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PRAGMATIC AND PRACTICAL, Chloe Cooper didn’t believe in letting fate have its way. Nope, in her opinion, people made their own destiny, thank you very much.That knowledge was the driving force behind her entire life, including putting herself through college and running her own accounting firm. Things were good for her, because she’d made them so through sheer will.
Sure, there was the occasional hiccup, like right now, for example. She sat outside, at a table surrounded by the evening’s jovial festivities. The Fairfax building complex was holding a Valentine’s Day celebration. The southern California evening was February mild, warm and lovely. Perfect for the commercialized holiday, if one went for that sort of thing—which Chloe didn’t.
She also didn’t go for palm readers—which explained her discomfort in finding her hand presently being held by Isabelle Girard, a fortune-teller hired to entertain the party goers with their individual fortunes.
Uh-huh. Being her own boss had benefits. It meant she could leave whenever she wanted, which she’d just done. Upon coming out of her office and down into the courtyard, Chloe had tried to sneak past the table, so she could instead head directly for what she’d come outside for in the first place—refreshments. But apparently The Legendary Madame Karma, as she called herself, had eyes in the back of her head.
“Sit,” she’d commanded, pointing a long, bony finger at the chair in front of her table.
Chloe had never done well with confrontation, so she’d sat. One thing about the faux winters here in L.A., she got away with light skirts and sweaters at work. No gloves required, not when the air hovered near seventy-five degrees.
Madame Karma took Chloe’s hand, while Chloe squirmed. She’d chewed her thumbnail to the quick, she hadn’t painted her nails and she’d forgotten to put lotion on her dry skin this morning. She also had several paper cuts, the hazard of her job as an accountant. Not exactly a pampered hand, or a pretty one, and she resisted the urge to shove it beneath the table so it wouldn’t have to bear any closer scrutiny.
“Pay attention,” Madame Karma admonished.
Right. Pay close attention because this was so important. Much more important than, say, heading directly to the coffee shop where she’d planned to buy her goodies.
Madame Karma dipped her head over Chloe’s palm, studying it intensely. “Hmm,” she said ominously.
Chloe resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Instead she pressed her tongue firmly against her cheek because here it came, the doom and gloom. “I know. I have a short lifeline, right? Or wait, let me guess. I’m going to have three kids someday?”
“No,” Madame Karma said. “And yes.” She lifted her head, her startlingly red hair blowing around her head in the light evening breeze. From far away came a flash of lightning, a weak one, but Chloe still jumped.
Creepy. “Well, that clears that up, thanks.” Chloe started to stand but Madame Karma didn’t let go of her hand. “Uh…my hand?”
With a fierce frown, the older woman tugged on said appendage until Chloe reluctantly sat once more. “No, you do not have a short lifeline,” Madame Karma clarified, bending again over Chloe’s palm. “And yes, you’re going to have three kids.”
Chloe had been biting her tongue but a snort escaped. Madame Karma’s head snapped up, her brow knitted tight as the breeze turned into a wind. Around them there were a few squeals of surprise from the other party goers, but the fortune-teller only had eyes for Chloe. “You don’t believe?”
“I’m sorry.” Chloe tried a smile. “I’m sure you’re very nice, but—”
“Nice has nothing to do with it. Your destiny is on a very clear path, young woman, and I suggest you take it much more seriously than you have.”
Chloe glanced across the spacious courtyard of the Fairfax complex. Behind the graying clouds, the sun had just gone down for the count, but instead of looking gloomy, the outdoor area was lit with sparkling festive lights. She could easily see through the coffee shop window to the display cases strewn with cookies, cakes and pies, and her stomach growled. “Okay. Yes, you’re right. I’ll take it seriously. Let’s hear it.” Because the sooner she did, the sooner she was out of there.
Madame Karma was quiet a moment, studying Chloe in a way that might have made her feel bad if she hadn’t been on a hell-bent cookie mission. “I have a prediction for you.”
Hopefully that she had cookies in her near future. Lots of cookies. Despite Chloe’s good intentions, her eyes strayed again to Constant Cravings, the coffee shop, which undoubtedly had the best cookies Chloe had ever tasted.
“True love is going to walk into your life,” the fortune-teller said instead. “Tonight.”
Chloe’s eyes snapped back to the woman, and, she couldn’t help it, she burst into laughter.
Madame Karma’s eyes seemed to penetrate her. Again the wind whipped through the courtyard. “You find that funny?”
“I’m sorry.” Chloe swallowed hard. “It’s…well, it’s just silly.”
“What? Love?”
“No.” Chloe shoved back the strands of hair loosened from her ponytail by the wind and shivered. Was the temperature dropping? “It’s the fact that you can tell me, with a straight face, that love is about to walk into my life. I mean, I’m just picturing love walking, that’s all, and…” She let out a small laugh.
Madame Karma straightened her bony shoulders as the wind increased again. A few sequins fell off her colorful costume, drifting through the swirling air around her. “Are you doubting my talents, or mocking your own ability to find love?” she asked, not unkindly.
Um…both? Chloe was nothing if not sensible, and maybe occasionally hard-headed. Okay, a lot hard-headed. But having her feet firmly on the ground at all times guaranteed a bit of both at times.
The thing was, she didn’t believe in love at first sight.
Oh, in theory, it was a nice concept. And she’d certainly gone after that concept in her youth. Hadn’t she kissed a bunch of frogs, just waiting for her prince?
Only he’d never actually appeared.
Or maybe it was that he’d never stuck around.
Not that she needed to share that with Madame Karma, who sat there staring at Chloe as though she were a specimen under a microscope. “Your true love is about to walk into your life,” the woman insisted. “You can’t change your destiny by being in denial.”
“You seriously expect me to believe that some guy is going to walk into this party, seek me out and be the love of my life?”
“I didn’t say anything about seeking you out,” Madame Karma replied. “I’ve been doing this for six decades now. I say only what I absolutely mean, and I mean what I say. In fact, you’ll seek him out.”
Chloe laughed again, but Madame Karma didn’t even produce a smile. The woman could have no idea how amusing that was. Chloe liked to see things in their place, all nicely totaled and balanced. It was what made accounting such a perfect profession—the numbers always obeyed.
Love, on the other hand, wasn’t nice and neat, and it certainly didn’t balance worth a damn. She knew that firsthand. She would never willingly seek out love. “I’m sorry. It just all sounds utterly ridiculous to me.”
“Fine.” Madame Karma leaned forward over the table. “But that is your fate—whether you think it’s ridiculous or not.”
“I didn’t mean to insult you—”
“Oh, you didn’t. But I’d watch your back if I were you.” Madame’s eyes were dark and serious, made all the more intimidating by the way the wind continued to whip her hair around her head, with more sequins flying off to parts unknown. “Because, Chloe Cooper, your karma is heading south for the winter.”
“What? You don’t seriously believe—”
“Yes, I do,” Madame Karma said with a grim smile. “It’s what happens when people laugh at their fortune. Their karma takes a vacation to the Bahamas. Your love life? Consider it cursed.”
“Oka-a-a-ay.” Chloe didn’t believe in cursed love lives any more than she did in karma taking vacations. If she wanted a lover, she could get one, thank you very much.
Probably.
Maybe.
Okay, who knew for sure? But that was beside the point. So she’d been a little busy, and maybe she’d ignored certain aspects of her world. Like her love life. But since graduating college six years ago, she’d been working her tail off, building up her bookkeeping business, spending long days and nights with numbers as her closest company, because security and stability were extremely important to her.
She would not apologize for that.
So she didn’t have a valentine this year. She refused to associate that with her so-called cursed love life. She’d simply forgotten to put a man on her to-do list.
Had she had a valentine last year?
Sad to say, she couldn’t even remember. Jeez, that couldn’t be a good sign, and for a second, for a blink really, she almost wished she believed in all this destiny talk, because bumping into the love of her life right now might be nice.
Madame Karma stood to her barely five foot height, signaling that their little meeting was over. That’s when Chloe saw the small discreet jar with a sign indicating the fee for a “reading.”
She just threatened me with bad karma and now I have the privilege of paying her for it, she thought.
“Since you don’t believe in what I do,” Madame Karma said, “what I said can’t possibly be a threat.”
Chloe blinked. She’d swear the woman had just read her mind—if she believed in that hooey. “Fine,” she said and slapped her pockets for the bills she’d put in there—her cookie money, damn it—then stuffed them in the jar. Not messing around, she pushed away from the table, her gaze shifting to Constant Cravings.
She really needed some sugar. Near the coffee shop was the huge fountain marking the center of the courtyard. It shot streams of water into the air, spritzing the myriad colorful flowers lining the walkways. The wrought-iron benches were filled with people, some nibbling on food, some going after their valentine.
She stalked directly to the coffee shop. The owner and Chloe were friends, and as soon as she entered, Lacey smiled and greeted her. Knowing she could buy on account if she had to—which she now did have to, thanks to Madame Karma—Chloe ordered several scrumptious-looking cookies.
There. That would help dispel the odd quivering in her belly, which she knew damn well was hunger and not, definitely not, a niggling sense of discomfort.
As soon as she stepped outside with her bag, Chloe dug into the first cookie, moaning out loud when the peanut butter-chocolate treat melted in her mouth. The wind still whipped around, which she had to admit was slightly comforting, because for a few minutes, she’d almost believed Madame Karma had somehow been creating the wind.
The air felt sticky. Close. A storm was definitely brewing. She swiped a hand over her damp forehead and began to work on her second cookie.
There was a good turnout; many of the party goers were from the various businesses in the Fairfield complex. People milled about the flower-lined walkways, checking out the craft stalls or enjoying the art galleries and other novelty shops. Many carried shopping bags bearing the Fairfield logo, evidence that this party wasn’t just for fun, it encouraged business.
Chloe counted many of these businesses as her customers, which pleased her. Life was good, she reminded herself. With or without a valentine—
Her gaze snagged on the entrance.
A man was walking into the open courtyard from the street, his sunglasses dangling in his fingers, his stride easy and loose. A man, just like any of a hundred before him, though none of the other men milling around had stopped her heart. None of them had sent her reeling, the years falling away on the light wind.
It couldn’t be.
But it was. A blast from her past in the form of one tall, dark and way too gorgeous man. He was broader now, but still leanly muscled like the basketball player he’d once been. His hair was longer than she remembered, still dark as sin, curling around his collar.
Ian McCall, her first kiss, her first real boyfriend.
Her first everything….
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THE CROWD SEEMED TO SWELL and grow, and for a second, Chloe lost sight of him.No!
Weaving through the crowds, she gripped both her bag of cookies and her sanity in a tight fist.
Where was he? Had the decorative lights played tricks on her? Had she simply dreamed him up?
It was entirely possible, given the hours she’d been keeping, which were pretty much 24/7. Nothing she could do about that. Mid-February was right about the time people tended to begin their pretax panic. She’d been deluged, without much time for sleeping.
That was it, she decided. She was simply sleep-deprived, nothing more. Today especially, as it was nearing seven o’clock and she’d begun work at seven that morning.
Twelve hours. No wonder she was seeing things. Anyone would be.
Suddenly the throng of people parted and she let out a low breath because there he was—in the center of the courtyard now, near the band, beneath the myriad white lights strung around a makeshift dance floor.
He had his back to her, shoulders straight, long legs taking him closer to the people dancing. He wore a simple black polo shirt untucked over faded black jeans that looked like beloved old friends, well worn and fitted to his undeniably hot body.
A body that she could, with some authority, say that, once upon a time at least, had looked just as good without any clothes at all.
True love is going to walk into your life.
It almost weakened her knees, how accurate Madame Karma had been. If she’d used past tense, that is.
Because once upon a time, when Chloe had been young and giddy and very, very naive, Ian McCall, with his dreamy green eyes and naughty smile, had been the love of her life.
Had been.
As in past tense.
As in a very long time ago. Ten years. Now she was no longer young and giddy, and she was certainly no longer very, very naive.
So why did just the sight of him grab her by the throat, by each and every erogenous zone…by the heart?
Stuffing another cookie in her mouth—clearly she needed the sugar fortification even more now—she began to make her way toward him. A group of women, their hands full of bags, all laughing and talking and making as much noise as a gaggle of hens, got in her way.
“Damn it.” She pushed her way through. “Excuse me—Excuse me,” she said with growing impatience as she craned her neck every which way…Unbelievable.
She’d lost him again.
What was he doing here, anyway? They’d gone to high school together in Burbank Hills, and they’d been best friends, which had turned into something more. He’d been an absentminded but sweet and sexy basketball star, and she’d been his English tutor. He’d taught her hoops and she’d taught him Shakespeare. He’d shown her how to loosen up and she’d kept him on task, whether that task had been an English paper or kissing her senseless….
But then he’d gone off to NYU for the art history program, and she’d gone to Cal State Northridge for the accounting program, and they’d lost touch.
Well, except for that next year when he’d come home for the holidays and she’d run into him at her mother’s New Year’s Eve party….
Oh, yeah, that had been a night for the memories. Back then, it’d been six months since they’d been together, and it’d felt like six years. They’d caught their first glimpse of each other—
Ohmigod, she thought, as he reappeared, still near the dance floor. On that New Year’s Eve all those years ago she’d caught her first glimpse of him, after their separation, over her mother’s makeshift dance floor.
Just like now….
Destiny?
Or just crazy coincidence?
A picture of Madame Karma appeared in her head, the older woman waggling an I-told-you-so finger.
No. No, this wasn’t fate, it was just a wild chance meeting—
There. He was still there. She caught a flash of his head, above most of the others, and the sunglasses he now had on top of it. Slowly, as if feeling the pull from her own shocked gaze, he turned to face her.
And from across the twenty-five yards of grass filled with people, with the band playing, and with the laughter and the deepening night sky lit up by the bright, cheerful lights, their eyes met. It seemed like a silly cliché, but Chloe would have bet her last dollar that time actually stopped.
Or maybe that was just her heart—which, in any case, immediately kicked back into gear with a heavy, fast beat that felt as if it came from her throat.
And he was the cause. She knew it.
And then just that fast, the crowd and the night closed in and swallowed him whole.
Gone.
She didn’t know how or why, but Ian was here. She dumped her bag in a trash bin—quite a sacrifice—and cut across the dance floor, the fastest way to get to where she’d last seen him.
She strode across the grass and walkway, plowing into a block wall of dancers playfully executing a half-drunken version of the Macarena. She got caught up in them for a moment, with one particularly eager idiot from the framing shop not letting her pass until she’d stopped and gone through a whole verse.
With a forced smile, she rushed through the motions, thinking she had not consumed enough alcohol for this. Finally she got around them and waved goodbye, walking backward two steps before she again plowed into someone.
A someone with a rock-hard chest. “Sorry,” she said, turning, looking up—
Her mouth fell open, because that hadn’t been just any rock-hard chest. “Ohmigod,” she said in an unintentionally breathless voice as his hands came up to steady her.
With his big, strong hands on her arms, and those warm, warm eyes locked on hers, it was like being catapulted back in time, so that she couldn’t help sounding like Marilyn Monroe there for a second.
She’d never been one to use her femininity purposely. In fact, she’d been a tomboy all her life, which her own athletic frame had made natural, and had only recently become more comfortable in dresses and makeup and all things associated with being female.
Secretly she was glad, because it meant she was wearing her flowing, flowery skirt, pretty and flattering. She just wished she didn’t sound as if she needed him to give her an orgasm. “My God, Ian. It’s amazing to see you. What are you doing here?”
“I’m sorry.” He spoke in the same low, slightly husky voice that had always turned her on so much. But something stopped her cold, and that was the fact that he also sounded like he was addressing a perfect stranger.
“Ian, it’s me. Chloe. Chloe Cooper.”
“Chloe.” He frowned, his expression serious, and also now carefully, completely blank. “I don’t—I think you’re confusing me with someone else.”
No way. But all the warmth had left his gaze, and now she couldn’t even be sure…had she imagined the initial recognition in his eyes? The air in her lungs deflated, along with any ego or pride she might have had, which, granted had, been slim to begin with.
He didn’t recognize her.
Embarrassed, she laughed a little. “High school. Junior and senior year…” She trailed off when he shook his head. Oh, God, he really didn’t remember her. “I’m sorry. I—Never mind.” Heart beating uncomfortably fast, she moved around him. Wow. She had no idea what had just happened, but it had been truly awkward. Definitely past time to get back up to her office, where she could put both this and Madame Karma’s silly predictions and subsequent curse right out of her head.
Damn, she wished she’d kept that bag of cookies, she thought as she walked away.
What else could she do?
But then…then something made her glance back. Maybe it’d been his scent, some mixture of soap and deodorant and all man, a scent that was so damn familiar she wanted to pinch herself and wake up.
Maybe it’d been the undeniable certainty that she wasn’t wrong.
Or maybe…maybe it was something much, much simpler. Such as the scar beneath his ear.
She remembered that Ian had a scar like that, too, from when he’d taken a flying header out of his dad’s truck the day he’d turned sixteen and had wrapped the vehicle around a telephone pole while attempting to find a good song on the radio and drive at the same time.
A scar that she’d once pressed her mouth to and kissed. He’d loved it when she’d done that, and in return, she’d loved the sound of his harshly indrawn breath from just feeling her lips on him.
Why didn’t he remember her? There had to be an explanation, she decided, and turned back. “Ian—”
He hadn’t moved, but seemed to stand frozen to the spot, looking at her. “I’m not Ian.”
His identical twin then. Only Ian hadn’t had a brother. In fact, after his dad had died in their senior year, he’d had nobody. She pointed to his scar. “You got that in your car accident, remember?”
“No.” Lifting a hand, he covered the scar. “You’re mistaken. You’re confusing me with someone else.”
“So you’re not Ian McCall.”
“You’re confusing me with someone else, that’s all.” He looked around him, at the party, the people, the pleasant chaos. “And I’m sorry, but I really need to get back to my…date.”
Okay, he wasn’t who she’d thought, and he also wasn’t available. She got it. But being this close made her body ache, which was a ridiculous phenomenon all in itself that she would worry about later. For now, she just couldn’t stop staring, just couldn’t get over the fact that she was wrong, that this man wasn’t Ian.
As she stood there somewhat in shock, the music changed, quickened, and there was a surge toward the dance floor. A group of people shifted behind the Ian-imposter, nudging him into her so that their bodies brushed.
Hers reacted immediately, as in nipples hardening, thighs tingling, the whole deal. And the bottom line was that her body recognized this man’s body.
Again she was bumped, and she nudged up close. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, putting her hands up to his chest to brace herself because it was getting extremely crowded around them.
And because she couldn’t help herself.
His hands went to her waist to steady them both, and in what undoubtedly was more of her overactive, sugar-induced imagination, he gently squeezed her hips, regret flashing in his eyes.
Regret, and…something. But it was gone so fast she couldn’t be sure she hadn’t made that up as well.
True love is going to walk into your life.
The words wouldn’t leave her brain. She’d laughed them off, but deep down she felt uneasy about the slight, very slight, possibility that she really did believe.
A fact she’d deny to her dying day, because even if this man was Ian, her once-upon-a-time teenage love, he couldn’t possibly be the love of her life now, all these years later.
That, she definitely did not believe. “I just can’t get over it,” she murmured. “You look so much like—”
“They say we all have a twin out there.”
“Yeah.” The music slowed again, and the lights dimmed. All around them people drifted into pairs as the slow dance began.
The two of them stood there, awkwardly staring at each other, not moving except for the constant bumping of the crowd.
“I should—” he started.
“Yeah. Me, too.”
He nodded. “Because I need to find…”
His date. Right.
And she should go upstairs.
Any moment now.
But neither of them moved. She, for one, didn’t want to, and she’d like to think he didn’t, either.
And then somehow they’d shifted even closer, her body flush against his again, as they sort of somehow fell into the rhythm of the music.
“I really need to go…” he started.
But he didn’t go. His face was almost fierce with intent as he looked at her, same as when he’d been in the middle of a basketball game, or about to kiss her…And unable to resist, she melted into him. She couldn’t help herself, he felt that good, that unbearably familiar.
Did he feel it?
She closed her eyes to let her body absorb the pleasure. It was as if time really had stopped, as if everything had stopped except this, and, helpless to the odd pull, she opened her eyes again and tipped her head up to say something, anything.
But she was interrupted by a startling flash of lightning, followed by an almost immediate crack of thunder that had her jerking nearly right out of her skin.
In reaction, he spread his fingers on her back and slid his hand up and down in a gesture that felt incredibly protective. Comforting.
And yet somehow so sexual she nearly purred.
And then the storm, which had been slowly moving in, finally arriving in all its glory. Around them, everyone gave a collective gasp and scattered off the dance floor, just as it began to rain.
The next thing Chloe knew, she was standing there, surrounded by the moving crowd and yet somehow utterly alone as the first drop of cool rain hit her heated face.
Ian was gone.
And she couldn’t help but wonder…if true love had just walked into her life, then the second part of her fortune couldn’t be far behind. Which meant her karma was about to go south for the winter.



  

    


  




  



  
3



  
CHLOE MOVED OFF THE dance floor, through the grass to the concrete pathway just as the sky let loose. Although let loose in Los Angeles meant that the ground was dotted with big, fat drops so few and far between that they didn’t even run together or dispel any of the dust.In fact, the drops felt good, so good she made sure not to stand beneath the protection of the awnings as she searched the crowd.
It was a well-dressed group as always, but then again, this was Baxter Hills, a wealthy suburb of Los Angeles, and the Fairfax complex had status. People always dressed well here, and behaved themselves, to boot.
Nowhere did she see those buttery soft jeans and polo shirt…
But she knew one thing—she had not dreamed him up.
No. She simply knew herself better than that. She wasn’t prone to fantasies or daydreams. He was out there, somewhere. She’d had her hands on him, she’d felt the warmth of him, the flesh and hard sinew, the beat of his heart. She’d looked directly into his eyes and, no matter what he’d said, her body had recognized his.
And his had recognized hers as well.
As to why he refused to admit to being Ian, she had no idea. She hated that, and wouldn’t, couldn’t, accept it. It had been him, all six feet of him, just as she remembered.
She remembered everything. The fact that he could lose his wallet while it was still in his hand, or that he could make a backward, left-handed layup while looking sexy as hell, a feat she’d always rewarded with a kiss.
Did he remember any of those things? Going on tiptoes, she scanned the throng of people. He couldn’t have vanished into thin air.
And yet he had.
The rain continued to cool her skin, which would have felt great if she’d been able to relax and enjoy it. She loved a good storm, loved the smell of the rain on the grass and flowers, loved the way everything looked when the clouds eventually moved on, leaving beads of water covering the landscape.
But tonight she couldn’t concentrate on any of that. She couldn’t concentrate on anything but finding Ian.
Finally, she gave up walking in circles and told herself it was over. He was gone. She could go home, or she could go upstairs and work some more, losing herself in the numbers. After all, numbers never let her down. Numbers never disappointed her, or hurt her.
Or vanished into thin air.
And even better, at the end of the day, numbers always fell into place. No strings, no worries for another day.
Couldn’t ask for more in life than that. Or so she told herself. And if a little niggling doubt crept into her thoughts, a little voice that said maybe there was more to life than that—far more, and if she’d open up her mind and heart to it, she’d find out for herself—she filed it away into the same distant spot where she’d tucked away Madame Karma’s doom and gloom.
She didn’t have time for fantasies.
The Fairfax building was shaped like a big U, and her office was on the fourth floor at the bottom left corner of that U. Normally she took the stairs, considering it her daily exercise, thereby giving her an excuse at lunch to indulge her love affair with junk food. But since she’d already walked up and down those four flights today, she gave herself a break and took the elevator.
On her floor, she got off, passed the potted plants lining the hallway outside the chiropractor’s suite, and then the cute little African statues outside the antiquities importer and auction house, and then finally, arrived at her own business at the end of the hallway.
She unlocked her office door and flipped on the lights. She had enough time to take in her reception area, her large, organized desk with the computer and adding machine on it, just before the lights surged, then went out.
With a frown, she backed to the wall again and reached for the switch, hitting it off and then on.
Nothing.
She’d lost power.
Karma going south for the winter…
From the large window to the right of her desk came a flashing strobe of lightning, followed almost immediately by a cracking boom of thunder that made her jump again. “Relax,” she told herself, the voice of reason. “The power’s out because of the storm. That’s all.”
She waited a moment, thinking the lights would come right back on, because this was L.A. People didn’t lose power in L.A.
But the electricity remained off. No comforting hum from her computer, just an eerie, strained silence in which all she could hear was her own breathing.
Well, damn. What was a workaholic to do when stressed if she couldn’t work?
Not to be thwarted, she made her way to her desk, which she could have found blindfolded. After digging into the top drawer, she pulled out her handy-dandy hit-an-intruder-over-the-head-with-it flashlight, which she used to guide her as she lit several candles around the perimeter of her desk.
By candlelight, she opened her laptop and blessed the fact that she was anal enough to have the battery fully charged. Telling herself to forget the events of the evening—including both Madame Karma and the phantom Ian McCall—she got to work.
After a little while she realized she was way too warm, courtesy of no air conditioning. She slipped out of her light sweater, leaving her in just a skirt and a flimsy tank top. Then she twisted her ponytail on top of her head and secured it there with two pencils from her drawer.
She was nothing if not resourceful.
And then she bent back over her keyboard. But only a moment later, her head came up again.
Had she heard something?
Head cocked, she stared into the darkness and waited…then laughed at herself and went back to her numbers.
Thud.
Okay, that was something. She stood up and pushed her chair back. The noise hadn’t come from her office, but one of the others on this floor. She moved to her door and pulled it open, then peered into the utterly black hallway.
Thud.
It didn’t come from the chiropractor’s office, but the antiquities and auction office. Odd because that office was closed. Steve and Al Adams, the two brothers who ran it, were overseas this week, which she knew because they were clients of hers.
And yet she’d heard what she’d heard. Contrary to the oddities of the night, she was not going crazy. Needing to prove it, she went back for her flashlight, then let herself out into the main hall. She knocked on her neighbor’s door, knowing she wouldn’t get an answer. “Hello? Steve? Al? Anyone?”
Nothing but another unmistakable thud.
Oh, boy. Just last month Steve had somehow left a window open in there. They’d ended up with a sparrow flying around the ceiling tiles until Al had managed to chase it out with a broom.
Thinking of all the damage a wild bird could do before the guys got back on Monday, Chloe once again trudged back to her office, this time for the spare key the brothers had left her. She quickly retraced her steps and opened up the auction house and swallowed into the utter blackness. “Here, birdy, birdy,” she said, and waved her flashlight around. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
This office was much larger than hers, and contained a huge front room, designed to display various valuable and exotic antiques from around the world, which were sold at private and invitation-only auctions.
She didn’t know the Adams’s well. Steve and Al were both private, quiet guys who kept to themselves. They paid her on time and that’s pretty much all that mattered.
They’d just had a large auction before they left so the place was empty. Anything they hadn’t sold was locked safely away in storage somewhere.
Beyond the reception area was a conference room, where the auctions were held, and then two private offices, and also a large storage/cleaning/research room.
Chloe stood in that inky blackness, which was relieved only by her own small beam of light. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, and now, thankfully, she didn’t hear a thing—
Thud.
Damn. She considered pretending she hadn’t heard it. The sound had come from the offices in the back, and with a sigh, she headed in that direction. “Dear batteries, please don’t die…”
Holding her breath, she turned to the first door, the auction room. It was empty, and very, very silent. So was Steve’s office. But Al’s…locked.
She looked down at the key in her hand, shrugged, and tried it. It worked, and she slowly turned the handle, the hair on the back of her neck rising when she heard a soft scuttle and then nothing.
Silence.
“Okay, bird,” she said out loud to make herself feel better. “Or squirrel.”
Nothing except that disconcerting sweat-inducing silence. Because she was suddenly claustrophobic, she moved around the desk to the window and looked out. She could see down to the courtyard and realized the other two wings of the building had not lost power. “Nice move, karma.” With a sigh, she faced the dark room. “Hey, you know what, birdy? You just go ahead and stay. I’m fine with that.”
And now she was talking to herself. Perfect. She headed to the door, then nearly killed herself when she fell over two ajar drawers. From her new position on the floor, she kicked the first one closed, but the second was jammed so she stood up and then pushed it.
Nothing.
Fine. She pulled it open to fix it. It was caught on files, filled with…bank statements?
Odd. She did the Adams’s banking, and this couldn’t be right. She hadn’t seen these statements. Pulling out a file, she flicked her light over it, and her stomach began to sink as she realized these were recordings for banking accounts she knew nothing about, all fat with money.
“Damn,” she said to the still unseen bird. “I hate it when they turn out to be crooked—” She broke off at a sound. And not just any sound, but a footstep.
A heavy footstep.
Nothing, nothing at all, like a bird or squirrel.
Oh, boy. Yeah, definitely she’d overstayed her welcome, but before she could hightail it to the door, she was yanked back against a strong, hard chest.
A squeak escaped her. That was all she got out as a big, warm hand came down over mouth and a muscled arm encircled her belly, rendering her immobile.
Her flashlight hit the floor, and she was hauled up against a large man. Panic gripped her. With his hand over her mouth, she was unable to move, unable to scream, and she could only think of one thing. Madame Karma really had cursed her.
She wouldn’t take this with just a whimper. No way. She’d read Self-Defense For Dummies—she knew what to do. One kick to the nads and this sucker would drop like a stone.
Please drop like a stone.
She twisted to the side and thrust up her knee as hard as she could. An oomph escaped him, and then a concise, single-worded oath that singed her hair back and struck terror to her heart.
Because she’d missed and caught him in the thigh. Not enough to incapacitate him or loosen his hold on her. But when he sagged back against the desk, she used their momentum to shove hard. They both crashed to the floor. Gasping for breath, she scrambled to crawl away, thinking door.
Get.
To.
The.
Door—
He grabbed her ankle and tugged hard, and she flew back against him.
“Hold still,” he grated out.
Hell if she would do that, and she kicked him as hard as she could.
“Ow, goddammit!”
The next thing she felt was the slap of cold metal on her wrist, and the sound of something clicking into place. She tugged her hand but she couldn’t move it.
Oh, God, he’d handcuffed her to him!
Then she was hauled to her feet, whipped around and pressed to a wall, held there by that hard body.
Then there was a narrow beam of light in her face.
“You,” said that voice, the voice that was unbearably familiar because it belonged to the man who claimed not to be her first lover, the guy who’d vanished on her tonight after a near miss with an erotic slow dance…the tough, sexy, edgy Ian McCall.
And either he was extremely happy to see her, or he had a gun in his pants.
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IAN MCCALL HELD Chloe Cooper against that wall and sighed to himself in the dark office. Hell. How had he managed to get himself in this predicament?Simple. He’d gotten sloppy.
Well, not sloppy, never sloppy. Overcome. As in overcome with memories, thanks to the blast from the past that felt like a one-two punch to the solar plexus.
He’d let Chloe Cooper get into his head.
And against his body.
He’d been shocked to see her tonight outside in that courtyard, looking sweet and sexy and like hopes and dreams revisited. But if he’d been shocked to see one of his greatest memories, he’d been even more shocked to find her snooping inside the auction house he’d been casing.
“Ian.” She was fighting him, fighting the handcuffs. “What’s going on?”
He’d like to know the answer to that question himself. With all his heart he’d like to know. Not wanting to give himself away, he said nothing, but she was struggling. Unfortunately for him, the way he had her pressed between the plaster and his body, the only thing she was really doing was making his eyes cross with lust.
And it wasn’t just his eyes. It actually wasn’t his eyes at all, since he couldn’t see a damn thing and had lost his penlight in the scuffle.
But he didn’t need to see. Not with her ass pressed into his crotch, and the arm he’d wrapped around her now trapped between her breasts and the wall. He could feel her nipples pressing into his forearm, two hardened peaks that were making him sweat.
And she was still wriggling. Wriggling and squirming, rocking and rolling all those glorious curves against him. He tried not to notice, he really did, but he’d have to be dead not to be affected.
Then there were the memories assaulting him, pummeling him, reminding him how much she’d once meant to him, which was to say everything. Once upon a time, in her arms, he’d felt as if he could do anything. He’d been stupid enough to leave her behind when he’d gone off to find himself, but he’d never been too stupid to know what a great thing he’d lost.
It was driving him crazy now.
She was driving him crazy, and if she didn’t stop wriggling—“Hold still,” he ground out.
Of course she didn’t, she continued to fight him with everything she had, and then some.
“I know it’s you!” she cried. “Why are we handcuffed?”
Another most excellent question, which begged yet another, which was…just who didn’t he trust, her…or him?
“Just tell me why you won’t admit it’s you!”
Yes. Why didn’t he just admit it was him? Simple. Acknowledging their connection would jeopardize his case, not to mention his equilibrium.
Chloe. After all these years. Soft, beautiful, giving, passionate, wonderful Chloe. His first lover, keeper of his heart and, truthfully…
His biggest mistake.
God, he’d been so lost at eighteen, so sure he’d needed to leave town to make something of himself. And not just leave town, but go all the way across the country.
That’s what came of growing up in an unhappy household.
But he’d learned a lot since then—such as, happiness came from within, not from a job or a location.
He’d been happy enough in New York, and after college had been recruited by the FBI as a stolen-antiquity specialist. But he’d been happier when he’d come back to Los Angeles.
He could smell her, some intoxicating scent, and he wanted to bury his face in her hair like a homecoming, because God, this was Chloe. He’d been with women since her, and he’d even had a connection with some of those women, but nothing like he’d had with her.
Hell, even tonight, when he’d seen her across the grass and courtyard, he’d felt the pull of her, had been helpless against it. Now, here, being this close felt more essential than breathing.
And that was a problem, a big one.
“Say something!” she demanded, still wriggling like crazy. “Goddamnit, say something, anything!”
He’d been trying to restrain her before she made him a eunuch but something in her voice stopped him cold. He was scaring her. Torn between losing his cover and the need to make sure he didn’t give her a heart attack, he leaned over her and pressed his forehead to the wall, squeezing his eyes shut, his mind whirling. “I’ll tell you what’s going on, but you have to be still and quiet. Okay?”
She was breathing like a misused race horse, her soft warm exhales brushing his jaw.
“Okay?” he repeated, his hands gentle on her.
Still panting, he felt her nod. A strand of her hair caught on the day-old growth on his jaw and stubbornly clung. Another stray piece of silk stabbed him in the eyes.
Torture.
He waited a moment to make sure she was really going to behave because she’d nearly kicked his balls into next week, and, as he was particularly fond of all his parts, he didn’t want a repeat.
She didn’t move.
He’d thought that’s what he wanted but it turned out, no. Because now everything that had been moving before was still, giving him a much better grip on her.
And with the grip he had, combined with the blackness all around them, every little thing was magnified.
Intensified.
She was everything he remembered, everything that got into his dreams sometimes late at night: smart, gorgeous and tenacious as hell. God, he’d be so happy to see her, his first lover, the girl who’d once completely stolen his heart. Happy, except for two reasons.
One, he was deep into this stolen antiquities case. And two, as the accountant for his suspect, Chloe had some serious explaining to do. “I’m going to try to find my flashlight,” he said.
“It’s in your pants.”
No, what was in his pants was a hard-on to rival all hard-ons. “Actually…”
She’d been holding herself rigid, but now she gave new meaning to the phrase still as stone, and he grimaced. “It’s on the floor. Bend with me to reach for it.” Without waiting for her to protest or decide to try to unman him again, he hunkered and forced her down with him. He had his free hand on her belly, which he could feel quivering. His other hand—attached to hers by the wrist—reached out to feel around the floor. Bent as they were, with her practically in his lap, the position became unintentionally erotic.
Or maybe not so unintentionally.
He couldn’t seem to help himself. Feeling like a pervert, he gritted his teeth and felt around for the light, finally grabbing it. When he straightened, she did as well, and this time, she turned, facing him within the tight circle of his body and the wall now at her back.
He held up the light, and she drew a steadying breath. “It’s you. I know it.”
Damn it. He lowered the light to their sides. He had to be careful here, very careful. When he’d taken this case, he’d had no idea that she was involved in any way. When he’d first seen her name, he’d hoped it’d been another Chloe Cooper.
“I know it’s you,” she said softly in the dark. “Say it’s you or I’m going to—”
He felt the shift of her weight and knew she was going to try to kick him again. To avoid that he sandwiched her between the wall and his body, chest to chest this time, thighs to thighs…and unfortunately, everything in between.
At that, all professionalism packed up and left him. He needed to back away, needed to put some space between them, but that was damn hard when all he wanted to do was grab her close, kiss her blind and push up into her body.
Yeah, that was professional at its finest. He struggled to get it together and, lacking that ability, simply tried to locate some working brain cells.
“Ian—” Accompanying her soft plea, her free hand came up, sinking into his hair, tugging his head down, and then…oh, God, and then…she kissed him.
And it was like coming home.
Yeah, way to back away there, champ. But she was kissing him, letting out a soft little sexy-as-hell murmur from deep in her throat, her body moving against his, her hands clutching at him, all lush and warm and needy female.
Ah, God, it was good. So good he was already trembling, his breath trapped in his throat the way all his blood was now trapped behind his button fly.
Get it together.
He didn’t. Well, except to better line up their lips. Not his smartest decision, but his brain was truly no longer in control. The feel of her lips sent waves of heat and hunger and a barely repressed longing he hadn’t realized he still felt, all of it colliding within him, surprising him with its force so that he shook with it. “Wait,” he gasped.
She didn’t. Of course she didn’t. Instead she nibbled first one corner of his mouth and then the other, while inside him the heat burst into flame. Stop, he ordered himself, but that was far more difficult then he’d imagined, and he kept kissing her for another minute, lightly, softly now, trying like hell to let them both down easy. “We have to stop,” he whispered.
Her answer to that was to run the tip of her tongue along his lower lip.
Unable to control himself, he sucked it right into his mouth. Oh, yeah. God. This was crazy.
Crazy.
She was driving him right out of his mind with that heart-stopping mouth of hers, and he let out a dark, shockingly needy sound that would have destroyed him if he hadn’t sensed she felt the same way. He told himself to back away, but he didn’t.
He wasn’t sure what kind of fool that made him, but then she cupped his face and took that sweet tongue of hers on a tour of his and that was it, he was one, two, three, down for the count. Helplessly drowning in her and not caring, he went to band his arms around her, but came up against the barrier of his own handcuffs.
Shit.
How he’d nearly forgotten was beyond him. He slipped his free hand around her, low on her spine, so that he could haul her up against him. His other hand, the one linked to hers, he drew up over her head, against the wall, holding it there as he let the kiss take him.
And take him it did. At her back, his fingers closed over the material of her thin top, fisting in it so that he felt bare skin.
Heated, smooth, bare skin.
Once upon a time he’d known how every inch of her tasted, and she’d tasted like heaven. He had no doubt that hadn’t changed, and his mouth watered just thinking about putting his mouth on her.
Everywhere.
“You kiss the same,” she murmured against his mouth. “It is you….” Her lips slid along his jaw. “The whole palm-reading thing threw me off balance, but deep down, I knew…”
Palm reading? He had no idea what she was talking about, but he turned his head to capture her mouth again, deepening the kiss, and when he’d drowned in her, when they’d drowned in each other, she pulled back.
“Say it,” she whispered intensely, breathlessly, completely and one hundred percent undoing him. “Say it.”
Sunk, he pressed his forehead to hers.
“Ian,” she urged.
Hell. His heart was thumping against hers and he was sucking in air like a beached fish. “Yes. It’s me.” Goddammit.
“I knew it!” She let out a low laugh. “God. Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I’m sorry.” And he was. He really was one big sorry son-of-a-bitch.
“And why are we handcuffed together? Are you a cop?”
“FBI agent.”
“So you thought what, that I was breaking and entering?”
The story. He needed to remember his story. Not easy when he had her in his arms, his engines still revving. “I was here—”
“Because of the party?”
That worked. “Yes. The party.” He could feel her looking at him, clearly absorbing his hesitation.
“You were on a date,” she said.
Right. Only what kind of slime would be on a date and yet kiss another woman? “Uh…yeah. A date.”
“She left you?”
Yes, if “she” was his very male partner. And if by left, she meant Danny taking Ian’s car home because of a nasty case of the Shouldn’t-Have-Had-That-Whole-Pizza.
Up until that point he and Danny had been narrowing in on their antiquities/fencing case, the one that had taken up the past six months of their lives. The case involved an entire ring of thieves involved in selling stolen antiques, apparently led by two: Steve and Al Adams, partners in the antiquities auction house that they stood in at this very moment.
Up until last night, everything had been quiet, mostly just research and endless tailing on his and Danny’s part, but then last night they’d discovered the two dead bodies in Al’s garage—the informants who’d led Ian and Danny to the antiquities business in the first place. Yeah, things were ratcheting up. “I’m here alone now.”
“Oh, Ian.”
God, she bought it. She bought that he’d been on a date and then dumped, and he felt like crap.
Her fingers were gentle on his jaw. “I can give you a ride home.”
Lower than crap.
“So why are you up here?” she asked. “In the antiquities office, when it’s closed? Handcuffing me?”
Good question. And a valid one. “I came up here to see you again.”
Or investigate you.
Pick one.
“Oh.” Confusion clouded her voice as she tugged lightly on the handcuffs. “I still don’t understand why you didn’t tell me.”
Ah, hell. Hurt had replaced her fear, and while he was glad she was no longer afraid, hurting her was pretty much the last thing he wanted to do.
Too bad he didn’t always get to do what he wanted.
He had to tell her some of the truth. “I didn’t tell you because I can’t be seen here tonight.”
“What do you mean? People saw you downstairs.”
“Doubtful. I blended in. No one can know,” he repeated, lifting her face to his in the dark. “No one. Do you understand?”
His question hit a brick wall of silence.
In fact, she was silent for so long he nearly checked for a pulse, except that he could still feel her heart thundering against his.
“You’re looking at me funny,” she said very quietly. “Am I in trouble, Ian?”
He touched her hair and fought with himself against pressing his face into the sweet spot of her neck. Yeah, she was in trouble.
And so was he.
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“IAN?” CHLOE WHISPERED IN the dark. She was still touching him, one hand on his face, the other linked to his by the handcuffs.Handcuffs.
She was handcuffed to Ian McCall, which, she reminded herself, wasn’t the oddest thing that had happened.
Not when she thought about that kiss they’d just shared.
That explosive kiss. Explosive and wildly passionate and hotter than anything she’d experienced since…well, since him. “I don’t understand,” she said. “Who are you watching? What’s going on in here that requires an FBI agent?”
He pressed his forehead to hers and answered her question with one of his own. “Chloe, why were you in here tonight?”
“I heard a noise.”
“You have a key?”
“I do their books, and when they’re out of town, I keep an eye on things.”
“So you’re close friends with them?”
She went still from the very inside. Still and cold. “Why does this suddenly feel like an interrogation?”
He didn’t answer that, either, and she slid her hand down his taut arm to grab the flashlight, which she lifted to see his face.
He didn’t flinch but looked right at her from those once dreamy eyes, which now held more than a hint of the hunger she’d just experienced.
And something else, something that made alarms go off in her head, even more than the handcuffs.
Worry. “Ian. You’re scaring me. What’s going on?”
“Let’s just get out of here,” he said, turning away.
Oh, no. She wasn’t going anywhere without answers. So she pulled him back, unfortunately dropping the flashlight to do so.
It hit hard, and, given that the light flickered and went out, it also broke.
“Two for two,” he murmured.
His low, slightly gruff voice, disembodied in the dark, seemed to ruffle something within her.
Or maybe the kiss had done that.
Or just his close proximity. Who knew? All she knew was she couldn’t take a breath without him knowing, and vice versa. Granted they were handcuffed, but they could have made more room between them. Neither of them had. Even after all this time, even after their awkward meeting and more awkward second meeting up here, something still shimmered between them.
It was undeniable. It could have been the dark, or the past, or simply the fact that it’d been far too long since she’d been held or touched by a man.
No, that didn’t compute. It wasn’t being touched by a man that had taken over common sense.
It was being touched by him.
“Let’s get out of here,” he said again. “We’ll talk then.”
All right, she was game for that, and she rattled the handcuffs. “Key?”
He shifted his weight and she guessed he was searching his pockets, a suspicion confirmed when she heard him patting himself down with growing agitation. “Ian?”
“Yeah. Hold on.”
More rustling, accompanied by a roughly uttered, “Ah, hell.”
“What?”
“Just a second.”
Okay. But the longer she stood there listening to him fumble around in his pockets, the more she knew. “Let me guess.”
“Don’t.”
“You lost your keys.”
“I did not lose them.”
“Uh-huh.” She felt like laughing. How that was possible was beyond her. “Then, where are they?”
“Obviously, they’re in the last place I had them.”
“So you’re still absentminded,” she said, and let go of the laugh in her throat.
“Yeah. And you’re still a smart-ass.” He said this utterly without annoyance.
In fact, it sounded pretty darn affectionate.
A flash of lightning lit the room in a blue-white glow, followed by a heart-pounding boom of thunder. In that split second, her gaze locked with his.
Not all of that flash of electricity came from the storm—not even close. Nope, most of it came from the combustible, explosive, chemical-like attraction between the two of them, and quite frankly, after all this time, it shocked her. “Can you still do that layup?” she whispered.
“If I say yes, are you going to kiss me again?” He let out a rough breath. “No. Don’t answer that. Look, the handcuff key is a small one, all by itself. It must have dropped from my pocket in the shuffle. We need another flashlight.”
“I have a spare in my office.”
“Let’s go.”
She wanted to know why it was such a bad idea to kiss him. She wanted to know a whole helluva lot of things, like why he was really here and why every time she took a step forward, he took one back.
She moved toward the door, forgetting that one of the drawers was still open. She’d have fallen flat on her face if he hadn’t encircled her waist with an arm and hauled her back against him.
“Careful,” he said in her ear, his voice low and thrillingly gravelly.
She could have told him that the only thing in danger was her heart, but they shuffled their way out of the antiquities office together, which meant lots of banging into each other to keep their balance in the dark.
Chloe had never been so aware of a man in her life. “Here,” she said when they finally got down the hallway to her office. She opened the door. Candlelight still flickered on the walls, relieving the darkness they’d had in the hallway and the auction house.
She glanced at Ian standing at her side, letting her gaze drift over his wavy hair, his furrowed eyebrows indicating he was deep in thought as he took in her office.
He caught her staring. “What?” he asked.
“I just can’t believe that it’s you. You’ve changed, Ian.”
“Grown up, I hope.”
Yes, and developed a razor sharpness that suggested he was no longer all fun and games. His face was tanned, more rugged now than baby smooth, and carved in classic lines that were admittedly drool-worthy.
He’d definitely changed. Where he’d once been lanky and lean to the point of being too thin, he’d bulked up some, all corded muscle and sinew wrapped in an undeniable masculinity. There was something else, too, something about him that suggested a will to walk into danger, a readiness to face whatever came his way. She grabbed her spare flashlight out of a drawer, watching as he leaned over her desk and blew out her candles.
“Fire hazard,” he said, and when he’d blown out the last one, plunging them back into darkness, she gripped the flashlight but didn’t turn it on.
Truth was, she liked being in the dark with him. She didn’t know what that said about her, but ever since he’d appeared at the party outside, she’d felt more alive than she had in a long time.
“Let’s go get the key,” he said, taking the flashlight, heating her skin everywhere they touched. Oblivious to that fact, he led her back to the antiquities office.
Together, they hunkered down by the desk searching, and Chloe stared into his profile.
He hadn’t shaved today, and maybe not yesterday either, but the intriguing growth on his jaw made her fingers itch. He had laugh lines around his eyes and bracketing his mouth, a mouth she happened to know curved with slow, wicked intent, making his amusement contagious.
Also, he smelled…wonderful. Knee-weakeningly wonderful, which didn’t seem fair since she probably smelled of fear and stress—not wonderful at all.
His hair was still lush and unruly, and as thick as ever, and she couldn’t help it, she reached up and brushed a lock from his forehead.
Lifting his head, his gaze met hers, full of heat and a testosterone that oozed trouble. “Chloe.” His voice held warning and that sexy hunger as he looked into her eyes, his utterly unfathomable.
“What?” she whispered.
He just shook his head. “Nothing.”
But she knew it was something. She knew it with every bone in her body. “No key?”
“No. We’ll have to get one from my place.”
His place. That probably shouldn’t have given her a shiver of thrill. “Okay.”
They made their way out of the office and to the stairs, which they took in silence, close but not touching except for where they were linked by the cuffs. She had so many questions she didn’t know where to start, and she wished she knew him better, like she used to, so she could press him for answers.
“Where’s your car parked?” he asked.
And it hit her. They were going to go through the outdoor party to the lot, and all the way to his place—wherever that was—handcuffed. She knew this. She should have been upset by this. Furious.
Instead, a frisson of arousal went through her. “Back parking lot.”
They stepped out of the building into the courtyard, and it was as startling as if they’d walked onto another planet. In one blink they went from utter darkness, back into the festive lights, music and sounds of laughter and people conversing.
The rain had stopped. The temperature had dropped quite a bit, making her wish for her sweater, which she’d left upstairs.
Had it been only a few minutes ago that she’d been down here herself, standing on the dance floor, laughing over Madame Karma’s predictions?
True love is going to walk into your life.
She squirmed a little at that thought, and glanced at Ian over her shoulder.
He was holding her handcuffed hand in his so that they didn’t draw any attention to themselves.
Your karma has gone south for the winter.
So which was he, Madame Karma’s first prediction, or the second?
And why did she suddenly believe what the fortune-teller had said at all? “Are you sure your date—”
“Gone,” he said with certainty.
Who would ditch him? And why? She couldn’t imagine…But looking into his tense face, she knew she was missing more of his story, and that made her nervous. Still, she led him through the throng of people, past the dance floor where only a short time ago she’d stood next to him, thinking about gobbling him up from head to toe.
She was still thinking about it.
They left the courtyard out the back of the building, and into the parking lot.
At her car, he waited until she unlocked the door, then pulled it open for her. She stood in the V of the opened door, and he stood just behind her, his free hand on the roof of the car, the other linked to her, surrounding her. His body heat seeped into her, through her, and she closed her eyes to savor every second, because she knew that when she took him home and they were unlocked from each other, he was going to vanish again.
Maybe for good this time.
Unable to stand the thought, she turned to face him. Cupped his jaw.
“Chloe—”
In answer, she kissed him, kissed him until his hand left the top of the car and came down to her waist.
When she opened her eyes, his held surprise and that intoxicating heat that made her knees wobble. “I just wanted to do that one more time,” she whispered.
He stood there a moment, and then, when he opened his mouth to say something, it began to rain again. He nudged her aside so he could slide into the car, moving slowly across the passenger seat to allow her the time to keep up with him.
They drove in silence except for Ian’s giving her directions to his condo complex. When she’d parked and turned to him, he was already looking at her.
“Ready?” he asked.
Yes. Yes, she was. The real question was, what was she ready for?
The rain topped its earlier show, coming down in thick sheets. They ran up the path to Ian’s front door, where he quickly slapped his pockets for his keys while they got soaked. Finally, he dropped his head and swore.
“Let me guess,” she yelled over the sound of the rain hitting the roof. “You misplaced your house keys, too?”
He looked at her, the irony and a good amount of wry amusement in his eyes. She could do nothing but laugh.
He joined her, until the sky lit up with a strobing bolt of lightning, followed by a booming clap of thunder that made her squeak.
“The back!” He led, and by the time they ran around the building and through a gate, they were both a soggy mess. Chloe could barely see through her streaming hair. Shoving it back, she looked at Ian, who was also trying to see, and laughed.
His eyes laughed, too.
It was true. His eyes laughed, which brought another silly smile to her face, because suddenly she felt like a kid.
No, scratch that. Not a kid. A teenager.
A rather horny one.
“Sorry,” he said, reaching up into a potted plant, and then the next thing she knew she was standing in his kitchen. He had hardwood floors and pale green walls with gorgeous trim, and like a real guy, dishes piled in the sink, a fact that made her want to smile as she dripped all over his pretty floor.
Ian dripped, too. Water ran down his temples, in his face, making his dark eyelashes inky-black and spiky.
He was looking at her, slowly taking in her wet clothes, including her thin tank and gauzy skirt that had to be clinging to her like a second skin.
And his smile slowly faded.
So did hers.
His was replaced by a heat that singed her every erogenous zone, of which she apparently had a lot more than she remembered.
Lifting the hand that was connected to hers, he pulled, and she found herself in his arms, staring at his mouth as he slowly lowered it to hers.
“Stop me,” he whispered. “Stop me now, Chloe, because I can’t seem to do it.”
Instead she lifted her free hand to his chest, gliding it up around his neck, cupping his nape to tug his head down to hers.
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AH, HELL, IAN HAD TIME TO think as Chloe’s soft lips touched his. The kiss, her kiss, felt better than anything had in a damn long time.He’d been working around the clock, neglecting pleasure for so long that it whipped through his veins, demanding more, more, more.
Never mind that he shouldn’t.
They shouldn’t. She was a possible suspect, a definite witness, and hell, he couldn’t take his hands off her.
With Chloe, he had no resistance, not when her curvy body had shrink-wrapped itself to his, not when she’d slid her warm, sweet tongue inside his mouth….
At this rate, he wouldn’t survive if they stopped. “Chloe…” His fingers sank into her hair, gently tugging her head back so he could look into her eyes, but instead he pressed his mouth to her bared throat and made his way along her wet skin, to her jaw, her ear.
She let out a shaky exhale and held on. “Ian…why were you really in that office?”
He’d expected the questions. What he hadn’t expected was to be so completely blindsided by needing her that his guard was down. Down, hell. It was flat-out gone.
“For a case, I’m guessing. Right?”
He sank his teeth lightly into her earlobe, then soothed the spot with his tongue.
“Ian.” Her voice was wobbly, her free hand clutching at him, as if she was having trouble standing. The handcuffs clanked, reminding him again of their presence. They were a tool of his job, not a sex toy. He’d never really been into bondage. Yet he couldn’t have begun to explain how unbearably erotic it felt to be handcuffed to her.
“Are they in trouble?” she asked. “The guys?”
It took a moment to get past the sexual haze and be able to talk. “Guys?”
“Steve and Al? I do their books.”
Against her deliciously wet, warm skin, he sighed.
And she went still. “I suppose you probably already know that.” Lifting her head, she stared at him. “Talk to me, Ian.”
He knew the regret was all over his face. “I—”
“Can’t.” Her worried smile broke his heart. “Or you’d have to kill me, right?” She lifted their handcuffed wrists. “Key?”
“Yeah.” He backed her to the countertop and opened a drawer at her hip.
“Um…” She rocked her hips to his, making his eyes cross with lust.
“Chloe,” he said on a low breath. “You’re killing me.”
“It’s like we were never apart. Do you remember?”
He looked into her eyes. “Everything.”
“Our first time…?”
Especially that. He’d driven them through the Angeles Crest forest, to an overlook where they could see the lights of sprawling Los Angeles far beneath them.
Neither of them had noticed the view. Instead they’d ravaged each other in the front seat of his truck, and then the bed of his truck, stretched on a blanket beneath a sky littered with a million stars…. “I remember.”
He’d had plenty of sex since then, some really good sex, but looking into her eyes now, he knew the truth—nothing had ever quite lived up to his time with her.
No one had ever come close to touching his heart the way she had.
How to explain that to her, much less to himself, he hadn’t a clue.
“Today, it was like you appeared out of thin air.” She leaned in close as he searched the drawer. She brushed a wet strand of hair from his temple, letting her fingers linger on him.
His gaze locked on hers as his fingers closed over the key.
She smiled and somehow the simple gesture warmed him. “You grew into your skin quite nicely, Ian McCall.”
“Not nearly as well as you…” Straightening, he ran his fingers over her bare shoulders, playing with the spaghetti strap of her very wet tank. “You’re wet.”
Her eyes widened, maybe wondering if the double entendre had been intentional, which actually it hadn’t, but now he could think of nothing else.
“So are you,” she whispered, running her free hand over his shirt, then under. Her fingers brushed his nipple, and he actually dropped the key.
The pulse at the base of her neck was racing. She wasn’t breathing all that steadily either, but then again, neither was he.
Neither of them bent for the key.
Send her home, his brain ordered. He had to, before he did something stupid.
She was still touching his chest, sliding her hand back and forth over him, lingering. “Chloe—”
She shivered.
He could see her white lace bra—it was playing peekaboo with the wet cotton of her tank, blowing his mind. So were her nipples, pebbled to two hard points, clearly outlined and defined, making his mouth water. “You’re beautiful, Chloe,” he breathed. “So damned beautiful.” His finger slid beneath one of her straps, and then, oops, look at that, it fell to her elbow.
Stop, he told himself. Seriously, stop.
But then Chloe lifted their joined hands and slipped the other strap off…and then the top slid down so that it was just barely, oh, God, barely covering the very tips of her breasts. “Chloe—”
“That’s my name,” she said in a soft, whispery voice that reminded him of long, achingly deep, toe-curling sex. She tugged on the hem of his shirt, leaving him no choice but to lift up his arms and let her pull his shirt all the way off.
No choice at all.
Now his shirt hung between them, caught on the handcuffs. And then she was working on the button fly of his jeans, and he was trying to find the zipper on her skirt, but their hands were getting tangled up. Breathless with anticipation and with a hunger so all-consuming neither of them could talk and make any sense, they fell back against the counter, mouths fused, bodies still damp from the rain and practically steaming they were so heated up.
Unable to get her skirt off, he bunched the light, gauzy material in his fingers. She broke off the kiss to drag hot, wet openmouthed kisses down his throat and over his chest.
He found her panties.
She got his buttons undone.
Being with her like this felt like a homecoming in ways he couldn’t really wrap his brain around, except that stopping was no longer an option—
And then he heard something that snapped him out of it like nothing else could have.
“What?” she murmured, her mouth on his pec.
“I thought I heard something—” His brain had gone hazy. “I heard—” She sank her teeth into him and his knees nearly buckled. “Hold on—”
She slid a hand into his pants. “I am.”
His head came up as he realized two things at once. One, he loved feeling her hands on him again. Two, someone was in the house with them. And he was standing here with his hand down the back of her panties, more than half-undressed himself, still handcuffed to her, and shockingly, frustratingly helpless. “Be very quiet,” he said in her ear. “I’m going to—”
That’s when the lights went out.
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CHLOE GASPED AT THE sudden, unexpected darkness. “The storm?”“No.”
That was when she realized Ian had gone taut with tension, and not the good kind of tension.
“Someone’s in the house,” he said quietly, without inflection. “They just cut the power.”
“Ohmigod.” Since he was so calm, she panicked for the both of them, clutching at him, feeling all one hundred and eighty pounds of him quiver with a dangerous edge. “Are you sure?”
Instead of answering, he reached for something, came up against the restraints of the handcuffs, and swore beneath his breath.
“What are we going to do?”
“Not we.” His voice was low, a barely there sound against her ear. “Me. You’re going to—”
“We’re handcuffed! There is no just you!”
He pushed her behind him, where she concentrated on breathing. Not easy. Only a moment ago she’d been breathless for an entirely different reason, and now with the adrenaline flying through her, she felt dizzy, light-headed and sick.
She heard another drawer open and then caught the glint of something—
A knife. He’d grabbed a knife.
Oh, God. Her hands were on his back, smooth and sleek and shirtless.
Defenseless.
Not defenseless, she reminded herself. He was trained; he knew what to do.
She hoped.
He moved, and without any choice she followed, thankful at least that they were on familiar territory for him because she couldn’t see a damn thing.
God, she was tired of the dark. After tonight she wanted never to be in the dark again.
“Careful,” he said, craning his neck to speak softly to her. “Stay behind me.”
Which she’d be glad to do, except that left him even more defenseless because he had one hand twisted behind his back, attached to her.
Oh, God.
He flattened them against a hard surface. Given the icy-cold steel that hit her bare shoulders, she realized it was the refrigerator. She bit back her gasp, and with her free hand attempted to right her tank top. But it was twisted around her and not cooperating—
“Stop.”
Yes, she understood he wanted her to stop fiddling around, but hell if she’d be chased around the house by a burglar while half-naked.
“Shh,” he added, as if she’d dare say a word, and he brought their joined hands to her belly, maybe as comfort, but more likely to hold her in place so she didn’t give them away.
She heard a light squeak and caught the vague outline of the double kitchen doors opening, which had her heart launching into her throat.
Ian’s hand tightened on her stomach. Definite warning.
But she wasn’t going anywhere, she was paralyzed in fear.
A shadow stepped into the kitchen, crouched low, holding something that looked like a—
Oh, God, a gun.
Then Ian stepped into the middle of the room—dragging her with him—and executed some amazing sort of roundhouse kick that sent the intruder flying. It would have sent her flying too, just from Ian’s momentum, but he grabbed her and they both fell to the floor.
Ian immediately rolled toward the intruder, but what exactly he did after that, Chloe couldn’t be sure, she couldn’t see, she was too busy trying to keep out of Ian’s way while attached at the wrist.
“Got him,” he said grimly.
She came up to her knees. She realized Ian was on his as well, at her side. “Who is he?” she whispered.
“No idea.” He was holding the guy down with his free hand. With his other he tried to reach into his pocket and instead came up against the cuffs. “Damn it. My cell phone. It’s in my pocket. Can you—”
She slid her fingers into his pocket. Only a few minutes ago she’d been in his pants for an entirely different reason.
“Call 9-1-1,” he said.
Sitting back on her heels she did just that, thinking of how just a short time ago her plans for this evening had been a few cookies and more work. Well, the evening had veered just about as far from her plans as it possibly could have.
 
CHLOE SAT IN A cold, hard metal chair at the police station sipping the water Ian had brought her before he’d gone to talk with a group of police officers.
Each of whom repeatedly kept glancing over at her.
Ian’s intruder had been ID’d from his driver’s license, but once the police had arrived and had shone their flashlights on them all, Chloe hadn’t needed to see the guy’s ID because she’d recognized him.
He was one of Steve and Al’s employees, and at the sight of him and the gun he might have used on them, she instantly realized two things. One, this case of Ian’s was apparently far more dangerous than she could have imagined. And two, given the clench in her heart every time she so much as looked at Ian, she’d fallen for him all over again.
Which actually brought her to a third problem—did he think she was connected to his case?
Was she…good God…a suspect?
She shivered wildly, and almost before she’d finished, he was there, wrapping his own zippered hoodie sweatshirt around her shoulders. “Almost done,” he promised in a low voice, giving her arms a quick squeeze.
She hugged herself tightly and didn’t look at him. Looking at him screwed with her head because she couldn’t seem to reconcile the man she’d played tonsil hockey with, with the FBI agent with secrets.
“Chloe?” he asked. “You okay?”
Taking a deep breath, she bit the bullet and asked, “Am I a suspect in something, Ian?”
“McCall,” one of the men called out, gesturing with his chin for Ian to join them.
She just looked at him, wanting, needing, an answer.
His eyes held regret. “Give me a minute, I’ll be right back.”
It didn’t escape her that he was avoiding her question.
“Chloe. I will, I promise.”
“I think I’ll just go home, and—”
“You can’t.”
Oh, yeah, he was definitely bad for her mental health. “Why not?”
He grimaced, and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Because there are questions.”
“Theirs? Or yours?” She could see his colleagues waving him over, and she shut her eyes. “So. I am a suspect. Do you kiss all your suspects like you kissed me?”
“Chloe—”
“Just go. The sooner you do, the sooner I can get the hell out of here, go to bed and sleep off yet another bad Valentine’s Day.”
She didn’t open her eyes, and after a moment, felt him move away. She nodded to herself, refusing to acknowledge the pain in her heart.
 
IAN SET DOWN A MUG OF hot tea in front of Chloe. As peace treaties went, it was a poor one, but it was the best he could do.
Without looking at him, she pulled the mug closer to her, and as she did, his sweatshirt—too long for her by half—fell back from her wrist. It was rubbed raw, chafed by the damn handcuffs, and he stared at it, feeling sick. “Let me get the first aid kit—”
“I’m fine.” She said this curtly, and covered her wrist back up. “Just ask me whatever it is you think I know so I can go home.”
“I know you’re upset.”
“No.” But it came out in such a way that made it obvious she was upset and also that she considered him a first-class asshole.
He sighed, and pulling a chair over to hers, he straddled it, then steepled his fingers along the back, setting his chin on them. “Chloe.”
She blew on her tea. “Yes,” she said, a picture of supreme politeness.
“You are upset.”
“Okay, yes. I’m usually upset when lied to by someone I’ve trusted.”
“I haven’t lied.”
“Really?” She leveled her baby blues on him then, eyes that were huge and devastatingly beautiful. Not to mention filled with hurt. “You were actually ditched by a real date tonight?”
Okay, so he had lied. “My partner got sick.”
She rolled her eyes.
“Look, the truth is we think the antiquities place is really a front for a fencing business.”
“And you believe I’m involved exactly how?”
“It’s not that—”
“How, Ian?”
“You’ve done their accounting.”
Her eyes flashed her fury. “And you think I’ve played with the numbers?”
“Someone did—Whoa,” he said, his hand shooting out to snag her arm when she jerked to her feet. “I said someone, not you—”
“I’d like to go home now,” she said stiffly. “I want to change and get warm.”
“Soon—”
She drew up straight and pulled free of his touch. “Do you have any reason to hold me?”
“What? No, of course not—”
“Then, if you’ll excuse me…” And with her nose so high he was surprised she didn’t get a nosebleed, she walked to the door.
“Chloe, wait.”
She didn’t, of course. Wearing his sweatshirt, her arms wrapped around herself in quiet dignity, she walked out of the station, and most likely if she had her way, out of his life.
Damn it.
He couldn’t let her go, and that fact had nothing, nothing at all, to do with his case. First of all, she was innocent, he knew that in his gut, and he knew it by looking into her eyes, which were mirrors to her soul, a soul that had never purposely hurt or taken from another human being in her life.
Earlier, Danny had suggested he get himself reassigned, that he couldn’t be objective.
He’d vehemently disagreed.
Yes, he’d known her once, known her intimately, but that had been years ago and he should have been completely over her. After all, it’d been him who’d walked away that time, him who’d decided it was time to move on.
But that had been before he’d danced with her, touched her, kissed her. And now it turned out Danny was right. He couldn’t be objective because he couldn’t, wouldn’t, believe she’d done anything wrong.
And since he could do nothing else, he went after her.
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IAN RAN OUTSIDE THE police station into the now clear night. The wind had chased away the clouds.And, apparently, Chloe.
He raced through the lot, turning in a circle in the middle, stopping short at the sight of her at the far end, his gut clenching hard.
Her skirt soggy and clinging, his own sweatshirt covering her from fingertips to mid-thighs, her hair damp and hanging in her face, she looked like a wreck, an adorable, sexy wreck.
He’d never seen anyone so beautiful in his life.
“Great exit,” she was saying to herself. “But your car’s at Ian’s, you idiot. Of course, it’s at Ian’s, because this is Valentine’s Day.” Sighing, she tipped her head heavenward. “Karma? You listening? You suck.”
“Does karma ever talk back?” he asked, stepping close.
She didn’t jump, didn’t scream, just closed her eyes. “Perfect.” Then she opened her eyes and looked at him. “Do you believe in karma, Ian?”
“That’s not the question I expected you to ask.”
She let out a low, mirthless laugh. “Tonight, at the party? I had my palm read. The lady told me some pretty crazy stuff.”
She’d been crying, and his heart tipped. “Like…?” he asked very softly.
“Like…” She squirmed just a little, which he didn’t understand. He’d expected to be on the hot seat, not her. “She said true love was going to walk into my life. Tonight.”
“What did you say to that?”
“I laughed. And then she gave me a warning. She said my karma was going to take a vacation to the Bahamas.”
“Harsh.”
“Maybe she was mad that I didn’t believe her.”
“You don’t believe in love at first sight?”
She looked at him. “Do you?”
“Yes.” He was shocked to hear himself say it, but it was true, he realized.
“How about karma?” she asked. “Do you believe in karma?”
“I believe in making your own karma, by being a good person, doing your best, finding ways to be happy so that life is good.”
“What if you’re too busy securing your future to stop and smell the roses, and then one day you’re thirty and all you have to look forward to on Valentine’s Days is a day like this?”
She sounded uncertain and alone, very alone, which he hated. With a sigh, he pulled her close, wet clothes and all. “Was the night all bad?”
She went quiet a moment. “No, not all bad.”
He found his mouth close to her face, and kissed her temple, her jaw. “Destiny is your own for the taking, Chloe. You know that, right?” He kept his mouth on her, loving the feel of her skin beneath his lips. “And I’m sorry, but I can’t imagine you doing anything bad enough to warrant worrying about your karma going south.”
Arching her neck to give his mouth better access, her hands came up to his shoulders as if she couldn’t help herself. “Why not?” she whispered.
“Because I know you.”
“But your case—Steve and Al—”
“If you had anything to do with this, it was without your knowing it.”
Her huge eyes never left his, though some of the tension in her body did. “You really feel that way?”
“Really.” He let out a long breath. “Jesus, Chloe, do you really think I could kiss you like I did, and believe you to be a thief?”
“I kissed you.”
“Well, I can fix that.” Hauling her up against him, he covered her mouth with his. Like before, it was a sucker punch of need and arousal to his gut.
And something more.
Chloe kissed him back, murmuring her pleasure with a sexy low hum in her throat. “Tonight?” she whispered. “When you found me in that office?”
He stroked his thumb over her lower lip. “Yeah?”
“I’d gone in there because I’d heard a noise.”
“Me.”
“Yes.” She shivered, and he ran his hands up and down her arms to warm her. “I found something,” she said. “A set of files. Files I didn’t know about that show far more income than has been reported.”
“Good. That’s really good, Chloe, but right now I want to get us out of here and into dry clothes. Can I do that? Take you home?”
She looked at him for a long moment, and he hoped to God she saw a man she could trust. When she finally nodded, he felt like he’d won the lotto. He steered her toward his car, which Danny had left in his spot.
Inside, he directed the heater vents her way and drove her home. He parked in her driveway and walked her to the front door, but when she moved to let herself in, he stopped her, his hands on her chilled arms as he looked into her eyes. “You asked me about karma,” he said carefully, watching her eyes flicker with her own unsettled feelings on the matter. “And I said we make our own. I mean that, Chloe. So much so that I’m about to make mine.”
“What—”
He put a finger over her lips, then, looking deeply into her eyes, he murmured, “Let me be with you tonight.” Then still holding her gaze he replaced his finger with his mouth and let his eyes drift shut, because having his mouth on hers again was so exactly what he needed he could hardly stand it.
Chloe held herself still at first, not because the kiss wasn’t stop-her-heart yummy, but because his words had been so unexpected.
No. Not unexpected, but wanted, wanted more than anything, and she hadn’t been able to see that they’d ever be here again, wrapped tightly in each other’s arms, mouths fused, soft, sexy little sounds escaping their throats…“Inside.”
“You read my mind.”
They fumbled to open the door, both their hands trying to work the key at the same time. She pushed his hands away, which left them free to touch her, a situation he took full advantage of, gliding his hands up her rib cage, to beneath her ribs, the tips of his fingers just brushing the undersides of her breasts…
Knees wobbly, she finally got the key in. “There—”
Which was all she got out before he lifted her over the threshold, kicked the door shut and turned to press her back against it, taking her mouth again.
And again.
Mmm…
“I’ve got to tell you,” he managed. “Ever since I saw you tonight, I—”
He broke off when she pressed her mouth to his throat and just breathed him in, inhaled him. “You what?”
“Wanted you.” His fingers tightened on her. “Jesus, I wanted you.”
“You never even let on—”
“I was trying not to be me, remember?”
“Your eyes gave you away.”
“Yeah?” Sliding his fingers into her hair, he gently tugged her head back and stared into her face. “What did my eyes tell you?”
That you love me. Her breath caught on that. She’d have to be crazy to admit that out loud, that fantasy. No way would she make herself that vulnerable. “They told me that we have a connection.”
“Always have. No matter how I ran.” He stroked his finger over her cheekbone. “I know it’s too late for this, but I’m sorry about how I left you. You deserved better. I was afraid back then, afraid of what we had. I’ve lost that fear, Chloe.”
Oh, God. What was he saying? She didn’t want to have to beat back the knot of hope currently blocking her air passage. “Ian—”
“I know, too little too late, right? But if you can’t believe me, Chloe, and you don’t believe in karma, then maybe you can believe in letting people right their wrongs, fix their mistakes. I want to make this right.”
She pulled his head to hers for another mind-altering kiss, where there were no misunderstandings, no mistakes.
All that existed was now, how he made her feel. He had his hands flat on the door on either side of her head, his mouth hard on hers, and she lost track of everything but this…God, this…
“My room,” she said between kisses.
“Again, just what I was thinking.” Still holding her, he turned away from the door. “Which way?” he asked, nipping her lower lip with his teeth.
Oh, God. She sank her fingers into his hair and returned the little love bite, thrilling to his rough groan. “Down the hall.”
In the hallway, he stopped to press her back against the wall, then plundered and pillaged her mouth, her neck, tugging open his sweatshirt, yanking down the tank and her bra to latch on to her nipple.
She cried out, fisted her hands in his hair and panted for breath. “First door,” she gasped.
He headed toward it with such fierce intent, she would have laughed, if she could breathe. In her room, he turned to the bed, but she directed him to the bathroom because that’s where she kept a—
“Condom,” he said, reading her mind this time.
“Top drawer—”
He set her on the bathroom counter and pulled out the top drawer. After grabbing a foil packet, he opened it while she yanked open his shirt and brought her mouth to his chest.
Somehow his shirt melted away, and then hers. Her skirt followed, as did his pants. Then he stepped between her legs, and holding her thighs wide, he drove into her, the power of his stroke making her gasp with unspeakable pleasure so that she arched back. He promptly attached his mouth to her exposed throat, sucking on a patch of her skin there as he took her. It was just as she’d craved—Ian, six-plus feet of solid, warm, hard, ungiving muscle, wrapped around her, in her.
And there was nowhere on earth she’d rather be. Please let this be real….
By his third thrust, she was trembling, on the very edge. His hands tightened on her thighs, opening her further to him, and rearing his head, he captured her gaze in his. “This is real, Chloe.”
Oh, God, she’d spoken out loud?
“Whether the fortune-teller said it or not, this is real. You and me.”
And then he sank into her again, and then again, until she was hovering on a plateau, held there, suspended, lost in the way he looked at her, touched her, said her name in that low, raw voice. He filled her senses as he reached between them and stroked her with a knowing thumb, so that she came all over him, wildly, messily, gasping for breath. Then he started all over again, and this time, they both went over together.
“So real,” he said on a thread of breath, sinking to his knees, pulling her down with him.
They lay there on the floor, gasping for breath, their bodies damp and cooling, hearts thundering against each other for a long time. Chloe ran her hand up the muscles taut in his back, unable to hold back her smile as he finally lifted his head.
“What are you thinking?” he murmured.
“Thank God some things never change.”
He let out a low, rough laugh, a glorious sound, then slid down her body, dropping kisses as he went, on her breasts, her belly, and then…“Oh!”
“So you still like that,” he whispered against her. “Let’s see if you still like…” And he brought his fingers and tongue into the action. “Yeah?”
She couldn’t answer, she was far too busy being whipped back into a frothy frenzy. And afterward, when she was still trembling, he rolled, pulling her over the top of him so that she straddled his hips.
Bending over him, she set her hands along his jaw and kissed him deeply. “What now, cowboy?” she purred.
His hands went to her hips. “Well, you could ride me off into the sunset.”
Which she did.
 
THEY MADE LOVE UNTIL close to dawn, and then finally collapsed into her bed. Snuggled in his arms, Chloe lay there with one of those stupid I’ve-had-amazing-sex grins on her face. She absorbed the warmth of him next to her, and let her fingers drift over his skin, feeling the tough sinew beneath. “You kept in shape.”
“I still play ball. For an old guys’ league.”
“Old guys, huh?” Didn’t feel older, just built. Seriously built. She grazed her lips over his throat. “You still got the moves?”
He let out a soft chuckle against her temple and wrapped his arms around her. “You tell me.”
Oh, yeah, he had the moves, and he spent the next twenty minutes proving it yet again.
They fell asleep in each other’s arms, and for a woman who’d been so fiercely independent for so long, it felt incredibly good.
Ian’s pager went off at dawn, and he got out of bed. Hair tousled, an extremely male, satisfied smile curving his lips, he grabbed a two-minute shower and came out of the bathroom with a pair of knit boxers low on his hips.
She fought the urge to tug them back down.
“Be careful,” she whispered.
“Always.” He leaned over the bed, his hands on either side of her hips and kissed her until her toes curled.
“I wish I’d tossed your pager out the window.”
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he promised.
“Take my spare key on the desk in the living room by my laptop—in case I’m at the office.”
He smiled his surprise. “You sure?”
So damn sure. “Yes.”
“’Kay.” And then he kissed her one more time before he left, a kiss that left her body humming.
She sighed dreamily, then tried to go back to sleep. She couldn’t. Instead she got up and headed to the shower, where she leaned back against the tiles as the hot water pummeled her deliciously sated body.
She was still grinning like a fool.
A fool in love.
Finding the energy, she reached for the soap, shoved her hair out of her eyes and—
Stared down the barrel of a gun.
She thought maybe she gasped in terror. She definitely staggered backward, coming up against the tile.
“Hello, Chloe,” Steve said from behind the gun.
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IAN GOT TO THE OFFICE and took one look at Danny’s tight face. “What?”“They lost Steve and Al.”
Ian went still. “What? The text message said—”
“Yeah.” Danny was tall, six-five, and as the point guard on Ian’s winter basketball league, that height came in handy. It did not come in handy for pacing the small, tight office, and he banged his head on the hanging light. “Damn it!” He rubbed the spot. “They’ve still got Al in their sites somewhere in Mexico City. But they lost visual of Steve at some point after midnight. Never picked it back up again.”
“And we’re just finding out? Christ, that was—” Ian looked at his cell phone for the time “—eight hours ago. He could be anywhere, he could be going after anyone he thinks will lead us to him. He could be—” He went still, galvanized by a sudden fear. “Here.”
“What?”
“He could be here by now. Shit.” He ran toward the door.
“Where are you going?” Danny asked.
“Chloe’s.”
 
STEVE LOOKED THE SAME AS always, like he’d raided a techno geek’s closet. He wore a short-sleeved plaid shirt, baggy pants that failed to hide that he looked as if he’d made a few too many visits to Krispy Kreme and white athletic shoes with black dress socks. Still, for being fashion challenged and carrying an extra forty pounds, the guy was quick. He reached into the shower for Chloe, who cringed back, wincing, expecting to be raped, maimed, murdered—
The water shut off.
She cracked an eye. Steve was holding out a towel, which she snatched and wrapped around herself. “What are you doing here?”
“Came for tea and crumpets.” He grabbed her wrist in a tight, unbreakable grip.
She resisted but he simply tugged her out of the shower. “How did you get in?”
“Turns out fencing antiques isn’t my only talent. I can pick a mean lock.”
“W-where are we going?”
“To talk.” He didn’t let go of her until they were in the living room. There, he shoved her to the couch.
Standing over her, hands on his hips, scowl on his face, he looked big and tough and mean, and nothing at all like the quiet, hardworking man who’d brought her his books to reconcile once a month.
“What have you told them?” he demanded.
The towel he’d given her just barely wrapped around her wet body, and she was holding it tightly, hoping everything was covered. “Told who?”
Steve pinched the bridge of his nose, sighed, then, looming over her, he held the barrel of the gun so that it was an inch from her temple. “One more time. What have you told them?”
Oh, God, oh, God. “Um, the police?”
In answer, he pressed the gun to her head.
“Nothing!” she cried, trying to sink back against the couch as far as she could go. “I didn’t—”
“I know you sneaked into our office. I know you found the second set of files.”
“I wasn’t sneaking, I heard a noise, and I went to investigate—
“Liar.” He grabbed her by the nape of her neck and hauled her upright. The gun flickered in front of her eyes, then settled against the side of her head.
“Please,” she whispered. “Please don’t.”
“Here’s the thing. Al’s going down, okay? They have his prints on the bodies.”
Oh, God. There were bodies?
“They can link him to things that they can’t link me to. Only they know he didn’t work alone.” He smiled into her panicked face. “I’m thinking you got greedy, see? You were working the books, both sets of them, and you saw our profits. You decided to come onboard. You demanded it, in fact, or you’d turn us in. The two of you cut me out first, of course, which makes me the victim—”
“No—”
“Oh, yes.” At that, he hauled her across the living room, to her desk, which her laptop sat on. He flipped up the top, opened a Word document, and then shoved her into the chair. “Start typing. To Whom It May Concern.”
She stared up at him in horror.
He waved his gun. “Hel-lo-o-o-o?”
She jumped and put her fingers on the keyboard. To Whom It May Concern…
“The guilt is too much. I’ve betrayed Steve—” He broke off when she didn’t type, and pressed the cold metal of the gun to her temple. “The guilt is too much,” he repeated with a patience that belied the tight grip he had on her.
Heart in her throat, her vision hampered by her own tears, she began to type, but then Steve went still. “Did you hear that?” he whispered.
She hadn’t heard a thing over the booming of her heart in her ears, but there…she heard the front door handle rattle.
Ian.
Before she could process the thought, Steve yanked her out of the chair and back against him, the gun once again settling against her temple. “Don’t make a sound,” he hissed, and pulled her around the desk and back against the wall, where they’d be hidden from anyone coming in the front door.
The handle rattled again. She heard a rustling and envisioned him searching his pockets for the key she’d given him. She looked at her desk. Next to the laptop was the key.
In true Ian fashion, he’d forgotten it.
“Chloe?” he yelled through the door. “Are you still in there?”
She opened her mouth but Steve tightened his grip. She felt the gun against her head, bruising her temple.
“Chloe!” He pounded on the door.
And then…silence.
She went still, trying to hear something, anything, but then she knew. He was running around the back, where he’d come in the kitchen door. There’d be a fight, with no guarantee of the outcome.
She couldn’t let that happen. “I feel funny,” she whispered to Steve.
“Ah, hell. Don’t you dare puke.” He loosened his grip and she whirled, grabbing the laptop off the desk as she did. Using her momentum as Steve aimed the gun at her, she cracked him right in the face with the hard plastic casing.
The computer fell to the floor, leaving Steve, who’d lost his hold on her, standing there with a stunned look on his face. The gun lay uselessly on the floor beside him.
Run, Chloe told herself, but her feet didn’t move.
Steve, still staring at her, blinked once, then fell backward to the ground, hitting with a sickening thud that didn’t bode well for his head.
The kitchen door burst open and Ian came running, skidding to a stop at the sight of her standing there in nothing but a towel, over Steve’s prone body.
“I’m fine,” she told him, then pointed to Steve. “But him, I’m not so sure about.”
Ian rolled Steve over, secured him with a set of handcuffs, kicked the gun away from him, then surged to his feet and reached for Chloe, who’d never been more happy to be held by someone in her entire life.
More officers came running in, including Ian’s partner, and for a moment, everything became wild and chaotic all over again. Questions were asked, answers given and then more questions.
Chloe’s head whirled with all she’d been through since yesterday evening, but Ian hadn’t let go of her except to pull off his shirt and put it on her. He was holding her so close she hadn’t yet managed to get out of the towel and into some clothes.
“I can’t believe I almost let him get you.” Ian ran his hands up and down her yet again, as if to reassure himself she was really here, alive and whole.
“It’s over,” she said, now comforting him. “And we’re okay.”
“Yeah.” Ian stroked her hair and glanced over her shoulder at Steve, who was still looking dazed as the cops pulled him to his feet. Paramedics had arrived but he wasn’t going to the hospital, or if he was, it’d be a short trip on the way to jail, where he’d soon enough be reunited with Al, his brother and partner in crime.
When everyone eventually piled out of the house, they were finally alone. It wasn’t for long—Ian had to go into work to face the mountain of paperwork—but for now, Chloe just held him, never wanting to let go.
“I wanted to be the one to save you, you know,” he said.
“You did.”
“No. You didn’t need saving.”
“Of course I did.” Emotion swamped her. “I needed you to save me from certain incorrect notions. Such as the world is black and white. But I now know it’s not. There’s gray, a lot of it, along with…”
He seemed to hold his breath. “With…”
“Love.” She smiled tremulously and set her hands on his jaw.
He wrapped her close. “God, I love you, Chloe. Always have, always will.”
“Now see, that’s working for me.” Her voice was husky with all the emotion swamping her. “I love you, too, Ian. I always have, always will.” She let out a soggy laugh. “I guess this means my karma couldn’t have really taken a vacation to the Bahamas, right?”
He still had his arms around her tightly. “I thought you didn’t believe in karma.”
“Maybe I was just scared of it.” She cupped his face. “I’ve faced scarier things now. And I’ve learned life’s too short not to live it to its fullest.”
“Well, then—” he smiled and slipped a hand beneath the shirt he’d given her, and then tugged on the towel beneath “—let’s get to that living….”
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