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            Chapter One

         

         Last summer if you’d told Arianna Rose she’d be walking alone through her Georgetown neighborhood on a sultry Saturday night, she would’ve laughed at the sheer ridiculousness of the forecast. And then gone on to flirt with the nearest man for another free drink, because Arianna Rose didn’t do alone on a weekend. For that matter, she wasn’t often spotted alone on any night of the week. But times change and people change. Which was why Ari was strolling solo up the incline of Wisconsin Avenue, past the Apple Store toward the art gallery she called home. Her life had changed.

         Not everything had changed; she still didn’t cook. A grocery sack full of the essentials—wine, takeout sushi, more wine, and bottled water—filled her arms and made navigating the brick sidewalk in her ubiquitous stilettos tricky. A lesser woman would’ve turned an ankle by now, and Ari might also if a cute guy were nearby and available to help with the grocery bag. But for now, she enjoyed her walk through the twilight and using the time to mentally make a to-do list for the upcoming gallery show.

         She paused for a moment when she was about a block from home.

         “Hi, Tom, your favorite Delivery Diva is here,” she said, forcing a smile on her face for the benefit of a homeless man who never returned the gesture and was wrapped in a blanket, despite the sweltering summer heat.

         A narrow brown eye peeped out at her. “What’s on the menu tonight?”

         Skirting to the side of the overly stuffed, torn army duffel bag, Ari reached into her grocery bag and pulled out a takeout container. “BLT on wheat.” Gently she set the container down.

         “Prefer white” came the usual gruff answer.

         “Wheat’s healthier. You’re welcome,” she called, straightening and turning to leave.

         “Something going on up there,” Tom said and jerked his head toward the direction of her place. “Looks like your place. Better go see.” Now he smiled in the face of possible disaster.

         “Thanks.” Roughly five feet from her gallery, she stopped to heft the bag higher and peer at a crowd clustered around her front window. What was going on?

         She pushed her way through the throng to her front door but stopped in horror. Her gallery. The glass from her big picture window lay in a million sharp shards all over the sidewalk like glittering fairy dust. The gathered crowd murmured and peered into her shop.

         “What happened? Who did this?” She grabbed the shoulder of a boy wearing a navy Georgetown hoodie. “Did you see who did this?” she said on a wild accusation.

         “Nope. I was walking by when I saw the damage.” He looked at her with interest and sudden insight. “Is this your place?”

         She nodded blindly, no longer looking at Joe Hoya college boy. Were her paintings okay? Her precious canvases? It would be terrible to have to call her artists and explain that their babies were damaged.

         “Damn, you better call the police.” He whistled and strolled off down the hill.

         He was right. This was an act of vandalism. Or terrorism, and any other ism she could think of. “Excuse me.” Ari pushed by two other gawkers to her door. A quick turn of her key, and she entered her gallery, where she was able to see the damage more clearly. She spun on one heel, feeling tremors begin to climb up her spine. Most of the paintings looked safe enough, but bloodred spray paint slashed across her favorite painting depicting a lush modern view of a garden.

         “Not Club Lily.” The grocery bag lowered to the wooden floor with a loud thunk. The words defacing the canvas registered. “Die rich bitch” marred the beautiful painting and made her shiver with fear. Her hands shook as she pulled out her cell phone to dial 911.

         Thirty endless minutes later, two men in blue stood, pads in hand, taking in the scene of destruction. The crowd outside had dispersed, but as it was Georgetown on a Saturday night, there was a constant stream of gawkers, and of course a lot of flashes as strangers clicked photos on their cell phones. Great, with her luck of late, she’d end up trending on social media. Had they never seen vandalism before?

         “Okay, Ms. Rose. I think we have everything we need.” Officer Reese shut his notebook with a snap.

         “That’s it?” Ari asked. “How soon until you make an arrest?”

         The officers exchanged a look, and the younger, almost handsome one turned to her. “It’s unlikely an arrest will be made.”

         “What…what do you mean? Didn’t you get fingerprints? Is there DNA on the painting?” They had to find the culprits. Someone had to pay for this despicable crime.

         Again with the looks, this time accompanied by stifled grins. “Ms. Rose, that’s spray paint on the canvas. Not blood. No DNA involved.”

         “But can’t you find some evidence somewhere?” she asked, annoyance and fear threading her tone. Mostly fear. The threat spray-painted on the canvas scared the bejesus out of her.

         “Sorry, the guy was too good. Check out your surveillance cameras.” The officer pointed up at one of the three surveillance cameras in the gallery. Red spray paint covered the camera lenses with tiny drops spattered onto the floor below them. “I’m guessing the culprit entered through the back door”—he looked at her pointedly, and she flushed at the not-so-subtle reminder that she’d left her back door unlocked—“sprayed the paint, then tossed the brick through the window and ran. Spray paint can come from anywhere.” He pointed in the direction up the street. “Could’ve come from Monarch Paint. Or from the Home Depot across the bridge. Nearly impossible to track.”

         “But what about the death threat? Shouldn’t you take that seriously?”

         “Look, Ms. Rose, we’ll see what we can do, but in all honesty, it’s probably someone blowing off some steam. Maybe someone’s taking their anger toward your father out on you.”

         Tears threatened to spill but she blinked them back and swallowed hard. This was why she was alone on Saturday night. Because, thanks to her infamous, criminal father, her friends, save one, had abandoned her. It was bad enough no one wanted to come close enough for the taint to rub off, including her own mother, but now people were taking the cold shoulder to the next level. Getting ignored by people she could handle. Outright violence was no-go, but it looked like she’d have to suck it up.

         When the whole mess had started, she’d made the choice to put on a brave front. She hadn’t shown an ounce of weakness to the authorities investigating her father, and she didn’t plan on starting now. “That’s not fair,” she told the police. “I’ve done nothing wrong. I learned about my dad’s scam the same day as everyone else in the country. My only perk was that I got to hear it directly from the FBI, not The Washington Post.” Her words ended on a hiccup. So much for disguising her fear.

         “That’s life,” the officer said. “It’s not fair that my cousin can’t retire next year because he lost his savings to your dad, but that’s the way it goes.”

         “But your cousin’s not throwing bricks through my gallery windows and threatening to murder me in my sleep,” Ari said, motioning toward the horrible words sprayed across the painting.

         “No,” he agreed, “but he sure would like to.” He turned toward the door, the other officer close on his heels. “You’ve got insurance, right? I recommend you sweep up the glass and make a claim with insurance. Here’s the police report for them.”

         “That’s it?” Ari fisted her hands on her hips and spoke over the other officer’s obvious warning coughs and throat clearing. “My dad wrongs your family, so you’re going to basically ignore this crime?” she asked.

         He frowned and shook his head at her. “We’ll be in touch if we gain any leads. In the meantime, get your window fixed and use your alarm,” he said and exited.

         Ari glared at the closing door, then headed downstairs to hunt for a broom. Hiding upstairs in her bedroom for a good cry and uncorking the bottle of wine currently lying on its side in the middle of the room would have been her first choice, but she didn’t get to have a pity party now. Instead, she unearthed a rarely used broom from the oft-used basement. She headed back upstairs to start cleaning up the disaster. The sun came down in roughly half an hour, and sleeping alone in a wide-open Georgetown row home was not her idea of fun.

         “Val, please be home,” she said, dialing her cell phone with one hand and sweeping haphazardly with the other. A few rings and her longtime BFF finally picked up. Valerie was the one friend who’d stuck by her side when the news of Stanley Rose’s grand Ponzi scheme had broken. For that she was forever grateful.

         “Ari, are you okay?” Valerie Moore answered with an urgency that had Ari wondering whether Val had a sixth sense and knew how bad her day was.

         “Val, I need your help.” That was the other thing that had changed: admitting weakness. She’d lived all twenty-seven years of her life play-acting that everything was fine. When Mom moved out to live with her new boyfriend when Ari was seven, she’d been “fine.” And when Dad had pulled her from her school to enroll her in an exclusive prep school in a new city? Fine with her. She’d been so fine at age twenty, she’d slapped on a smile and a new dress to play bridesmaid for her mom’s third marriage. But seeing her beloved father’s name and face on the cover of every newspaper and blog in the world next to the headline “Criminal” had forced Ari to reassess her definition of “fine.”

         “Absolutely, what do you need?” Val said without pause, reminding Ari for the trillionth time why she was her best friend.

         “Can you send…hang on a sec.” She lowered the phone as a flash of light shone through the storefront’s shattered glass. “Enough with the pictures. It’s just a freaking broken window!” she yelled to the people hovering around outside her gallery. Then she noticed these weren’t the average pedestrians taking an interest. This was a full-blown news crew. Shit. Word had spread, and the press had obviously decided her vandalized gallery was more interesting than her father’s McLean home where he was under house arrest until the trial.

         “Arianna.” Valerie’s voice came sharply on the line. “What’s going on? Is everything okay?”

         Arianna turned her back out of view of the prying camera lens and answered Val. “I’ve been better. If you turn on channel five, you’ll see what’s going on.”

         “Sweetie, it’ll be okay. They’ll find your dad.” Val’s annoyance came through loud and clear. “I can’t believe it.”

         Ari froze, phone in hand, suddenly not caring that the press was having a field day capturing her image like she was a deer in the headlights. “What do you mean they’ll find Dad? What are you talking about?”

         There was total silence, and then Valerie said, “You don’t know?”

         “Know what?”

         “He pulled a Harry Houdini act. He’s gone, Ari.”

         “What?” she screeched. “Is that why I have news cameras in front of my gallery?”

         “Unless you put the porn picture up again, I’m guessing yes.”

         “It’s not porn. It’s art,” she protested. “And, no. The press is here because some jerk decided to take his anger at my dad out on me. He tossed a brick through my window and defaced a painting.” The events of the day caught up to her, and she left the broken window to run to her back office and collapse onto her office chair, letting the broom fall against the desk with a loud clatter. “I have a gallery full of glass shards and a possible stalker gunning to kill me. And now my dad’s missing,” she wailed.

         “Oh, Ari, no,” Val said with deep concern. “I’m calling Jason,” she said, referring to her firefighter hottie husband. “We’ll be right over.”

         “Really? That would be amazing, although I hate bothering you,” she said, feeling instant relief wash through her at the thought of reinforcements.

         “Don’t be ridiculous, friends bother one another. It’s in the job description. We’ll be there soon.”

         “Great. I need someone to sit in the gallery while I make a Home Depot run.”

         “You stay put. Jason and I will go to Home Depot. What do you need?”

         Ari’s stomach unknotted with relief at not having to navigate the huge box store after hearing her dad had pulled a runner. “Are you sure? I hate to ask.”

         “Of course I’m sure. What to you need?”

         “Um, let me think…a wooden board to cover the broken window and a vacuum cleaner,” Ari said. “A big one. What do they call it? A shop vac?”

         A pause from Val. “Okay, got it.”

         “This is great of you.” Ari hung up feeling slightly less depressed. Val’s capable, handsome firefighter husband would solve the gaping window hole problem, and she could deal with everything else that now had to be dealt with, such as the insurance company and her big gallery show plans. There was also the tiny but significant detail of her missing father. She instinctively grabbed her cell phone to call her father. They’d had one brief conversation ten months ago when this whole disaster began, but it had been radio silence since. Dad said he was protecting her, that he’d messed up and didn’t want her to get caught up in his mistakes. Well, good going, Dad. As the only remaining member of the Rose family, she was buried in it now.

         She dialed the old cell number and it went straight to voice mail as usual. A few months ago she’d called daily, wanting her father to protect her, to tell her the FBI was mistaken, that the whole thing was a misunderstanding. But he’d stopped answering her calls, and she’d had ten long months to adjust to the idea of her father as a thief. She’d finally gotten the message loud and clear and stopped calling. Until today.

         She waited for the shrill beep. “Dad? It’s me. Ari. I…heard you’re missing. I’m, um, calling to…” To what? Beg him to come out of hiding? Talk about your Disney fantasies. “I’m just calling.” She hung up and sat in silence for a long minute until the noise outside her gallery forced her into action. Her father’s business was her father’s business, and she refused to take the fall for him. The paparazzi had to go.

         A dash upstairs and a quick search of her loft-apartment uncovered a king-size emerald bedsheet, a stepladder, and a staple gun. When she returned to the main gallery floor, the reporters called to her through the hole in her front window.

         “Ms. Rose, any comment on your father’s disappearance?”

         “Ms. Rose, what do you say to the hundreds of families out in the cold tonight thanks to your father’s theft?”

         From the vantage point of the stepladder, Ari sagged under the day’s emotional toll, leaving her completely unable to sift through the recommended lawyer-type answers, and she muttered the first thing that came to mind: “Let them eat cake.” As soon as the words left her mouth, she blanched, knowing she’d regret them sorely.

         With a deep breath, in a louder voice, she found her standard answer: “All questions regarding the Stanley Rose investigation should be directed to the law firm of Arnault and Skaten. I am happy, however, to field any questions about the upcoming Rose Gallery new artist show.” There, that would show them. Way to keep her cool in the face of adversity, she thought, conveniently ignoring her Marie Antoinette gaffe. A year ago no one had thought she’d be able to purchase and open an art gallery, but she’d done it, even under the scrutiny around her father’s scandal.

         Silence fell from the press, and then the roar of questions started up again. Of course, all about her dad. With a huff of annoyance, Ari swept up the sheet and stapled it to the top wall corner, then made her way to the other side to repeat. The hard press of the staple gun felt good. She slammed a few more staples into the wall, fixing the sheet to block out the camera crews, fantasizing each staple pounding into her father’s traitorous, blackened heart.

         
              

         

         With a snort of disgust, Lance clicked off the six o’clock news on what may have been the last non–flat screen television left in Northern Virginia. “‘Let them eat cake?’ What a heartless bitch.” Albeit a smoking hot one, if you went for that curvy, let’s-have-sex-all-night redheaded look, which he did. But a woman had to have a heart to score his attention for more than a minute. She reminded Lance of all the girls he’d grown up with: status conscious and only worried about their next ski vacation. Thank God he’d escaped that world.

         “Arianna’s not at all bitchy, once you get to know her,” Jason said. “In fact, she’s hilarious.”

         He eyed his good friend. “You’re biased. She’s Valerie’s best friend, Valerie’s your wife, ergo…”

         “‘Ergo’ what?” Jason asked with an amused smile and leaned back into the nondescript beige corduroy recliner.

         Lance took a long pull of his Sam Adams before answering. “Ergo, you don’t insult the best friend if you want to get laid. Even I know that, and I’ve never been married.” Jason could defend her all he wanted, but a woman like Stanley Rose’s daughter ought to have known better than to mutter something like that with a camera crew nearby

         Jason released a cross between a snort and a chuckle. “And you’re never getting married if you hole up in here moping.”

         “I’m not moping,” Lance protested, even though Jason was right. Ever since the shooting, he’d stayed close to home, venturing out only for physical therapy and supplies in the form of beer and frozen pizza. He ignored his buddy’s raised eyebrow and took another swig of his beer. He’d better stop at this bottle if he wanted to make a good showing at physical therapy tomorrow and prove to the powers-that-be he was ready to return to work.

         The damn physical therapy was torture, but it was necessary if he wanted to be back guarding POTUS in six weeks, which he most certainly did.

         Jason laughed. “You have been hiding, but, hell, I’d hide too if the whole world wanted to shake my hand or—”

         “Not everyone wants to shake my hand,” Lance said, hearing the darkness in his voice. “Obviously, there are enough people in the world who want the president dead. That’s why I have a job and a shiny new scar on my thigh.”

         “Maybe the attention’s blowing over.” Jason gestured to the television. “One good thing about Stanley Rose doing a runner is that the footage of you taking the bullet is relegated to YouTube or the late-night news.”

         Lance smiled, grateful for some things. “Yep, lucky for me America has ADD when it comes to world events.” His fifteen seconds of unwanted fame played on monitors across the country. Hell, he’d even made The Tonight Show, but now thanks to America’s most wanted investment advisor, he could go back to anonymity.

         “Is your sister still calling every day?” Jason asked.

         Lance nodded. His sister wanted him to join her in Manhattan to have her personal physician take a look at his thigh, but he was a Secret Service agent for the president, for crying out loud. NIH docs knew a thing or two, but tell that to his sister. She was convinced the only orthopedist worth his salt was Dr. Peter Weiss on 78th and Lexington.

         Jason’s cell phone rang and a private smile formed as he answered it. Probably Valerie. Maybe not, judging by the frown that appeared. A low murmur and Jason’s grunts of reply revealed nothing about the conversation.

         Jason finally looked up from his phone. “Listen, change of plans. Val’s picking me up to run an errand and then we’re heading to Georgetown.” He murmured one last thing into the phone, then hung up.

         “What’s going on?” Lance asked. “Do you need my help?” He made the offer although any change in plans that brought him to a bar or any active social scene rubbed him raw. “But I don’t want to go to a bar tonight.” He wanted to grab another beer and lay back on his couch to watch the Nationals play again in the privacy of his own apartment.

         “We’re not going to a bar, but yeah, I could use your help.”

         “I’ll do it, but you owe me. I hate Georgetown and fighting the crowds of tourists and drunken college students,” he muttered.

         “Stop grumbling. I need you to go to Val’s friend’s house in Georgetown and wait there for me and Val. Can you drive my truck?” Jason knew Lance couldn’t ride his Harley for a few weeks, another benefit of getting shot.

         “Fine. But where are you and Valerie going?” He was starting to regret his offer to help.

         “We’re going to swing by Home Depot, then head to Georgetown.” Jason stood to leave, and Lance followed, trying to be a good host.

         “Home Depot?”

         “Yeah. Val’s friend’s having some trouble, and I’m not letting Val head over there alone.”

         “What kind of trouble?”

         “The kind you’re trained for,” Jason said.

         He groaned. “I’m a gimp, Jason. How am I going to defend anyone?”

         Jason slapped him on the back, sending him stumbling forward a few inches. The damn firefighter didn’t realize his strength, and Lance’s balance was whacked. “Your trigger finger’s not gimpy, right?”

         “True.” He grabbed his wallet, Glock, cell phone, and keys, shoving them all in the pockets of his jeans, except for the gun. “Let’s go.” Both men stepped out the door and Jason waited while Lance locked up. “So who am I going to help?”

         Jason grinned. “Arianna Rose. You finally get to meet the heartless bitch.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Ari sipped at her wine, mentally arranging the paintings for her upcoming show with a concerted effort to ignore all things Stanley Rose and the subsequent threats. She’d even moved one of the paintings with a rose on it to the back room and was focused on her task at hand. Every errant noise made her start; she prayed Valerie would get there soon with Jason and maybe his entire crew of firefighters to keep her safe.

         With a concerted effort, she forced her thoughts back to her upcoming grand opening. Now that Club Lily was out of commission, she had to rethink the whole visual effect and theme for the night. It was kind of a useless endeavor. Every time she thought about her paintings, all she could see was the defaced painting with the threat painted across it in bloodred. A loud knock caused her to jump, sloshing some wine onto the floor. Valerie and Jason. Thank goodness. She needed the shop vac. A broom simply hadn’t gotten the job done, and she could hear the crunching of sand-sized glass shards under her heels.

         She dashed to the gallery front door and yelped when a large masculine figure loomed in the doorway instead of her expected friends. “Who are you?” She backed away, looking around for the broom to use as a weapon.

         The stranger called through the glass door. “I’m Lance Brown. Jason Moore sent me. Is he here yet?”

         It took a minute for her heart to slow down to a steady thump from a Tommy Lee–worthy drum solo. He was a friend of Jason’s? “Okay, I’ll let you in.” Slowly she turned the knob, opening the door for the large man. How had she missed him at Valerie’s wedding? She felt somewhat calmer at his admission that he knew Jason, but thanks to Lance’s strong masculine presence in her gallery, she couldn’t completely relax. His sexy male vibe and tousled light brown hair accompanied by curled, sensuous lips made him a hard man to ignore.

         “No, Jason and Val aren’t here yet.” She glanced down at her watch, then realized she’d neglected to put one on today.

         “So, you’re Stanley Rose’s daughter.” Lance spoke up suddenly, narrowing his eyes at her.

         She backed away a step and crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes. So?”

         He shrugged. “Nothing. Saw you on the news tonight. ‘Let them eat cake’?”

         She took another step back. His derisive tone put her on the defensive. “They weren’t supposed to hear that, and I shouldn’t have said it,” she admitted.

         “We of all people should know everything is fair game to the media. There’s no such thing as off-camera anymore.”

         “What do you mean ‘we’?” She cocked her head, examining him more closely. “Are you infamous, too?”

         His expression shuttered closed. “No. I’m no one.”

         She stepped back toward him. He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place him. “Were you at Val and Jason’s wedding? I’m sure I’d remember you.” Who could forget a guy with his taut muscles, chiseled cheekbones, and squared-off chin? His nose was perhaps a shade big for his face, making his looks dashing rather than cover-model gorgeous.

         He shook his head. “No, work took me to Europe that week, and I couldn’t make it.”

         Ah, a world traveler. A year ago she would’ve found that sexy and swapped stories about European hotels and which airline had the best first class (Virgin). Tonight, she barely had the energy to make polite conversation. “What do you do for a living?”

         “The ever-popular D.C. question. I’m a Secret Service agent.” His eyes met hers in challenge. “And what do you do besides insult your father’s victims on television?” The smile in his eyes softened the harsh words.

         “Ouch.” She couldn’t find the sass or words to verbally spar with him, even if he was the most appealing male she’d seen in a while. Yet another change. The old Arianna never missed an opportunity to flirt. Why had Jason sent him? “I own an art gallery, as you could see if you’d stop insulting me and look around.” Well, maybe a little sass.

         His eyes flickered around the room then came back to rest on her. “Nice.”

         “I’ll have to educate you on modern art. My gallery hosts seminal pieces from cutting-edge artists. They’re a heck of a lot more than ‘nice.’”

         “You’re right, I don’t know much about art,” he said. “I’m looking at the prettiest thing in the gallery.” His gaze was intense on her face, and then he gave a little head shake as if he were surprised he’d paid her a compliment.

         She’d been parched for compliments lately, even if grudgingly given. He was forgiven.

         “How come there’s glass all over the floor? Why haven’t you swept it up yet?”

         “It’s mostly swept. You try getting a million shards of glass off a wood floor with only a tall broom and tiny dustpan.”

         “Don’t you have a vacuum?”

         Why did his simple question seem loaded with insinuations about spoiled rich girls not even knowing how to clean? Maybe it was the truth? Sort of. Sure, she had a weekly cleaning company, but she worked her butt off keeping this gallery going. Agent Lance Brown had no business making her feel inferior because her family had money. Correction. Had money, as in past tense. Any money her father had would be going to victims.

         “Ari?” Valerie’s voice came from her back office. She and Jason knew to park in the alley behind the gallery and use their key to the back door, which Ari would have remembered if she hadn’t been in such a funk tonight.

         “In here,” she called, keeping her eyes locked on Lance.

         Jason entered pulling a shop vac, Valerie close on his heels holding a shiny new hammer and box of nails. Ari turned to her and was pulled into a tight hug. “Honey, I’m sorry this happened.”

         “It’ll be okay. I spoke with an insurance agent. They recommended I pay for a new glass window out of pocket so my premiums don’t go up.” She smiled down at the hammer in Val’s hand. “What’s with the hammer? I do own an art gallery, after all; a hammer is like a job requirement.”

         Val shrugged and smiled. “Just in case.”

         “Lucky you can afford to pay for new glass,” Lance said, with his hands in his pockets.

         Valerie turned to him, having Ari’s back as usual. “Lance Brown, what the heck does that mean? We didn’t send you here to insult my best friend.”

         “Why did you invite him here?” Ari asked.

         “Jason was with him when you called, and I didn’t want you to be alone with the broken window and death threat while we went to Home Depot.” She leaned up to give Lance’s cheek a peck. “You look good without the cast and crutches. Go out back with Jason. He needs help bringing in the wood.” Then she looked at Lance’s leg. “How are you managing? Can you help or is the thigh bothering you too much tonight?”

         What was wrong with Lance’s leg? Ari looked down at it for the first time, not noticing anything amiss.

         “I’m fine. Lead the way,” he said to Jason, and followed him out to the alley.

         “Well?” Valerie turned toward her with a raised brow.

         “Well, what?” Ari asked with a sinking feeling. Oh, lord, had they asked Lance here as a setup?

         “How are you doing? Rough day today, huh?”

         “You know it,” she said, then gave a little relieved laugh. “I thought you were asking what I thought of Lance.”

         Val grinned. “I didn’t want to be insensitive, but now that you mention it, isn’t he a hottie? It’s weird that tonight is the first night you’ve met, since you’re both close to me and Jason.”

         “He’s okay, I guess,” Ari said, hiding her total physical attraction to the agent. Why did all happily married couples try to impose their joy on everyone else? Couldn’t they see she was perfectly fine perpetually dating? Her parents’ multiple marriages left her no roadmap for marital bliss, and she had no inclination even to try.

         However, Lance was way more than okay. If it were any other night or any other year, his height would make her want to wrap her arms around his waist and rub her lips against his lean chest. And a Secret Service agent, to boot. God, that was sexy. She bet he knew his way around a loaded weapon. “Does Jason know you think his friend is hot?”

         Valerie laughed. “Jason is way hotter than Lance, and he knows there’s no competition for my heart.”

         Jason hotter. Whaa? No way. Lance oozed hard-core sex while Jason was cute. The firefighter didn’t hold a candle to Lance, the tall, gun-toting, lip-curling agent. Even if he was acting like a jerk. Well, she attracted jerks. Go figure that she’d be attracted to this one. Nothing new for her.

         The men in question reentered the room balancing a large piece of plywood between them. They carried it over to the gaping, sheet-covered hole and leaned it against the wall.

         “I’ll call the glass company tomorrow, but for now can you nail it up?” Ari asked.

         “Sure,” Jason answered.

         “I’ll order pizza while they’re taking care of the glass,” Valerie said and reached for her phone.

         “Don’t bother. I’m not hungry,” Ari said.

         “Yeah, but we are, and you have to eat,” Valerie urged.

         “Don’t order any meat on mine,” Lance said as he held up the wood for Jason, who was up on the stepladder. The short sleeve of his shirt pushed up his shoulder, showing off a hard biceps flexed under the strain of carrying the large piece solo.

         Ari narrowed her eyes at him while Val made the call. “You don’t look like a vegetarian.”

         “I’m not, but I’m trying to stay in shape even with my injury. Pepperoni wouldn’t help,” he said. “And how does a vegetarian look, anyway?”

         She found her first smile of the night. “I don’t know. Not usually like he-man guys with muscles to spare.” Her cheeks flamed. Oh, God, had she said that aloud? She really needed to stop flirting blatantly with Lance, on tonight of all nights. The flirtation wouldn’t go anywhere. She didn’t have it in her to open her heart to anyone. Her dad’s betrayal had done a number on her. Distantly she heard Valerie snort.

         She turned away and feigned interest in Valerie’s pizza ordering skills, all the while feeling the heat of Lance’s hidden glances at her back.

         “Lance,” Jason said, interrupting the currents flowing between them. “A little focus. You’re slipping.”

         Lance visibly pulled his attention from her and back to his construction task. Ari then helped Val get the shop vacuum running over the shards of glass.

         
              

         

         Two hours of surprisingly great conversation that had nothing to do with thieving fathers later, one empty pizza box, one Pinot Noir bottle, and four Sam Adams bottles lay in a heap next to the makeshift picnic blanket Ari had thrown down on the gallery floor. Lance’s quick wit and anecdotes about life in the White House had taken her mind off her latest worries, but one glance at the ruined painting, which stood propped nearby, reminded her of her latest troubles.

         She lay back on the floor with her head on Val’s lap. “I’m going to be murdered in my sleep tonight,” she said with her usual overly dramatic flair, and flung her arm across her forehead.

         “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m staying with you tonight,” Val said, shooting a look at Jason. “Right, honey?”

         “Not a chance,” Jason said. “There’s some crazy guy out there gunning for Ari, and you think I’m going to let my…wife stay here? Nope. Ari, you’re moving out until they catch the guy.”

         Ari wondered what he’d been about to say before wife, but the rest of what he’d said sank in and she sat up hastily. “Moving out of my apartment? I can’t do that. Where would I go?”

         “Our place,” Valerie said. “Right, Jason?”

         “Uh, sure. I was thinking more along the lines of a hotel, but our place could work.” His face looked shuttered off and different from the easygoing smile he normally sported.

         Ari wasn’t drunk enough that she missed Jason’s hesitance. He and Val lived in a modest two-bedroom apartment in the suburbs of northern Virginia. The second bedroom was being renovated. It would be a little too cozy for the three of them, not to mention she got a rash if she ventured too far from her urban habitat. “Thank you, everyone, but I’ll be fine here. I have an alarm system, and tonight I’ll use it.”

         “Absolutely not.” Valerie turned to her husband. “Jason, tell her she can’t stay here alone. It’s too dangerous.”

         Jason looked from his wife to Ari to the ceiling, then back to his wife. “You shouldn’t stay here. I’ll sleep on the couch, and you and Val can share the bed.”

         Ari stood and glared at her assembled friends. “You guys, I’m not kicking anyone out of their bed. I’m sure the threat is an empty threat, right?” No one spoke for too long a minute.

         Valerie also stood. “Ari, did the police have any leads? What did they say?”

         “No leads, but it’s fine. Really. Everyone go home.”

         “I’ll stay,” Lance said suddenly, creating a surprised silence.

         “What?” Ari asked, but everyone ignored her. Valerie had a huge smile, as if the matter were settled. Jason looked frankly relieved. Did no one care what she thought? Obviously not, since Valerie started cleaning up dinner and Jason took a step toward the door.

         “I said I’ll stay,” Lance said. “Valerie’s right, you shouldn’t stay here. You should go to a hotel or to a friend’s house, but if you refuse to leave your house, you shouldn’t be alone.”

         “You heard the officer,” Valerie said.

         “Val, I live in a loft upstairs. No walls, remember? Where will Lance sleep?” She shot her friend a quelling look to stop this plan at once, but Val was full-steam ahead.

         “He can sleep on your couch, and you could move that screen over or something,” Valerie prattled on, completely unaware, or purposely ignoring, the eye beams of death Ari sent her way. Good God, tipsy, concerned best friends should be illegal. Although, now that she looked closer, Val’s wineglass remained nearly full. Yikes, had she downed nearly a whole bottle of red herself?

         She could tell Val was not going to let this drop until everything was the way she wanted. She could capitulate now, then renege once Val and Jason left in their separate cars, sending Lance home in a taxi, even if it took hours to get one to her door. Georgetown on a Saturday night was not known for taxi availability.

         “Ari, please do this as a favor to me,” Valerie said. “I won’t be able to sleep tonight if I’m worrying about you alone here with a crazy person out to get you.” She stepped closer to her husband, who wrapped her in his arms.

         Ari tried to ignore the twinge in her chest at the sight of Jason nuzzling Val’s hair. And she definitely ignored his whisper about how they’d stay occupied if Val couldn’t sleep. If Lance stayed here, she certainly wouldn’t get any sleeping done, and thoughts of how they could keep busy flashed hot, disturbing images into her mind, such as Lance pulling off his shirt and hammering up more of her paintings. She paused at the image of sitting in his lap and feeling his lips on her scalp.

         She gave a shake. What was happening to her? She was happy as Sadie, Sadie single lady, and didn’t want what Val and Jason shared. Why the sudden craving for comfort and the presence of a permanent man in her life? It must be her vandalized art gallery or the wine. Definitely the wine.

         She glanced over at the ruined painting. Maybe it wouldn’t be terrible if Lance spent the night. He was a professional, after all. He was probably used to guarding women in their bedrooms. All recent presidents and most politicians were married, according to her recollection.

         “Fine,” she said. “You can stay.”

         “Thank you,” Lance said rather snarkily, and pushed off the floor to a standing position. He winced as though his leg pained him. She wondered how he’d injured it.

         “Excellent.” Valerie clapped her hands once as if everything were settled, and also prepared to leave. “I’ll call tomorrow on my way to work.” She gave a final cheek kiss, and gathered up the trash and her husband. Then they abandoned Ari.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         How the hell had this happened? Stuck in the modern-day Marie Antoinette’s art gallery. Lance was pissed at Jason for getting him into this situation, even if Arianna was even sexier in person than on TV. Man, when she’d been lying on the floor, her skirt had ridden up, giving teasing glimpses of her upper thighs. He also knew he wasn’t being fair. No one had asked him to stay here. He’d been the dummy who’d volunteered.

         “Well? Are you coming?” Arianna stood on the bottom step ready to turn the lights out to the gallery. She didn’t even pretend to be grateful that he was staying here to protect her.

         “Fine, but can we get some things out of the way first?”

         “Fine. What?” She stood like a ballerina and suddenly lifted one leg, balancing the flat of her foot against her opposite calf, and held her stilettos in one hand by the pointy heels.

         Yoga? Was she doing yoga while talking to him? All sorts of dirty images of an extremely flexible Arianna flashed through his mind. She’d flirted with him, but he needed to remember that for a girl like her, flirting was like breathing. She didn’t mean anything by it, and he had to remember to stop flirting back.

         “Do you know where your father is?” he asked in a rush.

         Her foot came down with a bang. “You can leave now.” Her wide eyes narrowed and her posture looked as if she’d taken a sucker punch.

         He took a step after her on the stairs. “I have to ask, you know. Please understand my position. I’m a goddamn Secret Service agent. It’s my job to ask. Imagine if it got out that I was protecting the daughter of a fugitive who knew where said fugitive was.”

         “Imagine it,” she said in a monotone.

         “So you don’t know?”

         “No, I don’t have a clue. Valerie broke the news to me that my dad skipped town. I have not spoken to him since this whole mess of an investigation began. He told me he’s trying to protect me by keeping me separate,” she said, her voice lowering on each word till she whispered the last.

         O-kay then. Not speaking with her dad. A point in her favor, he guessed. “Sorry, but I had to ask.”

         “I know.” Weariness crept into her tone. “I’m sick of everyone assuming I’m like him, or now people will assume I’m hiding him. I’m not.”

         “Sorry. Come on. Let’s go upstairs. You look exhausted.” He came from behind her and plucked the shoes from her hands. She had such tiny feet, and how did she walk in such high heels? No wonder her calves had such defined muscles. Her body language spoke of defeat and sadness, and his regret about staying changed subtly. For all her lighthearted behavior, Arianna Rose was holding a plateful of troubles. It was his civic duty to help in any way he could.

         They made their way up the narrow flight of stairs to an open space with bright splashes of color on the painted white brick walls. A large bed with Moroccan-looking quilts dominated the space. A potter’s wheel stood in one corner with gray dried clay flaked all over it. “Wow, this is a pretty amazing apartment.”

         “Thanks.” She gestured to the couch hidden by piles of unfolded clothes. “Make yourself at home, but you don’t need to do this, you know. I have an alarm. I’ll be fine.”

         “Jason and Valerie are friends. Consider this my favor to them. Plus, it’ll be a long wait for a taxi. I don’t have a choice tonight, do I?”

         “No, not unless you feel like walking back to Arlington, which I wouldn’t recommend on your bad leg.”

         He shifted to turn away from her, feeling off-balance at having his physical vulnerability on display for her. He was a Secret Service agent and was tasked to protect people, and being injured made it seem as if he were the one in need of protection. “What did the police say when they came?” he asked, his law enforcement training taking over, and to distract from his current gimpy self.

         “They told me to sweep up and call my insurance company.” She went to some open shelves against a wall and riffled through piles till she unearthed a faded blue towel and some blankets, which she tossed at him.

         He caught the pile of linens. “That’s it?” Annoyance at the local police fired him up.

         “Oh, wait. They also said to suck it up since it was probably an angry victim of my father’s venting some steam.”

         “They didn’t take the threat on the painting seriously?”

         “Not really. Why? What would you expect them to do?”

         It was a true lapse in police work and unprofessional behavior to let public opinion of Arianna’s father sway their investigation into a crime. “They should park a cruiser outside your door. Even if it’s empty, it could deter a lot of threats. Or they—”

         She cut him off with a sexy smile. “Well, I have you here now. I’ll figure something else out tomorrow.”

         “Tomorrow you should go to a hotel, or I guess I could stay another night until you can arrange for a private security company,” Lance said, making a hasty promise, which may or may not have been decided by his dick, which had been standing at attention on and off since entering the Rose Art Gallery a few hours earlier. “And I can call a friend on the force to have him send over a surveillance car.”

         “Please don’t feel obligated. I’ll manage. I have for the last year, and besides, the guy got his point across by defacing my gallery. Do you think he’ll come back and attack me?”

         His heart gave a tiny shift at the telling nature of her statement. She’d mentioned she hadn’t spoken to her father since the investigation began. It didn’t take Sherlock Holmes to realize her father had abandoned her to the shark-infested waters of public opinion and the FBI.

         “I think I should stay until you can hire a professional company,” he said. “Do you want to gamble your safety on hoping he doesn’t return? Besides, I’m on leave from work until my thigh heals, and I’m going crazy on my couch watching old Law & Order reruns. You’ll be doing me a favor.”

         “Seriously?” she asked, doubt lingering in her eyes. “You don’t have anything better to do?”

         “Seriously,” Lance said. “I’ll need to head to my physical tort—therapy Monday morning, but I can call in a favor, have a police cruiser parked outside your door. Or you can hang out at the PT. Read a People or something.”

         She pursed her lips. “Okay then, if you’re sure. I can drive you to your apartment tomorrow for you to pick up some clothes.”

         He nodded. It was considerate of her to think of his personal needs and offer to help. The time they’d spent talking during their pizza and wine picnic had shown that she wasn’t totally the selfish brat he’d thought earlier. She was Valerie’s best friend, which gave her a lot of points. Then again, sometimes people held on to childhood friends out of loyalty, even if they’d grown up into not such nice people. But Arianna was smart, funny, and willing to laugh at herself. She was totally different in person than he’d imagined. Knowing she had a personality to match her pin-up girl body was fuel on the fire of his attraction.

         “Thanks. I’ll need that. I don’t have that much ammo on me,” he said. She frowned at his mention of a gun, but if he were to do his job properly, it was necessary. Sure, he was trained in hand-to-hand combat, but with his healing leg, it was in everyone’s interest for him to be carrying.

         “I’m heading into the shower. The TV remote is somewhere under that mess on the couch. No Law & Order please,” Arianna said with a smile, “or America’s Most Wanted.”

         She disappeared into the bathroom, the only private room in the apartment, and Lance attempted to get comfortable on the sofa after moving the piles of clothes to some empty shelf space. He did his best to ignore all thoughts of what was happening in that shower. He didn’t think about the water sliding over her body, or her hands soaping up her breasts, and he definitely closed his mind to all thoughts of her bared sex. He didn’t want to know if she had a landing strip of hair or went Brazilian, and did his best not to picture a tiny trim triangle of reddish curls.
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