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When mischief is in the
air...



It was just supposed to be a friendly little kidnapping. Desperate
to keep her best friend from marrying a gold-digging hussy, heiress
Macy Vandevier-March arranged to have the groom abducted, then
carted aboard her family's private jet for a little cross-country
tour till he came to his senses. But Macy's good intentions are
definitely paving the road to hell, because the man she's just
uncovered at 27,000 feet is ruggedly handsome, dark, and blissfully
unaware of his predicament. He's also the wrong guy....



Love is sure to follow



Dex Haven is sure he must be in heaven. Where else would he find
blue sky and such a beautiful blonde peering closely at him? Then
he remembers that face belongs to Macy Vandevier-March, super-rich
heiress and totally beguiling screwball. There's no way he's
letting the wacky little princess stop a wedding that could ruin
the reputation of his café dating service, The Hip Sip. Dex has his
own plan for stopping Macy. But strange things happen when you're
floating in the clouds, and this is one wild ride that could take
two hearts to an unexpected destination...a rendezvous with
love...
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Chapter One

 


It was going to be a very difficult
kidnapping.

When one of her freshly manicured
Tango-Mango buffed-and-gleaming fingernails snapped off as she
pulled her new handcuffs from her Vuitton bag outside the San Diego
airport, Macy Vandevier-March figured that should have been her
first sign. Her plan was in trouble. Whatever cosmic energy ruled
the kind of strategical maneuvers she had in mind, it wasn't on her
side.

Already, she'd been forced to navigate
around the obstacles of an un-southern-California-like cold April
drizzle, a moonless night, and an ultra-control hair glosser that
made annoying little wisps slide right out of her usual French
twist. It was going to be a bumpy night.

Sometimes it just didn't pay to slip off
your sleep mask and get out of bed, Macy decided as she paused at
the steps leading into the Vandevier-March family's private jet.
This definitely felt like one of those times. But her old friend
Ryan's future was at stake, and she couldn't let him down.

Not this time.

With renewed resolve, Macy tightened her
grasp on her bag—and the jangling handcuffs—and hurried up the
steps. On board, everything seemed at the ready. She removed her
sunglasses—a fitting accessory to her scheme despite the late hour,
she'd thought when choosing an ensemble for tonight—and strode
through the Learjet's cabin. This was her first real attempt at
accomplishing something important. It wouldn't do to leave any
details overlooked.

Ahead, one of the uniformed crewmembers
struggled forward, laden with Macy's luggage but nonetheless
wearing the hushed, excited demeanor of someone on a secret
mission. A well-paying secret mission. It was only appropriate,
Macy supposed as she entered the cabin's plush-carpeted seating
area and dropped her bag atop the nearest black leather sofa. They
were all on a secret mission. And it needed to go off
without a hitch.

"A little late-night refreshment, as
requested." Cara, the crewmember, had returned from stowing the
luggage, and now stood expectantly in the subtle glow of the jet's
recessed lighting. "Here you go."

Ice cubes clinked as she offered a frosted
glass. Macy took it, blissfully inhaling the spicy brewed scent of
the iced chai latte she'd ordered on the drive from her hotel to
the airport. She saw no reason to forgo life's little luxuries,
kidnapping or no.

"Do you really think you'll need those?"
Cara asked.

"Hmmm?" Glancing up, Macy followed the
crewmember's gaze to the shiny handcuffs arrayed with the rest of
her things atop the sofa. She did her best to present a reassuring
smile. "Nah. Ryan will come along peacefully. He's a peaceful kind
of guy."

Ryan Forrester was also an overly trusting
kind of guy, which was what had gotten him into this fix in the
first place. But she could hardly just blurt out something like
that. Especially since Cara and the rest of the crew were under the
impression that tonight's activities were simply an elaborate
bachelor party prank, played at Macy's request on her soon-to-be
married college pal.

If luck held, they would never learn the
truth. At least not until it was too late to matter.

Cara raised her eyebrows. "I sure hope he's
peaceful. Not everybody loves these crazy schemes of yours, you
know."

Gently said as it was, her remark still
hurt. Cara and her family had been with the Vandevier-Marches since
the day they got hyphenated. Quite likely, she knew Macy better
than several of her mother's ex-husbands had. The fact that she
thought it necessary to issue warnings about this latest endeavor
only made Macy feel twice as worried.

Not everybody loves these crazy schemes
of yours, you know. She might as well have said, Not everybody
loves you. Learn to accept it.

Except she couldn't. Not without a fight.
She could change, and she would, Macy promised herself. And she
would save Ryan in the process.

She winked at Cara. "Sure they do. What's
not to love about being whisked away by a wealthy debutante with
her own private jet and enough chai lattes to fill a swimming
pool?" Hoping her reply would be enough to allay Cara's worries,
she added, "It just takes some people longer than others to realize
it, that's all."

With an assurance she was far from feeling,
Macy handed over her drink, peeled off her black leather jacket,
and tossed it onto the sofa. At Cara's surprised look, she gave her
coordinating black-on-black kidnapper's outfit a critical
once-over, then shrugged. Her cashmere turtleneck was probably too
formal for a friendly little groom abduction, but when combined
with matching pants and a pair of cute Ferragamo ankle boots, she
thought it worked.

An outfit like this made her feel strong.
Capable. Positively un-like herself. An outfit like this
said, 'Don't mess with me.' It absolutely did not say, 'I'm
an heiress on a secret mission to stop a wedding,' which, although
true, was not something Macy wanted known far and wide.

With raised eyebrows, Cara handed back the
latte. She waved in the direction of Macy's atypically dark
conspirator's clothes. "Expecting a funeral?"

Only if I don't do this right. "Don't
be ridiculous. I came to San Diego for a wedding. You know
perfectly well I think weddings are terrifically glorious,
unforgettable occasions."

"Uh-huh." Cara picked up the discarded
leather jacket, folded it, and set about organizing the handcuffs,
bag, and carry-on luggage in one corner of the sofa. "I could tell
that much from your reaction to your mother's last
wedding."

"I told you before." Macy tossed her head
and scooped up her palm-sized PC from the sofa stack. "That man at
the reception was my date."

"Your date who just happened to be a lawyer
specializing in pre-nups and divorces."

"Nothing wrong with keeping a good lawyer
handy."

"It's customary to wait until after
the honeymoon," Cara pointed out.

"Says you. It wasn't your mother in the
throes of—" She made quotation marks with her fingers. "—true love.
Again."

Gulping a fortifying swig of chilled green
tea, spice, and milk, Macy switched on her handheld with her thumb
and resumed her tour of the cabin. Her stack of platinum bangles
clinked softly as she touched the hand-knit throw, bottle of
aspirin, and folded spare men's clothes that had been assembled for
her unsuspecting guest. He ought to be here at any minute.

Anticipation settled in her middle like a
stack of steel weight bars from the country club gym. Or maybe that
was plain old non-country-club tension she felt, Macy amended. What
if she couldn't do this?

Oh, God.

She stared blankly at the tiny lighted
screen of the PalmPilot she'd been using to double-check the
address of her and Ryan's first destination, then gave up and
turned off the unit. She'd memorized that all-important address on
the day she'd uncovered it. Double-checking it now was a waste of
time.

Macy unclenched her fists and tried a couple
of breathing exercises she'd learned in yoga class, then paced to
the rear of the cabin and checked the contents of the galley
kitchen's cupboards. Artesian wheat bread, imported cheese, gourmet
smoked meats, organic vegetables, fresh fruit, and Godiva
chocolates all stood at the ready, in quantities more than
plentiful enough to feed both her and Ryan during the four days
remaining until the wedding.

Four days.

The realization of how little time she had
left was enough to make Macy's hair curl, despite the moisturizing
rinse, mousse, hairspray, pomade, and glosser her stylist had used
on it this afternoon. Unfortunately, there had been no preventing
the delay—not if she'd wanted to track down the leads she
needed—but still the time crunch concerned her. This plan was
asking a lot. Especially for a person who had never made it to a
movie theater in time to watch the opening credits.

She stuck her head out of the galley. "Any
sign of Max and Joe?" The two personal trainers were an
instrumental part of her plan to smuggle Ryan from the bachelor
party to the plane. "I don't know how long we can hold off getting
in the air, if we want to make it on time. I gave the pilot strict
instructions to take off at midnight, so if they're late—"

"They're not late," Cara interrupted. "I
thought you knew. They got here not ten minutes before you did,
lugging a big old sleeping bag between them."

"They did? Why didn't you tell me?"
Macy shrieked.

"Like I said, I thought you knew. You're the
one who planned this whole thing."

For an instant, all she could do was stare
at Cara, temporarily dumbfounded by her casual acceptance of their
unlikely situation. You're the one who planned this whole
thing. The way she'd said it implied a kind of confidence in
Macy's leadership qualities that she'd never expected to
encounter.

At least not from anyone who'd known her
longer than twenty minutes.

"You're right," Macy murmured. "I am."

She was. Ohmigod. Adrenaline
swooshed through her in a rush, obliterating the calming effects of
both the yoga breathing and the latte. Macy shoved her drink in
Cara's direction, tossed her handheld onto the cluttered galley
countertop, then whirled toward the rear doorway that connected the
seating area and galley with the storage space in back of the
Learjet.

Halfway there, she stopped. Took another
look around at the preparations she'd made. Sucked in a deep
breath. Then tucked a few tendrils of blond hair into her French
twist.

It wouldn't do to look disheveled when she
told Ryan what she'd learned about his fiancée.

Head high, firm in her belief that she was
doing the right thing, Macy went to the door. She opened it.

Inside, she saw two grown men wrestling with
a lumpy red nylon sleeping bag.

Close the door, the cowardly part of
her demanded. Max and Joe will take care of it. But that was
exactly what the old Macy would have done. And, starting
today, she'd vowed to become a new Macy. Someone responsible
and generous and—most importantly—lovable. So instead of giving in
to her cowardly impulses, she steadied herself and stepped
inside.

With shaky fingers, Macy pushed the door
closed. At the sound of it latching into place, both Max and Joe
looked up.

"I thought you said he'd come along
peacefully," Joe complained, grunting as he moved to suppress an
especially vigorous wriggle from the sleeping bag's zippered end.
"This doesn't look very peaceful to me."

"Yeah, me neither." Max ran his hand through
his bleached blond buzz cut, and the movement made his sweaty brow
gleam in the overhead lighting.

Oh, no. If Ryan's thrashing about was enough
to make super-buffed Max sweat, then she really did have trouble on
her hands.

"That's what the sedatives were for."
Forcing her fear-gridlocked feet to move, Macy stepped closer.
"Didn't you use them?"

She'd certainly gone to enough trouble to
get them. It hadn't been easy convincing her old family doctor—the
same sweet man who'd seen her through sniffles, chicken pox, and a
twisted ankle from her prom-night stilettos—that she'd suddenly
developed a raging case of insomnia for the first time in
twenty-nine years. In the end, she'd only narrowly escaped
treatments ranging from acupuncture to hypnotherapy.

"Sure, we did," Joe said. "We put three of
'em right in his bachelor party beer, just like you told us to.
But—"

He broke off as the sleeping bag surged
upward. It bulged from side to side, distended by Ryan's efforts to
release the zipper from within. No doubt her poor captured
bridegroom felt like Thanksgiving stuffing, packed inside the bird
and headed for the oven. Macy started forward to release him, then
thought better of it. She couldn't afford to give in to
soft-heartedness now. This was for Ryan's own good.

She folded her arms across her cashmere-clad
middle and made herself stand still. As soon as they were in the
air—and safely en route to the site of her first proof-gathering
meeting—then she would release Ryan. Not before. There was every
chance in the world he wouldn't believe a word of what she had to
say about his fiancée. Leaving him an escape route this early in
her plan was a risk Macy couldn't afford to take.

The men struggled to control their captive,
but the sudden whine of engines drowned out the sounds of their
efforts. The Learjet's body trembled. A quick glance at her watch
confirmed what Macy already suspected. Two minutes 'til midnight.
The pilot was taxiing down the runway right on schedule, preparing
for takeoff.

The sleeping bag twisted sideways. More than
five feet of tight-packed nylon whacked into Max and sent him
sprawling against the bulkhead. He sat up, looking dazed.

"Awww, hell," Joe muttered. "This will never
work."

The sleeping bag's zipper parted. The
fingers of a masculine hand emerged, groping for the heavy-duty
outside pull tab.

"Get more sleeping pills," Macy cried,
watching in horror. If Ryan escaped now, she might never get a
chance to stop the wedding. His fiancée kept him on a tighter leash
than a prize-winning poodle with a Tiffany's collar. "Do
something!"

Joe cocked his head, sized up the situation,
and applied his usual remedy. He punched the sleeping bag.

Red nylon crumpled to the floor with a
thud.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


"Ohmigod!" Macy rushed to the mound of
slippery fabric and knelt beside it, probing for a pulse, a
heartbeat, the rise and fall of Ryan's chest as he
breathed—anything. Her fingers touched what felt like a foot.
Biting her lip, Macy followed what she assumed were the contours of
a calf, a thigh...whoops. Rapidly she whisked her hand
higher.

"Nice right hook." Max nodded toward his
cohort in admiration. Then he caught sight of Macy's face. "I mean,
don't worry. Joey used to be a boxer. He knows how to KO a guy
without hurting him."

Terrific. She'd enlisted the help of a
couple of walking contradictions.

"You'd better be right about that." Praying
Ryan was okay, she patted the slick quilted fabric. His chest had
to be in here someplace. "I only wanted to kidnap him.
Temporarily."

"You did." Two personal-trainer-sized
chortles came from the sidelines. "And then some."

Despite her professional relationship with
them, Max and Joe had never been one hundred percent behind her
plan, Macy thought in agitation. What was it about her that made it
impossible for anyone to take her seriously?

She shot a quelling look at Joe. "You
weren't supposed to hurt him. I gave explicit instructions."

"Sorry," muttered the bruiser in question.
"I didn't mean to hit him so hard."

"At least he's quiet now," Max pointed out,
wearing a helpful expression. "And peaceful, too. Look."

Macy did. Beneath her hand and its ruined
Tango-Mango manicure, her captive's chest rose and fell on a deep,
deceptively peaceful breath. Thank God. Even though he couldn't
feel it, she gave Ryan a comforting pat. I'm sorry. You'll thank
me for this later.

Ha. It was the same thing her mother had
always said, Macy realized. Right before shoving her into yet
another enrichment activity, etiquette class, horseback riding
camp, junior ballet troupe—the list of 'improvements' designed to
bring the Vandevier-March heiress 'out of her shell' had been
endless.

Well, she silently promised Ryan,
I really mean it.

"Carrying him over here was worse than
hauling around one of the aero-gliders from the club," Joe
remarked, putting his hands on his well-toned hips. "You didn't
tell us he was so big."

Poised on her knees, Macy gazed at the
expanse of red nylon lumped before her. She frowned. "I didn't
think he was so big."

How could it be that Ryan's unexpected
strength and size had escaped her notice for so long? After all,
they'd spent four long years together at Stanford, both of them
engaged in an endless party-fueled search for a good place to nap
until the next big blowout. You didn't get much closer than
snoozing side by side in a pair of out-of-the-way wing chairs at
the campus library.

Oh, well, she decided. Maybe his placid
demeanor had lulled her into thinking he was gentler than the other
trust fund fellas she'd known. Or maybe his fiancée had forced him
into a fitness routine, and he'd bulked up. From the moment she had
heard Danielle's voice on Ryan's answering machine—and right up
until the moment he'd refused Macy's last invitation to brunch—it
had been plain that the new woman in her friend's life controlled
more than the TV remote.

Getting close to Ryan, even for a moment's
conversation before the wedding, had proven impossible. She'd had
an easier time convincing her mother that endurance shopping didn't
quite qualify as an aerobic activity. Especially when practiced
with an entourage of personal assistants to fetch and carry
anything larger than an extra-slim menthol cigarette.

The Learjet lurched slightly. Macy's stomach
dove toward her boot tips, just like it always did when the plane
was making its ascent, then settled. They were airborne. Whew. She
sighed and patted in the vicinity of Ryan's red-shrouded head.
Despite the obstacles she'd faced until tonight, now that she had
him safely in hand, Macy felt somewhat better.

This would all work out somehow. It had
to.

Feeling buoyed by the thought—not to mention
her empowering noir wardrobe—she raised her chin and looked
straight at Max and Joe. "You two can leave now. I've arranged for
you both to sit in the cockpit with the pilot until we land. Cara
will show you the way."

"You're still dropping us off in Vegas,
aren't you?" Joe asked. "That was our deal."

"Of course." She shooed them toward the
door, then briskly smoothed the sleeping bag in an effort to appear
productive and capable. "Go on. I can handle things from here."

Her announcement was met with dead silence.
Macy lifted her gaze just enough to spot two pairs of bathtub-sized
athletic shoes. They gave no sign of being capable of transporting
their wearers to the next tasteful blob of abstract art on the rug,
much less all the way into the cockpit.

The guys' obvious lack of faith in her
stung. "Really," she insisted. "Go on. I know you two were dying to
have a look at the control panel." When they remained unmoving,
Macy decided to sweeten the deal. "It's got, umm, computer stuff
and, ah, dial thingies on it."

Max crossed his arms. "We didn't come this
far to abandon you now."

"Yeah," Joe put in. "Soon as Max told me how
you needed us to protec—"

A sudden kick from Max stopped his
declaration mid-syllable. They exchanged a look leavened by
meaningfully quirked eyebrows, then turned to her again.

Macy watched them in puzzlement, then
decided she had more important things to take care of. Like poor
unconscious Ryan on the floor beside her. "Go on. I promise I'll be
fine."

After a few more protests, they left her
alone. The door closed with a metallic clank, then silence
descended. Filled with the same sense of impending disaster she had
felt every time she'd turned up for the bridesmaids' dress
fittings, Macy stared down at the sleeping bag.

Inside it, Ryan moaned. The husky sound of
his pain filled her with remorse. For an instant, Macy closed her
eyes. Jeez, but she hoped she was doing the right thing. She had so
little experience with good deeds.

Until now, she reminded herself staunchly.
Starting tonight, you're a new woman.

Her unwitting captive shifted. Through the
red nylon, the tang of imported lager wafted upward, mingled with a
trace of tobacco and what she assumed was shaving balm. She
inhaled. Even wrapped up and unconscious, her old pal Ryan smelled
wonderfully good.

Yikes! What was she thinking?

She wanted to save him, not snag him for
herself.

It was best to get right down to business.
Before she could lose her nerve, Macy went to the sitting area and
retrieved the handcuffs, the aspirin, and a bottle of Evian.
Juggling everything, she paused beside her bag and deliberated over
taking the letter she'd stashed inside it with her, too. With luck,
she wouldn't need anything so drastic. But then, she didn't exactly
have a history of being serious and dependable. There was every
chance Ryan would think this whole thing was a joke.

At least he might until tomorrow. Poor
guy.

In the end, she decided to leave the letter
for later, and hurried back into the storage area. She wanted to
make her explanations in here, where the crew wouldn't overhear.
Elbowing the door shut behind her, Macy dumped her supplies on a
nearby box and looked toward the sleeping bag.

To her relief, it lay in a lumpy, vaguely
person-shaped mass beside several wheeled luggage cases, the spare
crates of Evian—air travel always left her feeling so
parched, and besides it was bad for her complexion—and the custom
cases that held her shoes. Exactly as she'd left it.

Too exactly as she'd left it. What if
Ryan smothered in there? Panicked, she dove toward the bag and
knelt beside it again. Unzipping him was risky—but hurting him
would be infinitely worse. Crossing the fingers of one hand, Macy
used her other hand to feel for the zipper. Slowly, she pulled it
down.

She curled her fingers around the unzipped
edge of the sleeping bag, preparing to lift it up and downward. Her
heart raced. Her mouth felt as cottony as the thickest bath towel
imaginable. Grimacing, Macy swabbed her tongue around, wishing in
vain for another chai latte. This kidnapping business was putting a
real crimp in her sense of well-being.

Breath held, she raised the red nylon. She
glimpsed thick brown hair, spilled in a wavy mass against the
fabric. A forehead came into view, then straight dark eyebrows,
closed eyelids, and the upper slope of an assertive, nicely shaped
nose. A very non-WASPish, decidedly un-Ryan-like, masculine
nose.

Which was perfectly fitting.

Because the man in the sleeping bag wasn't
Ryan.

Her uncooperative heart decided that was the
perfect moment to quit beating. Not wanting to be left out of the
party, her lungs called it a day, too. On the verge of hysteria,
Macy made herself yank back the rest of the concealing sleeping
bag. Unfortunately, she was shaking too hard to haul it very far.
She abandoned her efforts somewhere below her captive's white
buttoned-up shirt and the waist of his beat-up denim jeans.

Ohmigod.

In an offhand way, the still-functioning
part of her brain noticed that he had nice features. Angular
cheekbones. The merest hint of dark razor stubble on his jaw. A
perfectly shaped mouth. In all, she thought absurdly, he looked
like an incredible cross between one of those Calvin Klein
underwear models and a rugged, machismo-saturated construction
worker.

Whoever he was, he also managed to exude a
Zen-like confidence, even in repose. To Macy's absolute
embarrassment, a teeny-tiny part of her envied that quality in him.
The rest of her knew this kidnapping scheme had just taken a
serious turn for the worse.

Somehow, she had kidnapped the wrong
man.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


Dex Haven awoke to a scent he recognized
from a thousand department store spritz-jockeys and a handful of
his dreams. Expensive perfume.

It smelled like no creation known to
nature—sweet but not flowery, tangy but not citrusy. Warm but not
real. It smelled like the glossy pages of the 'men are scum, here's
how to get one of your own' women's magazines racked at the
convenience store where he bought his weekly Sports
Illustrated. It smelled like a sorority babe with romance on
her spa-scoured brain and no thoughts beyond the next country club
soirée.

It smelled like everything he used to
want.

He couldn't believe he was still sucker
enough to like it.

The aroma drifted toward him with all the
subtlety of a hundred-dollar coffee shop tip. It teased his memory,
coaxed him to open his eyes and find out if...nah. He might have
been a pushover once. He sure as hell wasn't one now.

More importantly, he had more urgent things
to think about than a bunch of pointless five year old memories.
Like where he was. What he was doing here. And what he planned to
do about it.

Lying as still as possible, Dex remembered
what he could. He had a vague recollection of imported beer, a blur
of guys with non-challenging monosyllabic names like Biff, Skip,
Trent, and Blair, and stuffing money into a well-built redhead's
g-string. Then...well, Dex had thought at first that the redhead's
burly brothers had taken offense at the size of his gratuity. It
was an upper-crust, yuppified bachelor party, after all. Who
knew what those overgrown frat boys typically paid for their
entertainment? And Ryan hadn't been around to ask, so....

Everything had gone black shortly afterward.
Now, only bits and pieces came to him. Someone had hurled him into
the back seat of what he'd swear was a BMW, like a netted trout
being tossed into a rowboat's splintery bottom. Sometime after
that, despite his sleepwalker's punches, they'd shoved him into a
Coletherm sleeping bag exactly like the one on his cramped closet
shelf at home, and brought him here.

Wherever here was.

Wincing at the jackhammer pounding in his
head, Dex listened for clues. A feminine voice drifted toward
him...praying? It sounded like it. Her words mashed together in a
litany of jumbled phrases.

"Mules, slides, slingbacks," she muttered.
"Thongs, sandals, pumps, espadrilles...ummm, sneakers...."

Her words went on, but Dex tuned out
everything except the beguiling, feminine sound of them. She had a
voice like a PBS miniseries heroine, he thought. Then nearly choked
himself stifling a snort. He was a man. What did he know about
costume dramas meant for pillow-hugging ladies who lived with ten
cats and wrote poetry for laughs? Nothing, that's what.

Still, that voice of hers wound its way into
his consciousness, warm as maple syrup and almost as sweet.
Naggingly familiar, too. Not that Dex could place it with a head
like a bowling ball and a bloodstream filled with an unwise
quantity of microbrews, ale, and imported lager. Plus the effects
of the mysterious lump he felt growing on the back of his
skull.

For what had to be the thousandth time, he
wished Ryan's fiancée had let loose her groom long enough for him
to host his own damned bachelor party.

No matter what, he was never falling in
love. Not if it meant being lead around by the nose by some Buffy
with a yen for pouffy white dresses and matching diamond wedding
rings. He'd rather give up ESPN for life. Take up knitting. Eat
every page in the matchmaker book at his café-plus-dating-service,
The Hip Sip. Ryan might be his best friend in the world—and
was—but there was no way he was falling prey to Ryan's fate.
Uh-uh.

The cynical side of him pointed out that his
whole future—and the future of The Hip Sip—depended on
making that fate come true. Dex gave his cynical side a mental
wallop and turned his thoughts to the problem at hand. His nose had
started to itch, and he wasn't sure how much longer he could
maintain his playing-dead position.

Playing dead. Poor word choice, given
that he still didn't know what was going on. In retaliation, the
doom-mongering side of him conjured up a series of Bond-like
scenarios, most featuring cute but deadly femme fatales.

All of them were wearing expensive
perfume.

It wasn't a good omen.

The woman's prayers—or whatever they
were—went on and on, and Dex sensed her moving around in the space
beside him. Once, he felt her brush against his thigh, her touch as
light as a dream. At the contact, her gibberish took on a new
fervency. Christ, was he seriously hurt? Maybe this was a hospital,
or worse.

No. A hospital wouldn't keep him in a
sleeping bag on the floor. He hoped. Considering the evening's
events, anything seemed possible.

Unable to bear his curiosity any longer, Dex
cracked open one eye. A pair of small black boots trod past his
nose—undoubtedly the woman's, given their shiny silver fastenings
and prissy high heels—and then stopped a few feet away. Since her
heels were pointed at him, he decided it was safe to open both
eyes.

He took a leisurely look at the image she'd
presented to him. A long black stretch of pants-clad legs, sassy
little behind, deportment school posture, and gleaming blond hair.
She turned her head to the side, revealing a pert nose and classic
profile. Dex closed his eyes in recognition.

And misery.

"Stilettos, loafers, t-straps," she said,
pacing some more. "Oxfords. Monk straps, slippers...."

Her voice rambled on. Clearly, Macy
Vandevier-March—über-debutante, sorority girl
extraordinaire, and toast of cocktail parties everywhere—was
oblivious to his awakened state. Not to mention as self-absorbed as
ever.

Awash in confusion—and a good amount of
plain irritation—Dex screwed his eyes tighter shut and wondered
what hellish sin he'd committed to be punished this way. After all
these years.

"I've got it!" she cried.

She stomped her foot in apparent glee,
making her boot fittings jangle in time with what was probably ten
thousand dollars' worth of jewelry on her wrist. A moment later,
cautious footsteps neared Dex's sleeping bag, making only the
barest sound on the carpet. He thought he sensed her kneel beside
him. A perfumed rush of displaced air confirmed it—and bathed him
in a sweetness that sent his stupid heart pounding. When would he
ever learn?

Now, he swore to himself. And
forever after.

Her hands moved stealthily over his chest,
his stomach, then patted his hips and swept lower to his thighs. If
he hadn't known better, Dex would have laid bets that the ditzy
debutante of San Francisco meant to relieve him of his wallet. But
he doubted there was anything a man like him could offer a woman
like her that she didn't already possess.

"Step one," she said, keeping her voice
whisper-soft as she rummaged blithely through his front pockets.
"Don't panic. Assess the situation."

He felt her hand dip toward the back of his
jeans. Obviously, she meant to assess 'the situation' up close. She
leaned closer, probably for balance as she groped his behind, and
that tantalizing scent of hers filled his head all over again. For
several seconds, all Dex could do was lay in stunned silence and
soak up her nearness.

After all these years.

After all those stupid dreams.

She wormed her palm into his back pocket and
seized his wallet.

Dex opened his eyes, grabbed her other arm,
and pulled. She shrieked. He had a brief impression of startled
blue eyes, an aristocratic face, and a sweep of blond hair. An
instant later, she wound up sprawled on his chest with one hand
still trapped beneath them both.

"Not so fast, princess," he said.

Her eyes widened. She squirmed. Her efforts
only brought her closer. For the length of a heartbeat, the reality
of seeing her again, so near and so damned beautiful, threw him
back to a time when he believed things could be different. A time
when he was young. A time when he was...gullible, Dex
reminded himself. Don't forget that.

He had never been a man to act on impulse.
Not wholly. And he'd never been a man to let an opportunity pass by
unused. Not surprisingly, this situation put sticks in the hands of
both sides of his better nature.

Both sides drew lines in the sand.

Christ, if he knew what was good for him, he
would let her go right now. He'd stay back behind those lines. At
least until he had all the information he needed.

But then she tossed her head and raised her
chin in that haughty way Dex remembered so well, and his pride
chased away any good intentions he might have held onto.

He made a little tsk-tsk sound. "Times must
be tough on the debutante circuit. Taken up armed robbery?"

At the question, her mouth dropped open just
enough to soften the shape of her lips and display those tempting
pink curves to their best advantage. Dex looked away, pretending
the sight didn't twist his gut into knots and turn him into a mess
of unfulfilled longing.

Maybe he'd fool her.

He sure as hell wasn't fooling himself.

"Don't be ridiculous. I'm not armed," Macy
argued, filled with a bravado he should have expected but hadn't.
She stared down at him, tried to wrench her wallet-stealing hand
free, and then gave up. "So this can't be armed robbery."

"Oh, no? What do you call that?"

"What?"

"That." Despite his best intentions, Dex
felt his gaze swerve to her mouth. And linger. As if on cue, she
licked her lips. "If a sight like that doesn't at least distract a
man, you'd better check his pulse."
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