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Chapter


1


John Smith checked his watch and looked around the Plaza Hotel’s ballroom.


Things were going well. According to the report that had just come over his earpiece, the ambassador’s plane had landed safely at La Guardia and the man would be arriving at the party on time.


Smith’s eyes passed over the glittering crowd. It was the same kind of ﬂashy scene that always revolved around $5,000-a-plate dinners. Women in jewels and long gowns, men in tuxedos, the collective net worth of the room up into the stratosphere. In the midst of the shifting throng, deals were being made, affairs were getting started, and social slights were exchanged with smiles. The place was choked with air kisses and hand pumping.


Underneath the chandeliers in the elegant ballroom, the whole lot of them looked as if they had the world by the throat. Smith knew better. He’d been hired by quite a few, had learned their dirty secrets and their hidden vices. He’d even watched as some got their wake-up call to real life.


Being the target of an armed stalker, that was something to worry about. Your kid gets pinched by some madman looking to hose you down for a couple million? That was a problem. Whether or not your mistress’s boob job was symmetrical paled in comparison.


Danger, like illness, was the great equalizer, and the rich learned fast what really mattered when tragedy came knocking at their door. Courtesy of the visit, they also picked up a few lessons about their inner depths. Smith had seen hardened businessmen break down, sobbing from fear. He’d also witnessed great reserves of strength appear in a woman who’d only worried about her clothes before.


Being a personal security specialist was a dangerous line of work but it was the only thing he could imagine doing. With his military and intelligence background, and the fact that he didn’t take orders well, it was a good ﬁt. An observer, a protector, a killer if he had to be, Smith was at the top of his ﬁeld and his small ﬁrm, Black Watch, Ltd., handled everyone from statesmen to ﬁnanciers to international ﬁgures.


For some, it would have been a hard life. His chosen profession had him ﬂying around the world, sleeping in hotel rooms, staying in other people’s homes, moving on to the next job without a break. To him, the lack of continuity was appealing. Necessary.


An army duffel full of clothes and two metal briefcases of equipment were his only possessions. The money he’d earned, a tidy sum, was spread around in various off-shore accounts under several different names. Without a valid social security number, and with neither the Internal Revenue Service nor any other government agency having an unclassiﬁed record of him, he was, for all intents and purposes, a ghost.


But this didn’t mean he went unnoticed.


A woman in a tight black gown sauntered by him, eyeing him with an invitation he imagined a lot of men would ﬁnd irresistible. He looked past her, through her. He wasn’t interested in a quick ﬂing with a social diva. Experience had taught him to stick with his own kind.


The women he’d been with tended to be members of the intelligence community or in the military. They understood his life and expected nothing more than a shared night or two, a body to warm their bed. Civilian women tended to look into the future after they had sex and dealing with their misplaced expectations took time and patience he didn’t have to spare.


His earpiece went off. The “package” was in his limo, heading to the Plaza.


“Thanks, Tiny,” he said into a small transmitter on his wrist.


The ambassador had been receiving death threats, which was how Smith had ended up in a tuxedo at the party.


As he scanned the crowd, he didn’t expect trouble. The place was crawling with his men. He knew and trusted them all, having handpicked them out of elite military corps. Black Watch was the only place he knew of where former Rangers, Marines, and Navy SEALs could work together without throwing punches. If something went down tonight, they’d work together and do their damnedest to protect the ambassador.


Except Smith wasn’t worried because he knew something no one else did. The man after the ambassador had been killed about ﬁve hours ago, in a deserted outpost in his native country. Smith had been tipped off by an old friend of his, and considering the source, he was conﬁdent the intel was solid. It didn’t mean the ambassador was out of the woods, as assassins could be easily replaced, but it decreased the odds of trouble on this particular evening.


Despite the reduced level of threat, Smith wasn’t any less alert. He knew where all the bodies in the ballroom were, in what patterns they were moving, how they were entering and exiting the space. Even the best intelligence in the world wasn’t going to change the accuracy of his peripheral vision or his rapid assimilation of information.


The watchfulness was second nature to him. As immutable as his eye color.


Smith sensed someone approach from behind. He turned and looked down into the worried face of Alfred Alston, the gala’s host. The man was a typical Social Register type, with a full head of prematurely white hair and the requisite horn-rimmed glasses. Smith liked him. The guy had been easy to deal with.


“I’m terribly sorry to intrude, but have you seen my wife?”


There was a slight English cadence to his vowels, no doubt left over from when his family had crossed the Atlantic. Back in 1630.


Smith shook his head.


“She should have been here quite some time ago. She would hate to miss the ambassador’s entrance.” Alston’s thin ﬁngers came up and ﬁddled with his bow tie. “Although I’m sure she will turn up.”


The strain around the man’s eyes was more truthful than his words.


“You want me to send one of my men over to your place?” Because Alston had been such a good sport, Smith wouldn’t have minded the extra effort. Besides, it wouldn’t take long. His boys had a way of getting through trafﬁc that made NYC taxi drivers look like they were from the Amish country.


Alston offered a worried smile. “Thank you, that’s very kind, but I wouldn’t want to trouble you.”


“Let me know if you change your mind. The ambassador’s on time, by the way.”


“I’m glad you’re here. Curt Thorndyke was right. You put a man’s mind at ease.”


Smith resumed looking around the room. In another twenty minutes, the ambassador would show up. There’d be the requisite photographs and genuﬂecting and then dinner would be


Smith’s eyes caught on something.


Or someone, rather.


He stared through the crowd at a blond woman who had just arrived. Dressed in a shimmering silver gown, she was standing in the elaborate entrance to the ballroom looking too damn radiant to be real.


He recognized her immediately. But who wouldn’t?


The Countess von Sharone.


Conversation in the ballroom dropped to a hush as people registered her presence. The social status of the gala, already high, shot through the roof with her arrival, and the crowd’s approval was palpable.


If these fancy types hadn’t all been carrying drinks, they’d have burst out in applause, he thought dryly. As if she were the honoree, not the ambassador.


Still, he had to admit she was a looker. With her blond hair twisted up high on her head, she was a classic beauty with delicate features and dazzling green eyes. And that dress. Molded to her body, it moved like water as she stepped into the room.


Christ, she was beautiful, he thought. Assuming you liked that patrician, butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-my-mouth type.


Which he didn’t.


Alston went up to her. She extended a hand and accepted air kisses on both cheeks from him, her expression warming.


Someone else approached her and then another, until she was carried into the room on a wave of ingratiation. Smith tracked her every movement.


She’d been in the papers recently, he recalled, although it wasn’t like she was ever really out of them. Her clothes, her parties, that extravagant wedding she’d had, they were fodder for the tabloids and the real papers alike. What had he read about her lately, though? Her father had just died. That was it. And there’d been some spread about her and five other women in the Style section of the New York Times. He’d seen it lying faceup on the front desk of the Plaza.


Talk about being born with a silver spoon in your mouth, he thought, eyeing the heavy pearls and diamonds that were around her throat and dangling from her ears. Her family’s fortune was in the billions and that count she’d just married wasn’t exactly pulling down minimum wage either.


As she came deeper into the room, she turned in his direction and met his gaze. Her brows lifted regally when he didn’t look away.


Maybe she resented being stared at. Maybe she sensed he didn’t belong even though he dressed the part.


Maybe some of the lust he was feeling had crept into his face.


He hid his reaction as she scanned him. He was surprised by the shrewd light in her eyes and the fact that she lingered on his left ear, the one with the piece in it. He wouldn’t have expected her to be so observant. A ﬁrst-rate clotheshorse for haute couture, sure. The favorite arm candy of some wealthy man, yeah. But hiding half a brain under all that fancy window dressing? No way.


The countess continued into the room as Tiny’s deep voice came through the earpiece. The ambassador was ﬁfteen minutes away. Smith glanced down at his watch. When he looked up, she was standing in front of him, having broken away from her admirers.


“Do I know you?” Her voice was soft, a little low for a woman. Incredibly sexy.


The smile she offered him was gentle and welcoming, nothing like the aristocratic, chilly grimace he would have predicted.


His eyes ﬂickered over her. Her breasts were concealed by the silver gown but they were perfectly formed and the waist below them was small. He imagined that her legs, which were also covered by the dress, looked every bit as good. He also noticed her perfume, something light and tangy that got into his nose and then his nervous system.


“Haven’t we met?” she repeated, putting out her hand and waiting for an answer.


Smith looked down. She’d given him her left hand and he caught a look at the jewels on her ring ﬁnger. She was wearing a monstrous sapphire and a thick band of diamonds.


The rings reminded him he’d just mentally undressed a married woman.


He glanced up into her eyes, wishing she’d go the hell away. They were beginning to attract attention as she stood there with her hand out.


“No, you don’t know me,” he said roughly, gripping her palm.


The instant he touched her, a ﬂare of heat shot up his arm, and he saw an echo of it ﬂash in her eyes. She pulled back sharply.


“Are you sure we haven’t met?” Her head tilted to one side while she rubbed the hand, as if trying to get rid of an unpleasant sensation.


His earpiece ﬁred up with another update on the ambassador. “Yeah, I’m sure.”


Smith turned and walked away from her.


“Wait,” he heard her call out.


He didn’t stop, just kept heading for the back of the ballroom. Pushing open an unmarked door, he stepped into a corridor that was ﬁlled with extra chairs and tables. Bald lightbulbs were suspended from the squat ceiling and they cast harsh shadows on the concrete ﬂoor. The hall would take him to the service entrance the ambassador was going to use.


When he heard a clicking noise behind him, he turned around. The countess had followed him.


Even under the glare, she was breathtaking.


“What are you doing?” he demanded.


“Who are you?”


“What’s it to you?”


She hesitated. “It’s just that you were looking at me as if we’d met.”


“Trust me. We haven’t.”


Smith started walking away again. The last thing the countess needed was another man panting after her. No doubt adoring simps were a dime a dozen in her life. And speaking of simps, why wasn’t her husband drooling all over her tonight? She seemed to have come to the party alone.


Smith glanced over his shoulder.


The countess had turned back to the door. Her head was down, as if she were bracing herself before going back into the gala.


His feet slowed. Then stopped.


“What’s wrong with you?” he called out, his voice bouncing off the bare walls. The instant he asked the question, he wanted to take it back, and muttered, “Someone show up wearing the same dress tonight?”


The countess’s head snapped toward him. She straightened and regarded him coolly.


“There is absolutely nothing wrong with me.” Her voice was steady, the words coming out clean and sharp. Maybe he’d imagined the vulnerability. “You, however, are sadly lacking in manners.”


Smith frowned, thinking that she was damn efﬁcient with the putdowns. With one sentence spoken in level, calm tones, she’d made him feel like a total heel. Then again, she’d no doubt had plenty of practice cutting people down, had probably perfected the skill on a whole retinue of servants and waiters over the years.


Well, he wasn’t one of her lackeys. And she had no business getting in his way. Even if the ambassador’s assassin was dead, the last thing Smith needed was to have someone like her hurt in the middle of one of his details. She needed to go back to the party now, so he could do his job.


Time to be a hard ass, he thought.


Smith sauntered over to the countess and had to ignore the tantalizing scent of her while glaring into her eyes.


“Is there something you have to say?” she asked primly. “Or do you just want to loom over me?”


As she regarded him with that even stare, Smith was surprised. People backed off quickly when he glowered. The blond was holding her own.


He pushed his face closer to hers, feeling irritated.


“I’m sorry if I merely offended you,” he said. “I meant to piss you off.”


“Now why would you want to do that?”


“Because you’re in my way.”


“How so?”


Time was passing, the ambassador was getting closer, and the countess’s tenacity was beginning to get under his skin.


Just like her proximity was. Staring down at her, he felt an urgency that had nothing to do with timing.


And everything to do with hunger.


Wrong woman, wrong place, he thought. Get rid of her.


“Tell me, countess, do you always beg for attention like this?” His voice was cold, disdainful.


“I’m not begging you for anything,” she said smoothly.


“You pick the only man who has no interest in you and follow him out of the party. You think that’s standofﬁsh?”


He was itching to be free of her but there was more. His reaction to her, the strength and inappropriateness of it, made him wary. She was like standing in front of a ﬁre.


And he was a man who had no intention of being burned.


He was surprised when her lips lifted in a slight smile. Instead of getting the reaction he’d banked on, some kind of huffy disapproval, he was being eyed with tolerant censure.


And then she shocked him by nailing the truth.


“You,” she said decisively, “are threatened by me.”


Smith was stunned and recovered with a jolt of anger.


Who did this blue-blooded Barbie doll think she was? He was in the business of saving lives and she paraded around in fancy dresses at parties. He dealt with murderers and thieves and psychos for a living. He was threatened by her? Screw that.


“You’ve got a hell of an ego there, Barbie,” he said laconically, “if you think you’re scary.”


“And you seem increasingly antagonistic. I wonder why?”


Smith jabbed his thumb in the direction of the door.


“You better go on back to your friends out there in la-la land. You’ll be much safer with those Ken dolls than alone with me in the service corridor.”


In response, she had the gall to smile widely at him.


Didn’t she understand he was a dangerous man? An armed man, for Chrissakes.


And did she have to smell so good?


The countess shook her head ruefully. “You know, I really thought you were someone different.”


Different? She got that right. “You bet your sweet ass I have nothing in common with you.”


“Out there, I thought you were really in control, in charge of something.”


“Honey, I’m in charge of the whole world.”


“Really? So why are you so upset? We’re just talking.”


“We’re not doing anything. You’re wasting my time.”


She shrugged, an elegant lift of her shoulders. “You came back to me. No one is keeping you here.”


As he towered over her, she raised her hands, the picture of innocence.


She turned back to the door and looked at him over her shoulder. “You also aren’t very savvy.”


“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”


“Sun Tzu, The Art of War. Some simple rules on human conﬂict. If your opponent is angry, irritate him.” She shot him a glance from under her lashes while putting her hand on the doorknob. That big, relaxed smile of hers goaded him. “The instigation technique works particularly well, even with tough guys like you. Maybe especially with tough guys like you.”


That did it.


In a surge of movement that had nothing to do with his conscious mind, Smith reached out and snatched her against him. She’d driven him to the brink of his self-control.


And one inch past it.


The amusement left her face as she braced her hands against his chest. “What are you doing?”


“Too late to go back now, Countess,” he growled. “You pushed the wrong man, too far.”


He took her lips in a punishing kiss, his arms contracting and holding her so tightly, he could feel every inch of her. The sensation of her body against his was a total shock. Her soft contours ﬁt into his hard angles seamlessly and a wave of lust burned through him. She was like harnessing pure lightning, like nothing he’d ever felt before.


As he slid his tongue between her lips, a moan drifted up through her throat and into his mouth. He felt her grip his shoulders as she stopped trying to shove him away and began to kiss him back.


And then his earpiece went off. The ambassador’s car had pulled up.


Smith broke the contact abruptly, stepping back and breathing hard. She opened her vivid green eyes and stared at him, wordlessly.


He paused, soaking in the way she looked. Her lips were swollen and red from his kiss, her breath was coming out in soft beats, her cheeks were ﬂushed. She was an unforgettable woman who would have to be forgotten. Otherwise he’d go insane, he was sure of it.


Smith turned away sharply and broke into a jog, knowing he better damn well be at that service entrance when the ambassador got out of his limo. He hadn’t lost a client yet and he wasn’t starting tonight.


Just forget you ever met her, he told himself as he pounded over the concrete.


Fat chance of that.


Dammit, why the hell did she have to follow him? And why hadn’t he just kept going when she did?


Because it’s just getting started between us, he thought grimly.


His sixth sense told him that their paths were going to cross again.




Chapter


2 


Cuppie Alston was dead.


The words had been bouncing around Grace’s head all day long, from the moment Alfred had called her with the terrible news. She still couldn’t believe what had happened, couldn’t comprehend that her friend had been killed the night before while they had been at the ambassador’s ball.


The surrealism of it all had been a terrible companion on her long drive from New York City to the Adirondacks. Over miles of highways, county roads, and then winding mountain passes, her mind had struggled with the tragedy, churning relentlessly over happy memories that were now tinted gray with grief.


How could this be real, she thought once again as she pulled up to a sprawling mansion on the shores of Lake Sagamore. She turned off the Mercedes’s engine and stared into the darkness.


She didn’t like the silence or the lack of movement. With no distractions, her mind spiraled into something close to hysteria. Not only because Cuppie was dead but because she herself was now in danger.


Grace curled her ﬁngers around the steering wheel and squeezed. Her conscious mind told her she hadn’t been followed. A sliver of fear told her she might have been. She looked out into the night, searching for shadows. In the moonlight, she found them twisting and turning, thrown off by tree limbs waving in the wind.


Just a day before she wouldn’t have gone looking for dark corners or wondered what they concealed.


But twenty-four hours ago, someone she knew hadn’t been brutally murdered.


She lowered her forehead to the steering wheel.


The whole thing was inconceivable, like some bad movie. Cuppie found dead. In the foyer of the Alstons’ lavish Central Park West penthouse. Next to the body, a recent article on the six most prominent women in the city. Cuppie had been the ﬁrst one featured and her picture had been ripped out.


The piece had culminated by praising Grace.


Which was why she’d spent the afternoon at a police station. No one but the murderer knew for sure whether the other ﬁve women were next, but Grace could tell what the police believed. The lieutenant had treated her with kid gloves when she’d come in for questioning, even though he had a harsh, smoker’s voice and the tired eyes of a man who wasn’t impressed by much. He was, she realized, treating her like a victim.


When she’d walked into his cramped ofﬁce, he’d done his best to cover up the crime scene photos but he hadn’t been fast enough. She’d caught a glimpse of them and nearly retched. Cuppie’s neck had been ripped apart, a gaping hole where her voice box should have been.


Grace didn’t need a medical degree to see the violence in it all. Someone had stabbed Cuppie over and over and over again. Not just to kill her, but to deﬁle her.


Nausea swelled and Grace pushed open the door, leaning out in spite of the seat belt. Because she’d left the keys in the ignition, the car chimed cheerfully, and she counted the passing moments by the electronic sounds. Looking at the gravel on the drive, she wondered what she’d clean up the mess with if her stomach followed through on its threat.


It’d be nice to have something pleasant to say when her oldest friend opened the door. I just threw up in your side yard was not the kind of greeting Grace wanted to offer. Much better to lead with Congratulations on your marriage, Carter. Or, How does it feel to be Mrs. Nick Farrell? 


Grace looked up at the house. Someone walked past a window and she thought about how much she’d hated missing Carter and Nick’s wedding. Her father had been buried the day they’d wed and the two life events, a beginning and an ending, had meant neither could be there to support the other in person. There had been plenty of phone calls, however.


And now there was another reason to reach out to her friend. Just when Grace thought she couldn’t handle another awful surprise, when the loss of her father seemed an impossible weight in her chest and the failure of her marriage an embarrassing anchor to drag behind her, life had thrown another punch.


All things considered, it had been a horrible year. The highpoint had been her wedding in January and things had been on a downhill spiral ever since.


At least it was September and there wasn’t much left, she thought.


The noise of the car got on her nerves so she pulled the key free. It was hard to marshal the energy to go inside even though the cold night air was working its way through her clothes. She didn’t want to be less than perfectly happy for her friend but the effort of pretending seemed more than she could manage.


In a ﬂash of memory, her father’s voice, stern and commanding, came to her. Buck up, Starﬁsh. Let’s see that smile. 


The refrain from childhood made her see him as he had been then, bending down, looking at her with love and determination. On command, she straightened and released the seat belt.


There’d be time enough to wallow in things she couldn’t change on the trip back home. No amount of feeling sorry for herself was going to bring her father back and it wasn’t going to change the implications of that article or the fact that Cuppie was being buried on Monday.


Grace ﬂipped down the vanity mirror to check her makeup. The dark circles under her eyes were still hidden, but her lipstick had worn off. She ﬁshed through her purse, found a tube, and began to put some on.


The contact made her pause and she let her ﬁngertips drift across her lips.


She could still feel his kiss. That soul-shattering meeting of mouths and tongues and bodies was as vivid to her as it had been just after they’d parted. She couldn’t forget what it had felt like to be drawn in hard against that stranger’s body, the way he’d touched her, the thundering in her blood.


She’d had, in that stark hallway, her ﬁrst taste of passion.


Grace snapped the mirror up, disturbed.


It was too bad she was never going to see him again. She had no idea who he was or where he was from and she knew asking questions about a man like him would get talk started. She was still legally married, after all, and he was dangerously attractive. The last thing she needed was to spark rumors.


God knew, they bubbled up enough of their own accord.


What she needed to do was buck up, drag herself into that beautiful house, and share in her friend’s joy.


As Grace stepped out of the car, she looked over her shoulder. Moving swiftly, she grabbed her Vuitton bags and rushed over to the house. Just as her feet hit the porch, Carter Wessex threw open the door with arms outstretched.


“Woody! You made it!”


Grace dropped the luggage and hugged her friend hard.


“Whoa, you okay?”


“Fine, just ﬁne. I’m glad to see you.” Grace smiled as they pulled away.


“Well, you look fantastic. Then again, you always do.”


Grace glanced down at the Chanel suit she was wearing. She couldn’t wait to take it off, get it away from her skin. It reminded her of the police station.


“Why don’t you leave your bags here and let’s go into the kitchen.” Carter pushed her thick, black hair over her shoulder. “Have you eaten?”


Grace’s stomach let out a wheeze of protest. “I’m not hungry, but I could use a glass of wine.”


Or two.


“Well, I’ve got plenty of that,” Carter said as she led the way to the rear of the house. “I’m so glad you’ve come for the weekend. Nick’s ﬂying into Albany from London and driving up, too. He should be home within the hour. He’s looking forward to getting to know you a little better.”


“Me, too. Those big parties I always see him at are hardly the place to make friends.”


Carter laughed. “Which was precisely why I gave them up.”


When they’d settled down at a sturdy oak table in the kitchen, a plate of cheese and fruit between them, Grace raised her glass of Chardonnay. “To my best friend and comrade in arms. May your marriage be long and full of joy.”


With a warm light in her intense blue eyes, Carter smiled. “I’m so glad you came.”


“Me, too.” Grace looked away. “So tell me about the wedding. Were you gorgeous?”


“How are you doing?” Her friend’s voice had an edge to it.


“I told you. I’m ﬁne, Mrs. Farrell. Now, I want details, although the Cliffs Notes version of the wedding night will be sufﬁcient.”


“You look exhausted.”


“You just told me I looked fabulous.”


“You look fabulous and tired.” Carter’s expression softened. “I’ve been worried about you. I know how close you and your father were.”


Grace glanced down into her wine. “Let’s only talk about good things. Wouldn’t you rather wow me with details of the honeymoon?”


The silence that followed told her that Carter, in typical fashion, wasn’t going to be sidetracked.


Grace put her glass to her lips and emptied it in two swallows. Liquid courage, she thought, tilting the thing toward her friend.


Carter obligingly reﬁlled it.


“Did you read in today’s paper about Cuppie Alston’s death?”


Carter frowned. “A gruesome tragedy. You knew her well, didn’t you?”


Grace nodded. “I was at the reception last night. Waiting for her to arrive like everyone else.”


“That must have been awful.”


“It was. They kept extending the cocktail hour until ﬁnally they had to start the program without her. That empty chair on the dais…” Grace shuddered. “They found an article next to the body, about socialites in the city. Cuppie was one of the women covered by it.”


“Don’t tell me they think it’s some kind of serial killer?”


Grace took a deep breath. “I was also featured in the piece. I was questioned by the police today.”


Her friend’s response was a shocked hiss.


“My God, Grace.” Carter reached across the table, knocking over a salt shaker.


Grace gave her friend a reassuring squeeze while righting the shaker with her other hand.


Just then, the back door swung open and Nick Farrell strode into the kitchen. They both looked up.


Farrell was a big man, a powerful man, dressed in an elegant pinstriped suit with a pale blue shirt and dark tie. As he placed a lingering kiss on his new wife’s mouth, Grace looked away discreetly.


“So this is not just Grace Woodward Hall,” Carter said nodding her head across the table. “This is my old friend Woody.”


Pale gray eyes narrowed. “I’ve heard a lot of things about what you and Carter have done together.”


As she shook his hand, Grace forced a smile. “It is true we were almost kicked out of Groton for smuggling in wine coolers, but that thing about the St. Mark’s lacrosse team is a total fabrication.”


He laughed and glanced back at Carter. Instantly, his expression changed. Dark brows crashed together. “What’s wrong?”


Carter’s eyes ﬂashed across the table. When Grace shrugged, her friend explained. When she was done, Farrell wore a grim expression.


“Here’s what we’re going to do,” he said.


“Please,” Grace interrupted. “None of this is your problem. I don’t want to”


“We’re going to call John Smith.”


“That’s a great idea,” Carter declared.


“Who’s John Smith?” Grace asked. “Other than a man with a ridiculously ubiquitous name?”


“He’s helped me in the past,” Farrell said. “He’s a private security guy. First rate. And he’s very discreet.”


“I don’t really think that’s necessary.”


Nick shot her a blunt look. “Whoever left that article is probably just getting started. You want to meet him some night when you happen to be alone?”


The picture of Cuppie’s throat ﬂashed through her mind and Grace felt a stab of fear in her chest.


Carter frowned and stroked her arm protectively. “You don’t have to be so harsh, Nick.”


“I apologize, but you both know I’m right. She needs a bodyguard.”


Grace looked away from the man’s intense, diamond-colored eyes. The last thing she felt up to was ﬁghting with someone like Farrell about her own safety. She didn’t have the energy to spare and, even if she did, she had a feeling he rarely backed down once he’d made up his mind.


“I’m calling Smith right now,” he announced and left the room.


Grace took a deep breath and closed her eyes. She shouldn’t have come, she thought.


Carter rushed to apologize. “I’m sorry. He can be a little … aggressive when he worries. We’re working on that. It’s really just because he’s concerned.”


Grace shrugged, feeling the tension in her shoulders. “I don’t want to be an alarmist. I’m not a movie star who needs a posse and I don’t want some doughnut-munching rent-a-cop following me around.”


“From what I’ve heard about this guy, Smith seems more like a trained killer.”


Grace ﬂattened her lips. “I don’t want that either.”


When Farrell came back ten minutes later, he said, “Smith’ll be here tomorrow morning.”


Grace opened her mouth to protest but the two of them just stared at her with almost identical expressions of determination.


No wonder they were such a great pair, she thought. Although their arguments could probably level a city block.


“I guess it can’t hurt to talk to him,” she said, giving up.


As they smiled at her, Grace took another sip from her glass. Inside, she felt numb. As she had so often in previous weeks, she found herself wondering whose life she was living.


The next morning, Grace paced around the mansion’s living room until she thought she’d wear a track in the Aubusson rug. She made herself stop in front of an Early American mirror and stared at her reﬂection. Her face was disﬁgured by the leaded glass and the contortion seemed right.


She didn’t feel much like herself, either.


She ran a hand down her skirt and adjusted her silk shirt, though neither needed the ﬁne-tuning. She’d thrown the suit she’d arrived in back on. It was business, after all, and Chanel made her feel in control.


Grace wore Chanel a lot.


Feeling restless, she checked the backings of the heavy diamond studs she was wearing. Both were secure. She glanced down at her shoes. Not a speck of dirt on them. She wouldn’t have minded a tear or a smudge requiring an emergency blast of seltzer. Without anything to focus on, she just dwelled on the lack of oxygen in the sun-drenched, airy room.


She went over to a window and pushed it open, welcoming the cool autumn breeze on her face. Outside, the lake was calm, the sun was shining, the day seemed full of promise. Perversely, she wished it was raining.


“He’s just pulled up,” Carter said from the doorway.


Grace turned around just as Nick came up behind his wife, putting his hands on her shoulders.


“You ready?” he asked.


“Bring on Mr. Smith,” Grace replied as the brass door knocker let out a thundering noise.


This was all wrong, she thought, as Nick went to open the door. She didn’t want a security detail. What she wanted was for Cuppie to be alive. She wanted to go back to Thursday night at the Plaza and to see Cuppie sitting between her husband and the ambassador all the way through the dessert course.


Grace ﬁddled with her watch, looking down at the platinum dial. She wasn’t going to hire whoever came into the room and regretted letting herself get talked into the meeting. Nick might have had her best interests at heart but she felt like she’d been pushed.


What was it about her that made her a sucker for controlling men? Her father had been utterly devoted to her but he’d also been domineering and heavy-handed. She’d learned to accept the good and the bad in him, reminding herself, when he made unreasonable demands or tried to take over her life, how much he loved her. But being able to see both sides of him was not the same as sticking up for herself and that had led to her marrying the wrong man.


Her husband Ranulf had been equally difﬁcult. With his continental opinions about what ladies should and shouldn’t do, he’d proven to be a close second to her father when it came to issuing orders.


Her mother was no damn walk in the park, either.


Grace took a shallow breath as she heard the deep rumble of men’s voices and then the sound of heavy footfalls.


It was high time she stopped being polite and started taking control of her life. As a result of her caving in last night, some poor guy had come from God only knew where just to waste his time. She didn’t want this kind of help. And she wasn’t going to let Nick Farrell’s aggressive concern, or her old friend’s more muted variety, make her take on a bodyguard.


She grimaced. As for the man who’d come in hopes of getting hired, she’d be up-front and apologize, tell him that it was a mistake. She’d pay his expenses, of course. Yes, that was the right thing to do.


Grace lifted her head and stopped breathing. She had to blink her eyes, to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.


“It’s you,” she whispered as she stared into the hard face of the man who had kissed her.


Her heart kicked into overdrive.


What was he doing here? Was he a


But of course, he’d been protecting the ambassador. That was why he’d been at the ball. That was why he stood out from all the other men as someone harder, tougher, different.


Too bad it hadn’t been Cuppie he’d been watching over.


She swallowed through a tight throat. He was exactly as she remembered him, larger than life, colder than ice. His face was drawn in bold lines, anchored by a square jaw and a nose that looked as if it had been broken at least once. His haircut was short as a military man’s, his penetrating eyes an intense blue. This time, he was wearing a black leather jacket and a pair of well-worn blue jeans, but he looked every bit as commanding as he had in the tuxedo.


As he stood in front of her, she remembered exactly how it had felt to be kissed by him, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He didn’t show a lick of emotion. There was no shock or disbelief as he stared at her, not even curiosity. His opaque gaze betrayed nothing except for his intelligence and a quiet, brooding menace.


“You know each other?” Nick asked.


When the other man didn’t offer an explanation, Grace murmured, “We met … sort of, at a party. Recently.”


Nick’s eyebrow cocked as Grace stepped forward, offering her hand. She was nervous about getting close to John Smith, afraid that something of what had happened between them might show in her face.


“It’s good to see you again.”


As soon as he gripped her palm, she felt like she’d been hit by an electrical charge. The sensation ran through her ﬁngers, up her arm, and pegged her in the chest. She pulled back abruptly.


Just as she had the ﬁrst time she’d shaken his hand.


“Would you like us to stay with you?” Carter asked her. “While you talk?”


Grace shook her head and they left her alone. With him.


“Won’t you sit down?” she asked.


A mocking light came into his eyes as he picked a chair opposite the sofa and lowered his body down in it. Even seated, he looked tall, she thought.


“You don’t seem surprised to see me.” Grace settled on the sofa, crossing her legs. His eyes followed the movement, lingering on her calves, before returning to her face.


“I don’t put myself in positions where I’m going to be surprised.” His voice was deep and gravelly, totally conﬁdent.


He was all male, she thought, with the requisite pride, arrogance, and ego that came with an overload of testosterone. Of course, he did look tough as nails, so maybe the faith in himself was justiﬁed. She sure wouldn’t want to get him angry. She’d done that once already and all it’d gotten her was a fantasy life she could do without.


“So let’s talk about why I’m here.” He crossed his arms over his chest. Impatience came off him in waves, threading through his low voice.


Grace’s ﬁngers went to her heavy engagement ring and she began twisting it around in circles. When those sharp eyes of his ﬂicked over the movement, she forced herself to sit still.


She should just tell him to go, as she’d planned to, as she would have if there was a stranger sitting in that chair.


He was a stranger, she reminded herself.


“I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time.” When she paused, his eyebrow rose. “I mean, I don’t think you can help me. Erthat I need help.”


As she tripped over her words, she wondered where in the hell her head was. Probably down the same black hole her life had fallen into.


“I can reimburse you for your travel up here,” she added quickly.


“I’m sure of that,” he drawled, looking back down at her rings. There was a subtle disdain in his eyes, a tightness to his mouth, that suggested there were other places he’d rather be.


She bristled at his tone and the expression. She could tell he didn’t think much of her. So why had he come? As a favor to Nick?


“And I apologize for any inconvenience.”


“How polite of you.”


Silence stretched between them.


“I just don’t think I’m in sufﬁcient danger to justify a bodyguard.”


“That so.”


“Yes. Nick insisted on calling you. It wasn’t my idea.”


“Oh really.”


Grace glared at him. He sent her a bored look in return.


He could at least pretend to be interested, she thought.


She crossed her arms over her chest, realized she was mimicking his pose and put her hands back in her lap. She had an absurd urge to yell at him because he was getting under her skin with all his terse silence, making her feel foolish and frivolous.


She narrowed her eyes and gave in to a childish urge to talk at him. Just to prove she could.


“I live in New York City and I work there, too. Have you ever heard of the Hall Foundation?” Before he could respond, she kept going, feeling like words were a way to burn off a little anxiety. A little frustration. Maybe of the sexual variety. She almost cringed. “My family started it in the late 1800s. We give grants to scholars, art historians, archaeologists, anyone who is seriously studying American history”


He held his hand up to cut her off. There was a scar in the middle of his palm and she wondered how it got there. Hand-to-hand combat?


“I’ll pass on the infomercial. Tell me something I don’t know. You can leave out anything in the public domain.”


Grace frowned at the curt words. “I live on Park Avenue”


“I know.”


“My ofﬁce is at”


A dark eyebrow arched.


Grace shot him a level stare. “I hate musicals and Mexican food makes me gassy. I eat it anyway, though.”


To her surprise, the corner of his mouth twitched.


So Mr. Tough Guy could lighten up after all, she thought with a ﬂare of triumph.


“You didn’t know either of those?” she challenged.


John Smith’s eyes didn’t waver from hers. “No.”


“Good. Let’s see, I’m a fan of romance novels. Gaelen Foley writes these fabulous historicals”


“I don’t want to know what you read,” he interrupted sardonically, “and I could care less about your intestinal tract. Why don’t you get to the point.”


Grace tightened her lips. Any chance of dismissing him in a polite, thoughtful way was fading fast. Her temper was starting to rear its thorny head and he seemed perfectly content to watch her boil while being the model of calm restraint.


Well, two could play at the cool, haughty routine. Thanks to her mother’s arctic example, Grace was a master of the deep freeze.


She cleared her throat. “Tell you what, why don’t you share what you’ve dug up about me? So I don’t keep boring you.”


Their eyes clashed as she waited for him to speak.
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Sitting across from the countess, Smith could feel his temperature rising. As improbable as it seemed, the pristine woman perched on the sofa was managing to get under his skin again.


She was so damn beautiful sitting on that fancy piece of furniture. She’d arranged herself with precision, her legs crossed at the knees, her hands clasped elegantly in front of her. With her hair coiled up on her head, and wearing that expensive, modestly cut suit, she was every bit the lady. Poised, graceful, elegant.


The countess shifted, recrossing her long legs.


His eyes traced her delicate ankles and her shapely calves and he felt a stab of pure, unfettered lust. He wondered what she’d look like without all those expensive clothes on and decided she’d probably fall over in a heap if someone asked her to put on sweatpants.


When he’d gotten the call from Farrell, he’d been tempted to turn the invitation down. His instincts told him that taking the Countess von Sharone on as a client would be a complicated affair and not just because of their kiss. She was world-renowned. An icon, for Chrissakes. And someone who, most likely, was a diva of the highest order, capable of making actors or opera singers look meek and self-deprecating.


But he’d come anyway. He was curious to see her in person one last time, if for no other reason than to prove that she was just a woman. A woman prettier than most maybe, but she was ﬁrst and foremost a living, breathing person who would one day get liver spots and gray hair, just like everyone else. Nothing special.


Trying to ﬁnd something unattractive, he scanned her closely, but only ended up focusing on the color of her eyes. They were a very icy green now that she was upset with him.


Damn ﬁne color, he thought. Like a Granny Smith apple.


“Cat got your tongue,” she prompted.


He frowned, thinking she was trying to bait him. It wasn’t going to work this time. “You can’t honestly be offended that I investigated your background?”


“It’s more your attitude.”


“I’m not here to charm you.”


“What a relief. I hate pointing out the failures of others.”


Smith felt an unexpected urge to smile. Her sense of humor was a surprise. So was the fact that she was ﬁdgety. Her hands were busy braiding the fringe on a silk pillow.


“So are you going to talk to me or what?” she demanded sharply.


Yup, there was deﬁnitely some diva in her.


“I know where you live and work,” he drawled. “I know you’re very wealthy. And I know you’re featured in that article on powerful women found with Cuppie Alston’s body.”


Grace’s eyes widened as she paled. “How do you know that?”


“Quite a number of New York’s ﬁnest are friends of mine.”


“Oh.” She hesitated and then brought a shaking hand up to her hair.


He was intrigued by the show of fear, considering she’d gone out of her way to tell him she didn’t think she was in danger.


“So you want to tell me the truth?” he asked.


“About what?”


“How you’re really feeling.” He looked pointedly at her trembling hand.


She quickly tucked it into her lap.


“Iah, I am a bit disoriented,” she murmured. “I’ve never had any kind of a threat before.”


“That’s surprising.”


“Why?”


He sensed she asked the question just to get him to talk, as if she wanted to buy some time to get herself under control. He decided to indulge her.


“You lead a high proﬁle life and have a schedule Amtrak would envy. You leave your penthouse every morning at the same time, go on a run, get into your ofﬁce by eight o’clock. You work until seven, you go out, you’re home by eleven. Weekends are the same as weekdays.”


“You managed to ﬁnd all that out in less than twenty-four hours?” Her expression was incredulous.


“Three questions. That’s all it took. And my car was running at the curb while your doorman was talking.” He glanced down at the rings on her ﬁnger. “I also know that your husband hasn’t been around for much of the past month. In spite of the death of your father.”


Abruptly, she rose from the sofa and went over to the windows. Although her walk was smooth and calm, he wasn’t fooled. She was winding the rings around her ﬁnger again.


There was something going on with the husband, he thought.


When she stayed silent, he said, “So now that I’ve shown you mine, you want to show me yours?”


There was a protracted pause. She reached up to the window and rested one hand on the glass. Her ﬁngernails were trimmed neatly but not polished. It was another surprise but it made sense. She didn’t overdo it with the makeup, either.


When she ﬁnally turned to face him, her face was arranged carefully into an expression of tranquillity. It was a lovely lie, he thought as his gaze drifted down to the graceful line of her neck. Her slender hand came up and fussed with her collar, as if she felt his eyes on her skin.


There was an elegance in the way she moved, he thought, a smoothness. He was surprised by how attractive he found it.


When she spoke next, her voice was marked by a brusque urgency and he knew then she was going to tell him everything. Or most of everything.


“I noticed about three weeks ago that I was being followed. It was right after my father’s death. I was walking into the Hall Building after dark and I thought I saw someone behind me. When I came out an hour later, there was a ﬁgure across the street. Waiting for me.”


Her words came out fast and edgy, as if spilled, and he thought she probably kept a lot to herself most of the time. Preserving that beautiful image, no doubt.


“Was it a man or a woman?”


“I couldn’t see clearly. But I assumed it was a man.”


“And how do you know the person was waiting for you?”


“Because when I got in my car, he left. To be honest, it could have just been a paparazzo. They’re hungry for candids of me looking mournful.”


“But you don’t really believe it was a photographer, do you?”


“He didn’t take any pictures. And then a couple of days later, I know for sure I was trailed. I was going out to Newport by car with my father’s ashes. My driver noticed it ﬁrst. A white sedan behind us, all the way into Connecticut.”


The countess’s hands were busy with her watch, playing with the catch, releasing and closing, releasing and closing, a small noise marking each movement. He suspected she was screaming inside that ﬁne skin of hers.


“Again, I told myself it had to be the press, that someone must have leaked that we were going to lay him to rest. There were photographers at the cemetery and I did see a white sedan just outside the gates.”


“You still felt threatened, though.”


She nodded, reluctantly. “And it hasn’t stopped. I’ll be coming out of a restaurant and I’ll see someone step back, out of the light. I leave work and, I swear, I’ll see a ﬁgure across the street. Yesterday morning, I came out of my building and I thought I saw him on the corner.”


The countess paused and looked out at the lake. Her brows drew tightly together, knotting the skin of her forehead. She was searching for answers, he could tell. He’d seen the same questing look before in people who felt their lives were slipping out of their control.


From out of nowhere, Smith felt like he should say something. He wasn’t much for offering sympathy, even to women who were in danger. Emotions were just not his bag. He was into saving lives, not nurturing, but there was something about her that struck him as unique and worthy. She wasn’t a hysterical woman manufacturing fear to get attention. She was scared, truly afraid, yet her chin was up and she was trying so damn hard to be strong.


He was fascinated by the show of will, especially considering how nervous she was.


She took a deep breath and turned toward him. “The police called the morning after Cuppie’s body was found. They questioned me pretty extensively.”


Smith thought back to that night, to the party. He remembered the tortured expression on Alfred Alston’s face as the ambassador had arrived and been seated next to an empty chair. Alston’s wife had never showed up because her plans for the evening had been intercepted by tragedy. Instead of enjoying the dinner and engaging in light and witty banter with an international dignitary, the woman had been struggling against her killer and then bleeding to death by herself, surrounded by lovely works of art and expensive antiques, none of which could save her.


According to the police, the murderer’s identity was a mystery, the motive, unclear. The only real piece of evidence had been the newspaper article found with the body. It didn’t take a genius to know the killer might get busy again soon.


“What does your husband have to say about all this?” Smith asked.


Her face tightened and she remained quiet, as if trying to form an answer.


“Countess, where is your husband?”


She stiffened. “In Europe.”


“When is he coming back?”


There was a pause. “Why is that relevant?”


“The man’s married to you. In fact, I’m surprised he’s not here today. Most husbands don’t take it well when their wives might be on the short list of a murderer.”


“He’s a busy man. I don’t want to bother him.” Her gaze skipped away.


Smith’s eyes narrowed. “And why don’t the police know that you’re being followed? You didn’t want to bother them, either?”


She began twisting the rings again. “How did you know”


“My buddies down at the precinct were pretty forthcoming as to what they knew about you. They didn’t mention you were being trailed,” he explained coolly. “Why keep it to yourself?”


She shrugged. “As far as I’m concerned, the less I tell the police, the better. Leaks happen and I’m tired of being on the front page after weeks of nonstop coverage. The last thing I need right now is some exposé about either my paranoia or my connection with the murder.”


“So you’d rather be dead than in the newspapers?”


She wrapped her arms around herself. “That’s a harsh thing to say.”


Smith brushed a hand over his hair impatiently. He was surprised at how frustrated he was with her. “Sorry.”


“Thank you.” The countess cleared her throat. “As I said before, I’m not sure I need you … your services. We have our own security force at the Hall Building and with a phone call I can get someone round-the-clock. Anyway, I’m sure this will just blow over.”


“No, you aren’t.”


Her eyes leapt away from his again. “Don’t tell me what I think.”


“Then be honest with me and I won’t have to.”


The countess’s chin rose a little higher.


As the urge to browbeat her into hiring him struck, Smith had to ask himself what he was doing. It was none of his business if she went and got herself killed. The fact that he was even entertaining the notion of pushing her to take care of herself rankled. What the hell did he care?


He got to his feet and started walking out of the room.
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