been awful. Matching felt vests and miniskirts. Miss Piggy ears on the runway. Rainbow-patterned parachute pants. However, because Anders was the fashion world’s latest l’enfant terrible, hardly anyone uttered a peep of criticism. The temperamental designer did not take kindly to the High-Heeled Wonder’s declaration that the collection should be worn only in case of a Fraggle Rock apocalypse.


    “I don’t know if that has anything to do with the crazy sending you e-mails,” Drea said. “But I wouldn’t put it past Anders.”


    The intercom buzzed. Sylvie glanced over to the screen by her front door and spotted Tony on the grainy surveillance video of the building’s security door. Her insides did a shimmy.


    “You have company? Oh, I hope it’s someone hot and horny.”


    Her apartment heated up about ten degrees. Maybe twenty. “Shut up, Drea.”


    “Oh come on, you need to stop cleaning your already spic-and-span apartment and get laid.” Her best friend wiggled her perfectly arched eyebrows. “Sex is the best cure for what ails you.”


    “And what is that?”


    “A broken heart, babe. Get back on the horse—or, in your case, get back on a man.” She snickered.


    “Very funny.” The buzz blared again and Sylvie used the virtual keypad app on her laptop to enter the code for the security door. “Look, I gotta go. Thanks for the heads up with Anders. We’ll talk soon.”


    “Later, doll.”


    With a click of a few buttons Drea disappeared, and Sylvie stared at her screensaver of the High-Heeled Wonder logo—a superwoman-type wearing thigh-high black leather stiletto boots and a cape.


    God. She needed lipstick. Putting on her lips, as Nanna Anna always said, made a girl feel more in control and put together.


    The doorbell rang as she clicked closed the cap of her favorite cherry-blossom pink lip stain.


    She swung open the door. Tony filled up a good chunk of the doorway. He carried a duffel bag loosely in one hand and a large black case in the other.


    “Hey, honey.” He winked.


    Before she could even form a response, he wrapped his arms around her, the bag and case bumping against her hips, and pulled her closer until her breasts pressed into his unyielding chest. He lowered his mouth toward her hungry lips, swerving at the last nanosecond to that spot right below her ear that had some kind of express-line nerve to her clit. Her nipples rose to full attention and other parts farther south started to buzz. Her brain, meanwhile, went into full blackout mode.


    “Sorry about this. Just play along until I can sweep the place for bugs and cameras,” he whispered against her electrified skin.


    And that was all it took to yank her right back into the real world so fast she could smell fried wires.


    The boyfriend cover story had been her own it-sounded-brilliant-at-the-time idea. Stepping back, she put enough air between their bodies that his warm, musky scent had plenty of room to dance between them, tempting her to rub up against his hard body and find out if his skin tasted as good as he smelled.


    Mentally slapping herself, she squeezed her eyes shut and tried not to breathe. Means to an end. When she cracked her eyelids, a blush rushed up from her toes.


    He’d cocked his head to one side and raised an eyebrow.


    Refusing to give in to the embarrassment, she plunged ahead. “Come on, let me give you the penny tour. Again.”


    


    Tony could still taste Sylvie on his lips and it was driving him crazy. It made him hot, horny, and more than a little cranky, knowing he couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Following her through her apartment as she kept up a running commentary of fashion trivia, funny anecdotes about where she’d picked up this purse or that scarf, and the latest shoe trends, Tony kept his ears tuned for a tell-tale beep from the TV-remote-sized radio frequency detection device tucked away in his jacket pocket. It would alert him to the presence of a bug or camera surveillance. His gaze traveled over the fashion magazines stacked like skyscrapers on brightly colored furniture, the books lining nearly every wall, and the shoes that were…everywhere. But his attention always returned to the swath of bare skin exposed by the deep V in the back of her shirt. It wasn’t big, at most maybe the size of his palm, but as she gestured with her arms the opening showed off her muscles as they undulated.


    Some guys were butt men. Others became mesmerized by the weight and curve of a woman’s breasts. For Tony, the play of a woman’s muscles across her back—especially as she rode him—captured his attention like nothing else.


    Sylvie Bissette could make every man happy, which completely pissed him off.


    Every time his brain screamed client and daughter of murder suspects, his cock hollered hot woman who wants you. Going in for a fake kiss hadn’t been part of his plan when he rang the doorbell. He’d just meant to pull her in close enough to whisper, in case her stalker had listening devices or cameras hidden in the third-floor walk-up. Then he’d touched her and she’d shivered in his arms. The next thing he knew, his lips were pressing against her warm skin. Of all the stupid moves he could have made, that topped it.


    Her life and Keith’s justice were on the line, here. Anyway, rich girls who spent their days writing about shoes didn’t date guys from his side of the harbor. Not that he wanted to date her. He was experiencing a normal reaction to a woman with more curves than a mountain road.


    Sense of purpose renewed, he followed her into the cream-and-green kitchen that measured bigger than a galley but small enough that anything larger than a table for two would never fit. Needing to check the visual screen on the radio frequency detector, he plopped his duffel and equipment case on the island. Ignoring the reason behind his clammy palms, he slid the detector out of his jacket. Nothing showed up on the screen. Finally, good news.


    “What’s that?” She leaned over the island, angling for a better look.


    The movement brought her close enough that the lavender scent of her honey-brown hair taunted him. The devil on his shoulder winked at him, tempting him to feel her soft hair against his cheek. Only his white-knuckled grip on the device stopped him from reaching out.


    “It’s a radio frequency detector,” he answered. “It picks up signals from listening devices and hidden cameras.”


    Her olive skin lost its healthy tone and her gaze flicked around the room. “You really think I’ve been bugged?”


    “Not any more. This would have picked up their signal, more than likely even if they’re sent out in timed bursts. Your laptop is another story. If I’ve been able to monitor your e-mail and computer usage, so can your stalker.”


    She targeted him with a glare that would make his Italian mama proud. “Monitoring, huh? Is that what you call seriously violating someone’s privacy and breaking oodles of laws in the process?”


    


    At least the man had the common decency to look uncomfortable. Sylvie didn’t even bother trying to hide her smirk. Served him right.


    “I’ll need to have our computer expert check out your laptop. We can drop it off at the office on the way back to my place.” He glanced at his watch. “How long will it take you to pack a bag?”


    “Why would I pack a bag?” Between the Internet troll, her fathers, and Daniel, she’d had more than enough of men pushing and pulling her in the direction of their choosing, never bothering to ask if that’s where she wanted to go. Hackles raised, she dug in for a fight.


    “Because this place is not safe.” He shrugged out of his biker jacket and pushed his shirtsleeves up to his elbows, revealing thick, muscled forearms. Banding his arms over his chest made his biceps bulge under the gray, ribbed material.


    Oh mama, that was so not fighting fair.


    “You already said there aren’t any bugs.”


    “Two of your neighbors offered to let me in while I waited at the security door. A five-year-old with a broken leg could climb the fire escape outside your living room window. You don’t even have a security system installed.”


    “That’s why I have three badass dead bolts on the door, double-paned windows with pin locks”—she smiled—“and you.” She crossed her arms, knowing full well how that would emphasize her own endowments. Two could play at the distracting game.


    Tony’s eyes dilated, and he choked out, “Your dads—”


    “Are not paying the bills. I am.” She whipped out her checkbook from among the flotsam in the junk drawer. “And I say we stay here, with you being my rebound boyfriend. Trust me, the fashion world isn’t going to say anything of value to a private investigator. However, if they think a little gossip with my boy toy will get them extra dirt about my breakup with Daniel, they’ll leak like a sieve.”


    A vein throbbed on his temple.


    “You know I’m right.”


    He tipped his face up to her ceiling as if praying for guidance. The only helpful information he’d get from that direction was how to clean grout with a deadly smelling mix of bleach and lemon juice, from Mrs. Razinsky upstairs in 4A.


    “Fine. We’ll stay here for tonight.”


    Damn, she loved winning. “Glad you’re seeing reason.”


    “It sure looks like crazy from this side of the room.” He shoved his fingers through his black hair. “Okay, so tell me about the threats. All of them.”


    And there went her happy buzz. This situation wasn’t a game of Scrabble. It was her life and her livelihood. Fear, frustration, and more than a dash of anger crashed against her like a tidal wave.


    “I wouldn’t really call them threats. More like nasty e-mails.” She paced the kitchen, the tile cool under her bare feet. “It’s not really that unusual. But a few months ago I noticed they were becoming more intense. Until then they were all the regular stuff about me not knowing a peep toe from a kitten heel, and that I was just a coward hiding behind the High-Heeled Wonder persona.”


    “Regular stuff? You get those a lot?” He fidgeted with the strap of his duffel.


    She shrugged. “Five or ten a week. People can be very passionate about fashion. Usually they’re from fans who feel I’ve attacked their favorite actor when I point out his outfit is a mess. That sort of thing. Occasionally, I get a passive aggressive note from a publicist. Then, there are the weirdos who want to date me and sometimes plead their case with photos that I do not need or want to see.”


    The number of cock shots a female blogger could get in a week would keep Playgirl busy for years. Something about the anonymity of the Internet along with the perceived intimacy of a blog really brought out the loony in some people.


    “Why don’t you go by your real name? Most people would want to play up those kinds of insider connections.”


    “Anton and Henry have already done so much for my sister and me. They got us out of foster care, raised us as their own, and would give us the world if we asked. But, as I said, fashion is insular. I knew I’d be ruffling feathers and I didn’t want my fathers to take flack for that. Plus, I don’t want to trade on their name. Building the site, getting it to half a million unique visitors a day, that’s something I wanted to do on my own.”


    Tony drummed his fingers on the granite counter. “We should get some information from your hard drive, but until I can get my computer guy to take a look, can you think of anyone you’ve ticked off recently?”


    Damn it, she was beginning to wonder who she hadn’t pissed off.


    “There’s Daniel, for obvious reasons, but I can’t imagine why he’d be sending me nasty e-mails before I found him giving a waiter head. Then we’d have to look at Anders Bloom.”


    “Who?”


    “He’s the latest incarnation of Alexander McQueen—or at least he thinks he is. The truth is he just pushes buttons for the sake of gaining attention. I wrote about his pre-fall collection being a hot mess, and just found out today that somehow he knows my real identity.”


    She needed to warn her fathers. God knew what stories Anders was spreading about their involvement in her blog.


    “Anyone else?”


    Reaching into the fridge, she bought time by grabbing a soda and downing half the can. Sure, she’d ticked off a few people with the blog, but enough to make them run her down in the middle of a crowded street? It was all too bizarre.


    She touched a drop of condensation on the can. “I have a couple of regular readers who are less than stable, a former blogger friend, Ivy Rhodes, who’s refused to answer my e-mails for about four months, and I just broke the story of the decade about Pippa Worthington.”


    “The editor of Chantal?” He leaned back against the counter.


    Damn, the man looked good in a kitchen.


    “Two points for the detective. Yes, she’s Chantal’s editor-in-chief, but only for the next few months if she can’t boost subscriptions and ad revenues. Her assistant hates her with a passion unknown to mortal man and, in a case of righteous vengeance, is going out with a glorious bang by leaking me all sorts of juicy information.”


    “I feel all warm and fuzzy,” he drawled.


    She toasted him before downing the rest of her drink. “Welcome to the wonderful world of fashion.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “I base most of my fashion taste on what doesn’t itch.”


    —Gilda Radner


    The one-bedroom apartment’s walls threatened to close in on Tony. While not a disaster zone, there was stuff everywhere—shoes, scarves, and candles with names like Peapod Pleasure and Devine Deviant. He took a deep whiff of the last one. Cherries. Of course. Weaving around the fashion magazines forming chin-high towers, he came face to snout with a weird bronze fox that made up a lamp base.


    Most disconcerting of all, he couldn’t escape Sylvie’s lavender scent. It clung to her deep purple curtains and the caramel-colored leather couch, following him everywhere as he prowled the open space for the past few hours.


    Acidic energy ate its way through his bones, burning through his patience and tolerance for being inside the same four walls for any length of time. He hated spinning his wheels. But it was too late in the day to bust in on Anders Bloom or Sylvie’s estranged blogger friend Ivy Rhodes without looking desperate and setting off alarm bells. On a case like this, sticking to the plan often meant the difference between success and failure.


    His pacing took him into the kitchen. A glass jar filled with spaghetti caught his eye and offered the possibility of tomato-flavored salvation. Some good gravy would cover up her teasing scent. Without the lavender distraction, he could focus on beefing up the suspect dossiers. Immediately, he set to work scrounging for ingredients.


    Tony’s mom would have a heart attack if she ever opened one of Sylvie’s cupboards. Not that they were bare, but they weren’t filled to overflowing with cans of tomato paste, jars of spices, and gallons of olive oil. He dug past a mound of energy bars into the darkest recesses to pull out two cans of diced tomatoes and some dried basil. Right on cue, his stomach growled.


    “Do you have any garlic?” he called.


    Sylvie glanced up from her laptop and leveled her slightly bleary green eyes on him. She’d been sitting there in her own world, trying to get the rest of the week’s posts uploaded before she had to give up her laptop to his computer guy, Carlos. For the past two hours she’d been typing away and muttering that gray being the new black was the stupidest thing she’d ever heard. He’d always figured black was the only black, so he’d stayed quiet.


    “Garlic?” Her breathy voice twisted something inside him.


    “Yeah, you know, it’s a white bulb thing. You use it for cooking.”


    She rolled her eyes. “I’m laughing so hard here you’re making my sides hurt.” She tilted her head back and rolled her shoulders before arching her back in a long stretch that lengthened specific parts of Tony’s anatomy.


    Peeling his gaze away, he forced his gaze back to the can of tomatoes in his white-knuckled grip. But his ears, attuned to her every move, caught the scrape of her chair on the tile floor, the soft patter of her feet, and the creak of the refrigerator opening. The mental image of her ass bending over in those second-skin-like yoga pants as she searched the fridge was almost worse than seeing it in real life.


    A soft giggle brought him out of his fantasy. That sliver of difference between his imagination and the even-better reality hit him smack in the jaw.


    She stood with one hip cocked and a smirk on her face. “Careful there, Iron Man, or you’ll dent the can.” She tossed the garlic bulb to him like a pop fly.


    He stifled a groan and caught the garlic before it hit him between the eyes. “Thanks.”


    She hopped up onto the island and swung her legs over the edge. “You’re cooking?” She swept up her thick hair into one hand and then looped it around until it formed a complicated knot, which she locked into place with a pencil.


    His fingers itched to pluck it out and watch the honey strands fall past her shoulders. The lip of the tomato can bit into his palm. “Making gravy.”


    “Turkey or meatloaf?”


    “Pasta.”


    “You mean pasta sauce?”


    “Yeah. Gravy.”


    She jumped down from the island and tugged a yellow apron from a drawer, pulling it over her head. “I just uploaded my last post. What can I do to help?”


    The apron strings circled her waist, drawing his attention to her curves. He had to get the woman out of the room or he was going to go all Hulk on the defenseless tomato can. “I got it.”


    “No doubt about that, but I need something to do that doesn’t involve stalkers, murderous drivers, or the trend of empire waists in the latest collections.” She yanked a stockpot from a cupboard. “Come on, throw a girl a bone.”


    So tempting. If she only knew…


    “You can start tearing up two slices of bread for the meatballs.”


    “Aye, aye, captain.” She fetched a loaf of bread from the pantry, hit the MP3 player’s on button, and turned her back to him while she tore the bread into little bits.


    A dance beat filled the kitchen. Definitely not his music of choice, but he developed a new appreciation for the quick beat while watching Sylvie twitch her hips in time with the bass thumps. Tearing his gaze away, he grabbed the stockpot off the island and went to work making the gravy.


    The kitchen wasn’t his normal domain, but he could make a few things pretty well, thanks to Nonni. His grandmother had one unbreakable rule: If you wanted to eat in the dining room as a kid, you helped in the kitchen. He’d started stirring the sauce when he was tall enough to see over the top of the pot without a stool, and had moved on to meatballs when his younger sister hit a growth spurt and took over with the wooden spoon. Sylvie’s kitchen didn’t have all the ingredients he needed for Nonni’s recipe, but there was enough there for a simple sauce.


    They worked together in silence while it simmered on the stove, the oregano scent thankfully drowning out the lavender. However, his hypothesis tanked because he still couldn’t snuff out his extrasensory awareness of her. His body stood as primed as a fourteen-year-old boy’s during his first slow dance with the hottest girl in school.


    She grooved around the kitchen chopping parsley and gathering ingredients. “I wouldn’t have pictured you as someone who liked to cook.”


    He shrugged. “Since I like to eat, it seemed smart to learn the basics.”


    She wiped her hands on the apron. “Great minds think alike.”


    


    Steam rose from the bowl of pasta, filling the air around Sylvie with the mouth-watering aroma of oregano and tomatoes. They’d finished cooking and settled on opposite sides of her tiny table to enjoy the fruits of their shared labor. She sneaked a peek at Tony twirling the long strands of spaghetti around his fork. Ignoring her earlier advice, her girls sat up and took ardent notice of the way he sucked the thin noodles into his mouth.


    The sunset’s last soft amber rays filtered in through the west-facing window that overlooked Harbor City’s crowded skyline. How often had she gazed out at that scene from the other side of the harbor, resigned to the fact that people only wanted to adopt the youngest or the cutest? Too often. More depressing still, her existence had severely limited any interest potential parents had in her baby sister, Anya.


    The first time Henry and Anton had shown up at the adoption day event, they’d spent an hour chatting with Anya. Sylvie had stayed off to the side, not wanting to kill her sister’s opportunity for a family. The need for a chance of her own had squeezed her lungs tight, but she’d loved her sister too much to ruin her chances yet again. The hotdogs and corn on the cob had barely been served when the two men had sought out the adoption counselor.


    She’d known the instant the counselor had told them Anya had a sister. Even worse, she’d imagined the counselor saying, it was an older sister who had a learning disability and a temper. The whole world had stopped turning and the bite of hotdog in her mouth lost all flavor. Sylvie had wanted to scream and break things to avoid hearing the rejection again, and having to see the tears in Anya’s eyes. Instead, the strangest thing had happened. Henry had smiled right at her and gave her a little wave from across the picnic grounds. The small, sweet-natured gesture had shattered the boulders chained to her shoulders, and for the first time in a life full of aching disappointment, she’d felt something different.


    Hope.


    “I promise I didn’t poison the gravy.” Tony’s deep rumble popped her bittersweet memory balloon.


    She took a deep breath, regaining her footing in the here and now. “I hope not. That would make you a complete failure as a bodyguard.”


    He flinched, a grimace twisting his lips for a second before the expression slid away, replaced by a mask so studiously neutral she wondered what could possibly be lurking behind it.


    Her cheeks burned. “Sorry, bad joke.”


    He gave her a curt nod and went back to eating.


    Searching for something to say and failing miserably, she took a bite of spaghetti dripping in sauce. The oregano, garlic, and tomato mixed together on her tongue like a present from above. “Oh my God, this is so good.”


    “You should try my Nonni’s gravy. Puts this to shame.”


    She swirled her finger through a red dollop on the plate’s edge and sucked it clean, closing her eyes to fully appreciate the savory goodness. “If it’s better than this, your Nonni should open a restaurant.”


    “She says it’s only good when you make it for someone you care about.”


    She opened her eyes and sighed. “Ah, a romantic.”


    “Something like that.” He laughed and relaxed back into his seat. “Poppi says that when she’s mad at him, she won’t let him have any gravy.”


    Sylvie giggled and raised her glass of red wine. “To Nonni.”


    “Yes, to Nonni.” Tony clanked his glass against hers.


    During dinner they talked about their favorite restaurants, his vintage motorcycle collection, and the bronze fox lamp in the living room she’d found at a flea market in Connecticut. Conversation flew as they devoured crunchy garlic bread and spaghetti. By the time they finished the pasta and a bottle of Malbec, a supercharged relaxation had seeped into her bones, leaving her as contented as an old dog sleeping in the late afternoon sun.


    The tension had evaporated from Tony’s body, too. The deep worry lines in his forehead were gone and his full lips had lost their grim line, instead curling up at the corners. He’d pushed up the sleeves of his gray henley, showing off his sinewy forearms dusted with dark hair as he made broad gestures to emphasize his stories. In her world, almost every man she knew had a personal waxer, so the sight of something so undeniably testosterone-driven set off a flare of interest that had her twisting in her seat.


    “You know all about my family. Tell me about yours,” she prompted.


    He shrugged. “Not much to tell. I grew up in Waterberg with my entire family living within five miles of my Nonni’s front door.”


    For the first part of Sylvie’s life it had just been her and Anya. They’d never known their father. She had gossamer-like recollections of their mother. Mostly her soft laugh, punctuated by the memory of their final, terrible night together and the bottomless despair in her mother’s green eyes when she’d shut her daughters in the closet. The gunshot that followed had changed everything.


    Sylvie washed the ever-present heartache down with a gulp of red wine. “Brothers? Sisters?”


    “Two of each.”


    “And they still live here?”


    “Yep.”


    “What do they do?”


    “They’re all cops, like my dad and my uncles—except for one sister.”


    “Aren’t you the black sheep,” she mused. “Why not go into the family business?”


    His face darkened and his back stiffened against the straight-back chair. “I did. It didn’t work out.”


    Okay… She reached across the table and covered his much larger hand with hers. “Well then, I am a very lucky woman, because where would I be now without you?”


    The tense muscles in his fingers relaxed beneath hers. Something thickened the oregano-tinged air around them, thickening the moment and sending her heart on a roller-coaster ride. Seemingly of their own accord, her fingers slid between his, wrapping around his strong digits. Sucking on her bottom lip, she looked up to his face.


    His brown eyes darkened to deep umber under his heavily fringed lashes, and his broad shoulders slanted forward. His gaze, as tactile as a touch, slid across her skin, leaving a blaze of hunger in its wake that no amount of divine pasta could satisfy.


    Her nipples pebbled against her lace bra, so much tighter than it had been a moment ago. The material scratched against her sensitive flesh. Lips parted, hungry for the taste of him, she leaned forward until she was so close that his soft breath caressed her cheek. Only a few inches of charged air separated them and she desperately wanted to breach that chasm. The unyielding table edge pushed against her hips as she stretched forward and her eyelids drooped.


    Tony’s chair screeched against the tile floor and his hand jerked away from hers. Her eyes snapped open. He stood next to the table, evidence of his arousal clear from the impressive bulge straining against his zipper. Slowly, her mind processed the deadly grip with which he held his empty plate and the stubborn set to his jaw.


    “It’s late. I’ll take care of the dishes.” He pivoted on his heel and beelined it to the sink.


    With the effectiveness of double-layered shapewear, mortification squeezed the air out of her lungs. “Look, I’m not sure exactly what happened here.”


    “I shouldn’t have moved in like I was going to kiss you earlier. It made you assume that this”—he waved his hand in the air— “could happen. But your life’s on the line, Sylvie, and I can’t afford to lose sight of that.” He shoved a plate into the dishwasher.


    Chaos reigned in her thoughts as she regarded him. “The timing sucks, but I don’t understand—”


    “You wouldn’t understand.” He whipped around, anger burning in his expression. “Not someone with your charmed existence. But I lost focus once and it cost my partner his life. He died because I didn’t bring my A-game to the job. I can’t let that happen again. I won’t. Boundaries are necessary so I can concentrate on catching this creep.”


    Yes, boundaries she understood. All too well. To-do lists, checklists, and memorized lists of appropriate behaviors. Once Henry and Anton had welcomed her home to a pink, girly room with her name stenciled in lemon yellow on one wall, she’d sworn never to disappoint them. Never to let them wonder if they’d made the right decision in adopting her and Anya. For the most part, she’d accomplished that, but the insidious fear of making them shake their heads at their grievous error never completely left her.


    Unable to regain their earlier natural ease, and confused as to why it even mattered so much, Sylvie gathered her dishes and deposited them on the counter.


    In silence, he rinsed her plate, his jaw as rigid as concrete. The red sauce circled the drain before disappearing as if it had never been there. In two minutes, all evidence of their cozy dinner had been washed away, leaving them uncomfortably alone together in the brightly lit kitchen.


    Her chest ached with the finality of his dismissal and his total lack of understanding of her. Like so many others, he couldn’t see beyond her name to discover the person she really was. She’d been stupid to think he’d be different.


    “We’re all broken, Tony,” she said stiffly. “Some of us on the outside. Some of us in the deep, dark places inside where no one can ever reach.” Where no one even tries. She pushed past the tightness in her throat threatening to strangle her words before she could finish. “No one is whole. Not even the supposedly charmed ones. Not in this fucking world.”


    Turning, she fled the kitchen.


    “Sylvie.” His tortured voice stopped her in the doorway. “I’m sorry.”


    Something in his voice hinted at more than just his apology, but she couldn’t stop to question it. She had to get out of there before he saw the wet evidence of how much his misjudgment had hurt.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “Bravery never goes out of fashion.”


    —William Makepeace Thackeray


    The Darling House sat across the street from Chantal’s glass-and-steel high-rise on the ever-bustling Louis Street. As always at noon, the Chinese restaurant was packed with the fashion media’s minions picking up takeout for their well-heeled bosses, as well as editors and stylists hungry for a bit of gossip.


    Sylvie scanned the dimly lit dining room, searching for Ivy Rhodes’s splash of red hair highlighted by the glow of her ubiquitous laptop. Ivy never missed her lo mein lunch.


    “This is supposed to be an accidental meet, remember?” Tony’s words tickled her earlobe. “You’re just here for a quick lunch with your new boyfriend.”


    Awareness trickled across her skin. He stood so close she couldn’t help but inhale his freshly scrubbed scent. The image of his taut muscles covered in soapsuds, his dark chest hair peeking through the white bubbles, made her mouth go dry. Clenching her jaw, she shoved the mental picture out of her head. He could not have made his intentions—or lack of them—any clearer last night. God, how many times did she have to make an idiot of herself before she stopped chasing men who didn’t want her? Wasn’t her misery box full enough after Daniel?


    The hostess picked that moment to pop over, but her hot-pink plaid uniform failed to elicit Sylvie’s usual grin.


    “Two for lunch?” the hostess asked.


    Tony slipped his hand around Sylvie’s. “Yep. Can we have a table in the back?”


    “Sure. Follow me.”


    On automatic pilot, Sylvie navigated through the charged environment as the hostess led them through the crowded restaurant. She picked up snippets of stage-whispered snide remarks as they passed women in thousand-dollar shoes scarfing down ten-dollar plates of dumplings.


    “Looks like Henry and Anton’s little girl found herself a rebound fuck…”


    Sylvie shook her hair back and kept her eyes straight ahead.


    “Caught Daniel blowing a waiter. How she didn’t know I’ll never understand…”


    She jerked her chin higher.


    “That one works fast. Should have expected it from her kind. Total riffraff…”


    Tony stopped so abruptly she collided with his strong back. He sent a smoldering gaze down at the bleach-blond size zero pushing iceberg lettuce around on her plate. The testosterone level ratcheted up to a bazillion and the blond practically melted in her seat.


    “Hey there.” Tony’s low voice took on a seductive tone that would force a nun to reconsider vocations.


    “Hi.” The blond fluttered her eyelashes.


    He leaned in closer. “Maybe if you’d been a little faster, you could have gotten me.”


    Pleasure pinkened her cheeks.


    “But I doubt it.” He tweaked her snub nose. “I don’t much like your kind. As in, a total bitch.”


    The blond’s eyes rounded at the echo of her own insult.


    Tony pulled Sylvie forward in the hostess’s wake before the other woman could even think to respond.


    Strutting with a little extra bounce in her step, Sylvie struggled to remember that this was all a farce. Tony had stuck up for her as any good pretend boyfriend would. Still, she couldn’t turn off the happy bubbling up inside her.


    “Thank you.” She smiled as she slid into the curved booth.


    He scooted in beside her, his thigh pressed against hers. “Anytime.”


    Heat sizzled up her leg, finding a home in the juncture of her thighs. Her brain had a firm grasp on the whole pretend boyfriend thing, but damn, her body had other ideas. Such as sliding her fingers up his muscular thigh until she connected with the hard bulge she’d glimpsed last night.


    “So, can I get you something to drink?”


    Latching onto the hostess’s question like a lifeline to Sanityville, Sylvie glanced over the menu. “I’ll take a ginger ale.”


    “Just a water for me.”


    “Great. Your waitress will be right out with those.”


    The hostess spun on her four-inch heels, revealing the unmistakable redheaded occupant of the booth across from them. Ivy Rhodes.


    “There she is,” Sylvie whispered.


    “That’s why I asked for a table back here. I spotted her as soon as we walked in.” Tony angled toward Sylvie in the booth, bringing his lips millimeters from her ear. “So, that’s the former blogging partner who wouldn’t think twice about stabbing you in the back?”


    To anyone watching, they were just a couple who couldn’t keep their hands off each other. If only that were true.


    “That’s the one.” She ignored the catch in her voice and prayed like hell he would, too.


    Toying with her hair, he snuggled in closer. “Enough to do it literally?”


    And that little reminder of mortality dumped the ice she needed to freeze the lust hardening her nipples. “I don’t think so.”


    They were here for a purpose—to accidentally run into Ivy and pump her for information. Ivy was one of the handful of people who knew Sylvie was the woman behind the High-Heeled Wonder. If anyone would love to spill the beans, it would be Ivy.


    “Why don’t you scoot a little closer, Sylvie honey?” Tony’s voice carried across the aisle.


    Ivy raised her gaze from her laptop screen. She smirked, rose, and sauntered over.


    “Aren’t you two just way too cute for words.” The redhead stood next to the table, one hip cocked.


    Just as her name suggested, Ivy’s thin legs went up forever. She’d mostly stayed behind the cameras after checking herself into rehab a few years ago, but she still carried herself with the overwhelming sense of predatory confidence that had made her a star on the couture runways.


    Without waiting for an invitation, Ivy sat down next to Tony. The deep green booth acted as the perfect foil for her red hair and porcelain skin. In the past six months, Sylvie and Ivy hadn’t spoken more than five words—a fact that burned a dime-sized hole in her gut every time she thought about it.


    The two of them, along with Drea, had started Killer Style Blogging. Drea had covered all things cosmetic with her Make Me Up blog. Ivy took full advantage of her deep contacts within the modeling and fashion photography world to dig up the best gossip for Catwalk Strut. High-Heeled Wonder completed the blog trifecta with its focus on the latest designs and trends. All three of the blogs did well, but High-Heeled Wonder had become the breakout star, with more than half a million hits a day. About six months ago, Ivy left the group in a jealous huff.


    Ivy flipped her hair over one shoulder. “You’re lucky Pippa and Anders are seated in the private VIP dining room. From what I hear, both would love to flay you, cook you, and pretend to eat you.” She turned the full force of her blue eyes on Tony. “You must be the stand-in.”


    Sylvie slid her fingers between Tony’s. “Trying to dig up gossip for your blog?”


    Arching a perfectly waxed eyebrow, Ivy grinned. “You forget I know you, Sylvie Bissette. Your type runs more…soft? Skinny? Beta? Gay?”


    Sylvie’s last thread of patience, strung tighter and tighter since she’d walked into The Darling House, snapped and she grabbed Tony’s face in her hands. Without stopping to consider the consequences, she slid her lips over his. His surprisingly soft lips parted beneath hers and his strong fingers curled around her waist. She sucked his bottom lip into her mouth and nibbled.


    At the first taste of strong coffee and peppermint she forgot why she’d started kissing him in the first place. All that mattered was the magnet-worthy attraction pulling them together and blocking out the rest of the world. Everything that had been building between them since the night of her sister’s wedding exploded in a tsunami of sexual hunger that left her wet and wanting.


    Tony’s hands never left her waist, but his touch managed to weave its way across her body on an electric current that turned everything hard into something soft, hot, and demanding. What she wouldn’t give to be locked in his arms anywhere else.


    The clank of glass on the polished wood table acted as an unwelcome reminder that she wasn’t somewhere else. She was sitting in The Darling House, in full view of the biggest fashion gossip of them all, and acting like a giant horndog. Aching for more, she forced herself to relinquish what in those precious seconds had become her most sought-after fantasy.


    Condensation dripped down her glass, cooling her hand as she grasped it and drank with the gusto of a Viking at a feast.


    “Damn, I need a cigarette.” Ivy fanned herself and winked.


    Tony rammed his fingers through his thick, dark hair and mumbled something incoherent as he squirmed in his seat.


    Eyeballing the woman who used to be one of her closest friends, Sylvie took stock of the situation. The plan had been to covertly interrogate Ivy for information, but judging by the skeptical gleam in the woman’s eyes, a direct approach would probably be a better option. It was a risk, but so was almost everything in Sylvie’s life right now.


    “Someone knows I’m the High-Heeled Wonder.”


    Ivy’s gaze locked on the paper straw wrapper she was twisting between her fingertips. “That was bound to happen.” Breaking under the pressure, the wrapper tore in half. The white paper floated down to the table.


    “You’re one of the few people who knows the truth,” Tony said.


    She shrugged. “There are others.”


    Sylvie did some quick mental accounting. Her family knew. So did Drea. A few random folks, like her CPA, were clued in, but that was it. None of them had any reason to rat her out. Other than Ivy.


    “Yes, but no one else would have—”


    “Betrayed you?” Ivy uttered a flat laugh, empty of pretense and joy. “Yeah, that does sound like me. We junkies, we’re known for being lousy friends with fast lips and slow minds. We don’t deserve any of the goodies in life.”


    Some little ember of their friendship sparked at the resignation and bitterness in Ivy’s voice. Just as Tony had stuck up for Sylvie as they walked The Darling House’s gauntlet, she’d spent years defending Ivy to the snide bunch of bitches who would never let Ivy forget her fall from fashion’s pinnacle.


    “Don’t talk about yourself like that. You’ve been clean for years.”


    Ivy flipped a red plastic circle onto the table with a snort. “Ninety days.”


    The air whooshed out of Sylvie’s lungs. Pippa Worthington could have ambled over on her four-inch heels and sat her bony butt down in Sylvie’s lap and she wouldn’t have noticed.


    Sure, addicts backslid. It happened all the time, but Ivy had been so determined not to, Sylvie had never considered it a possibility. Dates and times flashed in her mind. Missed phone calls. Unreturned text messages. Late nights out with new friends—and some very old ones. Tired blue eyes that begged for what her mouth would never ask for. And Sylvie had been too busy to put it all together. Everything had been so crazy six months ago with High-Heeled Wonder hitting it big that she’d missed all the signs. Some friend.


    “God. I should have noticed. I should—”


    Another roll of Ivy’s proud shoulders. “I’m well versed at hiding things. Remember that accident I told you about involving my mom?”


    Sylvie nodded, recalling how shaken Ivy had been a year ago after her mom accidentally hit a two-year-old while backing out of her driveway.


    “Well, what I didn’t tell you was that before the accident, my mom had been sucking down martinis per usual. I figured I was just going to end up like her anyway, so I might as well have a little fun doing it. That’s how I ended up coming out of retirement to walk in Anders Bloom’s last show high as a kite and looking like some kind of slutted-up Miss Piggy. When I finally realized what I was doing, I couldn’t face myself in the mirror, let alone you and Drea. That left all of my old friends, like Anders, who always had plenty of cocaine.”


    “I’m sorry.” Reaching across the table, Sylvie curled her fingers around Ivy’s ice-cold hands. “We should have helped you.”


    “That’s the thing. I had to help myself.” Ivy straightened her shoulders. “But you’re right about one thing. I did sell you out.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “Fashion goes ’round in circles.”


    —Siobhan Fahey


    “Out of everyone Ivy said she told, I’d put Anders Bloom at the top of the list.” With a sigh, Sylvie turned the key in her apartment door until it clicked. “However much he hates my guts right now, I really don’t see him being nuts enough to try to run me over. Figuratively, yes, but not literally.”


    The door swung inward. She took three steps into her apartment, Tony on her heels, then her internal warning bells clanged.


    Anya had a cast-iron stomach, but Sylvie, at the barest hint of trouble, went sprinting for the antacids. The ice dancing down her spine told her they’d bypassed subtle signs of chaos and gone straight into all-caps screaming about it.


    “Something’s wrong,” she murmured.


    Tony’s eyes narrowed. Without a word, he pushed her behind him into the hallway.


    Contorting her body so she could see around his solid frame, she peeked inside the apartment. Everything looked right. The ever-present leaning tower of magazines stood proudly on the side table. Her desk, as usual, looked as though a paper tornado had touched down. Even the mountain of shoes by her front door remained intact.


    And yet, she couldn’t shake the little itch of…something…curdling her stomach’s contents.


    Tony leaned in close to whisper, “Stay here. I’m gonna take a look around.”


    “It’s probably nothing.” Her belly flipped in disagreement.


    “You trusted your instincts at the restaurant with Ivy. It was the right call.” His fingers squeezed hers. “Always listen to your gut.”


    With a catlike stealth unexpected in a man his size, he slipped inside and disappeared around the corner.


    Pressed up against the smooth wall, Sylvie traced an imaginary triangle with her worried gaze—from the end of the hallway with the fake potted plant to the other end of the hallway with a window overlooking the street to the open door directly in front of her. Then around again. And again. As the lion in her belly resumed gnawing on her stomach lining. For her part, she tried to ignore the dampness at the back of her neck by chewing her bottom lip until a metallic tang burst onto her tongue.


    Pull it together, girly. It’s probably nothing.


    Yay for logic. Except the attempt to pep herself up did nothing for the dark little part of her brain that had never quite let go of her early life’s constant upheaval. Surrendering to base survival instincts, she dug her phone out of her ostrich-skin tote and punched in 911. Her thumb hovered over the call button, ready to summon help.


    She was humming the second verse of God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen when Tony’s broad shoulders filled the doorway. Even with the obnoxious rent she paid, her apartment was the size of a shoebox, so his sweep hadn’t taken long.


    “It seems pretty much the same as it did before we left, but you’d better take a look to be sure.”


    She followed him in, skirting around the foyer table heavy with unopened mail. Quiet as models on the runway, they went from the living room to the kitchen, circled back to the bathroom, and finished their trek in her bedroom with its unmade bed and rumpled purple leopard-print pajamas on the floor.


    Nothing seemed out of place. And yet—


    Her laptop.


    An icy rush slid down her body from her forehead to her kitten heels, leaving a shivering panic in its wake. She sprinted to the kitchen. The table sat empty, its wood surface gleaming.


    Fuck.


    The green walls mocked her with their satin-finished cheer. Afraid her Jell-O thighs were about to dissolve, she sank down onto the hard chair. Her head hit the tabletop with a thunk.


    She gave a strangled moan. “My laptop. It’s gone.”


    Tony leaned against the doorframe, his hands shoved deep in his jeans pockets. “They left the big-screen, the jewelry, the artwork, but took your laptop?”


    “As far as I can tell.”


    It didn’t make sense—not if this was a normal break-in. She had a Harry Winston diamond pendant necklace in a glass case on her dresser. Antique typewriters that went for several hundred dollars a pop dotted the apartment. Two fur coats, gifts upon her graduation from high school and college, hung in her walk-in closet. The burglars had left all of that, but had taken the three-year-old laptop with a scratch across the cover.


    “What’s on the laptop?”


    Yeah. Not a normal break-in.


    Bitterness ate away at the back of her throat. “All my notes. Scanned documents. Passwords for my blog. Basically my entire life.”


    “Everything Bloom needs to expose you to the world. Or for Pippa to smoke out your mole at Chantal.”


    “Bingo.”


    Her gaze narrowed on the bulldog mug sitting next to the coffee machine. She’d never backed down from a fight when she’d lived on the other side of the harbor, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to start now that she’d managed to make something of her life.


    The rat bastards were about to learn that they’d fucked with the wrong girl.


    “Do you have a backup?” Tony asked.


    A tiny green light blinked across the room. The white, square, wireless hard drive sat on the highest of her kitchen bookshelves, tucked in among the cookbooks and more fashion magazines.


    “Yeah, but it’s not synced. I haven’t backed up in a week. I meant to but…it hasn’t been a top priority.”


    Instead, she’d been feeling sorry for herself, reliving every excruciating moment of humiliation at Anya’s wedding, worrying about her stalker succeeding next time he tried to run her over, and agonizing, horny and frustrated, over Tony’s steadfast refusal to take their attraction further than a steadfast “Not gonna happen.”


    “Well, we better call it in.” Tony pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and swiped a finger across the screen.


    “The police?”


    “Yeah.”


    “What will they be able to do?”


    “We’ll find out when they get here.”


    The answer to her question, Sylvie discovered several hours later, was diddly squat.


    “You know, Miss Bissette, some people might interpret these events as you walking into the path of traffic, then having the bad luck to own one of the thousands of apartments burglarized in Harbor City each year. These things could be totally unrelated to your hate mail.” The doughy cop in a too-tight uniform held up his fleshy hand. “I’m not saying I’m that person but…”


    “So there’s nothing you can do?” Sylvie already knew the answer but had to ask the question anyway.


    He shrugged his shoulders and flipped his notebook closed. It shut with a smacking sound that boomed loud and as final as a judge’s gavel at a ruling. He stared at her front door before glancing across the room to the window that opened onto the fire escape. His jaw squared.


    “Look, I’m passing this up the chain, but I’ll be honest with you. No one got killed. No one’s bloody. And even with who your dads are, you’re not high profile enough to make this B and E move up the ladder. This case is going to land at the bottom of someone’s inbox and probably never see the light of day again.” The officer nodded toward her door. “Those locks look tough, but they didn’t work. And that window there is practically an open invitation. That you made it this long without a break-in is a miracle.”


    Leaving Tony standing by the couch, she walked the officer to the door with heavy steps. This outcome wasn’t unexpected, but still, a little official law enforcement help would have been nice.


    The officer paused halfway out the door and turned. “Beef up your security and we’ll both sleep easier tonight.”


    Goose bumps popped to attention on her arms at his pronouncement. Great. She had a better chance of becoming fluent in Chinese in one easy lesson than getting any shut-eye tonight.


    “She won’t be sleeping here,” Tony said. “She’s coming with me.”


    Sylvie whipped around. “This is my home.”


    He arched an eyebrow at her, looking unimpressed. “Exactly my point.”


    “Well then, I leave it to you two to work out.” The officer ambled down the hall, bypassing the stairs for the elevator.


    Giving herself a few moments to gather her mental armor, Sylvie shut the door and methodically flipped the dead bolts. The idea of offering her stalker even one victory by running scared made her twitch. If growing up in foster care had taught her anything, it was that even a single sign of weakness was one too many. By the time she turned eight she’d known better than to let her real feelings show, let alone vulnerability. Not surprisingly, her Tums addiction had been well established by the time Henry and Anton adopted her at twelve.


    She turned and kept her back pressed against the wood door. The smart move was obvious: Find new digs until she and Tony got to the bottom of this mess. The simplicity of it didn’t make it any easier to swallow. Giving in twisted her insides like a clown with a balloon. If Anya were here, she’d be rolling her eyes at Sylvie’s stubborn attitude. Anton would be apoplectic. Her ex, Daniel, would be ranting.


    Whatever.


    She glanced at Tony. Tension tightened the line of his shoulders. The snap of popping knuckles broke the silence as he fidgeted with his hands. But in his heavily fringed eyes, she saw only understanding.


    God. She must be easier to read than a Dr. Seuss book.


    Or…did he just get her?


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Style is a simple way of saying complicated things.”


    —Jean Cocteau


    Pulling into his driveway on the leafy suburban street where he’d grown up, Tony glanced around for the relatives who always seemed to show up the moment he put his car in park. For once the coast was clear.


    “Are you sure about this?”


    “You bet. Nowhere safer in the world.” Tony got out of the Charger.


    A screen door slammed open and a three-foot-high blur burst out of the single-story ranch house. Before Tony could warn Sylvie of the coming onslaught, or even close his car door, a face sticky with peanut butter pressed hard into his leg and a chubby five-year-old’s arms locked around his knees.


    “Kermit is coming.” Wild brown eyes stared up at him. “Save me, Uncle Tony!”


    Tony hooked his hands under his nephew Joey’s armpits and swung him high onto his shoulders. The boy’s hands clapped across his eyes, temporarily blinding him. Of course, he didn’t need sight to identify his next attacker. The cold, wet nose buried in his crotch announced Kermit’s arrival as effectively as a business card, though the huge shaggy paw crushing Tony’s right foot was doing a fine job of that.


    “Ryder, call off your beast,” Tony hollered, knowing full well that his sister would be near. She was the only other human being Kermit loved more than Joey.


    A sharp whistle split the air. The pressure disappeared from Tony’s foot and he wiggled his toes experimentally, making sure none were broken. They hurt, but at least they moved.


    Joey removed his hands from his face, leaving a sticky trail behind, and proceeded to suck the leftover peanut butter from his fingers.


    “I warned Joey to stop sneaking peanut butter. It’s Kermit’s crack.” Ryder stood on the porch with her hands on her hips and a smirk curling one side of her mouth. The one-hundred-and-fifty-pound Newfoundland sat by her side, his fat tongue lolling out of his mouth as he gazed adoringly up at her.


    “Alessandra must have been desperate to leave you in charge. What happened?”


    “Very funny.” She made a face at him. “Parent-teacher conference for the Tasmanian Devil, here.” Suddenly, she caught sight of Sylvie. “Is that who I think it is?”


    Tony turned to Sylvie. Her eyes had gone wide and she was plucking at her purse strap. “Sylvie Bissette, meet my sister, Allegra Falcon.”


    “Really, do you still have to do that?” His sister strode over and punched him in the shoulder. Hard. “Call me Ryder, everyone does.”


    “Except mom,” he said.


    “Anthony, Allegra, and Alessandra. I’m sensing a pattern.” Sylvie stuck out her hand.


    “Yes, our mother, Annabelle—who married Anthony senior—loves the letter A.” Ryder laughed. “God help us.”


    Sylvie shook hands with his sister. Their difference struck him. Where Ryder was tall, lithe, and dressed in head-to-toe black, Sylvie stood at least half a foot shorter and wore a bright pink lace skirt that hugged her mind-boggling ass, and a cream sweater that showed off even more curves, tempting him for all the wrong reasons. And just now he was having a hard time remembering the right reasons not to be.


    He doubted any of Sylvie’s friends—or enemies—had ever crossed the suspension bridge and set foot in Waterberg. Over here, four-wheel-drive trucks and minivans sat parked in the driveways. Tire swings swayed in the breeze. Fences needed to be repainted, garden flags declared “Welcome Spring!” in browning gardens, and cracks traveled up the length of the sidewalks. His neighborhood couldn’t be any further from Harbor City’s rich enclaves of glass and steel than if it had been on the moon.


    Kermit padded over to Sylvie, his nose twitching. As he was about to go in for his favorite greeting, she scratched behind one of the Newfie’s furry ears and squatted down to his level. “Aren’t you just the softest thing ever?”


    Instantly in love, Kermit leaned into her hand and nudged closer until he was near enough to give her a big doggie kiss. She giggled, and the breeze scattered strands of her honey-brown hair, which glimmered in the afternoon light. She buried her face in the dog’s fluffy neck and he sighed in contentment.


    Tony’s body hardened. What he wouldn’t give—


    Shit, he was jealous of a slobbering, overgrown dog.


    Rich, pampered Sylvie Bissette should have looked out of place on the block where he’d grown up and bought a small house of his own. But she didn’t. She looked…perfect.


    He didn’t have to pretend to be her boyfriend out here in the suburbs, way beyond Harbor City’s fashion district, but try as he might, he couldn’t shake the role.


    Stop mentally moving her into your bedroom and get your head in the game, Falcon. Too much is riding on this for you to fuck it all up. Again.


    Ryder nodded toward his Cape Cod house next door. “You working or can I sweet talk you into taking the peanut butter bandit home with you?”


    “No way. The last time that happened he built skyscrapers with my coffee mugs and proceeded to play Godzilla.”


    “I had to ask.” Ryder stepped closer to him and lowered her voice. “So how goes the case?”


    “We’re moving base to my place. I’ll update you and the rest of the team after I get Sylvie settled.”


    He opened the Charger’s trunk and grabbed Sylvie’s orange leather overnight bag and one of his black duffel bags. The other go-bag stayed in its spot, hiding the latch to the trunk’s false bottom. He slammed the trunk closed and the dog took off running toward Joey on the front lawn.


    Ryder nodded toward their nephew. “You know he’s going to spill everything about you having a guest to Alessandra. Who will tell mom. Who will be scandalized and, at the same time, oh, so hopeful that her boy has finally found someone good enough to bring home to Mama.”


    Tony glanced at Joey, who was lying in the middle of the front yard eating his boogers while Kermit licked away the last vestiges of peanut butter from the boy’s cheeks. Ryder was right. His nephew would rat him out in a heartbeat, and there was nothing he could do about it.


    He shrugged his shoulders. “Whatcha gonna do?”


    


    It hit Sylvie the moment she walked into the bedroom. Man smell. Not locker room man smell, thank God, but warm-blooded, all-American testosterone mixed with sandalwood and soap. Closing her eyes, she took in a double lungful and her thighs actually quivered.


    “You okay?”


    Heat blasted her cheeks and her eyes snapped open at Tony’s voice. “Yeah, fine.”


    The stubborn hardwood floor refused to open up under her feet. She had some sort of Pavlovian response to the kind of hotness Tony exuded. The whole situation sucked. Why couldn’t he be a troll who smelled like rotting funk instead of a hottie who turned her into some kind of hormonal teen with a smelling fetish?


    At this point, fate was just fucking with her. A stalker with physical damage on his agenda. A burglar who left diamonds but took old laptops. A hot guy who said he didn’t want her but looked at her like she was a supermodel. It sounded like the beginning of a bad joke. But it was her life. No wonder her time-to-freak-out alert had gone haywire.


    “I turned the guest room into an office. I’ll stay on the pull-out couch in there.” He swiped a pair of jeans from a leather chair and shoved a dresser drawer shut with his foot.


    “I can’t kick you out of your room.” And sleep in his bed, where she’d probably spend the night sniffing his pillow.


    “You’re not kicking. I’m offering some Waterberg hospitality.”


    Sylvie flipped through possible excuses but couldn’t come up with a thing that didn’t sound churlish or pathetic and force her to tell the truth. No way was she going with “I’m afraid I’ll do indecent things with your pillow.”


    He quirked an eyebrow at her continued silence.


    Time to suck it up, princess. “Thanks, that’s really nice of you.”


    “Great. Why don’t you hang out in the living room and call your dads while I get this mess cleaned up?”


    Chicken that she was, she wanted to hug him for giving her an out to escape his bedroom. Instead, she skedaddled away from the temptations he offered—it took a little effort, but she did it—and strode into the front room, which was dominated by a huge TV and a well-worn couch. She whipped out her cell phone and punched in the number she knew by heart.


    “How’s my favorite bulldog doing today?” Henry’s voice immediately calmed her riled nerves.


    She sank down into the dark blue couch. “If I tell you the truth, do you promise to sit on Anton until he calms down?”


    “You know I’d be sitting on him until Betsy Ross mop caps came back into vogue before that happened. You better just spill it.”


    For a second she considered lying to protect her fathers from the mess her life had dissolved into. They’d done so much for her, and she’d spent every day since her adoption day trying not to disappoint them or be the center of any kind of drama. She owed them that much. But she had to face it, her life of staying safely out of the spotlight was over.


    “Someone broke into my apartment,” she confessed.


    “Oh my God, are you okay?”


    “Yeah, Tony and I were at The Darling House when it happened. They only took my computer, everything else is still there.”


    His voice lowered back to its normal octave. “Thank God. Please tell me you’re not calling from your apartment.”


    “No way. We relocated to Tony’s in Waterberg.”


    “Why not come here? You can stay in your old room. We’ll make s’mores and watch Casablanca.”


    Her throat closed up and the cell slipped in her clammy hands. Hurting her fathers was the last thing she wanted to do, but she couldn’t chicken out of telling them the worst part. Tightening her grip on the phone, she braced herself.


    “Whoever is behind all this wants to hurt me—not the High-Heeled Wonder, but me. They know who I am, and are probably going to lash out at everyone I love. The best way to keep you safe until we figure it out is for me to stay away. I’m so sorry. I took the High-Heeled Wonder moniker so whatever I did on the blog wouldn’t reflect badly on you. I didn’t ever want to cause trouble for you, not after all you’ve done for me and Anya.”


    “Do you think I care about that? Do you think Anton does?”


    Sylvie fumbled for words when the only thought in her head was yes.


    “Well, we don’t, Sylvie Anne Bissette. You’re our daughter. We love you. Unconditionally.” He sighed into the phone and she knew from experience he was pinching the bridge of his generous nose. “We’re proud of you. We always have been. Go tell the world that you’re the High-Heeled Wonder. As long as you’re safe, we don’t give a damn.”


    Biting her lip, Sylvie stared at the ceiling in Tony’s living room and sniffed back relieved tears. “Thanks, Dad.”


    “Any time, bulldog. Now, how about coming here for those s’mores?”


    “I’ll think about it, but at least for tonight I’m already settled in at Tony’s.”


    


    Tony smoothed a hand over the fresh sheets before tossing a thick comforter on top of them. He would not think about Sylvie sleeping in his bed. Her hair spread out on the pillows. Covers twisted around her long, bare legs. The way the streetlamp filtering through the window would caress her skin.


    His cock twitched. Yeah, he wasn’t thinking about it, but his dick sure was.


    He tried to shake the vision out of his head, but it refused to vanish. Stubborn, just like the woman herself.


    “Can I borrow your laptop?”


    On instinct, he jammed a pillow in front of himself, blocking Sylvie’s view of his arousal. “My laptop?”


    “Yeah, I need to change the password for my blog.”


    It took a second, but his brain finally caught up. Stalker. Robbery. Missing laptop. “Sure. It’s in the office.”


    “Thanks.” She spun on a toe and disappeared down the hall.


    Client. Daughter of murder suspects. Woman who would hate him if she ever found out what he’d done to her. Forcibly reminding himself of the facts did little to ease the throb behind his zipper. He swore his cock was laughing at him. Refusing to think only with the small head any longer, he tossed the pillow on the bed and grabbed his phone, punching the numbers harder than necessary.


    His sister answered on the third ring. “Ryder.”


    “I’m putting you on three-way conference call with Cam. Hold on.”


    Cam answered on the first ring, but a woman’s soft laugh echoed in the background. Tony’s first instinct was to remind his number two that he was on duty, but considering the direction of his own thoughts lately he was the last person who should tell someone to keep it in their pants.


    “Someone broke into Sylvie’s apartment, stole her laptop, and left everything else. We’ve moved base to my house until further notice. Tell me you’ve got good news.”


    Cam let out a soft whistle. “Why your place?”


    “You kidding? I’m related to half the neighborhood. A stranger on this block is going to stick out like sushi at Nonni’s Sunday dinner. Plus, I’ve got access to more firepower here.”


    “Smart plan. Carlos hacked into Sylvie’s blog and has traced several of the noninitial threats to the same IP address,” Ryder said.


    “Name?”


    “He’s working on it.”


    “Tell him we needed that info yesterday.”


    Cam asked, “How did the chat with that other blogger go?”


    “Rhodes admitted she spilled Sylvie’s identity to a bunch of people, but the two at the top of the suspect list are Anders Bloom and Pippa Worthington. Based on the photos Sylvie shared, Bloom is a designer who makes some of the ugliest shit I have ever seen on a woman. Sylvie mocked him pretty hard on her blog. His sales have tanked. Worthington is a big-shot fashion editor who is in a world of shit at work, a fact that Sylvie shared with the entire Internet.”


    Cam whistled. “You really think either one would go postal to this extent because of what a blogger said about them?”


    Tony’s toes itched at hearing spoken out loud the question he’d been asking himself for the past twenty-four hours. “I don’t know, but they’re the best leads we have right now.” Tony rammed his fingers through his hair. “Ryder, light a fire under Carlos. I want those computer records now. Cam, start snooping around Bloom. Sylvie said his last three collections were a bust and one more failure could mean the loss of his financial backers. Check out Worthington, too. Find out if she had opportunity or the ability to pull this off.”


    “Gotcha.”


    “One more thing.” Tony paused, trying to will the muscles in his shoulders to relax. “Rhodes ratted out Sylvie’s identity as the High-Heeled Wonder while doing drugs with Bloom. According to her, he’s one of the biggest sources of nose candy for models in Harbor City.”


    Silence filled the line and Tony paced to the door. He glanced down the hall. No sign of Sylvie. For once he was glad.


    Ryder murmured, “Do you think it’s connected to—”


    The hairs on Tony’s forearms stood at attention and he interrupted his sister. “Can’t say, but it makes sense. Anders worked for Henry and Anton back when Keith was killed. It would explain why the trail always leads back to them.”


    Steel filled Cam’s voice. “On it,” he said.


    “Great. Let me know as soon as you hear anything. I’ll be in touch soon.”


    “Hey boss?”


    “Yeah?”


    “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.” Cam chuckled.


    Did he never get tired of that stupid line?


    “Fuck off.” Tony hung up, shoved the phone into his pocket, and marched into the office to find the woman he was failing miserably at thinking of as only a client.


    Sylvie sat in a chair pulled up close to his rolltop desk, her shoulders hunched as she peered at the computer screen. Tension rolled off her as strong as the wind whipping the trees outside the window.


    “Everything okay?”


    She turned and directed a hard glare his way. If looks could kill, it’d be pretty much over for him.


    “You tell me.” She nodded at the laptop. “Why in the hell do you have an open case file on my fathers?”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Fashion fades, only style remains the same.”


    —Coco Chanel


    Anton’s decade-old mug shot broke Sylvie’s heart. Staring back at her from the screen was a version of her father she’d never met, who’d never tucked her into bed after a nightmare or soothed her worries with lemon drops. He looked like shit in his booking photo. Quarter-sized pupils. Sunken cheeks. Cracked lips. Greasy hair going in every direction. According to the police report, he’d gotten busted for trying to score cocaine from an undercover officer.


    She slid her shaky fingers across the screen as if the action could erase the image. “He hid his addiction well. We never saw him like this, but I remember vividly when he went into rehab.”


    Anya crying into her pillow. Henry putting on a brave face with a smile so fake it nearly cracked his teeth. And she’d spent twenty-eight days planning for history to repeat itself. But thankfully, Anton hadn’t gone down the same suicidal path that her mother had while whacked out on drugs.


    He’d come home. Shaken and unsure, but he’d come home to them.


    She’d be damned if she’d let anyone take him back to that hell. Even Tony.


    “You haven’t answered my question. There are police reports, interview notes, and more. Why do you have all this?”


    Tony shoved his hands deep into his pockets. “I can’t tell you.”


    “Who is Keith Molson? What does his autopsy have to do with my fathers?”


    Tony stomped to the desk and slapped the laptop closed. His strong hand stayed on the cover, nearly taking up the entire space with his wide palm and long fingers. “Stop asking questions you don’t want the answers to.”


    “Of all the stupid things. If I didn’t want to know, I wouldn’t have asked.” She shot out of her seat and jabbed a finger into his unyielding chest. “Tell me the truth.”


    “Seriously. You don’t want to know.” Tony held up his hands, palms out, and took a step back. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


    She ground her teeth. She couldn’t stand the pity pooling in his brown eyes, threatening to drown her. Why did the people who kept promising they didn’t want to hurt her always inflict so much fucking damage? Her chest ached with the need for air. Keeping her jaw clamped tight, she inhaled a deep breath. It burned her nostrils but didn’t reach her lungs. It was like trying to breathe underwater using straws stuffed with newspaper. She gasped, fighting to drag in the oxygen she needed.


    Panic slashed at her useless lungs. Her vision turned fuzzy. “Can’t…breathe.”


    Tony straightened like a shot. “Where’s your purse?”


    “Room.” Her legs folded underneath her and she thumped onto the couch.


    He sprinted from the office.


    She wheezed in another half breath, remembering her yoga instructor’s advice to visualize a place of serenity. She summoned an image of the ski lodge where she’d spent last Christmas with her family. The brisk wind against her cheeks. The swish of her skis as she sailed down the slopes. The nearly blinding white of the mountain peaks gleaming in the distance.


    The sunlight flickered and thick gray clouds sealed out the light. Her lungs burned, the searing pain yanking her away from the darkening scene.


    Tony’s face appeared over her, wavering like an oasis in the desert. He held out her puffer.


    She wrapped her hand around his and brought the inhaler to her mouth. A blast of medication opened her constricted airway, followed by sweet, cool oxygen. Her muscles uncoiled and she sucked in a full, deep breath of air.


    “Better?” He pushed a damp strand of hair from her forehead.


    “Yes.” The single word scratched against her tender throat, but she couldn’t stop now, no matter how much it hurt, nor in how many ways. “Tell me why you have a case file on my fathers.”


    He rubbed his hand across his five o’clock shadow.


    “Please.” It hurt to plead, but she had to know.


    Tony raised his gaze to the ceiling and fisted his hands at his sides. Then he looked back at her and his shoulders drooped. “They’re suspects in a cop’s murder.”


    Her brain blanked as the idea skittered around her head like a marble on a sheet of ice. She gripped her inhaler like a lifeline. “They—” No.


    “Are the only lead I had up until today.”


    Anton or Henry would never harm anyone. The idea made absolutely no sense.


    “You’ve met my fathers. How in God’s name could you ever take them for killers?” Another possibility popped into her head. It would have knocked her to her knees if she hadn’t already been sitting. “Was taking my case just a way to get closer to them? Was this whole thing a setup?”


    He rocked back on his heels and studied the worn couch. “At first,” he admitted.


    “You bastard.” Bitterness landed like a rock in her stomach. “Tell me everything, and do not leave anything out.”


    He strode past the rolltop desk, across the thick, gray carpet to a bookcase jam-packed with football players’ biographies and framed photos of gap-toothed kids and smiling adults. He pulled one of the pictures down from the top shelf. His face pinched with pain as he gave it a long look and then strode back over and shoved the picture into her hands.


    She stared down at the two men in dress blues mugging for the camera. Tony stood a few inches shorter than the man next to him who had two mile-deep dimples that had probably turned girls’ knees to jelly and made their mothers worry.


    “I fucked up, and because of that, Keith died. I couldn’t walk away from even the slimmest of leads. And your dads were all I had.”


    She stopped his words with an upraised hand. “Back up and start again.”


    “Keith and I grew up together. He was at my house so much we might as well have been brothers. When we got partnered up together on vice, we had a snitch who happened to be a photographer. He told us about a major player in Harbor City’s fashion scene that was keeping the models in blow. We went undercover as photographer assistants.”


    Nothing shocking in models buying drugs. More than one used cocaine to keep their weight down to an insane level, deal with the hectic hours, and let off steam. Getting a nice powder high added zero calories to their daily diet, unlike alcohol or chocolate cake. Ugly but true.


    “And you thought Henry and Anton were dealers?” Not likely. Anton had been clean for more than a decade by the time she estimated Tony’s partner died.


    “We traced a delivery to BC Designs. Then another. About two weeks before Keith died, we got word something was wrong with the cocaine. Someone had cut it with PCP and people were losing their minds. At least four deaths were tied to it. We had to go in.”


    “Emily Rossi.” Her heartbeat sped as she remembered the six-foot-tall Nordic goddess who had been a regular at the BC Designs shows. She’d been Harbor City’s runway darling until she’d stepped in front of the number six bus while screaming about the demons stalking her every move.


    Tony nodded. “Her death was one of the four. Whoever the dealer was, they were high up the ladder at BC with plenty of no-questions-asked access to fashion events. Everything went to shit before we got a chance to infiltrate the company.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “We were following a bike messenger with a package we knew was destined for your dads’ studio across town. The messenger made us and took off. We were on foot but went after him anyway. Keith and I got separated. He ran track in high school. There was no way I could keep up. I was crossing Delany Street so focused on not losing sight of Keith or the bike that I never saw the car come around the corner. Next thing I knew, I was waking up in the ambulance, my leg a fucking shredded mess.”


    He sank down next to her on the couch and rubbed his right knee. “It wasn’t until after surgery that they told me about Keith. Two shots to the head. Close range.” He inhaled a ragged breath. “We never caught the guy who did it. Every lead fizzled out. Requests for overtime got turned down. Snitches went to ground. Rumors started about the brass shutting down the case.” He shook his head in disgust. “I left the force and started Maltese Security. But I kept copies of my case files and notes—including Anton’s mug shot. Keith wasn’t just my partner; he was my best friend. I still see his mom around the neighborhood. I won’t stop until I find his killer, no matter how long it takes. I owe him that.”


    Tension held Sylvie’s muscles so tightly it felt like her tendons were going to snap off her bones. She sympathized, and admired his loyalty. But there wasn’t a chance in hell— “Do you still think my fathers were involved?”


    “My gut says no, but I can’t scratch them off the list yet. Not until I solve the case. Someone at BC Designs knew what was going on.” He looked at her, and agony, raw and uncensored, shone from his eyes.


    “Is that everything? Nothing left out?”


    He hesitated, then nodded. “That’s it.”


    “There is no way my fathers had anything to do with Keith’s death. You know it here.” She laid her palm on his chest, feeling the hard beat of his heart. “It had to be someone else. And I’ll help you prove it.”


    She went to the desk, flipped open his laptop, and clicked on the document labeled BC Designs. It listed every company employee at the time of Keith’s death. She scrolled down the list, trying to remember when that little shit with two-toned magenta hair had quit in a huff. The cursor blinked over the name she was looking for, and her pulse pounded in her ears.


    “Anders was working for my fathers then. BC Designs was his last job before he started his own line. And after what Ivy said today… Are you thinking—”


    “Theories and feeling aren’t the same as proof. And without proof your fathers stay on the suspect list.” He rubbed his temples with his thumbs and groaned. “But hell, no, I don’t like Henry or Anton for this. Not anymore.”


    Relief soaked into Sylvie’s bones. “If Anders was dealing, it would explain how he got financial backing for his line. And how he manages to keep it going despite the shit he produces. So what do we do now?”


    “Eat.” Tony stood and held out a hand to her.


    “But we—”


    “Can’t go off half-cocked.” He tucked her hand into his bigger one, pulling her out of the chair as electricity zapped up her arm. “Come on. Let’s eat and figure out a plan.”

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “If you wear a short enough skirt, the party will come to you.”


    —Dorothy Parker


    Flames crackled in the screened fire pit built into the slate patio. The earlier wind had died down to the occasional rustle of leaves across Tony’s expansive backyard surrounded by a six-foot-tall privacy fence. Growing up in the city, she’d never had a yard of her own to play in. However, sitting on a teakwood lounge chair wide enough for two and watching the stars begin to twinkle, she could imagine how nice it would be for a kid to have this kind of space to run around and play in.


    Tony closed the grill, hanging a ridiculously huge spatula on a hook on its side. He took a pull off his beer and settled onto the lounge chair next to her. Their forearms brushed against each other, his heat seeping through the thin cotton of her sweater and pooling in the pit of her belly. The relaxed ease brought on by their earlier steak-and-potato dinner fled her limbs, and her skin buzzed with anticipation.


    The breeze ruffled her skirt, inching it higher up her thighs. An image flashed through her mind of Tony’s firm hands spreading her legs wide and his warm lips making their way north from her knees until he reached her core, vibrating with want.


    “You keep sucking on your lip like that and I’m going to forget I’m only pretending to be your boyfriend.” Under his light tone, something darker reverberated. Something heated and daring.


    She practically spit her lip out of her mouth—if that was even possible—but it was too late. A wanton flush reddened her olive skin, and everything from the waist down melted. Keeping her gaze locked on the last pink hues of the sunset, she prayed he would assume the chilly wind had hardened her nipples.


    Or not…


    He’d forget he was pretending…


    “Would that be so wrong?” Oh God. Where did that breathy voice come from, and why in hell was she sitting here talking instead of fleeing to her room?


    “Very wrong.” He sprang up from the lounge chair and strode over to the railing. “There are rules.”


    To Sylvie, playing by the rules wasn’t just a cliché; it had become her life’s mantra. Somewhere along the line she’d become so petrified of disappointing her fathers and nearly everyone else in her life that she’d regularly scuttled or adjusted her plans in order to maintain the façade. The silver lining of having a stalker might turn out to be having to face reality…


    It seemed so clear to her now. She was the only one who gave a damn about that false image of perfection. Tony had been right at Anya’s wedding—some people are good at hiding things.


    Especially from themselves.


    Sylvie hadn’t created the High-Heeled Wonder persona to protect her fathers. She’d done it so she wouldn’t have to take a chance and risk public failure.


    That ended now. This second.


    With this man.


    Tony stood with his back to her, his broad shoulders outlined by the day’s last dying rays. Her fingers itched to trail across the strong muscles of his back, sneak underneath the hem of his lightweight black sweater, and explore his abs as they flexed to her touch.


    In his tux at Anya’s wedding, Tony had been a stranger who looked like an Italian James Bond—a hot guy to take her mind off her public humiliation by Daniel. Tonight, she knew him, knew what kind of man he was—intelligent, determined, sexy as hell. She didn’t just want a hot guy any more.


    She wanted Tony. And he wanted her.


    And they were supposed to forget about the sparks lighting up the very air between them just because of some self-imposed rules? Fuck the rules. It was high time she stopping hiding behind an avatar and started living in the real world.


    She pressed her palms against the wooden chair hard enough that the grain would probably leave an imprint. Her instincts screamed for her to sink back into her comfort zone. She refused.


    Ignoring standard operating procedure, she pushed out of the lounge chair and crossed the deck on shaking legs until she stood hip to hip with him. Heat zapped between them like flashes of lust-induced static electricity.


    The vein in his temple went haywire and his thighs locked inside the tight confines of his jeans, giving her a perfect view of the hardness pushing against his zipper. Her mouth turned to cotton and her brain to mush. God, the man was magnificent. There was nothing more in the world she wanted right this second than to slide her hands across his denim-covered cock and feel it jump beneath her touch. Her gut, however, warned against it, so she covered his clenched hand with hers, letting her fingers weave with his.


    Showing her only his square-jawed profile, his grip tightened on the deck railing but he didn’t pull away. “You’re my client.”


    His strained words did nothing to shake her intentions…or the tingling vibrations building steadily in her core. “And if I wasn’t?”


    With a muffled groan he slipped his hand from beneath hers and pivoted so his solid frame faced her. Arms crossed and legs planted wide on the deck, he peered down at her. He had the intimidating look down pat—almost. Nothing short of a miracle could camouflage the desire turning his brown eyes to charcoal, or the growing cock outlined against his jeans. The view took away what little breath she had left.


    “Wouldn’t matter.” His deep voice shook. “There are things you don’t know. That I hope you never find out. All you need to know right now is that you are my client, and this is a bad idea.”


    “Poor boy.” She stepped close enough for her aching breasts to brush against his chest. Just that touch was enough to send a wave of pleasure through her body that left her knees wobbly. But she needed more. She found the snap of his jeans. The pop of its release echoed in the night. “Hasn’t anyone ever told you that sometimes being bad—”she grasped his zipper’s pull tab—“is very, very good?”


    With deliberate care she lowered the zipper, watching the expressions fly across his face as duty and desire battled within him. Just as the zipper reached its farthest depth, he locked his gaze on her, and there was no doubting who had won the war. She slipped her hand inside the opening of his boxers, wrapped her hand around his length and pulled him free. His cock lay heavy and firm in her hand.


    “Sylvie,” he groaned up to the fast-darkening sky. His arms dropped from his chest and his fingers curled into fists that pressed against his thighs.


    Maintaining an unhurried pace, she stroked her hand down to the base of his cock until his balls pressed against the back of her fingers, then reversed the motion. He felt like heated steel in her palm as she continued to rub up and down his thickening length. On her third leisurely trip, her fingers no longer met around his girth and pre-cum wet the wide tip. Too tempting to ignore.


    The deck planks bit into her knees when she lowered herself, but the discomfort barely registered. Moving closer to his straining cock, she opened her mouth, hungry for the taste of him. She slid her tongue across his head, licking up the salty pre-cum and lavishing soft attention to his dick’s sensitive underside.


    He hadn’t touched her, and yet her body was on fire with an overwhelming sexual need. Her nipples were iron pebbles, pressing against her too-tight lace bra, and the deep ache in her core intensified with each downward stroke on Tony’s cock.


    “You’re killing me, woman.” His fingers laced through her hair and he pulled the strands taut, effectively holding her back from engulfing his length as she yearned to do.


    “No, I’m enjoying you.” She tightened her grip on his cock and slid her tongue across her lips, leaving the faint taste of salt in its wake. “Are you going to let me get back to my fun?”


    “It’s my turn.”


    A wicked shiver shook her as she rose to her feet to meet his challenge. “All right. Show me what you’ve got.”


    His lips found the hammering pulse point in her neck and he nipped at the spot before moving downward to the dip above her collarbone. Soft kisses in that sensitive spot were balanced out by his tight grip on her hips. Her skirt’s jersey knit material did nothing to mitigate the nuclear-level heat caused by his touch. Need whirled around inside her, blocking out everything except the touch of his fingers and lips.


    Unable to be so close and not feel him, too, she grasped his face, his five o’clock shadow prickly against her palms, and pulled upward until his lips were level with hers. This was nothing like their first tentative kiss. They devoured each other, tongues dueling for supremacy.


    He inched her skirt higher until the fall breeze scattering the leaves brushed against her bare behind. Her skin came alive with sensation under his touch and he slid a single finger across the cleft of her ass, wrapping it around the thin strap of lace threaded between her cheeks. Anticipation stopped her heart for a moment before he pulled the material tightly back, forcing the front of it to press against her sensitive clit.


    Her pulse roared in her ears and she twisted her hips to increase the friction before falling against him. They stumbled. She landed on her back in the chaise lounge, her skirt up around her waist.


    Tony dropped to his knees and bent forward, his face inches from the top of her exposed thighs, and his hard shaft temptingly close to her mouth. His fingers pushed her thong aside and plunged into the depths of her silky folds, curling to stroke the bundle of nerves hidden inside. The pleasure of it turned the world behind her eyelids black before it came back into focus in full Technicolor glory.


    Bending over her, he lowered his face to her wet center, his tongue circling her clit in the same slow, deliberate pace she’d used on him earlier. The scratch of his five o’clock shadow heightened the tension growing in her belly.


    The blissful torture made her want to cry out in joy…or desperation…she had no idea which. Needing to touch something—anything—she wrapped her hand around his hard length. He moaned against her sensitive flesh, causing tremors of pleasure to tighten the need building within her. Stroking his cock in time with the movements of his tongue, she didn’t even try to hold back her quiet gasps of desire. Faster and faster they moved in tandem, taking each other higher on crests of pleasure until they reached the zenith.


    Her climax shot through her body, tightening every muscle and arching her upward. A moment later, wetness covered her fingers as Tony orgasmed in her hand.


    Slowly, she returned to herself, and the stars overhead came back into focus. There wasn’t a single bone left in her body or thought in her brain. He’d made her come so hard she’d turned into a sex zombie.


    His head rested against her inner thigh, his heavy breaths a soft caress against her still-swollen flesh. He kissed her leg with almost reverent care, and when his heavy-lidded gaze met hers something inside her tumbled to her toes and bounced back up to her chest.


    He cleared his throat. “Sorry about that.” He nodded toward her sticky hand as he stood and zipped his jeans.


    She shrugged. “Messy can be fun. Maybe next time—”


    He whipped off his shirt and then clinically and efficiently cleaned off her hand, guilt replacing the postcoital softness in his gaze. “I shouldn’t have taken advantage of you like that.”


    What the fuck?


    “You can have first dibs on the bathroom.” He backpeddled away from her. “I… I’ll see you in the morning.”


    With that, he disappeared into the house, leaving her alone on the deck, her skirt and mind askew.


    Fuck. What happens now?

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “In difficult times, fashion is always outrageous.”


    —Elsa Schiaparelli


    A migrating flock of geese flew in V formation past the bathroom window. Tony admired their military precision and dedication as he rubbed a towel across his wet hair. Doubtful any of the males in the group broke out of the lineup just to get wild with one of the females. Nope. They followed the order of things.


    He dragged the towel across his chest. It was a shitty day when geese had a better sense of self-preservation than he did.


    The gray-and-black flyers disappeared from view and the buzzing at the base of his cock started up again. Gritting his teeth, he wrapped the towel around his hips cursing the morning wood that wouldn’t go away—not while Sylvie’s lavender scent wafted under the closed door of the bathroom, filling the traitorous body part with bad ideas.


    A soft giggle erupted from the other side, making him all the more tense.


    He wouldn’t look at the bathroom door again.


    He.


    Would.


    Not.


    He looked at the bathroom door again. The one that led to his bedroom. Where Sylvie had spent the night. In…an oversized T-shirt? Something see-through and lacy? Yoga pants? Nothing at all? The possibilities made his mouth water and his chubby stiffen into a full-on boner.


    Walking more bowlegged than normal, he crossed to the sink and opened the medicine cabinet. His hand hovered next to the can of Barbasol and disposable razor for a moment before closing the mirrored door and opening the cabinet under the sink instead. He rooted past a stack of towels and three rolls of toilet paper until his hand landed on his leather shaving kit and pulled it out. The fancy shaving cream with a badger-hair shaving brush and aftershave had been a gift last Christmas. Really, it was about time he used it.


    He’d whipped up the cream in a cup and was brushing it across his stubble when the door flew open.


    “Drea, you are such a dork. I will not walk around the house wrapped in Saran Wrap. Where do you read this shit?” Phone glued to her ear, Sylvie stepped into the bathroom, wearing a green tank top that dipped low between her boobs and the world’s smallest pair of green panties. Her honey-brown hair fell in waves around her face, making it look as if she’d just rolled out of bed after a good time.


    If only.


    In a heartbeat he understood what those annoying commercials meant about painful erection. Damn, he’d never been this hard.


    She stopped dead in her tracks. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry.” The words rushed out of her luscious mouth and her cheeks blazed. “Not you, Drea. I just walked in on Tony. In the bathroom. No, he’s not naked—” Her gaze dropped to his bare chest and continued south. “He’s wearing a towel… A, um, small towel,” she squeaked out before slapping her hand over her eyes. “Oh. My. God.” She reeled backward out of the bathroom and slammed the door shut.


    He squeezed his eyes shut, but the image of her just-been-fucked hair, muscular thighs, curvy hips, and magnificent tits had seared itself onto the back of his eyelids. He’d be seeing it every time he closed his eyes until he was eighty.


    “Fuckin’ A.” He dropped the shaving brush back into the cup and splashed cold water over his face. It did nothing to alleviate the throbbing in his cock.


    He was considering an ice-cold shower when Sylvie rapped on the door.


    “I’m really sorry about that, Tony,” she said, the door muffling her voice. “I didn’t realize anyone else was up.”


    He gritted his teeth. Oh, yeah. He was up, all right.


    He reached for the doorknob before he remembered towels did not qualify as proper boner concealment. He yanked his hand away as if the knob was covered in green snot.


    “My fault,” he called. “I should have locked the door. Anyway, I have to make a run into Harbor City this morning.”


    “Did you get a new lead?” The hopeful note in her voice flicked him in the nads.


    “Nah.”


    Even though she’d crossed Ivy off her suspect chart, he wasn’t so sure. Sylvie wouldn’t be too pleased to hear that he was taking his IT guy to check out Ivy’s computer, and there was no way he’d take her with him…on the off chance Ivy went batshit crazy.


    “We need to talk about what happened last night,” she said.


    His cock drooped a few degrees. The last thing he wanted was to discuss how he’d come all over her hand like a horny teenager on prom night. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”


    “Not asking.”


    His toes started to itch and he backed away from the door as if it were a nuclear reactor in meltdown mode. For once when dealing with Sylvie, he was going to listen to reason and get the hell out of Dodge on a bullet train.


    But speeding backward, his right foot got tangled in the rug and he stumbled. Fighting to keep his balance on his bum knee, he flung his arms out and grabbed for anything to stop his fall. He connected with the shower curtain. His fingers fisted the thick plastic, but gravity already had him in its clutches. The rings holding up the shower curtain popped under his weight and he landed flat on his back, his head whacking against the laminate floor.


    Sylvie burst into the bathroom, rushing to his side. “Are you hurt?”


    “I’m fine.” Unless you counted his pride.


    She leaned over him and her fingers sailed, whisper soft, over his head, face, and chest. “Are you sure? You could have a concussion.”


    Her movements shifted her tank top lower, giving him a perfect view of her free-swinging tits. Full and heavy, they brushed against his cheek as she combed through his hair, presumably looking for cuts or bumps.


    Hell, a head wound would be a blessing. It would distract her so she wouldn’t notice the tent growing in his lap. Again. Stupid shower curtain. Why couldn’t it have fallen across him?


    Sylvie straightened. “Looks like you’ll live. Can you sit up?”


    The plastic crinkled as he discreetly tried to slide it over himself.


    Her eyes slid downward. A smirk curled her lips upward. “Yeah, I think you’ll be just fine.”


    Well, he’d bit the big one at running, and cowering wasn’t his style. Maybe he should let her look her fill. Rolling to his feet, he stood with his legs braced apart, hands planted on his towel-covered hips, and stared her straight in the face.


    Her emerald eyes went fuzzy as she sucked on her bottom lip and her nipples popped to attention under her thin shirt.


    Ha. At last the tide was turning in his favor. “Okay. You wanted to talk?”


    “Talk?” She blinked rapidly. “Oh. Yes. About last night.”


    He jumped in before she could start. “I won’t deny I’m attracted to you.” She barely came up to his shoulders. Her hair stuck out everywhere. Bright blue toothpaste smudged her cheek. A bandage was stuck to her shin. “Very attracted. But you’re my client. I can’t let you get hurt by not thinking like the cold-blooded bastard who’s after you.”


    “So you don’t take cases where you’re emotionally involved.” Frowning, she crossed her arms under her bountiful breasts. God, she was sexy.


    “Hell no. Emotions will get you killed.” With the desperation of a sinner on his deathbed, he prayed she’d agree to ignore the constant pull between them. He hadn’t completely lost his hold on sanity when it came to her, but his grip was slipping.


    Fast.


    She shot him a calculated smile and tilted her head. “I see. Well then, who would you hire if someone threatened your sister or your nephew?”


    “Myself.” As if he’d trust anyone else on something that important.


    “So you don’t care about your family?”


    Fuck. “Of course I do.” His little head really had taken over if he’d missing seeing that coming.


    “Ha! I thought so.”


    One of the most important things he’d learned in growing up in a house full of stubborn women was when to shut his pie hole. This was one of those times.


    Determination lit up her beautiful face. “You’ve got your rules. I understand that. This attraction between us, it may not be the end-all-be-all, but it’s something. Maybe something big. And I’m not going to pretend last night only happened because I wanted comfort and you were handy. I wanted you. You. Still do. Consider yourself warned, Tony Falcon. I’m done being afraid of taking risks, and I’m gunning for you.”


    His brain combusted so completely he smelled burnt wires.


    She sneaked closer, stretching up and wrapping her arms around his neck. Her lips touched his, setting off a lightning storm that electrified him from the toes up. It was a kiss meant to throw down the gauntlet and dare him to accept the challenge. And, sucky for him, it was over almost as soon as it began.


    She stepped back and ran her shaky fingers across her lips, then whirled and marched out of the bathroom, shutting the door behind her with a firm click.


    His father had warned him years ago that dangerous women knew exactly what they wanted and were smart enough to get it. Tony’s itchy toes told him he’d just kissed the most dangerous woman in the world.


    And she was going to hate his guts when she found out that he’d been the one to send the first nasty e-mails to the High-Heeled Wonder.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “I tell women not to believe everything they read about fashion.”


    —Geoffrey Beene


    Using his sunglasses as a shield, Tony peered at Carlos Castillo’s clothes while they waited for Ivy Rhodes to answer her door. Maltese Security’s IT guru looked like he bought all his clothes at a ComicCon booth—black Chuck Taylor high-tops, dark-wash jeans, and a black Firefly T-shirt. A leather strap angled across his chest, leading down to a brown messenger bag with a blue telephone booth airbrushed on the flap.


    “’Los, we work with the fashion industry, we’ve got to get you some decent clothes.”


    “No way, man. You see a tech guy in a nice suit, run the other way, because he doesn’t know jack shit about what he’s doing.”


    Okay. He might have a point.


    The door opened the two inches Ivy’s chain lock allowed.


    “You don’t look like any of the Jehovah’s Witness or Mormon missionaries who always seem to turn up at”—she glanced at her watch—“eight o’clock on the dot. Man, the missionaries do love to get rolling early.”


    Carlos smiled at his shoes. “Ivy Rhodes?”


    The IT guy’s light Spanish accent softened her name and she reacted the way most girls did when Carlos hit them with the rolled Rs—she relaxed and smiled coyly. Tony had seen it a million times. ’Los never noticed.


    “Uh-huh?” Her eyelashes fluttered.


    “Carlos Castillo with Maltese Security.” ’Los held up a black business card. “Can we come in?”


    The fluttering stopped abruptly. “We?”


    Tony stepped into her two-inch-wide field of vision. “Hi, Ivy. We need to talk about Sylvie.”


    Her eyes widened in alarm. “Is she hurt?”


    “No. We just need to ask you some questions.”


    “Give me a sec.” She shut the door and slid the brass chain out of the lock, then swung the door open, half hiding behind it. “Come on in.”


    Tony and Carlos strolled in. Ivy towered at least four inches taller than Carlos. In bare feet. Stopping in the middle of her OCD-neat apartment, Tony gave the studio a once-over while Carlos eyeballed her computer setup. Getting access to Ivy’s laptop and computer files was ’Los’s area of expertise, which was why he was taking the lead on this interview. For once, Tony got to be good cop.


    Carlos wandered over to her writing desk. “We know you told the world about Sylvie being the High-Heeled Wonder, but there’s more to it than just that. Isn’t there?” He stopped next to her closed laptop.


    “What do you mean?”


    He tilted his head speculatively. “It’s gotta be hard to watch someone else rise when you’re on your way down.”


    Her lips thinned. “A great ass and a shitty personality. Are you sure we didn’t date at some point? Because you sure would fit in with most of my ex-boyfriends.” She eyed him warily. “Look, I want to help Sylvie but…” She reopened the front door. “I’ve already said everything I have to say.”


    Carlos glanced down at the laptop and drummed his caramel-colored fingers against a purple elf sticker on the lid.


    It wasn’t the tack Tony would have taken, but he couldn’t deny ’Los was getting a reaction.


    Ivy shut the front door with a firm thunk that rattled the chain lock. She shoved a hand into her pocket and withdrew her ninety-day chip, rubbing it between her fingers like a talisman. “I never broke into Sylvie’s and I didn’t take her laptop. Search the place, if you don’t believe me.”


    Carlos shook his head. “We know why you took it, but it’s too late. We already know all the e-mails came from you.”


    She nearly snapped the chip between her fingers. “What e-mails?”


    Something in her agitated tone must have connected with Carlos because his expression softened. “The e-mails threatening Sylvie with bodily harm if she didn’t close down her blog. All of which came from your IP address.”


    Blood rushed in Tony’s ears louder than any tornado in a trailer park. Why the hell hadn’t Carlos shared that little tidbit? He wasn’t going to make a scene in front of a civilian, but when they got back to the office, Carlos’s ass was grass.


    “It’s easy enough to clear up.” Tony said with a friendly smile, forcing himself into the pre-planned good cop role. “Let Carlos take a look at your computer.”


    She didn’t even hesitate. “Knock yourself out.” Waving a hand at the laptop, she marched to the desk and flopped down into the rolling office chair. Yanking out her phone, she tapped in a few numbers and a beep sounded.


    Carlos snapped open the laptop, revealing the Magic Battledome home page. “You play?” His fingers clacked across the keyboard.


    “Yeah.”


    “Somehow, I didn’t picture you for an online gamer.” Tony tried to figure out how a hot chick like her ended up hanging with the geek squad.


    She laughed. “Makes two of us.”


    “It is unusual for a girl—” A split-second flash on the screen pulled Carlos’s attention. “What the hell?” His whole body tensed.


    Ivy finished fiddling with her phone and rolled her chair over next to Carlos. “Oh, that drives me nuts.”


    Tony leaned in closer to see what was going on. The curser on her screen jumped to another open window all on its own. As if by magic, her e-mail program opened.


    “I swear I’m going to toss this piece of crap out the window one of these days.” She pushed the power button on the laptop and held it down until the screen turned black.


    “How long has this been going on?” Anger sharpened Carlos’s voice to a deadly edge.


    “A couple of months.”


    “How often does it do this?”


    “Not very often.” The words tumbled out nervously. “Usually I’m only on the laptop when I’m gaming. I use my tablet for everything else. I don’t even remember the last time I checked e-mail or shopped online with the laptop.”


    “And you always turn it off right away?” Tony asked.


    “Mm-hmm.” She kept her eyes on the spaceship on Carlos’s T-shirt. “At least I always mean to, but sometimes I’m in the middle of a Magic Battledome skirmish and it doesn’t work out that way.”


    ’Los whipped off his glasses and rubbed them with the corner of his shirt. “Looks like somebody hacked your system and has been controlling your laptop. Using your address to send Sylvie hate mail, covering their tracks.”


    And throwing suspicion onto someone who actually had motive. Heat steamed Tony’s chest. Shit.


    “How?” Ivy asked, clearly upset.


    “All a hacker needs to break into a computer is the IP address,” Carlos explained. “So when an e-mail is traced, it leads back to your IP address and you.”


    Ivy blinked. “One more time for us civilians.”


    “Okay, so your IP address is like a home address for your computer. You’ve been using a static IP address with a lame firewall.” At her blank look he said, “Crap security setup. So our guy figured out your IP address, which he probably got from an e-mail you sent him, and then he used it to access your computer whenever you were online. It’s easy. You just—”


    Ivy held up her hand, stopping the lecture. “I don’t need the details, just the point, Einstein.”


    Carlos rolled his eyes in the universal tech guy sign for idiot. “The bad guy hacked into your computer and used it to send threatening e-mails to Sylvie. Making you look guilty.”


    “Holy shit,” she muttered.


    Tony yanked his phone out of his pocket. The rest of the team needed to be alerted—especially Ryder, who was keeping an eye on Sylvie while he was gone. “Can you figure out who did it?” he asked Carlos.


    “Does the red shirt always die on Star Trek?” Carlos grinned and raised a hand to Ivy for a high five.


    “Um…yes?” Despite the confusion in her eyes, Ivy slapped the tech guy’s palm.


    “All right. Stand back.” Carlos cracked his fingers and then attacked the keyboard with the focus of a cat stalking a particularly plump pigeon.


    “How long will it take?” Ivy asked over his shoulder.


    ’Los shrugged. “Depends.”


    A flood of coded information rolled down the laptop screen as Tony listened to the phone ringing at Ryder’s. To him, the avalanche of numbers made about as much sense as hieroglyphics, but to Carlos the gobbledygook was the solution to a riddle.


    Ryder wasn’t answering. Tony left a message and hung up.


    “There you are,” Carlos mumbled, halting the stream of code. He copied a set of numbers, plugged them into a different program, and minimized it, revealing Ivy’s screensaver.


    A Magic Battledome avatar of a giant warrior appeared on the screen holding a monstrous scythe with a long, curved blade. A woman with bright red hair stood next to the warrior, drawing back the string of her bow and aiming a fire arrow at an unseen enemy.


    The tech guy’s jaw practically hit the desk and his spine snapped straight. “Dios mío.”


    “You’re not going to give me crap for playing Magic Battledome, are you?” Ivy’s tough tone didn’t quite cover the quiver underneath. “I started playing in rehab. So much better than taking up smoking or reading yet another self-help book. Anyway, I like that it requires you to think strategically and always be one step ahead of your enemy. It’s good practice for life.”


    Carlos shot out of his chair and whirled to face her. “Scarlett?”


    She froze for an electric moment and then leveled the full weight of her wide blue eyes on him. “How— Who—”


    He swallowed. “It’s me…Zephyr.”


    Pink tinged her face, drowning the freckles dusting her high cheekbones. “Oh my God. Zephyr?” She jumped up from her chair and flung her arms around him, his head fitting into the crook of her neck, squeezing so tightly it had to be limiting ’Los’s lung capacity. “Zephyr!”


    “But you’re a supermodel. You can’t be Scarlett.”


    Tony looked at them incredulously. “What the hell, people?”


    Carlos glanced at him. “So you know I play Magic Battledome, right? Well, Scarlett—Ivy—is my partner, has been for more than a year.”


    “Partner?” Tony had a sinking suspicion he wasn’t going to like the answer.


    “We fight battles together.” ’Los’s ears turned red. “And stuff.”


    “I can’t believe it.” Excitement punched Ivy’s pitch higher, and she ended her iron-armed hug. Her hands slid up Carlos arms, over his shoulders, and to his face. “It’s really you.”


    Tony cringed. Time to end this before it turned really weird. As if it wasn’t already. “Hey ’Los, can I talk to you for a second? In private?”


    Ivy released her hold on Maltese Security’s technical brain trust. “I’m getting a Red Bull.” She sauntered toward the kitchen and paused, looking back over her shoulder. “Zephyr in the flesh. Wow.”


    Tony waited until she moved to the other side of the apartment and then counted to twenty while Carlos prowled the perimeter of Ivy’s living room. It was one thing if Carlos wanted to go all drooling puppy dog over Ivy on his own time, but they couldn’t afford to lose sight of the case. That’s how investigations went south. He wouldn’t risk Sylvie getting hurt.


    “Look,” Tony said. “You think you know her because of that game, and I get that. But she’s still at the front of the suspect line.”


    Carlos’s step hitched. “I don’t think so.”


    “Why?”


    “Gut feeling.”


    “I need more than that.”


    “Normally so would I, but we can’t ignore the intangible this time.” Carlos stopped in front of Ivy’s laptop. “This picture of Zephyr and Scarlett was a screenshot taken during a battle where we destroyed a band of enchanted canids guarding Poseidon’s trident. She’d refused to move away from my six even when the pack had turned on me, giving her an open route to the trident and solo success. If she is even half as loyal in the real world, she’d never terrorize Sylvie.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” Tony pinched the bridge of his nose and shoved a hand through his hair. “You’re justifying your position because of a computer game?”


    “Someone has been remotely controlling her computer using a proxy server.” The words raced off of Carlos’s tongue. “They had total access to everything on her hard drive and could easily have left a cyber-trail to make it look like Ivy was the troll.”


    “Could have. Whoever has been controlling the computer from the outside could be totally unrelated to Sylvie’s stalker. Or it could be Ivy covering her tracks.”


    Carlos shook his head. “No way. I just need a little more time to prove it. I have a trace on the proxy server now. If they keep any kind of user logs, I can hack in and connect the dots.”


    Tony considered the man in front of him. Carlos had joined their team a few years ago and had done stellar work since then. His instincts were usually dead on…but something about this whole thing made Tony’s toes itch. “How much time do you need?”


    Carlos fist pumped the air. “Forty-eight hours.”


    God, he hoped he wasn’t going to regret this. “You have twenty-four. And ’Los?”


    “Yeah?”


    Tony leveled a hard look at him. “There’s a woman’s life riding on this case. Don’t fuck it up.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “I can’t concentrate in flats.”


    —Victoria Beckham


    What had her life devolved to when Sylvie had only thrown one pair of flats into her overnight bag? Not a single pair of chunky heels, knee boots, or mules. Every girl knew nothing made your butt look better than a pair of heels. They were the most often used weapon in a battle of seduction, and Sylvie needed everything in her armor to get Tony to see past his self-imposed rules.


    She dug through her Louis Vuitton orange leather duffel, praying to the fashion gods that she’d find something hidden in its depths. Her fingertips hit the soft suede bottom. Shit, not only were there no heels, but her search failed to discover a second pair of shoes at all. She plopped down on the bed in Tony’s room, knocking the overnight bag to the floor. Even when she’d had only two pairs of shoes in her closet at her last foster home, if she ever went anywhere, both pairs came with her.


    Priorities, sister. You weren’t exactly thinking straight when you packed that bag. You’re hiding from the stalker nut job who broke into your apartment.


    True. But here in Tony’s manly man bedroom in the wilds of Waterberg, the disturbing reality of her life seemed like a child’s game of pretend. Which, in fact, it had been. Pretending to be the High-Heeled Wonder. Pretending to be happy in a relationship with a man whom she knew didn’t love her. Pretending she wasn’t petrified of taking chances.


    But she was done with all that.


    She slid her feet into the muted eggplant-and-navy-striped Fendi ballet flats. Today, she was the no-heeled wonder on a mission to get her groove back.


    She stood, and her jeans, tailored for wearing with three-inch heels at the minimum, pooled at her feet. She sighed. And so the transformation begins.


    After a quick assessment in the mirror, she went to work. She rolled her jeans until they stopped just above her ankle, swapped the patterned blouse for a cream tank, and slipped on her favorite cropped navy blazer. A chunky gold necklace and a few bangles finished the look. It wasn’t her usual armor, but somehow it worked.


    Bring it on, world. I’m ready for you.


    As if hearing her thoughts, her phone chirped. Then it gonged. A piano trill sounded a second later. Holy crap. Henry, Drea, and her sister all texting her within thirty seconds of each other. Her insides became as fizzy as a shaken soda. So not good. She grabbed the phone and peered at it with one eye closed.


    She opened Henry’s first.


    Honey, I know a lot of crazy things are going on in your life right now, but today’s posts aren’t like you at all.


    What was he talking about?


    Drea’s text was a bit longer. And even more stress inducing.


    Are you smoking crack with HHW posts?!? Also did you see Pippa’s quote in FashionWear Daily about you coming out as the HHW? “Really, it’s not surprising considering her background and her fathers. Not that it matters. These so-called fashion bloggers will never make a lasting impact on the world. They lack taste. They lack knowledge. They lack influence. The real power will always be with Chantal. Always.” Da-y-um! Wear kevlar to fundraising dinner tomorrow. Don’t worry. I’ll bring the Uzi! :)


    Shit. This could not be good.


    Heart pounding, she punched up the last text. Anya was more diplomatic, but the trend continued.


    It was satire? Yes?


    All of the bubbles inside Sylvie’s stomach replicated and grew until they squashed her lungs against her rib cage. In three clicks she had the High-Heeled Wonder Web site up on her phone.


    The top of the page was taken up by a large candid photo of a plus-sized model eating chocolate cake with the headline: Do Fatties Have a Place in Fashion?


    Her cheeks flamed as her blood thundered through her veins.


    She scrolled down. A photo of a well-known buyer for a major department store sniffing white powder off a woman’s naked butt appeared next, with the headline: How Certain Fashion Lines End Up in Stores.


    The bubbles in her abdomen popped, replaced by a panic that squeezed her kidneys.


    The final image had been taken outside of her apartment building. It showed her smiling and walking down the steps, waving to an unseen someone in the distance. A crudely drawn cartoon dialogue bubble floated over her head: Hi! My Name Is Sylvie Bissette and I’m the High-Heeled Wonder!


    Her fingers fumbled frantically on the touch screen as she typed in her password on the blog login page. Denied. She tried again. And again. Each time, an error message flashed across the screen. Damn! She’d meant to change the password last night, but after getting all freaked out seeing Tony’s file on her fathers, she’d forgotten about doing it. The asshole stalker must have changed the password. She couldn’t access her own site.


    She stumbled backward until her back hit the wall. The phone slipped from her fingers, whacking against the hardwood floor with a hollow thud. My God. Those horrible posts. Mean. Ugly. Nasty. The bastard had turned her whole life to shit with the click of a mouse. He wouldn’t be the only one calling for her to shut down the blog now. If it hadn’t been her own Web site, she’d be one of the voices calling for the blogger’s head.


    Her muscles screaming with the need for action, she swiped her phone off the floor, tossed it onto the bed, and paced the twelve-by-fourteen room. Fury boiled her blood to cold fusion levels. Which cleared her thinking and let her brain zero in on what needed to be done. Like Rocky, she apparently had to get knocked around before she could work up enough anger to land a killer punch.


    She really wanted to pull the asshole’s fingernails out with a rusty pair of pliers. But that was way too good for the bastard. No. This dirtbag needed to be stripped of his anonymity and exposed for everyone to see, along with his crimes. There had to be something in those posts that gave him away.


    She’d find it, and she’d nail his ass to the wall.


    She couldn’t wait. She stormed out of Tony’s bedroom. Pumped up on righteous indignation, she peeled around the corner into the kitchen—


    And jerked to a stop.


    The early morning sunlight filtered in through a bay window, casting a warm glow around Tony, who wore a pair of worn jeans frayed at the bottom…and nothing else.


    Bare toes.


    Hard abs.


    A police shield bisected by a black band tattooed on his left shoulder.


    Her insides went gooey and she caught her breath. The man before her was very bad in a very, very good way. “W-when did you get back?” she stammered.


    “About ten minutes ago. Long enough for a quick shower.” He cracked an egg on the edge of a frying pan, and the yolk sizzled as soon as it hit the heated surface. “Ready for breakfast?”


    She knew just how that little yellow goop felt. “I’m so ready.”


    “Good. Grab an orange juice and sit down. These will be done in a second.”


    Her brain jerked back into control, resurrecting her anger and bringing high indignation along as backup. Spending the morning eyeballing Tony’s six-pack out of the corner of her eye was so not going to happen. “Wait. We don’t have time to eat.”


    He flipped the egg and then reached up and took down the pepper from a cabinet. A few sprinkles and he slid the egg out of the pan and onto a plate. The motion set off a ripple of muscles across his back. “There’s always time for breakfast,” he said calmly.


    “Somebody hacked into the High-Heeled Wonder and put all sorts of hateful crap on my blog. Like I wrote it. Plus they outed me.”


    He paused, the pan hovering above the stovetop. The muscles in his shoulders danced for a moment, and then he clanked the Faberware down and grabbed the plate with a curse.


    “So much for having one single fucking thing in our favor with this stalker.” Tony laid a blue plate loaded with toast, strawberries, and a fried egg on the table in front of her. “I’ll go grab my laptop. You eat.”


    “What is with you and food?”


    “I’m Italian.” He shrugged. “Eat.”


    Sylvie had finished crunching her way through the toast when he returned, his fingers thrumming across the keyboard as he walked.


    “Can you hack into the site so I can take that shit down?”


    “Yes, but I won’t.”


    Her jaw dropped before she remembered her mouth was full of toast. “Why the hell not?” She wanted to scream in frustration.


    “Because our boy has moved to the next level. Meaning he’s about to make a mistake…if he hasn’t already. And then we’ll get him.” Emitting a low whistle, he pulled out a chair and sat down. “What can you tell me about these photos?” He indicated the oh-so-fucking-lovely pics accompanying the vile posts.


    Looking at the High-Heeled Wonder’s bloodied carcass made the toast rhumba in Sylvie’s stomach. In one fell swoop, the bastard had torched everything she’d spent years building. Her audience would rebel. Advertisers would abandon her. Worst of all, her family and everyone she loved would pay the price, too. Guilt by association was practically a bylaw written into the fashion world’s social contract.


    Whatever it took, she was going to hunt this weasel down and make him pay, big time.


    She pointed at the woman eating cake. “This is Estelle Vance. She’s the premiere plus-sized model in the industry. Gorgeous woman, great personality, and smart as hell. She’s walked in several of my fathers’ shows.” She pointed to the next picture. “That’s Bob Shneizer, head buyer for Dylan’s Department Store, taking a hit off of Mila Kontis’s right butt cheek.”


    “How can you tell whose ass it is?” He stared at the screen showing a woman’s body but not her face. She couldn’t blame him. Mila’s back was arched and her right arm raised above her head, showing off her cellulite-free behind to perfection as she lay on the glass coffee table.


    “Tattoo on her elbow.” Sylvie touched the screen, an inch below the Olympic rings tattoo. “She won a silver medal in archery.”


    Tony grunted and leaned in for a closer look. Close enough that his breath practically steamed up the screen.


    Sylvie fought the urge to kick him in the shins. Hard.


    “Hot damn.” His voice had risen an octave.


    “What?”


    “There’s something reflected in the glass. See it? Right…here.” His pointer finger landed three inches up from the crack of Mila’s ass.


    Squinting, she could almost turn the blur into a recognizable form. “I give up. What is it?”


    Tony clicked a camera icon on the desktop and opened the photo to full screen. Mila’s butt took up seventy-five percent of the space. He scrolled upward until the blur took center stage. A few more clicks and he zoomed in further. Two pinkish, pixelated triangles appeared.


    An answer tugged at her subconscious, taunting her. While she tried to yank the truth to the forefront, Tony grabbed his phone and dialed.


    “Hey, Carlos, I’m sending you a picture. The resolution is for shit. I need you to clean it up and get it back to me.” He paused. “It could be the thing that breaks this case wide open. I need it yesterday, man.” He nodded. “Great.”


    He set the phone down between them and they both stared at the screen as if it were the second coming of Coco Chanel.


    She said, “It could be a street sign.”


    “Maybe, but the color seems off.”


    “A picture?”


    “That’s my guess. Or…it could be a store logo.”


    She tilted her head to gain a different perspective. Still nothing. Chewing the inside of her cheek, she tilted her head the other way.


    The cell buzzed. “Hiya,” Tony answered.


    The gears shifted in Sylvie’s head. Hiyah. As in a karate kick. With a high falsetto… She whipped her head around and locked onto the screen.


    Little pink triangles.


    “Tony, those are Miss Piggy ears.” Her words wheezed out, squeezed out of her by the too tight corset of realization. “Just like the ones in Anders Bloom’s last collection.”

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “I dress for the image. Not for myself, not for the public, not for fashion, not for men.”


    —Marlene Dietrich


    Tony was trying to sneak out on her. Again. The little shit.


    As if Sylvie would ever let that happen. Not when they were so close to bringing down the bastard who’d turned her life into a circus sideshow. When they confronted Anders, she wanted to be the bitch turning the screws.


    Standing in the kitchen doorway with one hip cocked, she jangled Tony’s car keys from one outstretched finger. And cleared her throat.


    Which grabbed his attention as surely as the smell of pizza after a two-day juice cleanse. He halted, his shoulders rose to ear level, and he spun around in slow motion. By the time he’d made the one-eighty, all evidence of guilt had faded into a charming grin that nearly knocked her to her knees.


    Anton had warned her about boys like him. She should have listened.


    He held out his calloused palm. “I have to pick something up before we can head into Harbor City.”


    “Great, I’m coming with you.” She strutted into the living room, calling his bluff.


    “No need, I’m just getting…toilet paper.” He cringed as soon as the words were out of his delicious, lying mouth.


    “Really? That’s the best you could come up with?”


    Cute as he was, he still had a thing or twelve to learn about her if he thought pulling the old I-just-need-to-run-to-the-store routine would actually work. Her trouble alert had gone to Defcon levels ten minutes ago while he’d been in deep phone conference with one of his guys. Trusting her gut, she’d snagged his keys from a bowl by the front door. Perfect timing, since he’d waited approximately fourteen-point-two seconds after Ryder’s arrival to announce the bogus emergency store run. After she’d caught him.


    “There is no way in hell you’re leaving me in Waterberg with your sister while you confront Anders Bloom.” She slid an apologetic gaze to Ryder. “No offense.”


    The tall brunette shrugged, a typical Falcon family reaction. “None taken.”


    “You’re my client,” Tony muttered through his clenched jaw. “I can’t risk taking you along.”


    “It’s Anders’s flagship store in broad daylight, not a maximum security prison in the middle of a riot.”


    He crossed his arms. “No.”


    “Do you know his assistant? He knows every detail of Anders’s life and is a total gossip, but he’ll only talk to people he knows. And the clerks despise Anders. They’d love to spill the beans, but only to a trusted source, and only if their evil overlord is otherwise engaged. I’ve been getting the goods from both parties for years. What would take you hours to accomplish—if they’d even speak to you—I can get done in five minutes.” Triumph poured through her veins as though she’d just kicked back three shots of Badass-R-Us vodka.


    “Carlos is working on whether we can eliminate Ivy, but he needs more time. Until he’s done, she’s our number one suspect, with Anders being a close second. If he’s our guy—”


    “You’ll have my back,” she interrupted impatiently. “I didn’t decide on the boyfriend cover just because you’re hot as hell. It’s the most efficient way to gather information and figure out the troll’s identity without letting him know we’re on his tail. We work well together, as a team. Just look at how well we did with Ivy at The Darling House.” She rattled the keys in his slack-jawed face. “Let’s roll, honey babe.”


    “Fine,” he huffed out. “But you are not driving.”


    Sylvie barely smothered her chuckle. “Whatever you say.”


    


    Half-dressed, multihued mannequins made out in the display widows at Anders Bloom’s flagship store. Most of the mannequins held switchblade knives behind their backs or were pulling them from thousand-dollar handbags. Weaving through the early lunch crowd bustling down the sidewalk, Sylvie tugged Tony toward the magenta-frosted double doors.


    “Bet the tourists from Wisconsin love the mixing of sex and violence,” Tony said, eying the display.


    Sylvie laughed. “Yeah, there was a bit of a dust up with an alderman when the displays were revealed. Anders had to remove the mannequins that were feeling each other up.” A bit of pink caught her eye, and she yanked Tony by the hand until their noses practically touched the glass. Only an edge of the object stuck out from the mannequin’s purse, but her gut had already announced its ruling. “That sure looks like a felt pig ear to me. Ivy didn’t have the only set.”


    He stepped back, drawing her away from the window. “I know you want to believe she’s innocent but—”


    “I gave up on her too easily before. I was wrong.” Guilt warmed her cheeks and jumbled her insides. “I won’t do that again.”


    “Still, you can’t just discount the evidence against her. Let’s work the angle we’ve got here, and see what happens.”


    An argument danced on the tip of her tongue, but a shadow in the window froze it. A sales clerk with pink hair waved at her from the other side of the window. The clerk had been a great source of gossip when she thought she was just talking to a fashionista. Would she still give up the goods now that Sylvie had been outed as the High-Heeled Wonder? Would anyone? Sylvie returned the girl’s wave, girding herself for the confrontation with Anders and the uncertainty of life ahead.


    She had no idea what would happen to the High-Heeled Wonder after they found her stalker, but she loved the blog. She loved sharing the latest about designers ready to make a splash on the scene, the discussions with readers about the need for fashion to move from being aspirational to attainable, and, most of all, the sense of community the High-Heeled Wonder created. Fashion was for everyone, no matter size or price point. She wouldn’t give up on that. She hoped her readers wouldn’t either.


    But if this asshole kept fucking with her site, her audience would abandon her. She couldn’t let that happen. She had to stop him, and expose him for what he was. Then surely, surely, her fans would understand she’d been set up?


    She could only hope.


    Of their own accord, her fingers intertwined with Tony’s, anchoring her. “Let’s go in, boyfriend.”


    Hunger flashed across his chiseled face so quickly she almost missed it, but it lasted long enough to make the butterflies in her stomach break into a flash mob dance performance.


    The store’s door flew outward, forcing Tony and Sylvie to jump apart to avoid the impact.


    Pippa Worthington stormed out, her white hair streaming behind her like a battle flag. The moment she spotted them, her stiletto-clad foot faltered and she bobbled. Her eyes went as large and round as oversized mother-of-pearl buttons. The fashion world’s self-proclaimed ruler swayed, caught between her diamond-hard façade of superiority and the cold hard reality of public humiliation.


    Without hesitating, Tony clasped Pippa’s elbow, stabilizing her. Her footing regained, she raised her chin and narrowed her eyes into slits of disdain. “Please remove your hand.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” He shoved his hand into his pocket.


    Sylvie looped her arm through Tony’s elbow, giving Pippa her most insincere smile. “I hope you’re doing well.”


    “Oh, I’m fine. I’m always fine.” Pippa pushed a pair of opaque sunglasses up her long, straight nose, shielding the vulnerability in her frosty blue eyes. “Why don’t you tell that to the world on your little blog?”


    Sylvie blinked away the momentary shock. She hadn’t expected Pippa ever to acknowledge the High-Heeled Wonder. According to staffers at Chantal, there was a longtime style editor at the magazine whom Pippa had refused to acknowledge for the past decade. Cold. Impervious. Despised. That was Pippa Worthington. What she hated, she decimated. What she couldn’t destroy, she ignored with the efficiency of a tailor on awards night.


    “I would tell the world, but I can’t. Someone hacked the site.”


    The upper edges of two pencil-thin eyebrows appeared from behind Pippa’s oversized sunglasses. “How unfortunate.”


    Tony’s hand squeezed Sylvie’s twice. A part of her registered the warning to step softly, but it was too late. Fury and frustration over fighting an unknown and unseen enemy had reached its peak. Adrenaline roared through her veins, daring her to force the self-proclaimed queen to defend her position.


    “It’s no secret you hate the High-Heeled Wonder.” Sylvie shook off Tony’s grasp. “The threats. The e-mails. The driver who tried to run me down. Was it you?”


    Instead of being offended, Pippa laughed. “Oh my, you have annoyed someone. But not me. Little one, your worthless site barely registered on my radar.”


    “Until I broke the news about you losing Chantal.”


    The laughter died. Pippa’s shoulders straightened and she tossed her hair over one shoulder. “I haven’t lost Chantal. Don’t you worry about Chantal…or me. We’ll be brilliant. You should be worried about yourself. You’re not a real fashion journalist. You’re not a professional. You don’t produce a tangible product. You don’t have the influence, brains, or guts to really make an impact on the world of fashion. You’re just someone who fannies about on the computer. People like you aren’t ready to sit at the adults’ table. Don’t you know better than to mess with people who buy their ink by the barrel?”


    The insults, delivered with expert precision, landed with deadly force. Sylvie reacted the only way she knew how when cornered. She bared her teeth. “If you even—”


    “Don’t bother threatening me.” Pippa waved manicured fingers in the air. “I have more important things to do with my day than worry about some insignificant blogger. I have a fashion empire to run.”


    She stormed off to her black Town Car, where a man in an ebony suit held open the door. Sliding inside, she never looked back, let alone offered a thank you to Tony for stopping her fall.


    “Well that went…” Tony’s voice trailed off as Pippa’s limo merged into traffic. His cell phone buzzed and he slid it out of his jacket’s inside pocket.


    “Yeah, it went.”


    “That’s quite an interrogation technique you’ve got. I’m shocked they don’t teach it at the police academy.” He smiled as he said it, but his eyes stayed glued on the text message.


    “Sorry, I guess I lost it a bit there.” To put it mildly. “Doubt we’ll get another chance to find out what she knows.”


    Tony tsked. “No need. Cam just finished checking her out. No ties to the IP address Carlos found. No encrypted files on her computer, and the documents on her hard drive and smartphone, home and office, are almost all Chantal-related. She doesn’t have a driver’s license or a car, let alone a silver Mercedes. She does use a car service, but as you saw, their vehicles are black Town Cars, and each trip is logged into a central system. No questionable financial transactions going out or coming in. She’s squeaky clean. So either she’s innocent or she knows how to cover her tracks like a CIA agent. Oh, and she was in DC at the White House interviewing the first lady the day you almost got mowed down.”


    She stared at him. “How the hell did you manage to get all that information?”


    “I’d tell you, but I’d have to kill you.”


    Sylvie rolled her eyes. “Was it at least legal?”


    “Legal-ish.” He shot her his most charming smile, and she couldn’t help but laugh.


    Pippa had never made much sense as her stalker. Running a magazine like Chantal wasn’t a nine-to-five job. It was a brutal undertaking that required eighty-hour work weeks and almost slavish devotion. Her stalker had had time on his hands to create such a hate-filled plot. And with Ivy as good as cleared, that left Anders. With assistants, freelance designers, and business managers, could he have managed it?


    Sylvie sighed. “So clearing her is that simple?”


    “Yeah, sometimes it is.” He jingled change in his pockets. “Still, she’s a real piece of work.”


    No damn kidding. “Is this your first in-person dealing with her royal highness?”


    “Yep. No, wait. She came out into the garden at your sister’s wedding.” His forehead creased. “Hmm. Anders wasn’t at the wedding.”


    She shook her head. “He’d said he was going out of town.” Anya had done the happy dance when she received his regrets for the RSVP.


    “So Anders might have an alibi.” Tony paced the width of the store’s display window, his jaw clenched.


    “There was the e-mailed threat, but nothing ended up happening at the wedding.”


    He regarded her. “Really? Tell me how you found Daniel.”


    “On his knees.” A familiar humiliation slapped her cheeks.


    “Not that part. How did you happen to stumble upon him?”


    “I was looking for the bathroom and—” Her heart dropped to the sewer tunnels buried beneath the sidewalk. “Kevin, Anders’s assistant, gave me directions. Which ended up sending me down the wrong hallway.”


    “How convenient.” Tony stopped at her side and his warm hand grasped hers. “From what you’ve said and my intel on him, Anders doesn’t strike me as having the tech skills to accomplish this on his own. We need to find out who he’s working with. Get your game face on, sweetheart. We’re going in.”

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “You have to give the little divas something.”


    —Christian Siriano


    If Tony had any doubts about Anders Bloom’s douchebaggery, taking three steps inside his high-priced boutique would have extinguished them. The man had four-feet-tall Andy Warhol–style photos of himself all over the store. A close-up hung over the cash register, manned by a pink-haired clerk whose eyes rounded when she spotted Sylvie. A full-body shot of Anders took up the dressing room door that opened for a Hitchcock blond trying on a dress from the designer’s latest collection. A framed profile as tall as a hockey net covered the wall behind a display of shoes. The price tag of a single pair probably equaled Tony’s monthly mortgage.


    He hadn’t felt so out of place since he’d accidentally walked into his middle school’s women’s restroom in seventh grade. Seeing Mrs. Ricci adjusting her bra had done all sorts of things to improve his ability to stay awake during her algebra class…if not his final grade.


    “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the High-Heeled Wonderbitch herself.” Anders glared down at them, leaning against the rail of a balcony-like landing at the top of a staircase going to the second-floor offices. The designer had a bird’s-eye view of the store from his lofty position and had probably spotted them as soon as they walked in.


    To her credit, Sylvie didn’t immediately flip him off, which was pretty much the response Tony expected after her slash-and-burn conversation with Worthington. He nudged her with an elbow, praying she’d take the hint and keep it friendly. They needed to get into Anders’s office. Not that he expected the designer to tell them anything useful. No, the reason he needed up there was a listening device burning a half-inch-square hole in his pocket.


    “Looks like you forgot your tacky High-Heeled Wonder boots, Sylvie girl.” Anders’s smug tone grated. “Judging by your past comments about my designs, I don’t think you’ll find anything here to replace them.”


    Sylvie slanted Tony a glance and picked up a metallic silver pair of display shoes emblazoned with a magenta-hued image of Anders on the toe. “Finally, something we agree on.”


    Tony’s toes began to itch. He needed to take control of this interview before the whole thing went sideways. “Mr. Bloom, we’d like to have a moment of your time, if we could?”


    “Aren’t you a polite one? Does your new boy toy play for my team, too, Sylvie?” He delivered the dig without sparing her a glance. “Because he is downright yummy and I’m always in the mood for bear.”


    Sylvie stiffened.


    Shit. “Invite us up and you can ask me yourself,” Tony said quickly, before she lost it.


    Anders’s booming laugh drowned out the ear-bleedingly-bad dance music coming from the store’s speakers. “Marvin, bring them up. I do love a man with a little fire.” His lips flattened. “And I do mean a little.”


    With a bitchy little shrug, Anders pivoted off the landing and disappeared through a set of French doors.


    Two side-by-side kaleidoscope images of Anders on a nearby wall split to reveal the interior of a stark-white elevator. A man dressed in a black suit stood in the back corner. Marvin, no doubt. He had the width of a linebacker and the height of an NBA all-star. Anders obviously spent some coin on his personal bodyguard. The only people who did that were paranoids and those with a long list of devoted enemies. Which category applied to Anders?


    Tony floated the idea of letting Sylvie know about the wireless transmitter in his pocket, but some things were best left on a need-to-know basis. Between this and the origins of the first e-mails to the High-Heeled Wonder, there were a lot of things she didn’t know. Not yet. And he didn’t want to think about her reaction when she discovered the truth.


    He and Sylvie crossed the elevator threshold and the doors swooshed shut. Ten seconds later they walked into Anders’s studio. The space was smaller than Tony had expected. Two long tables dominated the room, one of which was stacked high with bright fabrics and several clear plastic bins filled with buttons and zippers. The rev of a sewing machine hummed away at the opposite side of the room. Clothing hung on racks next to a closed door.


    Marvin nodded toward it. “He’s in his office. Follow me.”


    Anders sat behind his desk, framed by the French doors that led out to the landing overlooking the store. The cramped space lacked any other furniture, but the sun’s rays streamed in from a skylight, highlighting the purplish streaks in Anders’s hair. The dye job may have been his trademark, but it only exaggerated his gaunt, clammy skin. He turned his bloodshot, dilated eyes on them. “So, do you feel free now that you’re out of the closet, or are you regretting all your bitchery?”


    Sylvie didn’t even twitch. “Does it matter?”


    “God, yes. Inquiring minds and all.” He steepled his fingers, tapping the tips against his chin.


    Taking advantage of Anders’s focus on Sylvie, Tony slipped the transmitter out of his pocket and palmed the device. The size of a postage stamp, the black plastic stick-on device could be hidden anywhere, but he needed it on the desk for the best reception. Anders’s desk was piled high with squares of fabric, colored pencils, sketch pads, a telephone, and a computer. He needed to stick the micro-transmitter to something that wouldn’t be going anywhere.


    “I didn’t out myself. Someone did that for me.” Sylvie’s voice cracked on the last words.


    “Now, doesn’t that just break my heart? As if. Count me in the camp that’s thrilled your secret is out.”


    Tony flicked off the transmitter’s protective coating with his thumbnail and casually leaned against the corner of the desk. His hand landed just behind the computer monitor. Perfect.


    He stuck the transmitter to the monitor’s underside. It wouldn’t go undetected forever, but should be good long enough for his purposes.


    Mission complete, he turned to the next order of business and asked Anders in a deliberately accusatory voice, “How long have you known Sylvie was the High-Heeled Wonder?”


    Rolling back his chair, Anders slid his dead-eyed gaze to Tony. “Eons now. Her little friend Ivy let that slip when she fell off the wagon. How is our girl doing, by the way?”


    “Just fine,” Sylvie gritted out, not falling for the dig.


    “I take it you two reconnected?” Anders’s expression was snide. “Amazing. The way she tells it, you abandoned her once your site made it to the big time. She’s quite bitter.”


    “And you took advantage of that, didn’t you?” she muttered.


    “I only take what’s offered.” Anders stood and leaned forward with his palms flat on the desk. “But I’m in a generous mood today, so this time let me offer you something—good advice. Shut that stupid blog down.”


    Tony couldn’t have asked for a better opening to really set the designer off. “She can’t. Someone has hacked into it. You wouldn’t happen to know who’s behind that?” he asked belligerently.


    “Me?” Anders stumbled back, blinking rapidly. His skin turned a mottled red. “Why, I can barely get my wireless printer to work.”


    Guilt, or surprise? Unease tickled the back of Tony’s neck. “Where were you Monday morning around eleven?”


    Anders pulled a white handkerchief from the pocket of his silver-striped pants. He took his time unfolding it and then blew his nose. After giving the results a look-see, he refolded the handkerchief and stuffed it back in his pocket. “Visiting suppliers, not that it’s any of your business.”


    Just the kind of alibi that left a lot of wiggle room. “Can anyone confirm that?”


    “I’m sure they could, but this interview is over.” Anders pushed a button on his phone. “Marvin, our guests are no longer welcome. Please show them out.”


    Marvin appeared in the doorway almost before his boss had finished uttering the order. After another ten-second elevator ride, the bodyguard ushered them out with a curt warning not to return.


    “That wasn’t exactly productive.” Sylvie fished a pair of sunglasses out of her bag as they hustled through the store.


    “I wouldn’t say that.” As soon as they crossed the doorway and emerged on the sidewalk, Tony took out his cell phone, hit mute, and dialed the number associated with the SIM card implanted in the transmitter.


    Anders voice came through loud and clear. “I said get her on the phone. Now!”


    Tony hung up and texted the go signal to Cam so he could monitor the voice traffic from Maltese Security’s office com center.


    “What was that all about?” Sylvie asked.


    He could lie to her, but the deceptions had started to come too easy. His self-disgust grew with every heartbeat, weighing him down. “I planted a bug in his office.”


    She blinked. “Isn’t that illegal?”


    “Do you really want me to answer that?” The question came out gruffer than Tony had intended and she jumped. He frowned. “What’s wrong?”


    Throngs of people swarmed around them, hurrying on their lunch breaks, but for Tony, Sylvie was the only other person in the world at that moment. When he’d sent that first anonymous e-mail, she’d been an unknown entity. He’d been so obsessed with finding Keith’s killer that the line between right and wrong had all but disappeared. She had been his means to an end. Bile tickled the back of his throat.


    As she stood before him, the spring breeze teased her tawny hair away from her face. The truth seemed so obvious. Smart, loyal, and sexy as hell, Sylvie Bissette was beyond what he’d ever expected…or what he deserved. He’d done the wrong thing for the right reason—to bring Keith’s killer to justice.


    He hadn’t meant for this to happen.


    He hadn’t meant to fall for the High-Heeled Wonder.


    The store doors whooshed open and the pink-haired sales clerk hurried out. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but I overheard enough to know something’s happening. Take this.” She shoved a brass key into Sylvie’s hand. “It opens a secret door behind Anders’s picture by the shoes. We all know there’s a room back there, but everyone pretends it doesn’t exist. The last girl who asked about it stopped showing up for shifts. The manager said she’d quit. Anders dropped the key when he came in this morning. I don’t think he realizes it’s gone.”


    “Why give it to me?”


    The girl bit her lip. “I won’t be able to slip you tips for your blog anymore. I got a new job, and after today’s shift I’m walking away from this fucked-up place for good.”


    Sylvie stared at the key in her palm. “What’s in the room?”


    The girl glanced over her shoulder toward the store. “You’ll have to see for yourself. I’ve already taken enough risks. For what it’s worth,” she added, “I know you didn’t write that horrible stuff yesterday.” She nodded her head and hightailed it inside.


    Desperate for something to focus on besides his own failings, Tony swiped the key out of Sylvie’s grasp. “Come on, let’s go discover Anders’s big, bad secret.”


    


    The salesgirl acted as their lookout, guiding Tony and Sylvie from one security camera blind spot to another in the store until they arrived eye-to-oversized-eye with Bloom’s picture. Tony slid his fingers along the frame’s edge until he found the lock. He inserted the key and the mechanism clicked open.


    The door swung inward on silent hinges.


    A vast, dark expanse stretched before them for at least twenty-five feet. The only relief in the shadowy landscape was a small, dirt-caked window at the far corner letting in a strangled ray of light. One entry. One exit. Everything else remained an unknown entity. His toes itched.


    “Hurry up,” the girl urged. “They’ll be down any minute to go to lunch.”


    A quiet vibration thrummed in the walls—Anders’s private elevator.


    Adrenaline pumping, Tony sneaked into the secret room. Sylvie slipped in after him. The door snapped shut, leaving them in the inky black.


    Damn, what he wouldn’t do for his night-vision goggles about now.


    “Tell me you have a plan for this that doesn’t involve sitting down to a meal first.”


    “Smartass.”


    “Yeah, I’m like that when I’m locked in a pitch-dark secret room in the lair of the enemy.”


    His eyes adjusting to the dark, he made out a desk, couch, and filing cabinets. “It seems to be some sort of office.”


    “Why would he need two offices?”


    “Must be where he runs his other business.” Tony fished his phone out of his pocket, activated the flashlight app, and took a step forward. The overhead florescent lights flickered, triggered by some sort of motion sensor, he presumed.


    The room had a Spartan setup. A desk and chair on one side of the long, narrow room and a leather couch on the other. A six-drawer filing cabinet stood in the near corner.


    Sticking close the wall, he checked the corners and blind spots before venturing farther into the secret office, scouting out the whole space. Adrenaline ebbing, he returned to Sylvie.


    “If I say run, get your ass out through that window and call Ryder. If you can’t escape, fight like hell until I can get to you. Remember that old FBI beauty pageant movie? Solar plexus, instep, nose, groin.”


    She gave him a well-duh look. “I’m a fashion blogger. I have that movie memorized.” She went to the desk, flipped on the computer, and started rifling through drawers. The computer screen blinked on. She glanced at it and gasped.


    “What is it?” he asked, coming over to look.


    “It’s an Excel spreadsheet. He’s got people’s names listed in one column with…shit, their kinks in another.” She scrolled down. “Oh, my God.” She dropped into the chair. “There’s another list of names, mostly women, and the column next to it shows ages and… prices?”


    Prices? As in—


    Suddenly, the awful truth hit him square in the gut.


    “Fucking hell. He’s a human trafficker.” He’d known the guy was an arrogant asshole, but this—God, he hoped the bastard fried.


    Her eyes widened and she stood up abruptly, backing away from the screen as if to get as much distance between herself and the ugly reality.


    “He won’t be for long. Not after we get this stuff to the cops. Gather everything you can. We’ll turn it all in as soon as we’re out of here.”


    He hurried to the filing cabinets, making quick work of the drawer locks. The first drawer was stuffed with photos of people having sex or getting blown. Judging by the angles and the grainy images, the pics had been snapped using a cheap surveillance camera. Another drawer held a USB drive, which he slipped into his pocket, and old fashioned, handwritten accounting ledgers. Flipping through the pages, he found names, dates, and monetary amounts. In the notes, Anders had scrawled the client’s drug of choice, most often cocaine. Tony thumbed through five books before he hit pay dirt. Keith’s undercover name was listed among the buyers.


    Yes!


    “Got him,” he growled, and allowed himself a covert fist pump. He had done some questionable things to get here, but if it brought Keith’s murderer to justice, those less-than-honorable actions would be totally worth it.


    “Tony, take a look at this.”


    Holding tightly onto the ledger, he hustled to the desk. Under a sheaf of papers was a laptop, the cover of which had a distinct scratch.


    “Is it yours?” He knew the answer before he asked the question, but a sixth sense reverberated in the back of his skull. Something was off.


    “Uh-huh.” Her shoulders shook and she inhaled a wheezy breath.


    Instantly alert, he reached for her purse where she’d dropped it in the chair. “Do you need your inhaler?”


    She shook her head. “I’m not having an asthma attack.” Her jaw clenched and she squeezed her fists so tightly her knuckles whitened. “I’m just so damn mad right now I could tear Anders apart with my bare hands.”


    His chest tightened and guilt rose to clog his throat. The preview of her reaction to his impending confession made his palms sweaty. “I’m sorry.”


    “For what?”


    A click sounded.


    More light flooded the office.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. Am I interrupting?” Anders strolled in.


    Marvin followed close behind, carrying the pink-haired sales girl. She appeared barely conscious. He stepped in front of his boss and dropped her limp body to the cold concrete floor. She moaned but didn’t try to get up.


    Anders spared her an unconcerned glance and then tilted his head at them, a malicious smile slithering onto his lips. “So. I see you two found my happy place.”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “I will not retire while I’ve still got legs and my makeup box.”


    —Bette Davis


    Sylvie rushed forward, but Tony circled her wrist, jerking her back before she could plow headfirst into deep shit. In the same move, he took a half step to the side, obstructing Anders’s and Marvin’s view of her. Out of sight and out of mind—he hoped like hell. He prayed the girl on the floor would be okay. But he had to stay focused on the men and, somehow, take them down. He needed to get Sylvie the fuck out of there.


    No other outcome was acceptable.


    “A pity. For you, that is.” Anders walked farther into the room, crushing the girl’s fingers under his shoe. She didn’t even flinch. “I love being a designer, but it’s my other profession that really makes me feel alive.”


    “You goddamn bastard.” Sylvie hurled the words at him, anger thick in her strained voice.


    Instead of pissing Anders off, he smiled at the insult.


    Marvin loomed by the door, hands clasped behind his back and shoulders straight, his face a blank mask. Former military, Tony figured. Best to target him first. Fast and hard.


    Sylvie pushed her way around Tony, stopping shoulder to shoulder with him. “Profession, you call it? You’re not just selling a little blow to some models. You sell people.”


    “Bravo.” Anders clapped theatrically. “Let’s see. We have prostitution, a little human trafficking, with a side of drug dealing and blackmail. Which is why I keep such meticulous records.” He waved a hand at the computer. “You know, said that way, it sure does put the harassment complaint you came to bitch about way down at the bottom of the totem pole of bad things, doesn’t it?” He ambled to the filing cabinets. “Of course, it would be harder to manage all of my activities if it wasn’t for my photographic memory. My father thought I was wasting that gift when I enrolled in design school. Little did he know how handy it would become.”


    Thank God Anders had an ego the size of the moon, eager to spill all the intimate details of his grand plan. That he was sharing so much didn’t bode well for Tony and Sylvie’s longevity, but at least the more the asshole talked, the more time Tony had to formulate an escape.


    The designer crossed to the desk and tapped the cover of Sylvie’s laptop. “I wonder…” He stopped midthought and took another step closer to Sylvie.


    The closer Anders came to her, the louder the blood roared in Tony’s ears.


    “One of the benefits of a photographic memory is that I never forget a face. Especially not a photographer’s assistant with a totally squeezable ass. Or should I say an undercover cop with a totally squeezable ass…” As Anders turned to Tony, he slid a 9 millimeter Glock from a shoulder holster hidden under his magenta blazer, and held it casually at his side.


    “I’m not a cop,” Tony ground out between his teeth. “Not anymore.”


    Ignoring him, Anders spoke in a singsong voice, as if reciting a child’s bedtime story. “I remember how blistering hot it was the day I shot your partner. Even the cats were sweating as they watched from the top of the dumpster in the alley behind Yo! Mein. I’d forced a hulking man to his knees in front of me, and the power rush was amazing. Instead of pulling out my dick—which is what normally happens in that situation—I grabbed my gun, put the barrel flat against his forehead, right next to a large mole above his right eye. He cried when I put my finger on the trigger. Not weeping. No, he was too butch for that. Just a single tear, like a brokenhearted girl in a sappy romance movie.” He paused, drawing out the ugly tale as fury raged inside Tony. “Then boom, his brains were splattered all over the asphalt.”


    Tony saw red. Every tendon and muscle begged for action, for the chance to rip Anders’s bones from his body and beat him senseless with his own femur. His peripheral vision turned black. His arms and tightly drawn fists shook with long-denied wrath. Thighs tense, ready to attack, he went deadly cold. He emptied his lungs of air and his mind of distractions.


    He could move fast enough to kill the asshole before Marvin even realized what was going down. But then what would he do about Marvin? And if he went for the bodyguard first, he’d be taking a huge chance that Anders would shoot them both before he could get to him.


    All shitty options. But they were the only ones he and Sylvie had.


    One target.


    One move.


    One outcome.


    The single click of a gun safety being released echoed off the bare cement-block walls. Tony swung around.


    “I don’t think so.” Marvin centered the gun’s aim on Tony.


    Anders’s brows went up.


    Marvin moved like lightning, and in three long-legged steps had his Remington .45 shoved against Tony’s ribs. “This is not the day to be a hero.”


    “Oh, didn’t I mention it?” Anders malicious smile widened. “You and the bitch are going to die.”


    Tony took a mental step back and made himself assess the situation with cold calculation, as he’d learned at the academy. The bodyguard was fast, but with all that bulk, he wasn’t nimble. Pulling out all the stops for a surprise attack would render him useless. Anders, on the other hand, had crazy on his side.


    But Tony had more to lose. Sylvie.


    The designer turned a disdainful gaze on her. “Can’t say I’ll miss either of you. Of course, attending your funeral may be a bit awkward, but I think I can bear the burden. I’ll be sure to wear something you’d hate.”


    “Sylvie, now! Run!” In one fluid motion, Tony pivoted on his heel, grabbed Marvin’s gun, and shoved the muzzle away from his body.


    But instead of escaping as planned, Sylvie grabbed her laptop with both hands and winged it at Anders. It smashed into his nose and blood squirted out like a fountain.


    While Anders reeled, Tony sliced his elbow into Marvin’s windpipe, and a split-second later smashed his fist into the goon’s face. Marvin went down like a redwood tree, and stayed down. The gun clanked against the concrete floor.


    The sound of Sylvie and Anders struggling penetrated the heartbeat drumming in Tony’s ears, and he dove for the gun. Ignoring the searing pain in his bad knee, he rolled into a half squat, gun in hand, Anders in his sights.


    The designer stood, bloodied and battered, with his arm around Sylvie’s waist, his own gun’s muzzle planted on her temple.


    Tony’s gut hardened. “Let her go.”


    Anders pressed the muzzle hard enough against Sylvie’s head that she whimpered. “You’ll never pull the trigger in time. She’ll die first.”


    Doubt crept up Tony’s spine, embedding itself in the secret, dark places of his mind where all his fears resided. His thigh muscles started to quake and the pain in his knee hit fifteen on a ten-point scale.


    “Although, you’ve known her for what, a few weeks? It’s not like she actually means anything to you.”


    Everything came at Tony in a split second. Lavender perfume. The way she twirled her hair around a finger as she listened to his stories. The look on her face when she’d tasted his gravy. How she talked to herself while typing away on her blog. The way she’d climaxed so hard on his deck, screaming his name. Had it been only a few weeks? It seemed like a lifetime.


    “Sorry to disappoint you.” Tony raised the gun, putting the asshole square in its sights, his finger on the trigger. “Sylvie, S.I.N.G. Trust your gut.”


    Understanding gleamed in her eye a half second before she drove her elbow deep into Anders’s stomach, then ducked.


    He pulled the trigger.


    A bang thundered through the office.


    A high-pitched scream pierced the air.


    The thunk of two bodies hitting the floor reverberated through the room.


    Blood pooled around what was left of Anders’s face.


    For a heartbeat that lasted a decade, Sylvie—still tangled in the bastard’s grip—didn’t move.


    Shit.


    Tony dropped to his knees beside her. “Sylvie!”


    The metallic scent of blood filled his nostrils. A panic he’d never experienced before gripped him by the balls and shook him. Then she opened her eyes. Thank God.


    Her voice shook. “Nice advice.”


    Blood spattered Sylvie’s cheek and dripped off her jaw. Her face had turned from olive to ghostly white, the normal sparkle of her green eyes dulled by shock.


    Something inside him broke.


    “My God, where are you hit?” His hands were everywhere, smearing the crimson liquid as he searched for her injury.


    “It’s not my blood. It’s—” Her mouth trembled.


    Relief flooded through him and lightened his arms. He wrapped them tightly around Sylvie to reassure himself as much as her.


    And he didn’t let her go until the cops released them from the scene.

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    “Girls do not dress for boys. They dress for themselves, and of course, each other. If girls dressed for boys, they’d walk around naked at all times.”


    —Betsey Johnson


    Pink water pooled at Sylvie’s feet, besmirching the pristine white shower tile and sparkling silver drain before disappearing down, down, down into the darkness. Water sluiced across her bare skin, steam obscuring the glass door and the view of her bathroom beyond, but still she shivered. Even her bones had goose bumps. She pushed against the slick tile, desperate for something to grasp, to hold on to, to anchor herself on, as the water streaming down her face forced her eyes closed. But the sensory deprivation only heightened the memories.


    Cold metal against her temple.


    Blood splattering.


    Anders crumbling.


    His wet gasping death rasp—too much like the one she’d heard on that night so many years ago when her mother had locked her in a closet with Anya. They’d stayed there for what seemed like forever after the loud bang, clinging to each other and too scared to call out for help. Finally, they heard footsteps outside. She’d watched the brass knob turn, hope slicing the Gordian knot in her stomach. It had all been a mistake. The gunshot must have been a car backfiring. She’d squinted against the sliver of light that invaded when the door opened, unable to understand why her mother’s feet were so high up.


    “Hey there, girls. We’ve been looking everywhere for you.” The cop had hunkered down to their level, but his smile hadn’t reached his tired eyes. “I’m gonna need you to hold hands and walk as fast as you can to the hallway. Don’t look at the bed. Okay?”


    Anya had squeezed her hand so tightly that Sylvie’s knuckles cracked as they emerged into the light. Sylvie hadn’t meant to look, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself. She turned her head toward the uniformed men huddled around her mom’s rumpled bed.


    Cheap, yellow satin splotched with crimson.


    Her mother’s green eyes, normally glazed over by whatever drug was fueling her high, stared out, clear and hard.


    A pillow sodden with blood, brains, and soiled dreams.


    Water couldn’t wash away the images. Anders. Her mom. Sylvie’s own blood-speckled hands.


    She slid down the shower wall, too weary to keep the despair at bay.


    “Sylvie, you doing all right in there?” Tony’s voice pushed through the closed bathroom door.


    Unable to form words over the lump blocking her throat, she let the water flow over her bowed head.


    The water stuttered and stopped. Warm, thick cotton enveloped her and strong arms lifted her to her feet. Tony dried her skin and wrapped her in a terrycloth robe and then carried her to the living room and lowered her onto the couch.


    He settled in next to her. “Tell me what you need, sweetheart. I can still take you to your dads’. Your sister’s and Drea’s planes won’t be landing until the morning.”


    Sylvie shook her head. “Seeing my dads at the store was about all I could take. I need time to get my head together. Thanks again for staying with me. They would have kidnapped me for sure, otherwise.”


    “I don’t blame them.” He turned her head away from him and combed through her wet hair with his fingers, gently untangling the knots. “You shouldn’t be alone right now.”


    “I’m not.” She melted backward against his strong chest, his heat evaporating the chill clinging to her bones. “I have you with me.”


    Tony tensed behind her and his fingers froze against scalp. “Sylvie—”


    His hands fell away from her, leaving her damp hair clinging to her head. The cold returned with an inevitable vengeance and seared her with its brutal intensity. Tomorrow she could face all of the ugly. But tonight, she wanted to find hope somewhere in the mess the last few weeks had left behind. She needed Tony, and not just for tonight. Somewhere in the middle of everything, he’d become an anchor to a better version of herself, and she’d realized how much she’d been hiding herself away. What she’d thought was lust had turned into something far more important.


    Afraid to see rejection in his eyes, she refused to turn around and instead focused on the fox lamp as her heart sank. “Can we pretend for just a little while that there’s nothing on the other side of the door? That nothing horrible happened today? That we’re just two people who want each other?”


    There was a brief silence, and then he said, “No. Not after what I’ve done.”


    He pushed off the couch, the movement knocking her off-kilter, and she spun around to regain her balance. And she saw his face.


    Grooves of pain dented his forehead and his expression was a portrait of misery. The exposed, broken pieces inside him called out to her, melting her heart. He needed her touch as much as she needed his.


    They needed each other.


    She was on her feet in the next heartbeat, one hand wrapped partially around his bicep and the other pressed up to his chest. His heart’s mad beat thumped against her. “What you’ve done is you’ve saved my life. So much more than you realize. You saved me this afternoon…and I’m asking you to do it again tonight.” She shrugged off the robe, letting it pool at her feet. The way her nipples hardened had nothing to do with the temperature and everything to do with the way Tony’s gaze ate up her nakedness. “Please, Tony. I need to feel something real and good. Please, help me do that.”


    He mumbled something that could have been a prayer or a curse. It didn’t matter because the next second his lips were on hers.


    Heat sizzled along her skin as his fingers traced across her bare hips. With a maddeningly light touch, they slid around and traveled up her spine as his lips moved to her jawline. The bristle of his five o’clock shadow scraped erotically over her earlobe. Her knees wobbled under the sensual onslaught of his powerful body against her.


    “You’re going to hate me later.” He whispered the words against her bare, overheated skin.


    She teased her fingers down his jeans zipper and slid them inside, wrapping around his steel-hard cock and pulling it out. “Never.”


    I love you. The words were too fresh and new to say out loud, but she could show him. His dick jerked in response to her firm touch.


    He groaned and nipped the vulnerable spot at the base of her throat. “You will.” He grasped her face and forced her to look at him. His brown eyes were dark with want, but something else lurked in their shadows. “And when you do, promise you’ll give me the chance to fix it.”


    He waited until she gave him an uncertain nod, and then his mouth sealed to hers, stopping her suddenly uneasy thoughts, as well as any further conversation, and blasting her with an atomic bomb of sexual promise that decimated her ability to form coherent thoughts. Lust pooled deep inside her and seeped into every part of her yearning body. The last of her chill melted into a dampness between her legs that demanded attention. Now.


    She hooked a leg around his calf, spilling him onto the couch. He landed on his butt with an oomph of surprise.


    The man had way too many clothes on. She planted her hands on her hips and ordered, “T-shirt off.”


    The cheeky bastard had the balls to wink at her. “Say please.” His strong hands remained glued to his thighs, unmoving and taunting her. His cock, the head slick with anticipation, stood at attention, extending out of his unzipped jeans.


    Her clit buzzed in response to the many temptations he presented. As if tuned in to her euphoric discomfort, he leaned forward, his devilish mouth stopping within inches of the dark curls at the apex of her thighs. The earth stopped on its axis, waiting to see what would happen next. She dug her nails into her hips, nearly piercing the skin, in an effort to maintain control.


    He blew a long, slow puff of air across the damp curls. “Say please, Sylvie.”


    A fire in the Sahara couldn’t compare to the flaming desire eating away at her resistance to his bid for domination. Still, she wouldn’t give up without a fight. Centering her weight on one leg, she lifted her other foot so it rested on the couch’s armrest, giving him a front-row seat to her glistening lips. “Take off your shirt, Tony.”


    He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and his fingers twitched against the denim. His tongue extended, closing the short distance between them, and slid along her slick folds, dancing along her most sensitive spot and lapping against the nub like a cat with cream. Tension swirled inside her, building with every twist and turn of his mouth. The sensation built higher and higher until her thighs tingled a warning of her oncoming orgasm. But before it could crash over her, he pulled away.


    His lips, shiny with her need, turned up at the corners. “You know what you have to do.” He entered her with a single finger, rocking it against the sensitive bundle of nerves inside.


    She moaned and felt herself weakening.


    “Say please, and I’ll make you come so hard you won’t be able to stand.”


    “You’re pretty fucking cocky.” She barely recognized her voice with its strained, breathy tone.


    “Not cocky, confident.” He rubbed a series of figure eights against her G-spot, increasing the pressure with each rotation until she squirmed with pleasure. “But there’s only one way for you to find out for sure.”


    Her vision darkened around the edges as her thighs thrummed. God, she was so close. She threw her head back, more than ready for the climax, but he withdrew his finger. Again.


    She nearly wept.


    “Please.” The word tore from her mouth in a desperate scream.


    He slid two fingers deep inside and resumed his divine torment while his mouth found her clit again, sucking on the nub in rhythm with his figure eights. The world disappeared. The pressure building inside her grew fuller and fuller until she thought her body would implode under the weight of pleasure. The tingling started in her calves, zinging up her thighs and vibrating her ass before her orgasm exploded, stealing her vision and her breath.


    He was right. She couldn’t stand.


    Afterward, coming down from the blissful peak, she found herself crumpled on his lap, her still-hard nipples pressed against his soft cotton shirt. “Take off your shirt,” she mumbled into the crook of his neck.


    His laughter boomed across the room, and he yanked the shirt over his head. In the next breath, he swiveled her on his lap to face him. He wove his fingers through her damp hair, claiming control, and tipping her head back as he nipped, licked, and kissed his way down her throat.


    Her catlike bonelessness gave way to sensations that left her breathless in the best way possible. Excitement swirled through her, revving her heart to autobahn speeds.


    When he dipped between her breasts, she grasped his head and pushed his luscious mouth away. “Pants. Off.” She slid off his lap and stood. “Now.”


    A lust-induced haze had overtaken his brown eyes and a confused wrinkle divided his forehead.


    “Poor baby. I know just how you feel.” She unsnapped his jeans and dropped to her knees. “I promise to make it better…after I make it worse.” She shoved down his pants.


    With his jeans pooled around his ankles, she cupped his balls and tugged lightly. Her other hand wrapped around his cock’s base, her fingertips unable to meet. Leaning forward, she nestled his cock between her boobs and rocked. The bulbous head emerged from between them and she licked the end with a flat tongue.


    He groaned low, and his hips arched forward.


    “Not yet.” She lapped at him again. “I warned you it would get worse.”


    


    Sylvie was killing Tony with her pink tongue and devilish doe-eyed look. Fucking killing him. He had never been happier. That alone should have forced him to come clean and put an end to the lie before things went any further.


    A better man would have. But he had a sinking feeling this would be their last night together. She’d kick him out of her life as soon as he confessed. And if he was out the front door in the morning, he had to take this opportunity to plead his case with his body, beg for mercy, and tell her he loved her with his touch—even if he couldn’t speak the words out loud. Not yet. Saying them before he’d set things right would tarnish the words. And she’d never believe them after he’d told her what he must.


    Her silky smooth hair slid along his thighs as she engulfed him, and logical thought turned to fumes. Warm. Wet. Heaven. A vibration low in her throat danced up his cock and his balls tightened. Tension built at the base of his spine. It took every ounce of self-control to pull her up to his lap before his eyes crossed permanently.


    Fire singed him where her pointed nipples pressed against his heated skin as she straddled him. The need to toss her down, drive inside her warmth, and mark her as his roared to life. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he clamped down on the urge. “Got to slow down.”


    “Not this time. No planning. No eating first. No thinking out every angle. This calls for immediate action.” Her words tickled his earlobe. She slid open a drawer and pulled out a condom. “I need you inside me.”


    Okay, maybe not so slow. Sinking his fingers into her round hips, he relished the moan that reverberated. “You feel so perfect.”


    She lowered the condom onto his throbbing dick, lifted up, and fitted him to her. Then, inch by inch, he slid into her tight grip and the universe revealed its secrets. There was no before. No after. Only now. Only Sylvie.


    She settled all the way down. “Now, that’s perfect.”


    For once, he couldn’t argue with her.


    She rode him, slow and hard, putting her tits at the perfect level for sucking. It was an invitation he couldn’t decline. He lavished her nipples and the tender undersides of her breasts, appreciating them for the works of art they were. Her back muscles undulated under his fingers as he touched her above her pert ass while she rose and fell. It was all so right.


    She ground down onto him, rubbing against him, twisting against him. The nerves in his lower back started to buzz, to pulse. He wouldn’t last much longer. He slid one hand around to the front and slipped it between their joined bodies. She rewarded his first stroke against her clit with a cross between a sigh and a plea for mercy, then increased her pace. Her nails dug into his shoulders and she threw her head back, her long hair swinging wild.


    She exploded around him, her muscles clenching around his cock. It was all he needed to push him over the edge, into oblivion.


    Slowly, his breath returned to normal, but his heart continued to pound a fast beat in his chest. He didn’t want to lose her. He couldn’t.


    Wrapping his arms tighter around her narrow shoulders, he drew her against him. Her eyelashes fluttered against his chest. She was everything he’d ever needed. Smart. Fun. Ambitious. Loyal. Beautiful. Dangerous as hell. His father had been right. He’d lost the war before he’d even realized he was fighting one.


    Floating on a haze of satisfied calm, he nuzzled her hair. “God, I wish I’d known you before.” Drunk on love and lust, the ill-fated words had slipped out of his mouth before he knew what he was saying.


    “Before what?” She whispered the question against his fast-beating heart.


    He hesitated. Damocles’s sword wavered over his head. To lie or confess? Damn his weak heart, he wanted to evade rather than risk her well-deserved wrath. But when it came down to it, he wasn’t that man. He ached to be honest with her.


    Girding himself for the hell that would surely follow, he took a deep breath. “Before…before I sent that first e-mail to the High-Heeled Wonder.”


    She startled. “Wait. What?” She stared at him, then suddenly scrambled backward, not stopping until her butt hit the couch’s arm. “You?”


    “Sylv—”


    “All the threats? The demands to shut down my site? That was you?” Sylvie blanched. “And the picture of the rat?” She practically screeched out the words.


    “I’d never send you a picture of a dead rat.”


    She sprang to her feet, grabbed her robe off the floor, and shoved her arms into the sleeves. “But the others?”


    He stifled the urge to grab her and make her listen. “No. Not all of them.”


    She nailed him with a look of disgust that pierced him right through the kidneys. “Tell me the truth. Why? Who are you, that you would do such a thing?” Her fingers trembled as she gathered the cotton material, clutching it at her throat.


    “I’m the man who was so desperate to find his partner’s killer that he found a way to get as close as possible to the men he thought were the murderers.” Regret ate at him. He had to make her understand, to forgive him. “I needed my prime suspects—your dads—to trust me enough to let me into their world. So they’d slip up and I could nail them.”


    He reached out to touch her hand and she recoiled. It hit him like a punch in the stomach. She was shutting him out, just as he’d feared. But he couldn’t give up. Not while there was still a sliver of hope. He pushed on, desperation making the story fly out of his mouth.


    “Six months ago, I put a plan into action to do just that. I finagled my way onto guest lists at events I knew your dads would be attending. It wasn’t hard. A third of the hostesses in this town are my clients. At the events, I’d run into your dads, hand them my card, and give them the Maltese Security pitch. I made sure I’d be the first person they thought of if they ever needed a security expert.” Bile rose high in his throat. “Then I made sure they had a good reason to call me.”


    So obsessed with finding justice, he hadn’t thought about how his deceitful actions had perverted his high-minded intentions. At the time, Sylvie hadn’t been a real person to him. Just a convenient means to an end.


    “I sent three e-mails months ago, warning that I was watching you, and that you needed to shut down your site. I figured you’d run to your dads right away. Obviously, I didn’t know you then.” He offered up a slight, hopeful smile. It shriveled under Sylvie’s harsh glare. “When the e-mails didn’t get the desired result, I decided I needed to try another tack. I hadn’t actually come up with a suitable option yet when your dads called me about the worsening threats being made against you.”


    While nerves twitched in agony across his skin, Sylvie had stopped responding to his words. Her jaw was locked shut and she was staring at a spot above his left shoulder. Something hot and painful ripped through his lungs, shredding them with the efficiency of a cop-killer bullet at point-blank range.


    He jumped to his feet, but stumbled forward and his legs tangled in the jeans around his ankles. Catching himself before he fell at her feet, he fumbled for the right words. “Sylvie, I— I—”


    “Am a sorry sack of shit?” she completed for him. The usual warmth in her voice had frozen as she finished his sentence. “Get. Out.”


    Getting his knee mangled had been a hangnail compared to this. “Please. I love you.”


    She flinched as if he’d punched her. Then, with infinite care, she turned to face him. And he knew then, it was too late. He’d lost her.


    “I don’t give a fuck.” Pain and regret rode on her ragged tone. “Get out of my apartment. Get out of my life. And never come back.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    “Dress shabbily and they remember the dress; dress impeccably and they remember the woman.”


    —Coco Chanel


    The idea of standing in line at the department of motor vehicles for six hours while buck naked and holding a jellyfish held more appeal for Sylvie than attending tonight’s annual Fashion Fights Hunger fund-raising dinner at the Harbor City Museum of Modern Art.


    “You could stay home.” Anya had cut short her honeymoon after Sylvie’s tearful phone call after the ordeal with Anders and Tony yesterday, and shown up at her front door after catching the first flight out of Tahiti. Her little sister had come armed with three flavors of ice cream, brand-new nail polish, and a mountain of fashion magazines. She’d promised that was everything a girl needed to revive her spirits after facing down a homicidal maniac and a total asshole of a fake boyfriend.


    Drea had shown up twenty minutes later, after flying cross country from L.A. Good friends call. Great friends catch the red-eye.


    Cuddling up for an Alfred Hitchock marathon on Netflix did sound pretty damn good. Maybe she’d follow it up by watching every season of Downton Abbey for the fifth time? It was tempting as hell, but she couldn’t do it. “Haven’t I hidden away long enough? Anyway, they’re honoring our fathers for their charitable work. How can I miss that?”


    “But they already gave you a pass.” Anya stroked Sylvie’s knotted hair.


    “Anyway, you know how these fashion shindigs are,” Drea said. “It’ll be like being under a microscope.” She finished off the pint of monster cookie ice cream with a flourish and tossed the container into the trash.


    “Yeah.” Sylvie sighed. “Everyone and their toy schnauzer will want every last detail about Anders.”


    She wouldn’t—couldn’t—spend the evening reliving the gory details of yesterday’s shooting over canapés and champagne. Fear licked down the back of her neck at the memory of Anders’s viselike grip around her waist before Tony’s single shot took him down. Every car noise on the street sent her straight to the ceiling. And that was only the half of it.


    After Anya and Drea had arrived, Sylvie had poured out everything—including Tony’s betrayal. That he’d been lying to her the entire time she’d known him. Hell, even before she’d known him, the bastard had been lying to her, posing as an Internet troll. After she’d cried a swimming pool’s worth of tears, an empty numbness had filled her. The hurt and anger would hit later, no doubt.


    “Everyone’ll want to know all about you being the High-Heeled Wonder, too,” Drea said.


    Sylvie’s cheeks flushed. Okay, admittedly, Tony wasn’t the only one who had veered off the honesty trail.


    She snorted. “And to think I was running for cover when it was just gossip about catching Daniel going down on the waiter.”


    “The good old days.” Anya snuggled closer to her on the bed, their shoulders touching. “So you’re going to the fund-raiser?”


    “I need to reclaim my life, get it back again. I’ve had enough of crazy stalkers, lousy men, and being afraid of what others will think about me.”


    Drea settled in on her other side, making a chicks-stick-together sandwich with Sylvie in the middle. “Are you sure about Tony—”


    Her heart lurched. “Please don’t remind me what an idiot I am when it comes to that man. I’m thinking of growing bangs to cover up the Assholes Wanted sign that must be tattooed on my forehead.”


    Drea elbowed her in the ribs. “No way, you have the wrong face shape for bangs. Plus, what would I do every dateless Saturday night if I couldn’t say, ‘At least I’m not a douche magnet like Sylvie’?”


    “Hey!” She laughed, despite the sting. “You’re the one who told me I needed to get laid.”


    “Next time I’ll tell you to load up on batteries, instead.”


    “Don’t worry, I already bought stock.” She covered her head with a pillow and groaned. “Tell me again why I can’t wear yoga pants to this thing?”


    “Because, sister dear, you need high-end armor.” Anya rolled off the bed and yanked her into a sitting position. “Come on, let’s see what you’ve got.”


    Drea jumped up. “Yes! Great idea.”


    Sylvie shuffled behind her sister and best friend to the large, walk-in closet like a woman on her way to the gallows. All the clothes hung neatly grouped by color. She went immediately to the dark section. Drea and Anya, of course, went to the other end.


    “We have a winner.” Anya held up a burgundy ball gown. The taffeta skirt, supported by several layers of navy tulle, fell to the floor. Illusion netting made up sixty percent of the bodice, its sheerness mitigated only by burgundy lace roses.


    No doubt, it was just the kind of big-impact dress the situation called for. But she didn’t have enough confidence in the reserve tank to pull it off.


    She shook her head firmly. “No way. People are going to be talking about me enough as it is. I was thinking something along the lines of this.” She plucked her go-to, floor-length little black dress from its hanger.


    “Gone With the Wind.” Anya held up the burgundy dress like a battle flag, shaking it so the taffeta crinkled.


    Drea nodded her head in agreement. “That’s the one.”


    “Anya. Drea…” Her pulse picked up and, despite her reservations, she straightened her shoulders.


    “You know we’re right. Remember the scene where Rhett Butler dresses Scarlett O’Hara in that racy red dress to teach her a lesson, but then she walks into that party, tilts her chin up, and dares someone to fuck with her? That is exactly what you need to do tonight.” Anya held out the ball gown. “Not to become a narcissistic husband stealer, of course, but you know what I mean.”


    Sylvie wobbled on the pointed fence post of a decision.


    “You won’t find better armor than this.” Anya smirked, shook the dress again, and drawled in a faux southern accent, “Come on, Miss Scarlett, it’s time to dress for the ball.”


    


    An hour later, Sylvie snapped her gold clutch closed in annoyance as the taxi pulled into the museum’s entrance. “I can’t believe I left my cell phone at home.”


    “There’s champagne here.” Drea’s tone was as dry as Dom Perignon. “Think of it as a blessing—you’ll be less likely to drunk dial him-whose-name-shall-not-be-spoken and curse out his lying ass.”


    “I wouldn’t do that.”


    A valet opened the car door and she slid out, Drea and Anya following behind.


    “Jeff Ashford.”


    She cringed. “That was in college.” They all started giggling like they’d already been guzzling the bubbly on the way over. She hugged her friend. “God, I’m so glad you’re back from L.A.”


    “Fingers crossed, I’m never going back again.” Drea paused before crossing the threshold into the museum. “You ready for this?”


    Sylvie’s lungs pinched. Great. Having a stress-related asthma attack would just be the icing on the cake. Reflexively she patted her clutch until she felt the hard cylinder of her inhaler and then took in a deep breath. “Hell no, but let’s go anyway.”


    The jewel-bedecked glitterati of the fashion set filled the museum’s massive white marble foyer. The low rumble of chatter paused for a collective breath when Sylvie, Anya, and Drea walked in the room.


    “Gone With the Wind,” Anya murmured.


    Right. Sylvie straightened her shoulders, raised her chin, and gave the crowd her best Scarlett O’Hara smile.


    “There you are.” Ivy floated over in a teal, strapless, floor-length column dress with a slit from ankle to midthigh. “I’ve been stalking the front door hoping to catch you before the gossips descend. I can’t stop thinking about our conversation at the restaurant—especially after what happened with that awful Anders Bloom. I just—” She glanced up. Pippa Worthington was bearing down on them like a battleship. “Damn. Do you mind if we sneak off for a second so we can talk?”


    “Oh. Um, sure. We’d—”


    Ivy turned a cold, blue-eyed gaze on Drea and Anya. “In private?”


    Sylvie swallowed a groan and ignored the unease tickling her skin. Talking about Anders was the last thing she wanted, but she had a giant suspension bridge to repair with Ivy. If a five-minute conversation would help, then that’s what she would do.


    “We can slip into the architecture and design wing, where it’s quieter,” Ivy suggested.


    Sylvie glanced inquiringly at her friend and sister.


    “Go ahead,” Anya said, nodding toward the crowd. “We have tons of people to catch up with.”


    “If you see our dads, tell them I’ll be back soon.” Sylvie linked an arm through Ivy’s.


    The other woman smiled. “I promise I’ll be done with you in just a few minutes.”


    


    Tony’s right glove whammed into his sparing partner’s abs. He followed with an uppercut and hook combination. Raul was his third sparring partner of the day, and since the gym would close for the night in half an hour, Raul would have to be his last. Sweat drenched Tony’s shirt. His arms, heavy as fifty-pound punching bags, ached like hell. Every pivot sent shockwaves of agony up from his bad knee.


    And still it wasn’t enough to block out the reality of what he’d done. How he’d hurt Sylvie with his stupid actions and clumsy confession.


    He ground his teeth. After the hell he’d caught for most of his life over being an OCD-level planner in everything from work to making dinner, he’d blurted out the truth like some thirteen-year-old kid with diarrhea of the mouth. What a fucking moron.


    Raul’s gloved fist caught Tony in the jaw, snapping his head back.


    Everything went fuzzy, and a buzz sounded in his head. For one blessed moment, he couldn’t think. Then the ringing stopped and the guilt slammed back into him harder than Raul’s punch. He pushed it away with a trio of jabs that left his knuckles throbbing and Raul stumbling backward.


    “Break!” Paulie, the gym’s manager, leaned over the ropes. “Tony, you got a call.”


    He pushed the rubber mouth guard out far enough to speak. “Tell them I’m not here.”


    “It’s Cam.”


    No doubt wanting the Anders’s debrief. He’d shoved his cell phone—with the recording he’d made of Anders confessing—along with the USB drive he’d pocketed at his number two this morning and blasted out of the office.


    “I’m still not here.” He popped his mouth guard back in and raised his fists. In another twenty-five minutes he wouldn’t have a sparring partner to help beat the memory of Sylvie’s hurt and fury out of his head. He’d be left to do it himself with a bottle of Jack Daniels, saving the ice for a pack on his knee.


    “He says it’s an emergency.” The old man looked to the ceiling and clicked his tongue against the back of his teeth. “Something about a Sophie… Sherry…”


    Tony’s arms dropped. Praying he was wrong, he spun around to face the grizzled gym manager. “Sylvie?”


    “Yeah, that’s it. Sylvie.”


    Tony vaulted over the ropes, yanking off the protective headgear and spitting out his mouth guard on the way to the phone at the check-in desk. Unable to pick it up with his gloved hands, he began tearing away at the laces with his teeth.


    “Hey, shit for brains, how about I hand it to you before you ruin those gloves?” Paulie lifted the cordless receiver, holding it out so Tony could capture it between his shoulder and ear.


    “Talk to me, Cam.” He yelled the words over the panic alarm screaming in his head.


    “That’s some weird shit on the USB drive you gave me.”


    Irritation surged through Tony. “You called me for weird shit?”


    “Just listen. It’s not a list of dates and names like the other stuff you found in Anders’s office. It’s poetry.”


    He scowled. “I don’t have time to hear some psycho’s rhymes.” The clock was ticking closer to the gym’s closing time, and he had more damage to inflict on himself.


    “But this shit doesn’t sound like Anders. Here’s the first one: ‘Like the wild canids, I’ll tear you down. Expose your secrets to all the town. Leave you bloody, crying out in pain. My vengeance will pour down like the heaviest of rains.’”


    His toes itched inside his sweat-soaked boxing shoes. Canids? Where had he heard that before? The answer hovered just out of reach.


    “Did you hear what I said?” Cam’s voice disrupted Tony’s train of thought.


    “What? No.” The tension in his shoulders wound tighter.


    “Carlos never checked back in yesterday.”


    Tony’s scowl deepened. “He was supposed to be running that proxy search at Ivy’s apartment.” Suddenly, he remembered. That’s where he’d heard “canids.” When ’Los and Ivy were talking about Magic Battledome.


    “Which is exactly where we found him an hour ago—drugged and out cold on the floor. I don’t know what the doc shot him full of in the ER, but it had an immediate effect. It was enough to make a bull stand up and tango. He’s raring to go.”


    “Where was Ivy when this went down?” Tony shoved both gloved hands at Paulie, who immediately went to work unlacing them.


    “According to ’Los, she’s gone. He thinks someone took her. Of course, he could be hallucinating from the meds.”


    All at once, the pieces slid neatly together in Tony’s mind.


    Ivy had started Killer Style Blogging with Drea and Sylvie. She knew the ins and outs of the system. She could have hacked in without a sweat. After being friends for years, she’d be familiar with Sylvie’s habits and haunts. Anders had been her dealer, so she’d have access to his secret office. She must have dropped the USB and planted Sylvie’s laptop there after she’d gotten what she needed from it. She’d told ’Los that Magic Battledome helped her think one step ahead of her enemies.


    Damn it to hell!


    Tony had suspected her from the beginning, but hadn’t taken his own advice to always follow his gut. And now Sylvie was in danger.


    “No one took Ivy,” Tony told Cam. “She’s the damn stalker.” He slid his hands free of the wraps and sprinted to the locker room, phone still glued to his ear. “Please, Cam. Tell me you’re with Sylvie now.”


    “No one’s been able to get ahold of her. I’m on my way to her apartment.”


    “Get her dads on the phone. They’ll know where she is.” His sweaty gym clothes were off as soon as he hit the locker room. He kicked them aside and flung open his locker.


    “Already did that. They’re at some fancy shindig that she’s supposed to be at, too, but she’s not there. They can’t get ahold of her, either.”


    “Hang on,” he said. He jumped into the shower and blasted off the sweat for ten seconds and then picked up the phone again, shaking off the water. “Where’s she supposed to be?”


    Without taking the time to dry off, he tugged up his boxers and cargo pants, shoved his feet in his tennis shoes, and grabbed a clean T-shirt.


    “Harbor City Museum of Modern Art.”


    He ran out of the locker room. “I’ll take the museum. You take the apartment. I need everyone in on this.”


    “Already done. Figured you’d want the big guns.” Cam paused. “Don’t worry. We’ll find her.”


    “Damn straight.” If they didn’t, a day’s punishment at the gym wouldn’t even put a dent in Tony’s guilt-induced misery. He ended the call, tugged on his T-shirt at warp speed, and tossed the phone to Paulie on his way out the door. “Thanks, man.”


    The setting sun nearly blinded him as he hustled down the rickety outside steps from the second-floor gym to the parking lot. He gritted his teeth and hobbled to his car like an old man, battling to ignore his fatigued, aching muscles and the wrenching pain in his knee. He’d hurt like a sonofabitch tomorrow, but if he didn’t get to Sylvie now, she wouldn’t have a tomorrow—and he wouldn’t give a fuck about his.


    He’d deluded himself long enough. Sylvie wasn’t just another client. She was the dangerous woman who made him want to be more than just the sum of his mistakes. The woman he loved.


    She’d believed in him. Believed he could keep her safe. And, damn it, he would.


    Tonight and forever.


    Or he’d die trying.


    


    Tony swerved around a Lincoln Town Car and slid into a parking spot reserved for the museum’s employee of the month. Thank God for ’Los’s hacking skills. It had taken him about five seconds to get into Sylvie’s condo’s security system. The surveillance footage from the condo lobby had shown her getting into a limo with Anya and another woman half an hour ago. A call into the limo company revealed she had, indeed, gone to the museum. A few calls later, he’d confirmed that Ivy had hired a car to drive her to the same fund-raiser.


    The bitch’s shitty poetry said she wanted to expose Sylvie’s secrets to everyone. Well, she’d done that. Which only left leaving Sylvie bloody.


    That would not happen.


    Tony barely made it out of the car before a valet in a white jacket trotted over.


    “Sir, you can’t park there.” The twenty-something model type gave Tony’s damp outfit of khaki cargo pants and black T-shirt the once-over. “This is a private event.”


    Off in the distance a police cruiser wailed. His family had called in every favor anyone on the force owed them—and then some, judging by the conga line of cherry tops heading his way.


    But he wasn’t waiting for them to arrive. “There’s my invitation.”


    He pushed past the valet, popped open the car’s trunk, and yanked up the false bottom to reveal his weapons go-bag. The Kel-Tec P-32 went in his ankle holster and got strapped on. A semiautomatic with a seven-round magazine, it was the perfect backup. He buckled on a shoulder holster and tucked his Beretta 9 millimeter into it, then pulled on a Kevlar vest and finally a Windbreaker ready-packed with a lock pick and extra rounds. He tossed the bag back into the trunk and slammed it shut.


    The valet stared at him with round eyes.


    Tony flipped him the car keys and rushed to a wide staircase leading up to the museum doors. Breaks squealed behind him, followed by slamming doors. He whirled, his fingers curled around his still-holstered gun.


    Carlos and Ryder sprinted to his side. Both were outfitted in Maltese Security’s tactical uniforms, also with Kevlar. Dark shadows circled the tech guy’s eyes, but judging by his straight, aggressive stance, he wouldn’t have gone home even if Tony ordered it.


    “So what’s the plan, boss?” Carlos asked, tossing him a com device.


    “Beyond saving Sylvie?” Tony stuck the com in his ear, turned, and rushed up the steps two at a time, ignoring the sledgehammer pounding his knee into pulp. “Not a damn thing.”

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    “Just around the corner in every woman’s mind is a lovely dress, a wonderful suit, or entire costume which will make an enchanting new creature of her.”


    —Wilhela Cushman


    Low-level strip lights along the baseboards provided a shadowy illumination to the museum’s architecture and design displays, much like a flashlight held under someone’s face as they told a camp-side ghost story. A shiver snaked its way up Sylvie’s spine.


    “Why don’t we talk here?” Her taffeta skirt rustled as she sat down on the bench near a collection of handblown glass.


    Ivy remained standing. Something in the tilt of her head and tension in her jaw made Sylvie’s unease bloom into anxiety. She glanced back at the foyer packed with elegantly dressed guests, and the urge to return to the safety of the crowd turned her palms clammy.


    “Say, how about we go grab a drink first?” She stood and took a few steps back.


    Ivy shook her head. “There’s a new installation I really want to show you. It’s pretty amazing and just a little bit farther in.” She laced her fingers together and brought her joined hands to her lips as if in prayer, gripping them so tightly her pale knuckles turned white. Crisscrossing red marks covered her hands. “Please.”


    Something predatory glimmered in Ivy’s eyes. Sylvie’s anxiety grew as she realized the marks were nearly healed scratches, the kind of damage a cat might have inflicted. But Ivy was allergic to cats. She’d always said if she was going to get a pet it would be a rat. Oh, God. Sylvie’s heart skipped a beat as the image of the dead rat the troll had sent her flashed in her mind. What if Tony had been right about Ivy? Anders had never confessed to being the stalker, but he had admitted to everything else. Why leave out something as trivial as hacking a Web site?


    He wouldn’t.


    And Tony had said he sent only a few emails, early on, before the threats got serious.


    Which left…


    Ivy?


    But before Sylvie could take her suspicions to the cops, she had to get the other woman to talk. “Okay. Lead on, Macduff.”


    As they walked farther down the hall, Sylvie made sure to stay out of arm’s reach.


    “You know the quote is actually ‘Lay on, Macduff’? It’s been misquoted for nearly a hundred fifty years. Crazy, right? It’s from Macbeth’s speech when he’s ordering Macduff to launch a vigorous attack.” Ivy chuckled as she turned a corner. “How appropriate.”


    The tall redhead stopped suddenly and Sylvie had to pull up short so she wouldn’t ram into her.


    “Here we are. Isn’t it beautiful?”


    Sylvie stepped around Ivy and her breath caught, the stunning display momentarily outshining her suspicions. It was a throne. Unlike the half-shadowed lighting of the rest of the displays, it sat bathed in a soft glow. Designed to look like a medieval throne, its back soared twenty-feet high. However, instead of being carved from oak or another hardwood, it had been fashioned of gleaming gold, copper, and silver coins stacked one upon the other.


    “It’s called the Throne of Hope.” Ivy’s voice echoed in the quiet room. “The artist is Trace Wilkes. He inherited a huge tract of land, and when he was clearing it to build a stand-alone studio, the workers found a small, long-abandoned wishing well. Some of the coins in it date back from the 1700s, but the most recent coin found was dated 1910.”


    Ivy reached over the red velvet rope surrounding the display and glided her long fingers over the coins before stepping back. “Instead of leaving the well as it was, Wilkes drained it and—once his new studio was built over the wishing well’s grave—he used the coins to make this throne.”


    Hoping to lull Ivy into her comfort zone and keep her talking, Sylvie kept her own mouth shut and leaned closer, pretending to inspect the chair. She watched Ivy out of the corner of her eye as the other woman fiddled with her beaded evening clutch.


    “It’s absolutely gorgeous to behold,” Ivy continued, taking a step closer, “but it’s made from something worse than blood money. He stole their wishes, their hopes.”


    Something in her voice made Sylvie turn. But too late. Something sharp jabbed into her neck and fire shot through her jugular.


    “He stole their dreams, all for his own glory.” Ivy’s voice turned hard. “Sound familiar?”


    Panic roared through Sylvie’s body and she stumbled. “It was you.”


    Ivy arched an eyebrow and shrugged her shoulders. “What do you think?” She tipped her head and regarded Sylvie. “I considered using a gun, but this way I get to watch you squirm when you finally realize it was me tormenting you…and that now you’re going to die.”


    Sylvie’s survival instinct spurred her into attack mode, and she lunged forward. But the world wavered and she fell to the floor, her legs tangling in her voluminous tulle underskirt. She pushed up against the hard marble with trembling arms that didn’t seem to be a part of her own body. Icy fear strangled her lungs. Instinctively, she sought out her clutch with her asthma medicine, but her limbs failed to respond to her mind’s commands.


    An all-encompassing euphoria overpowered her. Warmth soaked deep into her bones. It was as though she’d dashed across a snow-covered deck and then sank up to her chin into a steaming hot tub. All of her muscles melted into warm goo. Way back in the furthest corner of her mind a voice screamed for help, but by the time it reached her, it was only a faint echo. God she felt so amazing.


    “W-what…” Even that one word had taken supreme effort to utter.


    “Heroine. And you should thank me. They say it’s a lovely way to go. But don’t you die on me yet, I’m not done with you. Come on now, let’s get you up on this throne. I think it’s the perfect spot for your final farewell. Don’t you?”


    Ivy hauled her up and wrapped an arm around her waist. Though Sylvie knew she desperately needed to get as far away from the homicidal psycho as she could, making any move without her tormentor’s aid was beyond the realm of possibility.


    Every shuffle forward took all the energy she could muster, but Ivy pushed and half-dragged her, and at last Sylvie sank onto the throne. Her head lolled back against the metal and her eyelids fluttered downward. She smacked her lips together in slow motion, but the move did little to alleviate the desert in her mouth.


    “Damn, I’m sorry as hell I’m going to miss seeing them find you like this when they unveil the Throne of Hope to all the fund-raiser attendees in an hour. But I’ll be off discovering the new me, the person I can finally become with you dead and gone.”


    Sylvie rolled her neck so she faced her would-be killer and fought to keep her eyes open. She had to keep fighting or she’d die. Even in her drugged state, the dire state of things reverberated through the foggy high. “Don’t underst—” Her tongue thickened and she couldn’t finish the thought out loud.


    “Of course you don’t understand, you stupid bitch.” Ivy cracked her palm across Sylvie’s cheek. “Did you know that rehab is a lot like prison? They tell you what to wear, where to go, what to eat, and how to live, every fucking second of every fucking day. I was ready to snap into a million little jagged pieces. I’d survived it once, but you, you greedy bitch, forced me back a second time.”


    She scraped a long fingernail down Sylvie’s cheekbone and across her bottom lip. The force pushed her head backward against the unyielding coins of the throne’s high back.


    Ivy leaned in, her mouth so close to Sylvie’s ear that the humidity of her hot breath tickled her sensitive skin, even through the growing numbness. “Have you figured it out yet, what got me through those days when the withdrawal was sawing my body in half and I could see the devil waiting for me in every corner?” Ivy wove her fingers through Sylvie’s hair and yanked her head to the side, exposing the lethargic pulse in her throat. “Planning to kill you, the bitch who stole it all from me. That’s what.”


    Adrenaline and pain should have spurred Sylvie into action. Instead, everything in her body lay mired in cold molasses. She couldn’t raise her head. Drool pooled at the corner of her mouth. Her breathing slowed and grew shallower. She knew was going to die, but she was too high to be terrified.


    A lingering regret threaded its way through the haze as thick as woven fabric.


    Tony.


    She’d hoped there’d be time. For more. More what exactly, she didn’t know. But time for more with him. Wasn’t that the ultimate irony? Here she was on the Throne of Hope without any hope left at all.


    “I was the one who introduced you to Drea—my best friend,” Ivy snarled, clearly starting to lose it. “I invited you to join our blogging group. I helped you work out the security kinks and set everything up so your real identity was hidden away. And how did you repay me? Not just by stealing the spotlight. You stole my closest friend.” She started to pace. “Catwalk Style was supposed to be my reinvention. I’d failed as a model. I couldn’t afford to fail again. Not if I wanted to regain my rightful place in the industry.” She spun, and her voice rose as she gestured erratically at her. “The blog was going to get me back on top. Instead, you tossed me to the side with your stupid High-Heeled Wonder blog. People stopped feeding me gossip and started sending it your way. Advertisers told me they didn’t have any room in their budgets. Funny, they always found a little extra money to send your way. When Pippa Worthington refused my call, it was an insult only cocaine could numb. I didn’t fall off the wagon. You pushed me with both fucking hands. You!”


    Ivy reached into her handbag and pulled out a thin rectangular box, pinched the clasp, and withdrew another hypodermic needle and a blue ribbon. “Oops, looks like you won’t match.” She tied the ribbon around Sylvie’s bicep. “After three months of planning in rehab, I knew exactly what I was going to do. Frighten you. Expose you. Kill you. And that’s exactly what I’ve done. Well, almost. The first hit was enough to get you high. This second dose is what will finish you off.”


    She lowered the needle to Sylvie’s arm, centering the point on the engorged vein in the crook of Sylvie’s elbow. “This will only hurt for a minute. Trust me.”


    


    Tony spotted Anya as soon as he sprinted through the museum’s double doors. “Where’s Sylvie?”


    “She’s talking to Ivy.”


    His heart stopped beating in his chest. “Where?”


    Sudden concern darkened Anya’s expression. She pointed toward a hallway off the crowded lobby. “Down there. Why? What’s—”


    He took off at a dead run. God help him, he would not be too late. He would not fail the woman he loved.


    He burst into the room at the end of the hall. Sylvie sat thirty feet away, slumped over in some weird chair, drowning in a sea of stiff red material. Ivy Rhodes was nowhere in sight.


    A primal rage curled inside him, squeezing his organs so tightly he felt they could implode from impotent fury.


    He sprinted over to Sylvie and waded through the waves of satin and lace. He felt for her pulse at the base of her neck. Slow and unsteady, a barely perceptible rhythm.


    He tapped the com device in his ear that connected him to Ryder and Carlos. “She’s still alive! Get an ambulance here pronto.” Knowing they had him covered, he turned back to the woman who’d kicked him out of her life less than twenty-four hours ago. “Stay with me, Sylvie. Help’s on the way, baby. I promise, you’re gonna make it. Just hang in there.”


    Her olive skin had a ghostly pallor, and a blue tint colored her lips. Tony’s entire world shrank to the space she occupied. He couldn’t lose her. He had so much to make up for.


    She took in a ragged breath and he squeezed her hand. Her breathing returned to a slow but steady in and out. Thank God. “That’s it, you’re doing great, honey.”


    A soft click sounded behind him, just loud enough to punch through the worry fogging his brain. He jerked his head up. The Rhodes woman had her back turned to him as she pushed against a door a few feet away that must lead to a secondary exit. She pushed again. Again the click sounded, but the door still didn’t open.


    He leaped to his feet. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”


    Rhodes turned. For a millisecond he saw the hate twisting her model-perfect face before it disappeared, replaced by a doe-eyed innocence.


    “Thank God you’re here. I just found her like this and was going to get help.” She made a move toward the main exit. “You stay with her. I’ll go find a phone to call an ambulance.”


    Everything that had been burning with fury a moment before turned ice cold. He aimed his Beretta at her chest. “You’re not going anywhere.”


    She blinked as if confused. “But she needs help. What in the world, Tony?” She took another step backward.


    “We know it was you. We found Sylvie’s laptop.”


    The bitch clutched her beaded purse close to her chest, her façade slipping a little. “Funny, I heard you found it at Anders’s office. Right before you killed him.”


    Refusing to be baited, he checked Sylvie’s pulse while keeping his weapon trained on Rhodes. The somewhat steady pulse under his fingers reassured him. He just had to keep from shooting Ivy until backup arrived. “We found the thumb drive with your sick-ass poetry on it.”


    All pretense came crashing down from Rhode’s face. “Damn, I wondered where I lost that. It must have slipped out of my pocket when I dropped off our dear Sylvie’s laptop.” She took two more steps backward. “Oh well, I don’t need the poems any more. I’m reinventing myself.”


    “Stay where you are,” he ordered, but a soft cough from Sylvie pulled his attention away for a split second.


    Ivy took instant advantage, pulling a gun from her purse and taking aim. At Sylvie.


    Tony’s gun hand wavered slightly.


    “Looks like we have ourselves a standoff,” she said.


    “You’ll be dead before you release the trigger,” he growled.


    “Maybe, but she’ll be dead first,” Ivy said calmly. Too calmly. The woman was a psycho.


    He froze in horror, knowing she was right.


    She knew it, too.


    “You’re going to lower that gun and let me walk out of here,” she said. She started to slowly back away. “Do yourself a favor. Don’t become another one of her victims. All your precious little Sylvie does is use people to get herself further up the ladder.”


    “Sounds like you’re describing yourself, not Sylvie.” Despite the terror clawing through his body, he curled his fingers around the Beretta’s grip, ready to make his move.


    “Nuh-uh-uh, big guy. Lower your piece or I’ll blow her brains out. Better hurry. I’ve given her enough horse to knock her out forever unless you get her to a hospital right away.”


    Tony’s insides twisted between staying with Sylvie and the need to avenge her.


    “Choose, pretty boy. Let me go and save her, or come after me and we all die. What’s it gonna be?”


    He glanced around at Sylvie, his weapon lowering slightly with the movement.


    Ivy took that as his answer and slithered backward deeper into the room’s shadows. “All right. I’m walking out of here. Starting a new life far away from Harbor City.”


    He forced his worry for Sylvie to the back of his mind. The best way he could help her right now was to forget he cared so damn much. Releasing a smooth breath, he raised the Beretta again. “You couldn’t be more wrong.”


    Behind him, Sylvie slipped farther down and started to slide off the chair. In a split-second decision that went against every lesson he’d learned on the force, he let go of his weapon and caught her before she cracked her head on the marble floor. Holding her close, his ability to compartmentalize shattered in the face of her slight, ragged breaths.


    A shot cracked through the air.


    “I don’t want to shoot you, Ivy, but I will,” Carlos called out from the room’s main entrance.


    Rhodes emerged from behind the column, her eyes wide. “Zephyr? What are— You aren’t supposed to be here.” A red laser dot instantly appeared on her wrist above the gun.


    “Yeah, as I recently learned, some surprises suck.” Carlos moved his weapon, painting the ominous red dot down to her hand and then back up her arm and chest until it slid up to rest between her eyes. “I’m even better at this in the real world. Put the gun down, Ivy. Game over.”


    Her left eye spasmed and her gun jiggled in her loose grip. “So do it, then.”


    Abruptly, she dropped to one knee, escaping Carlos’s aim, and fired off three rapid shots at Tony and Sylvie.


    Two went wild.


    One pinged off the coins above Sylvie’s head and ricocheted back toward Rhodes.


    Another shot exploded through the room.


    An oomph sounded.


    The redhead crumbled to the ground.


    Carlos hustled over, kicked the pistol out of her reach, and kneeled down, feeling for a pulse.


    “Is she dead?” Tony asked, lowering Sylvie gently to the floor.


    “Yeah.” Carlos stood.


    “The ricochet?”


    “No.” He wiped his bloody hands on his pants. “I shot her.”


    “I’m sorry you had to do that ’Los.”


    “I’m not. Scarlett deserved more than to be Ivy in the real world.”


    Without another word, the team member Tony had always considered just the geeky tech guy spun away and disappeared into the crowd of paramedics and cops now flooding into the room.


    “Okay, what have we got here?” The paramedic snapped on gloves and crouched on his haunches.


    “Not sure. She’s got needle puncture marks.” Tony’s gut lurched at the words.


    The paramedic took Sylvie’s pulse and his face darkened. “Damn. We gotta get her out of here stat.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    “The most beautiful clothes that can dress a woman are the arms of the man she loves.”


    —Yves Saint-Laurent


    Antiseptic burned Tony’s nostrils and the constant beeps, buzzes, and paging for Dr. So-and-So over the intercom had him out so far on edge he was ready to jump just to get it over with. He was in the hospital waiting room, with Cam, Ryder, and Carlos huddled nearby. But Tony was too jittery to sit caged up in a room filled with uncomfortable chairs and fake plants, so he’d been doing his damnedest to wear a groove in the linoleum deep enough to rival the Grand Canyon. He couldn’t do a thing to help Sylvie, but he wasn’t leaving until he knew she was going to pull through.


    Anya and a tall black woman with enough liner around her eyes to make Cleopatra jealous stepped over and blocked his path.


    Cleopatra glared at him. “So you must be the asshole who broke her heart. I suppose you’re cute enough under all those bruises. Too bad you’re a lying dirt bag.”


    He stopped so fast his shoes squeaked on the floor. “Excuse me?”


    She huffed. “I don’t know you well enough to help you make up an excuse for your pitiful behavior. Which is too bad really, because I am damn good at creative reasoning.”


    He had no idea how to respond to that, so when Anya started to walk past him, Tony grabbed her arm to stop her. “How is Sylvie? Is she going to be okay?”


    “Thanks—and no thanks—to you, she’ll be just fine.” Anya shook off his hand. “The doctors gave her Narcan to counteract the heroine and they’re going to keep her overnight, but it could have been a whole lot worse. Come on, Drea.”


    Relief swept through him and he sagged against the wall. The lightness didn’t last long before self-recrimination came back to life like a zombie on steroids. “If only I’d gotten there faster. I should have figured it out. Then none of this would have happened.”


    “Oh, cut the shit.” Drea rolled her eyes. “You’re not God, so stop thinking like you can control any of that. Ivy went batshit crazycakes nuts. If you want to blame anyone, blame that bitch.”


    “But—”


    Anya hushed him with an upraised palm. “The only thing you have control over is what happens next between you and Sylvie.”


    And there was the rub. He already knew what happened next, and it hurt like hell. “Nothing. She never wants to see me again.”


    “And so you’re going to give up just like that, huh? Not what I expected from the man who went all Jason Bourne in order to rescue her.” Anya crossed her arms over her chest, regarding him in silence for several beats before marching over to stand toe to toe with him. “I’ve seen Sylvie through several broken hearts and that idiotic pseudo-relationship with Daniel, but when she told me about you—even as pissed off as she was—she sort of…glowed. That’s never happened before.”


    “She obviously hasn’t told you everything.”


    “Oh, she has. And let me be the first of many to tell you that was an epically stupid move, but I understand what it’s like to be pushed to that point.”


    He shoved his hands through his hair. “I’ll regret it for the rest of my life.”


    “Regret is for people who can’t learn from their mistakes.” Anya’s face softened when he looked at her, stricken. “And don’t I know it. Look, Sylvie was worth fighting for when you thought Ivy was going to kill her. Is she any less worth fighting for now that she’s going to live?”


    Again, he was without a response, his mind processing the idea.


    Anya patted him on the cheek, hard, and shook her head. “We both know the answer to that is yes.”


    She and Drea took off down the hall where Drea ran smack dab into Cam as he emerged from the waiting room.


    “Darling, I am so sorry.” Cam turned on his most charming smile.


    Drea tossed a look back at Tony. “One of yours?”


    He nodded.


    “Figures.” She shook her head and strutted down the hallway.


    Cam whistled under his breath. “Who was that?”


    “I’m hoping they were the voices of reason.” Not waiting for Cam’s response, Tony limped off toward Sylvie’s room to do the right thing for the woman he loved.


    


    Sylvie counted ceiling tiles in her hospital room, still trying to wrap her brain around the fact that she’d almost died. Or maybe trying to avoid wrapping around it…


    She hadn’t seen angels, harps, or a light at the end of the tunnel.


    She’d seen Tony.


    Which was even more disturbing.


    Through the drugged haze, she’d felt him holding her tightly, and had fought against the sweet tide of sleep trying to pull her under. Hearing his voice had been a poignant reminder that she wanted to live. More than that, she wanted Tony.


    But he was gone. Out of her life forever, just as she’d demanded.


    When she’d regained consciousness in the ambulance her fathers had been with her, but not Tony. He’d brought her back from the brink, then disappeared. At the end, he’d respected what she wanted. What she’d demanded.


    She should be glad.


    But she wasn’t. Not the least little bit.


    Oh, God, how had she been so stupid to send him away?


    And why hadn’t he argued with her? Put up even a token protest?


    She croaked out a moan.


    “You okay, bulldog? Do you want me to get the nurse?” Henry tucked her hand into his.


    Before she could answer, a knock sounded. “May I come in?”


    That caramel-smooth voice set off a thunder from her heart monitor, and she sat straight up so fast the room spun. Anton sprang to her side. Ignoring both her fathers, she took in the man slouching hesitantly in the doorway, too uncertain to come all the way into the room.


    Tony!


    He looked like hell. His jaw was swollen and a purple shadow darkened his right cheek. His thick brown hair was tousled as if he’d spent the evening in a wind tunnel, and his black T-shirt was on inside out.


    Damn, he was gorgeous.


    The heart monitor went even crazier.


    Henry’s spine went rigid. “We will always appreciate your saving our Sylvie tonight.” he said stiffly to Tony. “But you’re not welcome here.”


    Tony’s shoulders slumped, but he pushed forward a half step into the room. “I understand, but if I could just have a minute.”


    Slowly regaining her equilibrium, Sylvie took in the protective wall her fathers made on her behalf. No doubt about it, they loved her. But she was done with using them as an excuse to hide herself from the world. From the heartache of rejection. If this was the last time she spoke with Tony, she was going to face it head-on, painful though it may be.


    Tony’s jaw clenched, and he sent her a pleading glance.


    She opened her mouth, but nothing came out.


    “Never mind. I guess this wasn’t a good idea.” Tony sighed and started to back out of the doorway.


    “No.” The word rushed out in a whoosh. “Stay. Please.”


    “Are you sure, bulldog?” Henry squeezed her hand.


    Her heart too far up in her throat to speak, so she nodded.


    “We’ll be out in the hall.” Anton brushed his hand across her back and delivered a swift kiss to her cheek. “If you need anything, just call out.”


    Her fathers filed out of the room, both shooting Tony the stink-eye the way only pissed off fathers could when looking at men they deemed less than worthy to date their daughters. Smart man that he was, Tony gave them a wide berth.


    Once she and Tony were finally alone, they regarded each other in silence. He paced across the small room to the window, and followed the same path back to the door, favoring his right leg. Nervous energy poured off him in waves. In the stretching silence, tension grew between them like a child’s soap bubble, pushing against Sylvie like an almost tangible thing.


    She couldn’t take it. Sure, she’d told him to get the hell out of her life, but tonight she’d realized that wasn’t what she really wanted. What she really wanted was him. In her life. And if he was here to tell her good-bye for good, well, he had another thing coming, because she was fighting for this. For him. For them.


    She ran her fingers through her hair, combing through several knots, grimacing at the idea of how she must look. The paper-thin, sickly green hospital gown wasn’t the most flattering, but a girl had to work with what she had—even the High-Heeled Wonder.


    “What do you want to tell me?” she asked cautiously.


    “I have no idea.” He shoved his hands into his pockets and hunched his shoulders forward.


    “The man who always has a plan is winging it?” Her lips curved up as she nibbled the bottom one nervously.


    He chuckled. “Yeah, and I’m not really good at spontaneous.”


    “You should come up with a plan to work on that.”


    “No kidding.” He laughed, and the tension between them evaporated.


    She pushed the rolling tray of hospital food away from the bed and patted the sheet next to her. “Sit down and talk to me.” An insidious trickle of hope threaded through her.


    Tony limped over and sat down, rubbing his right knee. He opened and closed his mouth several times before letting out a sigh that shook his shoulders. “Remember the night in the kitchen when you told me we’re all broken? Well, you’re right. But when I’m with you, I’m more than just a mass of mistakes. With you I feel hope. I feel…whole.” He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed the inside of her wrist. “I know I fucked up, but I promise I’ll make it up to you. You may not forgive me today, or tomorrow, or even years from now, but Sylvie, you’re worth fighting for. And I want to. God, do I want to.”


    She scrunched up her nose, losing her battle against the tears that had been threatening to fall since she woke up in the ambulance without Tony. “I think you do pretty damn well when you wing it.”


    He lowered his mouth to hers. Firm, soft lips caressed hers and she opened beneath him. His tongue plunged inside, teasing her with promises of the future they’d have together. It was bliss and torture as she tried to free her legs from the confines of the tightly made sheets while he busied his mouth tracing a trail of passion down her neck. Desire pooled in her belly, the need to feel more of him erasing all concerns of where they were. The rest of the world didn’t exist.


    “I love you,” Tony whispered against the tender spot where her neck met her shoulder.


    She drew him closer and tugged him backward until they were both lying on the hospital bed. “I lov—” The rest of her declaration was swallowed in their passion as his lips met hers. It didn’t matter. She’d have plenty of time to tell—and show—him later.


    The door slammed open and Tony raised his head. A nurse came running in—Henry, Anton, Anya, and Drea hot on her heels. The group was halfway in the room before they slammed to a stop, bumping into each other like the Three Stooges.


    The nurse eyeballed Tony and Sylvie tangled up together on the bed. “Your heart monitor seems to be malfunctioning.”


    “Or not,” said Drea cheekily.


    Glancing at the fast-beeping machine beside her, Sylvie’s cheeks flamed. Oops. “Everything’s fine here. Sorry for the false alarm.”


    The nurse winked at them, turned, and walked out the door.


    “Don’t make me put a hit out on you,” Anya warned, a slight smile tugging her lips.


    Henry shook his head and ushered everyone out the door before closing it, leaving Tony and Sylvie alone again.


    She buried her face in Tony’s shoulder, her heart nearly bursting with excitement, awe, and love. “So, what do we do now?”


    He sat up with her, an arm around her shoulders, and swiped the lime Jell-O from her tray. “Let’s eat. Then we’ll figure it out together.”


    Sylvie laughed and gave him a hug, then grabbed the spoon. “There’s no hope for you.”


    “Maybe.” He kissed her, teasing her lips with expert skill and setting off that damn heart monitor again. “But there’s lots of hope for us.”
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    He’s no angel...


    Gregori’s last mission is to save Earth from the demons threatening to take control. He doesn’t care if he survives as long as he does his best to save a world he believes is worth rescuing despite his superiors’ conventional wisdom to the contrary—until, that is, he meets Adelita, a human refugee, whose spirit and determination give him a renewed reason to fight. And live. He’s falling for her, despite the fact he’s told her nothing but lies and there can’t possibly be a future for them.


    Adelita can hardly believe the archangel Gregori, sent to save mankind, has lost his faith and his edge. After he saves her from a demon attack, she vows to help him recover both, by any means necessary. But can she keep her own faith when she learns the truth about who and what Gregori really is?
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    Prince Alexander Ivanov is scrambling to save his reputation and his livelihood. One of the Russian Nights Casino’s hostesses has disappeared, and his business is suddenly under investigation by the FBI for associations with the mob and money laundering.


    Special Agent Kathleen Martinez has no patience with rich, entitled aristocrats, especially one like Alexander Ivanov whom she believes is involved in the vicious human trafficking ring which she’d tried—and failed—to shut down two years earlier. With a second chance to bring him to justice, she goes undercover in the casino, but instead of facing the villain she expected, she finds herself battling a sizzling attraction to the man.


    Now, forced to work together to trace the source of the illegal activities, the danger—and the passion between them—grows out of control, and they slowly begin to realize the biggest danger isn’t to the casino, it’s to their lives…and to their hearts.
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    Untold wealth, a loving family, a solid career in America: the only thing Princess Tatiana lacks is the one thing she really doesn’t want—a husband. Unfortunately, her parents have just arranged her marriage to a royal from the old country. Are they kidding? It’s the twenty-first century!


    Police Detective Peter Roman is a royal living incognito … and escaping a secret that has haunted his family for years. He’s been quietly in love with his best friend Prince Alexander’s sister for as long as he can remember. Little does she know that he is secretly the Grand Duke to whom she is unwillingly betrothed…


    When a series of high-end jewelry heists threatens Tatiana’s exclusive charity exhibition in glamorous Monaco, the two must trap the clever jewel thief before he strikes again. In a fight for their lives, Peter’s secret identity is revealed. With danger and passion increasing to the breaking point, she must decide: catch a thief…or trust the heart of her true love.


    For Love or Money by Cathy Perkins


    When Holly Price trips over a friend’s dead body while hiking, her life suddenly takes a nosedive into a world of intrigue and danger. The verdict is murder—and Holly is the prime suspect.


    Of course, the fact that the infinitely sexy—and very pissed off—cop threatening to arrest her is JC Dimitrak, who just happens to be Holly’s jilted ex-fiancé, doesn’t help matters.


    To protect her future, her business…and her heart…the intrepid forensic accountant must use all her considerable investigative skills to follow the money through an intricate web of shadow companies, and stay one step ahead of her ex-fiancé to solve the case. Before the real killer decides CPA stands for Certified Pain in the Ass…and the next dead body found beside the river is Holly’s.


    Wild Encounter by Nikki Logan


    Veterinarian Clare Delaney is in Africa transporting endangered wild animals to a protected habitat when poachers intercept her convoy, taking Clare hostage along with her priceless cargo.


    Everything about Clare’s dangerously sexy captor, Simon DeVries, is steeped in deception. He lies about his real activities in Zambia and the fate of the animals; he keeps his efforts to rescue Clare a secret from his partners in crime; and he’s lying to everyone about his true identity as an undercover MI6 agent.


    The complex web threatens to unravel when the poachers unexpectedly change their plan and Simon is tasked with getting rid of their beautiful hostage—permanently.

  


  
    Previous Entangled Publishing Titles by This Month’s Authors You Might Also Enjoy


    Kiss the Bride by Jody Wallace (Southern Contemporary Romance)


    The Reborn Vampire series by Caridad Piñeiro (For Love or Vengeance; To Love and Serve; Born to Love; Die for Love)
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