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Chapter One

Nina Bruno Designs caters to the modern woman. The mature woman who knows that life begins after forty. 

Liz mentally repeated the litany as she blinked at the strobe of photoflashes illuminating the night outside the limousine. The car slowed behind a line of other limos entering a circular drive and Francis Remmey’s estate came into full view. Spotlights crisscrossed the Edwardian columns and stone façade of the mansion. 

Only a few hours ago, she had been giddy at the prospect of getting caught on camera by the reporters that now crowded each approaching vehicle and lined both sides of the walkway leading to the hacienda’s steps. It seemed the entire state of Texas had converged on El Paso for the fashion event of the year, the fifth annual G International Gala hosted by Larissa Remmey, owner of G International fashion magazine. 

Now, however, getting noticed was a double-edged sword. 

Liz shifted her attention to the two co-workers sitting across from her. Richard Anderson, VP of Marketing of Nina Bruno Designs, and Brenda Pierce, Head Designer.

“This is a bad idea,” Liz said.

“You and your dress are going to be a hit,” Richard said. “Stop worrying.”  

The knot in her stomach cinched tighter. “What in God’s name were we thinking? We have an arsenal of models, any of whom would pant at the opportunity to debut the first design in our winter collection. Just because Lisa wasn’t able to accept our offer to replace Tanya didn’t mean we couldn’t find someone else. Why didn’t we try?”  

“Name someone else who lives in El Paso,” Richard said. “Even better, name someone old enough who would fit into that dress. You’re the one who’s been selling the idea that older women don’t want to see teenagers modeling the clothes they buy.”  

Liz tugged the bustier top higher. She had to remember to make the darts deeper for women her size. “My attributes aren’t enough to warrant me modeling this dress.”

“Yes, they are,” he replied. “But the point is moot. We had no choice.”

Liz tamped down on the panic that began three hours ago upon watching the news report that their New York buyer Genevra had declared bankruptcy. That meant the three hundred thousand dollar payment they were expecting in sixty days wasn’t coming. An hour after they’d learned about Genevra, they got a call from a local reporter that the model they’d hired to debut their winter-line dress had just been seen getting into a limo outside her downtown El Paso hotel wearing a layered chiffon flamenco-style dress that screamed Jorge Estonia—their direct competition in Dallas.

In a span of three hours, Nina Bruno Designs—the company she had poured her life savings into—had gone from the verge of financial independence to teetering on financial ruin. The worst part was that the employees and investors now expected her to pull off what Tanya could have accomplished in her sleep. 

When Brenda had approached Liz with the design early that spring, she’d fallen in love with the strapless, bustier-style leather bodice and chic gathered skirt design. But the thought never entered her mind that she might be forced to wear the twenty-seven inch dress in an effort to keep the company from going under.

Another Xenon-flash flared, jarring her from her thoughts. 

Brenda leaned forward and straightened the strap on Liz’s three-inch heel sandal. “You look as good as Tanya in that dress.”  

Liz pursed her lips. “We promoted Tanya as the model for this dress. People are expecting her, not a replacement ten years older, and certainly not a company executive.”  

“You’re only seven years older,” Richard said. “But you don’t look a day over her thirty-seven.”  

Liz shot him a dry look. “If that’s meant to boost my ego, it doesn’t.”  

Richard returned the look. “Get your priorities straight, Liz. You want our first invitation to Larissa’s gala to be our last? Without this event, our winter collection ends up in bargain stores and we don’t get invited to another major fashion show this year.”

Liz knew he really meant, ‘We won’t be in a position to go to another major fashion show this year—maybe no other fashion show ever.’ The company no longer had the luxury of growing slowly. This was Nina Bruno Designs’ only chance to stay in business.  

“Damn that bitch,” he muttered. 

“Richard,” Liz admonished. 

He shook his head. “Don’t start with me. You hired Tanya.” 

“She’s the best model in her age bracket,” Liz said. “And, as you pointed out, one of the few who would fit into this dress.”  

His eyes lowered to her chest. “Not anymore.”  

* * *
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From the corner of his eye, Ben saw another limo stop in front of the estate and turned his head in time to see the rear door open and Richard Anderson emerge from the vehicle. Anderson turned and extended a hand into the car’s open doorway. A slim arm reached toward him and cameras flashed in quick succession as a long, shapely leg stretched toward the paving stones. Elizabeth Monahan’s face came into view, illuminated by camera lights.

Ben lifted an eyebrow in appreciation as she rose to her full five foot nine—no, he dropped his attention to her three-inch heels—her six-foot height. He raised his gaze up those long legs, then the pleated skirt that brushed toned thighs, and blew out a silent whistle. Whoa. Her breasts nearly spilled over the bodice of the leather top—the dress that was kicking off the winter collection for Nina Bruno. His appreciative mood vanished. What was the Creative Director of Nina Bruno Designs doing wearing the dress Tanya Xavier—his date—was supposed to be modeling?

NB Designs had hired him as Tanya’s escort. He was the arm candy that said, Buy this dress and land a man like me. 

Something had gone wrong for Elizabeth Monahan to be wearing the main attraction. Was he to escort her or did the change of plans include another escort? Maybe she decided that Tanya would wear another dress. He didn’t like surprises. She should have called. But why would she? He was just the hired help.

Richard Anderson slipped Ms. Monahan’s hand into the crook of his arm and led her toward the steps. Toward Ben. She glanced left, and the press snapped photos and thrust microphones toward her. Then she spotted him. Her brow furrowed. Understanding hardened her expression and Ben read in her eyes a mirror image of his thoughts:  What the hell are you doing here? He’d bet a thousand bucks someone forgot to call him to cancel. Damn good thing, too, because he’d have come no matter what.

They reached him. 

“This isn’t going to work,” Elizabeth hissed under her breath. 

She had that right. Was that a hint of nipple peeking over the bodice of her dress? The damn thing was scandalous, even for these over-the-top designers.

“You knew Adam was going to be here, Liz,” Richard said in a low voice. “You hired him.”  

Adam Billings. His alias. 

She flashed a dazzling smile that caught Ben off guard before he caught sight of a reporter pointing a camera at them. The camera flashed and her smile didn’t falter when she said under her breath to Anderson, “You know good-and-well I forgot he was going to be here, and you conveniently forgot to remind me.”

She darted a glance over her shoulder, clearly worried her whispered words might have been overheard by a reporter who had edged closer. Not much chance of that happening amid the babble of other reporters. 

She really couldn't ask him to leave, but he had to play the part of a pliant employee. Ben angled his head away from the reporters in case any of the vultures could read lips. “I can leave, if you prefer, ma’am.”  

“Liz, half of Texas is watching us,” Anderson said. “Make a scene now, and it’ll be all over the state before the evening is over. We need him.”  

Something Ben couldn’t quite define flickered in her gaze, then she shot Anderson a look to kill. “I sleep with the CEO, Richard. You’re fired.”  

Ben bit back a laugh.

Anderson nodded. “Sure thing, Liz. As soon as the party’s over, I’ll pack up my desk.” He transferred her hand to Ben’s arm. “She’s all yours. Good luck.”  

The determination to get to know her better had formed two days ago, during a photo shoot with him and Tanya after the Thompson Agency sent him in to replace the model originally hired to escort Tanya. 

Ben glanced at her legs, then reminded himself not to combine business with pleasure. So what if he hadn't expected to see her tonight dressed in an outfit that heated his blood? He had to get inside the Remmey’s mansion. Business now. Pleasure later. 

Liz gripped his arm and he had the feeling she was considering a quick getaway. Ben covered her hand with his—if nothing else to keep her from bolting. Liz Monahan was his ticket through the door.  

He led her up the stairs and a man dressed like a British soldier opened the door at their approach. They entered the foyer and the door closed behind them, cutting off the voices. Ben squinted against a glow of chandelier light bouncing off the white marble floor. A sweeping staircase to their right led to a gallery that encircled the foyer. Directly ahead, three arched doorways opened to the rear of the estate. An escape route if anything went wrong. But Liz Monahan as his date might ensure nothing went wrong. Slipping away from her would be easier than ditching Tanya. If Liz was all business as she had been during their shoot two days ago, she wouldn’t miss him.

He steered her left, toward the music wafting through an arched doorway. They reached the room and he turned Liz right in the direction of a dancefloor near a twelve-piece orchestra. 

Ben waited until they’d passed a man and woman talking in low tones before whispering to her, “Is that true?”  

She looked up. “What?”  

He leaned closer. “Do you really sleep with the CEO?” 

Frustration flickered across her features. “No, but I’d give him a go if he really would fire Richard.”  

Ben laughed. He just bet she would. “He’s right, you know. You are the one who hired me.”  

Her eyes narrowed. “You I can fire—and don’t think your good looks will stop me.”  

So she had noticed. During the photo shoot she’d appraised him like a prize horse.

Ben shrugged. “I’m an independent contractor, if you recall. I don’t have to work for Nina Bruno Designs again.”  

“Nina Bruno Designs is the best designer this side of the Mississippi. You’d be a fool not to want to work for us again.”  

She actually sounded offended.

“Maybe that means I should sleep with you,” he said.

She shot him one of the looks she’d given Anderson. “I don’t rob the cradle.”  

“Then I guess we have a deal.”  

She opened her mouth for a retort but, instead, smiled at a large group they skirted a large group 

“Not that I’m disappointed,” he said, “but where is Tanya, by the way?”  

She slowed and her smile wavered. “Over there.”  

He looked across the sea of bodies in the direction she stared. Tanya stood surrounded by a group of men. The man on her left shifted so that his face came into view and Ben’s heart jumped to a hard hammer. 

Carlos Sanchez.

The human traffics dealer wasn’t supposed to be in Texas.
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Chapter Two

Liz stood stock still until Tanya’s attention caught on her. The model’s gaze flicked to Liz’s dress, then her eyes swung back to her face in wide-eyed surprise. 

“She seems surprised to see you—or to see you wearing that dress,” Adam whispered. 

So he’d noticed that, too. Liz, Richard, and Brenda had been so consumed with finding a replacement for Tanya that they automatically concluded she jilted them because Jorge offered her more money. Tanya’s reaction, however, suggested something else. She hadn’t expected to see the dress at all. 

Disbelief turned to fury. Tanya hadn’t dumped them for a better offer. She had sabotaged them. 

“She decided to play for another team at the last moment, didn’t she?” Adam said.

Liz snapped her gaze up to meet his. His attention shifted from the couple to her. She thought she discerned tension in his jaw, but it wasn’t there now and he lifted a brow. 

“By the look on your face, I’d say I’m right. Who’s the competition?” he asked. 

Liz hesitated, but realized the news of Tanya’s defection was likely scheduled for the next print run of every gossip column in Texas. “Jorge Designs.”

“Is that who she’s with?”

Liz shifted her attention to Tanya’s escort. He was tall, early forties, absolutely gorgeous, with jet black hair and honey brown eyes. The poster boy for the South American gigolo. 

“Not Jorge Estonia,” she murmured aloud. “And he’s too old to be a model.”

“So are you.”

Liz cut Adam a narrow-eyed glance. “You really know how to sweet talk your boss.”

He shrugged. “I’m not the one who said a woman isn’t attractive after twenty-five.”

“You’ll likely think differently when you reach thirty.”

He smiled and her heart skipped a beat. His smile could stop traffic. Suddenly, she wondered if she’d been going about selling clothes the wrong way. This man was a dynamite package. His blue eyes smoldered—a stunning combination enhanced by his black tux. Six-foot-four of pure male. No contacts, no drug-induced biceps, just good old-fashioned Mother Nature at her ever-loving best. But despite his looks, it was his smile that truly set him apart from the other models. It didn’t matter who wore the dress, only that when a woman wore it, this man would smile at them.

“Why didn’t you smile like that for the photo shoot?” Liz asked.

Amusement lit his eyes. “Now that I know you like my smile, I’ll be sure to do it more often.”

Liz nodded. “You’re going to sell my dress for me.”

“That’s what I’m here for. But you don’t give yourself enough credit. You’re going to give Tanya a run for her money.” He leaned closer and his warm breath brushed her ear as he whispered, “What do you say we go on the offensive and say hello to her and her date?”

Liz imagined Adam’s full mouth pressed against her ear. She jarred from the thought. Good Lord, the man was sixteen years her junior—and she was his boss. And he was staring expectantly.

“What?” she blurted. 

A very young female model on the arm of a high school graduate slowed as they passed, and Liz realized her outburst had caught their attention. Liz became aware she was squeezing Adam’s bicep and started to pull away.  

He covered her hand with his. “Nope,” he said. “We have to look like we can’t live without each other.”

Liz glanced down at his hand on hers. The light scratch of calluses against the top of her hand surprised her. Odd. Most male models were as big a prima donna as their female counterparts and seldom lifted a finger for fear a drop of sweat would spoil their looks. But Adam had a down-to-earth quality. Yet tonight, he exuded a dangerous edge that hadn’t been present during the photo shoot.

She glanced at Tanya, who had turned her back and was speaking with a group of people. Tanya clutched her date’s arm, and Liz knew she was sending a signal: I don’t need Nina Bruno Designs. 

She would regret that decision. 

A waiter passed in front of Liz. Adam released her and snagged two glasses of champagne. He handed one to Liz. She took a large swig. A woman at least sixty years of age raked her gaze down Adam’s body. He seemed not to notice and slipped an arm around Liz’s waist. Warmth spread through her stomach. Champagne did that to a person. Her second drink nearly emptied the glass.

Liz spotted Larissa Remmey just as the woman turned and met her gaze. The older woman’s eyes lit. Attention fixed on Liz, she said something to the man on her right, then started across the room.  

Liz smiled and kept her gaze on Larissa as she whispered to Adam, “You get me through this night and there’s a bonus in it for you.”  

“Is it the bonus we discussed earlier?” 

“Earlier—” She jerked her gaze onto his face. “I told you, I don’t rob the cradle, nor do I mix business with pleasure. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he drawled. “No business with pleasure. I’ll be sure to keep them separate.”  

Liz blinked and wondered whether he had noticed her reaction to him a moment ago. Dammit, she had no one but herself to blame for that. Before she could say more, Larissa reached them and extended her arms.

“Darling,” she said with the barest hint of a Russian accent.  

Liz shot Adam a quelling look as Larissa pulled her into a cheek hug.

* * *
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Ben kept his expression casual. He didn’t typically like surprises, but Liz Monahan as his date and Texas’ most wanted human traffics dealer showing up in El Paso tonight were two surprises he could live with. It looked like he wasn’t going to have to go snooping around the Remmey’s mansion, after all, to discover their connection to Carlos Sanchez. He could go straight to Sanchez. If he could get the man alone. 

Liz slipped her hand through the crook of Ben’s arm. Before he could corner Sanchez, he’d have to slip away from Liz Monahan. He shifted his attention and found himself staring straight down her cleavage. He jerked his gaze up as Larissa said, “So this is the dress we’ve all been waiting to see.” The older woman nodded approval.

Liz laughed, low and sensual, and Ben’s groin surprised him by giving a hard salute. He hadn’t been this intensely affected when he’d met Laura five years ago. He’d been crazy about her, had even considered marriage. But after two years of dating, he still wasn’t home enough to ask her to marry into an empty house, and she simply fell out of love with him. 

Staying closer to home won’t be a problem with Liz.

The thought brought him up short. He’d thought about her a lot these last two days, but when had he decided he wanted to spend more time at home with a woman? Liz released his arm and Ben resisted the impulse to grasp her hand and put it back. Tonight was about business—for both of them—and he couldn’t afford to let her get in his way. 

“I doubt you’ve been waiting all season to see a Nina Bruno design,” she said to Larissa.

“On the contrary,” Larissa replied. “Your lineup last year was impressive. I’ve been watching you, as have others. I’m intrigued by the fact you chose to wear the debut dress yourself. Very bold. The leather top fits you to perfection—or I should say, you fill it out to perfection.” 

Pink tinged Liz’s cheeks. “We use the gifts given us,” she said.  

“And why not?” Larissa said. She turned to Ben. “And who is this luscious thing?”  

“Mrs. Remmey, meet Adam Billings,” Liz said. “Adam—”  

“No introductions are necessary,” he cut in. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Remmey.”  

Larissa’s eyes lit with pleasure. “Ohh, a charmer.” She stepped closer and curved her fingers around his arm. “I think you’ll be my pet for the evening.”  

“Pet for the evening?” a female voice said.

Even as Ben registered the familiar voice, the speaker stepped into view. He froze. The last person he expected to see was Assistant DA Sheila Antonio. He couldn’t allow her to discover that Carlos Sanchez occupied the same room with her.

Ben snapped from a brain freeze and said, “You’re Sheila Antonio.” He extended a hand. “Adam Billings. I’m a big fan.”  

Her brows lifted in an expression of polite curiosity. She slid her hand into his and gave a hard squeeze, intended to remind him of their last encounter. 

He felt the curious gazes of Liz and Mrs. Remmey and flashed his most charming grin. “You made big news last year when you prosecuted that drug dealer the Border Patrol caught with two kilos of cocaine. The guy put out a hit on you, but that didn’t stop you from putting him away for twenty years.”  

“Not Border Patrol,” Sheila said. “The Texas Rangers caught him.”  

“What’s the difference?”  

“There’s a world of difference.” A glint appeared in her eyes. “They didn’t catch the man contracted to kill me.”

They weren’t supposed to. He was the hitman, and she knew it. 

“Isn’t he delicious?” Mrs. Remmey interjected.

Sheila nodded. “Yes, he is.”

“But he’s spoken for.” Mrs. Remmey glanced at Liz. “You don’t mind, do you, darling?”  

“My escort is your escort,” Liz replied.  

Ben glanced at Sanchez. The man laughed at something another guest said. Ben had to break free of the women. He couldn’t chance Sanchez leaving the party.  

“We’ll talk later, Sheila,” Mrs. Remmey said. “I have to show off Liz to my other guests.”  

“It was very nice to meet you, Ms. Antonio,” Ben said.

She inclined her head. “Perhaps we’ll have a chance to talk more later?”  

“I wouldn’t count on it,” Mrs. Remmey said. “I plan to keep him to myself.” She started away and Ben turned his attention to her. “Come along, Liz,” she said. “I believe tonight is going to be your lucky night.”  
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Chapter Three

Liz’s excitement grew as Larissa Remmey worked the room. Two small but respectable boutiques fawned over the dress—after Larissa informed them the dress was sure to be a hit. They begged appointments early next week and Liz promised her assistant would call them first thing Monday morning. 

Larissa then left with Adam to, as she said, “show off my newest friend” and make all the other women at the party jealous. Liz released a silent breath and accepted a glass of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter as she milled about the room. The evening’s rocky start might just end in financial salvation. No thanks to Tanya.

Liz scanned the room until she spotted Tanya on the dancefloor. She sipped her champagne and stared until Tanya’s eyes met hers. Their gazes locked no more than a second before Tanya’s date whirled her, but the anxiety in Tanya’s eyes said she had gotten the message Liz telepathed: I know you sabotaged us. 

Liz jarred from her thoughts when Adam came into view, dancing with Sheila Antonio. Liz recognized Sheila’s interest in him. In her job, Liz watched women fawn over male models, but Sheila Antonio’s attitude bordered on proprietary. Lust came in all forms and, in this case, the form was five foot eight with blonde hair coiled atop her head, and an hourglass figure that would make any full-bodied model jealous. 

She’d draped an arm around Adam’s neck like a familiar lover and now stared at him as if intending to eat him on the spot. Adam stared politely down at her, though Liz was certain she detected frustration in his expression. Sheila’s hand slid from Adam’s neck and she flattened her palm against his chest. He maneuvered a turn and Liz realized he would see her gawking. She whirled away and snatched a shrimp appetizer from the tray of a passing waiter.

“Ms. Monahan.”  

The male voice startled Liz and she turned to face the speaker. 

The tall, dark-haired man flashed a smile. “I’m Reid Lowman.” He extended a hand.

Liz shook his hand and didn’t miss the flick of his eyes to her chest. If buyers noticed his attention, they would buy the dress and promise to make their customers the belle of the ball in this latest Nina Bruno design. 

“I had no idea Nina Bruno’s Creative Director would be modeling this year’s winter debut design,” he said.  

That made two of them. “Life is full of surprises.” She tried to pull her hand free. He held fast. “Who are you representing tonight?” she asked.

“Larissa invited me—which means I’m free for the evening.”  

“Ms. Monahan has a date for the evening.”  

Liz turned at the sound of Adam’s voice, and Reid released her hand as Adam slipped an arm around her waist.

Reid gave Adam an assessing look and a corner of his mouth lifted. He returned his attention to her, reached inside his front jacket pocket, and handed her a card. “Give me a call when you drop off the help this evening. I’m a night owl.”  

She took the card. “I’ll put you in my contacts for future reference.” 

His smile suggested a personal contact instead of a professional one.

He left and Adam’s hand shifted to her spine as he urged her in the opposite direction. “Is sex really how you sell designs?” he asked.

Liz shifted her gaze to his face. “Why do you think women wear designer clothes?”

“Because the fashion industry convinces women they have to pimp themselves out.”  

“You’re very naive, Mr. Billings. Women have been pimping themselves out since the first male showed interest in a female.”  

Something undefined flickered in his eyes and was replaced by grudging respect. “That dress’ll get the job done,” he said. “But do you really need that guy?”  

She laughed. “He’s just another model trying to get a leg up.”  

“Trying to get your leg up,” Adam said. “I suppose that’s a requirement for getting the job?”  

Liz’s amusement died. “That’s not how I hired you, if you recall.” 

“True. But maybe you didn’t like me.”  

“I like your looks just fine.”  

He grinned. “Ms. Monahan, I do believe I’ve made you angry.”  

It was her turn to be surprised. He had pushed her buttons—twice in fact—a feat not easily accomplished. Which meant she was the one who hadn’t separated business from pleasure. Liz spotted a dress she was sure had been copied from another designer’s previous winter collection. That eliminated them from the competition. 

“How did you manage to escape—” she started to say ‘Ms. Antonio,’ realized he’d know she’d been watching them dance, and managed, instead, “—Larissa?”  

“I told her I had to save you from the wolves.”  

Liz riveted her gaze onto him. “Wolves?” Her outburst earned her a curious look from a man to her left. She urged Adam two paces away, then whispered, “That’s not your job description. You’re supposed to make me look good.”  

“Then I’d better get to it.”  

He grasped her hand and she startled at the gentle pressure or his fingers on hers as he worked his way through the crowd. They neared the orchestra and she registered the waltz they played—and Adam’s intentions. 

“Mr. Billings,” she began, but he turned and slipped a hand around her waist. 

Adam drew her into a tight turn and her pulse quickened as her breasts flattened against his chest. She glanced down and couldn’t halt a small gasp at seeing her breasts straining against her bodice. Liz looked up to find him staring down at her, one brow raised.

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re going to get us arrested.”  

He gave a low chuckle that carried with it something indefinable. “There’s a first time for everything.”  

The firm pressure of his fingers on her back tightened as he deftly steered her away from a couple dancing too close. “You’re enjoying this,” she said under her breath.

Another laugh.

What was up with this man? She had seen a lot of shameless flirting and blunt propositioning in her years in the fashion industry—not to mention, the three years as Creative Director for Nina Bruno Designs—but she had never been... What? Accosted? Worse, she had to admit, was the fact that it had been some time since a man held her so intimately. Adam sidestepped another couple, executing an expert turn. Liz’s grip on his back tightened and her fingers brushed the soft hair at his neck. A shiver raced down her spine. She grimaced inwardly. It really had been too long since she’d done anything except access men for their ability to make a model look good. 

The song ended and relief kicked in. A slower song began and Liz hurried to pull away, but his hold tightened.

“We haven’t gotten everyone’s attention yet.” He pulled her closer and slipped his leg between hers.

Her head swam when the steely thigh muscles pressed her leg as he swayed with the music.

Eyes locked with hers, he placed her hand against his chest. “Relax, Ms. Monahan, you’re the gem of the ball. You’re supposed to be enjoying the party.”  

“I’m supposed to be working.”  

“That means playing the part of a woman who’s full of life, who knows she’s adored. Isn’t that what Tanya would be doing if she was wearing that dress?”  

He had a point, damn him, but she answered, “As you pointed out, I’m no model.”  

He leaned close and pressed his jaw to her cheek. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” His voice, low and deep, sent another shiver down her back. “You’re a real woman,” he said. “Not one of those made-up paper dolls.”  

His thigh brushed the juncture between her legs. Liz became aware of the warmth of his hand on her back. She held her breath, half expecting his fingers to slide down over the curve of her buttocks. But his gentle pressure remained confident and warm on the small of her back.

“Those made-up paper dolls sell dresses,” she managed in a voice that came out low and breathy.

“Trust me, you’re the best advertisement Nina Bruno could have gotten for this dress.”  

“I won’t be propositioned, Mr. Billings.” She closed her eyes and gave thanks that her voice held more conviction than she felt.

“When I proposition you, Ms. Monahan, you’ll know it.”  

“I’m old enough to be your mother,” she said. “And don’t say but you’re not my mother. I am your boss.”  

“Two points we’ll discuss later,” he said.

She snapped her head up. He smiled and her stomach flipped. Had she lost her mind?  She dealt with gorgeous men every day. Why did this one evoke such giddy flutters?  

The smile. That’s what did her in. That smile will sell dresses, she admonished herself. Remember that and nothing else.

“Right now we have more pressing issues.” he said.  

“Excuse me?” 

Liz bumped into a hard body behind her. She whirled and something hard struck her hip. Adam turned with her, not missing a sway to the musical beat. She’d bumped into Tanya’s date. 

“Forgive me,” Tanya’s date’s cultured Mexican accent caught Liz’s attention. He made eye contact while still dancing with Tanya. “I hope I did not hurt you.”

Liz smiled. “Not at all.” Was that a gun she’d struck? 

“My fault completely,” Adam interjected. “I was distracted.”

The man’s eyes remained fixed on Liz. “I see why.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Tanya purse her lips. 

“Nice to see you, Tanya,” Adam said. 

Tanya flashed a bored smile. “I don’t recall your name.”

“Adam,” Liz cut in, “you were just about to get me some champagne. If you will excuse us.” She nodded at the couple, then pulled free of Adam and led him from the dance floor.”

“What was that all about?” she demanded once they were several paces from the nearest guests.

His gaze returned to the couple. “What do you mean?”

“You intended to confront her.”

Adam looked at her, brow furrowed. “All I did was say hello.”

“You purposely bumped into them.”

“I’m an excellent dancer. He bumped into us.”

“You said you were distracted,” she hissed. 

He shrugged. “I was being polite. I didn’t peg you as being so easily intimidated.” 

“I’m not. But I have some sense.”

Liz caught sight of Larissa. The older woman’s eyes shifted to Adam's face. She smiled and crooked a finger in a come here motion.

“Seems your benefactor is requesting our presence,” he said.

“Your presence,” Liz corrected. 

“We’ll work that to our advantage.”  

He grasped her hand and started toward Larissa. 

He held her hand lightly, but firmly. If she tugged free it would be obvious she wasn’t pleased. “I promised a bonus if you got me through the night,” she said under her breath. “Make a scene with Tanya, and I’ll bury you.”  

His head snapped in her direction. Finally, she’d gotten his attention.

“I believe you mean it,” he said.

She couldn’t tell if he was worried or amused. “Don’t try me,” she said.

“I think it would be worth seeing you try,” he replied.

“What the—I’ll do more than try—”

She broke off as Larissa stepped away from the woman she’d been talking with and took three steps to meet them.

“Darlings,” she cooed, “I want to introduce you to a dear friend of mine. Martin,” Larissa called to a man standing a few feet away. “Come here, darling.”

Liz turned her attention to the short, wiry man who joined their group.

He reached Larissa’s side and said in a British accent, “The party is marvelous, Larissa. And you look smashing.” He kissed her cheek. “Where is that granddaughter of yours? You promised she would be here. I brought her something special from London.”

“Christina is under the weather,” Larissa replied.

“Poor thing,” Martin said. “Nothing serious, I hope.”

“Just a cold, but I insisted she rest.”

“Of course. I’ll have the gift sent round tomorrow. It’s an outfit designed by Chelsea that will look smashing on her. Don’t worry,” he quickly added, “it’s appropriate for a fifteen-year-old.”

Larissa laughed, but Liz thought she sounded tired. 

“I trust you completely,” Larissa said. “And I’m sure she’ll love it. Now, I want to introduce you to the designer I was telling you about last month. Liz Monahan with Nina Bruno Designs. Liz, meet Martin Stayes, head buyer for LaRouche.”  

For a heartbeat, Liz couldn’t think.

Martin Stayes...LaRouche? 

LaRouche—one of the most exclusive boutiques in London? She resisted an impulse to leap and shout yes! and barely managed a casual, “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Stayes.”  

“Well, any designer friend of Larissa’s is a designer friend of mine,” he said. 

“And, Martin, darling,” Larissa said, “in case you didn’t know it, Liz is wearing Nina Bruno’s newest confection.”

“The dress you told me about?” he asked. 

“The one and only.” 

He turned his attention to Liz and ran his gaze down her body. “The dress is stunning, and she fills it out beautifully.”  

“Of course she does.” Larissa winked at Liz. “Now, I’m sure you two have business to discuss and, as we all know, Liz never mixes business with pleasure. I, on the other hand, have no such compunctions. So I’m stealing this young man from you again, Liz dear. I think, this time, I’ll keep him.”  
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Chapter Four

“Very nice of you to introduce Ms. Monahan to your friend,” Ben said once he and Larissa were out of earshot.

Her lips twitched in amusement. “Do you know who he is?”  

“No. But I’m betting you wouldn’t waste your time introducing her to a nobody.”  

“I don’t know any nobodies,” she said.

Ben laughed. “I’m sure you don’t. Did you see Tanya?”  

“Oh, yes. She’s with Carlos Sanchez.”  

“I don’t believe I know him, either.”  

Larissa slanted him a curious glance. “I don’t believe I know you, darling.”  

Ben flashed a smile, one he knew had stopped more than one woman in her tracks. “I’m just one more working model.”  

“I know every working model in this town. You’re not on that list.”  

“Can you keep a secret?” he asked.

“I’m the soul of discretion.”  

“I’m working on my masters in biotechnology at the University of Texas.” He shrugged. “Education is expensive. A friend suggested I do a bit of modeling to make ends meet.”  

Her brows rose. “Biotechnology?”  

“Are you saying a man can’t have looks and brains?” he asked.

“On the contrary, I suspect you have a great many brains.”  

“You’re a terrible flirt, Mrs. Remmey.”  

“Don’t worry,” she said. “My husband isn’t the jealous type.”  

“Lucky me,” Ben said. 

“Indeed,” she replied. “So, shall we find out why Tanya is here with Carlos Sanchez and wearing Jorge Estonia’s dress instead of that delicious confection Liz is wearing?”  

Ben smiled. “You are a troublemaker, Mrs. Remmey.”  

She squeezed his bicep. “Then I am in good company.”  

The problem, Ben realized twenty minutes later as Larissa hugged yet another model, was escorting a woman everyone liked. He didn’t blame them, but even two minutes was enough time for Sanchez to slip through the door. Ben had considered excusing himself from Larissa and simply walking up to Sanchez and talking with him. In the end, though, what he had to say demanded privacy. If Sanchez gave him any trouble, being in a crowded room could get Ben killed. 

Larissa murmured something to the young model then faced Ben. “I’m sorry, darling. I know you’re anxious to be done with this business.”  

Ben flashed a smile. “There’s no business more pressing than you, Mrs. Remmey.”  

She slipped her hand into the crook of his arm. “Larissa, and, please, we can be honest with one another. Wouldn’t you agree?” She drew him away at a sedate stroll.

“Of course,” he said.

“They make an interesting couple, don’t they?”  

“Who?”  

A corner of her mouth lifted. “Honesty, remember?”  

Ben knew better than to hesitate. “All right, Larissa, why don’t you tell me what you have in mind?”  

She looked at him, her smile wide. “The direct approach. I like that. I have in mind us solving one another’s problems.”  

Ben lifted a brow in question.

“I will take care of her.” Larissa angled her head discreetly to the right. He didn’t have to look to know she meant Tanya. Larissa smiled as if they were sharing an intimate moment. “If you take care of him.”  

Ben’s mind snapped to full attention, but he managed in a casual tone, “Take care of him?”

“You know I am Russian, yes?”  

“Yes, ma’am. The slight accent gives you away.”  

Her voice softened. “When I came here, I was a sensation. I was very beautiful, which is why Francis married me.”  

“You are still very beautiful.”  

She laughed. “I was right. You are a charmer. Well, what you do not know—I think—is that my father was Russian mafia.”  

“No,” Ben admitted, “I didn't know that.”  

“It was long ago,” she said. “But you never forget such a life.” Ben was startled to detect pain in her words. “One lasting effect,” she went on, “is that I still recognize one of their kind quite easily.”

His step nearly faltered and a hot rush charged up his spine, the kind felt when one steps on a nail. It doesn’t hurt so much at first, but the shock and anticipation of yanking that nail out turned the stomach. 

“Mrs. Remmey—”  

She looked at him. “I love my husband, young man.”  

Ben paused. “I’m sure you do, ma’am.”  

She wrinkled her nose. “That makes me sound so old.”  

Ben blinked, then couldn’t help a smile. “Forgive me, Larissa.”  

She beamed. “Now, then. I will take care of her. You take care of him.”  

Ben kept his voice neutral. “What do you suggest I do?”  

“I will arrange privacy. But first, we must do something with that pistol strapped to your ankle.”  

This time he blurted, “I beg your pardon?”

“Young man, I can just as easily recognize an officer of the law as I can a member of the mob.”

They reached a private corner of the room and Ben stopped cold. He glanced around. The nearest guests conversed fifteen feet away. He shifted his attention back to Larissa. “You’re very observant, Mrs. Remmey.”  

“As I said, one never forgets.”  

He nodded. “Have you confided this information to anyone else?”

“My husband.”

“What is his connection to Mr. Sanchez?” Ben asked. This he had to know. 

She released a tired sigh. “Carlos has something very important that belongs to us.”  

“What is that?”  

“Our granddaughter.”  

“The sick granddaughter?” he demanded.

She gave an almost imperceptible nod and moisture appeared in her eyes. “Our son and his wife died in a car accident when she was four. We have raised her this last eleven years. She is the world to us.”

A Mack truck of memory struck and propelled Ben a month into the past to the day he found two dead girls on the El Paso/Juarez border. His heart thudded. He headed the Ranger Reconnaissance Team that had tracked their kidnappers into the desert. The blood that had pooled beneath the young women on the hard ground had turned thick and sticky inside of two hours. Now, the man ultimately responsible for their deaths stood twenty feet away chatting with some of El Paso’s most upstanding and influential citizens.  

Fury fermented into rage and Ben saw himself walking up to Sanchez and arresting him. The twenty-two strapped to Ben’s ankle would keep the human traffics dealer in check—despite the gun Sanchez hid beneath his coat. Ben stuffed a hand into his trousers pocket and unclenched the fist he hadn’t realized he’d made. 

He couldn’t arrest Sanchez without the half dozen South American bodyguards who roamed the ballroom slaughtering every guest in the room in order to save their boss. And arresting Sanchez wouldn’t save the Remmey’s granddaughter. Ben had to stop her from becoming another of the thousands of girls who ended up in a rich sheik’s harem or as a rich businessman’s sex slave—or worse, a prostitute in one of the brothels that served hundreds of men daily. 

“Is there someplace we can go where you can fill me in?” Ben asked Larissa.

“Smile, darling,” she said. 

For an instant Ben wasn’t sure what she’d said, then the rough edge that had leeched into his voice registered. Dammit. He had to maintain control. 

“Mr. Sanchez is watching us,” she whispered. 

Ben flashed a smile and leaned close as if in intimate conversation. “Why would he be watching us?”

“Because my husband is talking to him about a meeting with you.”

Anticipation ramped up like a live electrical wire. “I suppose you’d better give me the rundown now, then.” Something occurred to Ben. “Why is Sanchez escorting Tanya?” 

“That came as a surprise to me,” Larissa replied.

Ben didn’t like that. “All right. What does Sanchez want from you?”

“He wants my husband to smuggle women across the border when he buys textiles.”

Suddenly the missing pieces all clicked into place. 

When the FBI showed up on the Rangers' doorstep three days ago, they demanded information on Sanchez’s contacts in Texas. Millionaire Francis Remmey had just appeared on the Rangers’ radar. No one knew why an upstanding citizen was suddenly in bed with a human traffics dealer. The Feds planned a sting operation intended to uncover the connection, but the whole thing came to a screeching halt twelve hours later. 

The high-brow world of fashion didn’t welcome outsiders. They needed someone who would be accepted at a moment’s notice—and they needed that someone fast. Ben’s good looks put him at the top of the list. The pressure the governor applied to the Feds to catch the girls' killers forced them to partner with the Rangers.

In the space of an hour, Ben had Sanchez in his sights and discovered the connection between the slaver and Remmey. The FBI would take Sanchez into custody once the Rangers arrested him. But first, the Rangers could extract some important information in the process. And that’s exactly what Ben planned on doing tonight. 

* * *
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“I’ll be back in London next Monday,” Martin told Liz. “Have your assistant call me to set up a conference.” 

“I’ll do that,” Liz replied. 

“I will let Brenda know to expect your call,” he said.   

Liz's excitement soared, but she forced a casual smile and murmured, “Thank you, Mr. Stayes.”  

He shook his head. “No thanks necessary. Nina Bruno is a small firm, but I'm sure there isn't a model here who doesn't know who you are.”  

She was surprised by the sudden change in topic, but gave a deferential cant of her head. “I've worked with a fair number of models.”  

“I'm sure you have,” he said, “but the looks they're giving you have nothing to do with wanting jobs. And they're not the only ones who have noticed you.”  

Liz glimpsed a mature man with a beautiful young woman on his arm glance at her chest. Thank God Richard wasn't here to witness their victory. He would likely insist that she wear the damn dress to every scheduled event through the remainder of the season. LaRouche was the break Nina Bruno Designs needed. One exclusive international buyer had the potential to skyrocket them to success—and bail them out of the crippling debt they now faced.

She grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and smiled at Martin. “You're very kind.”  

“If the rest of your winter line is half as provocative as that dress, we'll be doing a lot of business,” he said. 

As Liz sipped the champagne, her attention caught on Adam. He stood in a corner, his ear bent toward Larissa Remmey's mouth. Larissa was clearly enjoying his company, and he was doing his job by making her feel like the only woman in the world. If Larissa was happy, she would tell everyone that she had discovered Nina Bruno’s jewel of a debut design. Tonight had exceeded expectations.

“If I was you, I would smile, darling,” Martin said. 

Liz shifted her gaze to follow his stare and her heartrate kicked up at sight of the woman looking at them. Michelle Alvarez, the top fashion reporter in the country. Beside her, Jason Wells, the only photographer Michelle ever used, held his camera pointed at them. Liz smiled in time for the flash. 

“Your dress will likely appear on every fashion blog and twitter feed,” Martin said. “With you wearing it.”

Liz snapped her gaze onto him. Amusement sparkled in his eyes. 

“You have a mean streak, Mr. Stayes.”

“You aren’t the first to point that out. If you’ll excuse me, I believe I see someone I know.” He started away, then paused and said, “Call me Martin when you phone next week.”

Before she could reply, he walked away. Liz took a swig of champagne. She would likely need another glass. 

Sheila Antonio step up beside her. “He’s absolutely scrumptious, isn’t he?” Sheila said.  

Liz didn’t have to look in the direction Sheila stared to know she referred to Adam Billings. “He was the perfect choice for the job,” Liz said.  

“You and he aren’t...friends?” Sheila asked. 

“I met him at the job interview.”  

“I don’t know how you can resist in this case.”

She couldn’t forget the seventeen-year age—difference despite his stunning looks. “You learn,” Liz said.  

Sheila returned her attention to her. “He’s a free agent, then?”  

“He will be after tonight.” Liz smiled. “This is a paid assignment. Our contract specifies the models are not to mix work with pleasure.”  

The younger woman angled her head. “I fully understand. Might I ask how you came to hire...Adam, was his name?”  

Liz kept her expression neutral. It never ceased to amaze her how women would practically fall into bed with a young, gorgeous model without knowing more than his name. In this case, the woman wasn’t even sure of that.

“He came to us through one of the agencies we use.”  

“I’ve never seen him before,” Sheila said. “I would remember a face like that.”  

And the body and—the smile. That smile. “He’s modeled in Paris and London,” she said. “This is his first big job in the States.”  
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