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  Prologue




  “Hailey. Open your eyes, sweetheart.”




  A burning sensation ripped through her insides. Where am I? Why is it so dark?




  Precious seconds passed as she tried the simple action of just swallowing. Why couldn’t' she move, speak?




  And oh, the pain.




  No matter how hard she tried, Hailey's efforts to focus and lift her eyelids fell short. It felt as if she was being pulled though an opening much too small. Jagged pieces, pointed, razor sharp, scraping and cutting at her tender flesh as she tried to regain consciousness.




  Oh, no. What’s happening to me?




  Death’s icy fingers laced around her heart as the empty void expanded further and tormented her soul. A part of her wanted to quit, to give in and find the peace she knew was just beyond her reach. But somewhere, somewhere deep within, the will to live grew stronger. Wouldn't let her cross over.




  “Hailey?”




  In the deep recesses of her mind, a glimmer of hope flickered. Someone was calling her name. She could hear them, sense their presence. But they sounded so far away. Their voice drifted in and out, the way the ocean flows beyond all boundaries of time and space on a solitary seashore.




  Oh, dear God. Why couldn't she think straight?




  I’m here. I can hear you. Alarm spread over her as she tried to lift a finger to alert them she was still alive. Not one tiny muscle even flinched. She may be able to hear them, but the person made no indication they knew of her receptiveness.




  This isn’t happening, she thought, feeling her chest rise and fall with rapid repetitions. Don’t panic. Not yet.




  Focus already. Just focus.




  This reminded her way too much of those nights back in high school when she’d ended up at home in her own bed, unclear about how she had made it back at all. So much defiance, so many wild parties, so much pain. She cringed at the memory of her brother’s smiling face, of how he’d always been there to rescue her from those irresponsible intoxicated messes.




  A sob tightened her throat.




  Oh, Eric. The horrible truth tore through her chest like a feral beast. She let him down in the worst possible way when the time came for him to need her in return.




  Flashes of disturbing images filtered through the murkiness and sent her heart racing with dread. These experiences were from her troubled teens. All disappointing memories she’d tried so hard to forget for so many years.




  Well isn’t this just perfect. Not one single clue significant enough to explain the dilemma facing her now surfaced. But she could vividly picture the twisted metal, the branches of that blasted tree, and all the blood from that horrifying night so long ago.




  What the heck was causing her selective memory? She had no idea where she was or how she ended up this way.




  The last thing Hailey recalled before being plunged into the depths of darkness was a huge Christmas party given by one of her best clients. But she wasn’t even sure why she had changed her mind and decided to go after all.




  Especially since Delaney… Oh, what the heck had Delaney done again? This was getting old way too quick. Days were missing. A lot of them. She could picture herself descending the winding staircase into an extravagantly decorated ballroom and hear the joyful Christmas music floating in the air around her, but after that her memory grew hazy. There was some sort of blinding light she couldn't quite identify and then, nothing at all as her brain spiraled into unresponsiveness.




  She now lay counting eternal seconds of panic-stricken weightlessness. Her head throbbed in rhythm with each heartbeat, a tight heaviness in her chest threatening to collapse her ribcage with the next breath she dared inhale.




  Summoning all her strength and courage, she fought off the urge to scamper away and hide like an injured animal. It would be so easy.




  But she was no coward. She had proof.




  A picture emerged of the journals she'd kept over the years. Yes. Finally, another glimmer of hope. Her brain was indeed trying to function.




  These private accounts of numerous clashes with the law lined the shelves of her childhood bedroom and contained enough detailed information to make even the most adventurous teenager's toenails curl. She kept them for one reason and one reason alone.




  To remember.




  Hailey choked back the whimper lingering at the base of her throat. Pride and anger were disastrous emotions. This fact she knew first hand and the guilt squeezing her already weakened chest was hard to bear.




  She tried to push away the painful memories. The horrifying accident. Her brother's bright and promising future gone in one childish selfish act. She choked back the sobs. All because of me.




  Why couldn't she learn from her mistakes? Those journal entries were meaningless if she disregarded the life lessons. And something deep down twisted in her gut and confirmed that again she had gone too far. For once in her twenty-six years, she was more than just a little afraid.




  She was terrified.




  The realization sent icy trepidation creeping along her spine. Regret swirled and surged through her nerves so fierce she gasped for a breath, the cool air stinging her lungs.




  “That’s it. You can do it. Keep trying.”




  Who is this? At last the voice registered among the many whispers competing for attention in her head. The strong masculine tone devoured the others and penetrated her desolate prison, forming a passageway, a narrow link back to the living.




  She wanted more.




  Fighting through the pain from her extra efforts, she pushed onward past the fear and the relentless pounding. She would not only escape, but find the voice and grasp hold before it disappeared forever. She had to. It had been years since she’d felt this peace. The rich sound calmed her, made her feel safe again, even though danger loomed heavily in the deep layers of the darkness.




  But why? Where were these strong feelings coming from? There was no man in her life.




  Or was there?




  One more piece of information her brain refused to divulge.




  She tossed her head back and forth on a soft silken fabric, trying to pry her heavy lids open. They fluttered uncooperative. Her lashes felt glued to her cheeks and repeatedly refused to budge even the tiniest bit.




  None of this made any sense. There had to be a logical explanation.




  Once again, the dark fog of failure tried to close in around her, but she fought harder and forced herself to swallow.




  Prickles of apprehension shot down her arms and legs at the cottony feel of her pasty, dry throat. Oh, this can’t be. A whole new flurry of worries initiated in the deep depths of her soul. One too many drinks? But she didn’t drink anymore, hadn’t had one single drop for over five years. Not since the accident.




  Her stomach tightened at the implication and threatened to heave. She lay, gulping back the vile taste as she fought to find the light. And her uphill struggle worked.




  She was almost there.




  Half conscious now, Hailey took a long deep breath and exhaled as she counted to ten, hoping to force the gagging reaction to dissipate. Something weird was going on. This was unlike any hangover she’d ever had. And sadly, she’d had more than her fair share.




  She strained to listen. Like it or not, she needed help. Man or not, she needed the owner of the voice to set her free from this nightmare.




  Have I been left to die? She shivered at the thought of death, and not for the first time.




  I deserve this. For years she’d asked herself and God why? Why Eric? What had he done but be her safety net all those years.




  Warning signals, like tiny pinpricks against her skin, shot down the length of her tired body at the touch of a large warm hand on her forehead. Although gentle, the rough textured skin verified her concerns. This was undeniably a man. One who had seen his fair share of hard physical labor. No frequent trips for manicured nails with this one. A complete opposite of the safe, refined, preppie boys she'd gravitated toward after the accident.




  Bad boys always got you into trouble. It was a given. Another fact she knew way too much about.




  Could I have lost my mind? Let my guard down for some bizarre reason? Wild, spine-tingling responses sprang to life at the thought and the innocent touch now trailing down the sensitive curve of her neck. She lay frozen, helpless to do anything beneath the hypnotic caress, both wanting the sensations to stop and wanting them to continue at the same time.




  Ack! What’s wrong with me?




  She tried to remember him, his hair color, eye color, something, anything. Hailey's tortured brain zipped into overdrive. She needed to find a face to go with the voice.




  “Hailey Marie, I know you can hear me. Come on, open those beautiful blue eyes.”




  That voice. That wonderful sound rang through her ears like the sweet melody of a song and every muscle in her body ached for more. If the simple sound of this man's voice could stir emotions she had buried for all these years, what on earth would the man behind the voice be capable of?




  Her heart raced.




  This is all a freaky dream. Wake up, Hailey. Wake up!




  She felt warm air strike her cheek as the man exhaled and then something soft gave beneath her. A bed? She gulped down more of the bitter taste. Oh, please, no. Was she in some strange man’s bed?




  Comprehension hit hard and dropped the temperature of the room several degrees. Whoever “he” was sat only inches away. She drew in a deep breath and with it a familiar scent that generated further havoc on her confused senses. Her teeth chattered, goose bumps spreading across her skin like wildfire.




  She knew him.




  The first faint glimmer of awareness trickled through her at the touch of warm fingers closing around her wrist.




  “No. Let me go!” Not really words at all, the distressed moan escaped in a raspy cough, her lids blinking open for a brief moment. Bright sunlight stung her eyes as it flickered through the half opened curtains across the spacious room. Blurred objects shifted in rhythm to some kind of ritual dance and filled the room with color for a few precious seconds of clarity. Then nothing but the darkness once more as her eyelids closed under the weight of something more powerful.




  Where was he? No. No. No. Not the darkness again.




  In the haze of despair, an image of a man drifted before her. She tried to steady her racing heart by holding her next breath. It always worked when she was little.




  Was he real? Or was he a memory?




  His build was rugged but handsome, a bit mysterious, a bit vexing due to his size. In her vision, he towered a good six inches over her, his magnetism consuming the space with a strong authoritative demeanor. His mere presence should have sent her scrambling for cover. He had the makings of a bad boy written all over him. But there were no feelings of alarm, only a strong longing to uncover his identity.




  Hailey's motto was to steer clear of men like this at all costs. They were trouble in every sense of the word and all her instincts warned of the bitter consequences that would follow if she had indeed dared take a chance and let her adventurous side take control. She could never risk loving and losing again.




  This was crazy. What was wrong with her? Weakness was not in her vocabulary. She refused to give up.




  Focus, she scolded, finally releasing the breath of air.




  Was she still dangling on the edge of sleep? Could this all be a bad dream? Or had she stepped over the line of sanity this time?




  A single tear slid down her cheek and she cursed it. She was so tired. So frustrated. It felt as if every bit of energy had been drained from her body, leaving behind an empty useless shell.




  The air, the sounds, the pictures before her appeared real enough, but felt odd. It was as if she floated above the room, watching herself move through a crowd with the handsome man at her side. She could almost feel the warmth of his possessive hand on her arm, the strength of his grip prodding her skin.




  How could this be possible in a dream?




  And yet?




  She dared to study his profile. The muscles of his strong jaw line flinched, his green eyes set in a merciless glare as he moved her through a familiar room. She couldn’t make out anything else, couldn’t get a clear picture of his face. What hit her hard was the fact that this man was not happy.




  What did I do? Something felt wrong. Terribly wrong.




  “Hailey. Keep trying, sweetheart.”




  The vision vanished in a burst of color and light along with a huge chunk of the obstruction blocking her memory. Sweetheart? Just who was this arrogant man?




  Lights flicked on within her brain in a domino effect. She was now irritated by her lack of control over her body and this voice that tugged at her senses like nothing ever had in her life. This voice, although familiar, definitely didn't belong to anyone close enough to be calling her sweetheart. This fact she would be willing to bet her life on.




  She labored to grasp meaning out of the pictures swirling in her head with no logical rhyme or reason. There were so many. But one caught her attention and wouldn't let go. It emerged out of a thick, inky fog, an eerie laugh guiding its path toward her.




  A million tiny bugs seemed to march into battle across her chilled skin. But she made no effort to stop the image. Instead, she urged it closer in an attempt to put an end to the madness.




  The figure drifted nearer, taunting her, its aura encircling her body. Fear and danger emanated from within the fog so strong it stole her next breath. At that moment, she realized her mistake.




  As if summoned by the demon image itself, her sight, which had been so uncooperative up until this point, cleared to brisk precision.




  Terror seized control.




  Every muscle of her body jerked and recoiled, making her alarmingly aware of the silken sheets beneath her as they slid against the bare skin of her arms and feet. But the image before her was so real, so overpowering, so horrifying, the sensations reassuring her she was indeed still dreaming gave little comfort.




  The next breath she took promised to be her last. Every mouthful of air forced inward stung her throat and lungs as it wormed its way down. She tried to ignore the image, tried to empty all the thoughts that brought the creature even closer.




  It was not human. Not fully animal either. It stood erect like a giant, its face more terrifying than any horror movie villain. And the eyes, such a brilliant green, they pierced her soul.




  Then the demon image did the unthinkable.




  It reached for her.




  ***




  “Hailey, it’s me, Patrick.” He watched her body shake forcefully at the mention of his name and a massive ball of concern grew in his gut.




  Michael Patrick Roark was a man with many hidden scars. A man whose entire world shattered the day he let an innocent woman die at the hands of a monster. That incident, so long ago, would not repeat itself.




  Not again.




  Not today.




  Apprehension built as Hailey's tremors multiplied. Small shivers started at the base of her shoulders before forceful jolts traveled down the length of her petite body. He knew she was struggling to pull herself out of the induced sleep and that the ordeal was beginning to take its toll. He knew, and the guilt of being the one to cause her so much pain threatened to blow his cover. If she didn't wake up in the next ten minutes, things were going to get ugly.




  Adjusting his position on the edge of the bed, Patrick cleared his throat with a rough cough before daring to speak again. The moment of truth was so close he could feel it, all the way through his bones.




  Without warning, and catching him totally off guard, she sat straight up in the bed, flinging her arms around his neck in a death grip before he had time to react, much less think. Long dark curls brushed his cheek, the floral fragrance of her shampoo tickling his startled senses.




  Sensations, dormant for years, awakened and coursed through his system as her warm body pressed in close to his. He felt the wild beat of her heart and the battle within him began to take shape as his own heart hurried to catch up.




  What the hell? He worked to gain control, but didn't dare pull away. No, he sat perfectly still, afraid any movement from him might bring her even closer.




  Patrick had no idea what to think. Never had the urge to comfort and protect someone hit him so quickly, so forcefully, he had no time to prepare for the attack.




  Lowering his eyes to the top of her head, he watched as she clung to his chest like a frightened child. The painful lump of guilt intensified low and deep in his gut when she started shivering. He wanted to wrap her in his strong embrace and erase her fears and agonizing struggle. But that would jeopardize the operation, not to mention his sanity. This job had really gotten to him in more ways than one. His best plan of attack was to act as if nothing was wrong. As if she had just had a bad dream.




  He gritted his teeth. Now if he could only comfort her without touching her. Cut the crap, Roark. She’s not going to bite.




  Forcing his hand to lay flat against her back in what he hoped was a comforting gesture, he fought off the awkwardness. Time to take charge of the situation and regain a minute amount of the calm, cool composer it took years to perfect.




  The meticulous task of constructing the details of his deception jumped to the forefront of his mind. What would he tell her? It had to be more than just believable, it had to be infallible. Slipping up now would not only jeopardize months of torturous undercover work, but insure her death.




  Several minutes of silence, so thick it made it hard to breathe, passed before she pulled away. Her arms hung limply by her sides, uncertainty and confusion written deep within the creases of her beautiful eyes.




  She sat motionless in front of him. A stranger. A stranger now holding her fate in the palm of his hands.




  Her skin shifted through every shade of pink he had ever seen as her abrupt action played across her face. If he was lucky, her embarrassment might work in his favor. That would make things easier, for him at least.




  She lowered her head, her fingers fidgeting in her lap. “I'm so sorry. I don't know what came over me.”




  “No need to be sorry.” Heat climbed up the back of Patrick’s neck as her eyes made a slow, deliberate stroll up his chest before locking on his face.




  He watched and waited, ready to restrain her if needed. She would run if she remembered even the slightest detail. There was no doubt in his mind. He didn't know much about her, but what he'd learned over the past few days made him cautious of her every move.




  She was no helpless female.




  A desperate need for water ousted all his thoughts as she searched the details of his face for answers. Her inspection drifted leisurely from his chin to his lips before zeroing in on his eyes. He prepared for a confrontation. There was a huge chance his eyes would expose him, expose the lie. But no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't break away.




  Their gaze remained locked together by a force more powerful than he could ever explain. He wet his lips, shocked at how his heart seemed to pick up speed. His brain refused to compose one simple logical sentence. Only one thought kept playing through his mind to the point of obsession.




  Would she remember?




  He really didn't have time for this. It was imperative he pass with flying colors. Her safety and the success of the operation depended on it.




  She held his gaze, daring him to break away, to do something, anything to reveal his identity. Finally, long dark lashes batted against the delicate skin beneath the groggy hue of her eyes and she turned her attention to the windows across the room, ending the inspection and his misery.




  Mounds of tight tension drained from the rigid muscles of his arms, as his concerns faded. For the first time in hours, the confident reserve he was known for returned.




  A smile of satisfaction eased across his lips.




  Victory was his. The blank reflection on her beautiful face gave him all the answers he needed.




  She had no idea.




  He was safe. At least for now.




   




   




  




   




  Chapter One




  December 3




  Two Days Earlier




  Hailey Marie Devlin considered herself a smart, resourceful businesswoman. An over-observant, over-achieving, go-get'em adventurous type that drove most people crazy with all the energy springing from her every pore—but she had never cared what others thought.




  She bit down on her bottom lip, her mind working to rid all the doubts. That was a lie. The one she kept telling herself over and over in order to survive. The truth? She cared. She cared a lot.




  The day Delaney Sinclair, her best friend and business partner, met Mr. Wonderful forced Hailey to face that fact. Now Hailey's life, her pride, all she believed about her reality, her world zoomed down an unfamiliar path. A course she discovered, much too late, no amount of vigor or preparation could ever brace her for.




  She'd never felt so alone.




  “I'll be careful, I promise.” Hailey rolled her eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes, I'll be on the next plane out of town. Don't worry so much, Mother.”




  When the call finally ended, she groaned, hanging up the phone and pressing a finger against her brow to ease a twitch threatening insanity.




  She'd talked with her mother for nearly an hour and a half. The entire conversation revolved around the dilemma she'd gotten herself into. Not to mention a long lecture on how taking matters into her own hands might prove dangerous.




  “Let the police handle it, dear. It's their job.” Hailey swore her mother said those words at least a thousand times.




  “But I need proof.” Hailey protested, throwing out every trick in the book to explain the importance of the upcoming Christmas party. She revealed everything.




  Everything, that is, except the details of her revenge.




  An eerie gratification tickled her skin and she shivered as she walked back into the bathroom to finish her transformation.




  Truth be told, there was no way she'd miss this opportunity to seal the deal. Dwayne Anderson would be there along with hundreds of his friends and associates. She intended to find this “Mr. Wonderful” and expose him for the thief and coward secretly oozing from every cell of his rotten hide if it was the last thing she did.




  “He picked the wrong ladies to swindle this time.” Hailey eyed her reflection in the mirror and winced. Her eyes, identical to her older brother's, were a constant reminder of the biggest mistake she’d ever made.




  Prickly heat washed over her and she groaned inwardly before squaring her shoulders. “Suck it up. You can make this right. You have to.”




  Her long dark ringlets strained against the bobby pins as she secured most of them to the top of her head. With a heavy sigh, she blew one stray curl away from her mouth.




  “Delaney this is so unfair. I'm so not you.” Twisting the unruly strand around her index finger, she positioned the curl along her left cheek. “But this will have to do.”




  Hailey stared down at the multitude of lipstick tubes scattered in Delaney’s makeup bag before she picked the deepest shade of red and slid the color over fully lined lips. She stiffened in distaste.




  “How on earth does she do this day after day and look like a million bucks?” She reached over and stroked the back of Delaney's cat as it lounged on the counter surveying her progress.




  A light foundation to cover a few pesky freckles and a touch of mascara were the only two things Hailey ever bothered to put on. At times not even that. Not because she was striking, or even pretty without makeup, but because it just seemed like such a waste of precious time. She dropped the tube back into the pile, shaking her head. A girly girl she would never be.




  Pausing to nudge the cat from its relaxed state on the vanity, she then spun on the heel of her bare foot and stalked to Delaney's bedroom. “No one deserves to be that content, you rascal.”




  Cats had never been one of Hailey's favorite animals, although this one wasn't too bad. He belonged to Delaney and stayed off the furniture most of the time. His spider hunting skills were the main reason he was aloud refuge inside.




  “Why didn't she take you with her? Hmm? Tell me that, Mr. Meow Meow.” There were many unanswered questions. Questions Hailey couldn't for the life of her begin to answer. Like how this scoundrel, Dwayne, got Delaney to invest so much of the business’s cash at one time. And why her friend just took off after the fact.




  Hailey planned to get to the bottom of the ever growing mystery. Or take her last breath trying.




  The minute she crossed into Delaney's room, the much too short gown she'd chosen to squeeze herself into taunted her with more doubts. It hung glittering like a priceless jewel on the back of the closet door. She shoved back the knot of doom and gloom piercing her chest.




  “I can do this.” The sensation of an extra bit of color rushed up her neck again and settled into her cheeks. “It's just one night.”




  It was the tight low bodice of the dress held in place by one tiny sequined strap across the right shoulder that made her entire human existence recoil. A rather drastic change from her jeans and button down work shirts.




  Her heart thundered in her ears.




  Could she actually pull this impersonation off?




  “Like I have a choice now.” With a deep sigh, she snatched the dress off the door, walked to the mirror and held it in front of her. She ignored the twist of her stomach and the urges to abandon her plan. Forgetting about what Dwayne had cost her and going home to repair the damage wasn't an option.




  Not now.




  If it wasn't for Delaney's little maneuver of departing in the dark of night without telling a soul and leaving Hailey to finalize the closing of their precious Antique Boutique, she'd have already left. Stealing the money was one thing. Hurting her friend and jeopardizing her brother's future would be Dwayne’s worst nightmare.




  Two small town girls took on the big city of Houston, Texas, and won. Quite an achievement for a couple of daydreamers whose yearbooks clearly showed their teachers and peers had different ideas about what their futures held.




  Dwayne Anderson, a pitiful excuse of a man and waste of precious air in her opinion, had snatched their dream and Hailey's redemption right out from under her. He'd also damaged a friendship Hailey valued more than life itself.




  She slipped the silken fabric over her head and thought about Delaney's tormented voice in the brief message left on the answering machine weeks ago. Her scalp crawled. Horrible pictures of what the monster might have done to her friend flipped through her mind.




  Delaney left her little information to go on. But Hailey knew the source of her friend's anguish.




  “Please, Hailey. Promise me. Promise you'll stay away from Dwayne and just come home. We'll start over. Fresh. New. Better.”




  Hailey's teeth clamped painfully in her jaw as she played the message over and over in her head. She'd promised all right. Promised to do as Delaney asked as soon as donkeys sprouted wings. If walls could talk, they'd have revealed the intensity of her fury and exposed her deepest secrets.




  She had exploded. Even after all these years, the guilt and anger over her lapse in judgment that ill-fated night so long ago still lingered near the surface.




  The answering machine never had a chance. Grabbing the device with both hands, she'd pulled the wires from the socket like they were attached with nothing more than scotch tape and hurled the entire piece against the wall.




  The gaping hole left behind mocked her from the hallway. It was a reminder of her childish action, of her inability to control her emotions, of her anger and how it could destroy.




  A picture of her brother's broken body blazed through her memories. She shuddered and tore apart the images before grief's unyielding grasp seized control.




  She'd tried. She could honestly say she tried. But the odds were not in her favor.




  For some reason the universe, or God, had no intentions of letting her forget the past and move on. The night of that horrifying accident changed her life forever. She'd lost a part of herself, lost her way, lost her hope.




  Hailey eased onto the bed, swiping a tear with the back of her hand before slipping on a pair of three inch spiked heels. She stood slowly and turned to face the mirror as well as her grief.




  Thank goodness for water proof mascara. She wrinkled her nose.




  The dress had looked stunning on Delaney. That's why Hailey chose it for the party tonight. But clinging seductively to her figure, it was anything but glamorous. A few more pounds as well as curves destroyed the designer's intent to have the expensive fabric suspend loosely and hint at the beauty strategically hidden beneath. On her curvy figure, it didn’t leave much to the imagination.




  “If this doesn't catch ‘Mr. Wonderful's attention, he's either blind or dead.”




  Her newfound hatred was unsettling.




  This Dwayne character wouldn't be allowed the luxury of waltzing into the picture and stealing their future without suffering her wrath. Her nails dug into the soft skin of her palm at the thought of closing the doors and leaving all they'd worked so hard for behind. Of what that lack of income would mean for her brother.




  “I'll make this right.” She glanced at Delaney's beaming face in the picture taken the day of their grand opening. “You have my word.”




  Mouth so dry the sensation promised to strangle her, she headed to the kitchen for relief. The tight straps of the shoes pinched and tortured her feet, the darn cat playing obstacle course with her legs.




  “Shoo. Stop that. Don't think I'm going to pick up where your owner left off. Master spider killer or not, I'm no cat person.”




  Meow Meow slithered against the back of her ankles then scampered off before she could show him she meant business.




  “Stupid cat.” She grinned. He really wasn’t half bad. For a cat.




  The cool iced tea slid down smoothly, the sweet flavor teasing her taste buds. She finished off the last drop and focused on the busy street below from the bay window of the two-bedroom condo she and Delaney shared. Still, the memories twisted and tore through her body like a venomous poison.




  Hailey felt her cheeks flush, the sound of splintering glass echoing in her head as her grip tightened on the glass. “A business can start clean in a new location. But a friendship like Delaney's and the...?” The tight knot in her chest was back and she swallowed hard. “How will I pay for it now?”




  There was no way she could let her parents be burdened with this. They had suffered enough. And besides that, she’d made her brother a promise. He’d have the best medical care, doctors and facilities available. It was the only way. She owed him that.




  This giant detail drove her. The pilfering of all she held dear could never be forgotten, never be forgiven.




  Releasing the broken glass onto the table beside her with a loud thud, she studied the tiny sporadic cracks as they crept up the rim. She couldn't fight it anymore. The emotions from her past, the same ones she'd worked so hard to suppress after the accident, kindled in her nervous system, cracking her restraint to the point of no return.




  “You'll be sorry, Mr. Anderson. We'll see how you squirm under pressure.”




  Her intentions were quite simple.




  Ruin him just as he'd ruined them.




   




   




  




   




  Chapter Two




  The white limousine made the last of several turns, inching its way down the long, twisting driveway to the front of the majestic house.




  Hailey sat spellbound, congratulating herself on finding such an extravagant means of transportation on such short notice. It had been an afterthought. One that emptied the minute balance left in the company's account after Delaney's run in with Mr. Wonderful. But the expense would be well worth it. She needed to make a grand appearance if she intended to catch her target’s eye.




  A sudden rush of chills shimmied up the base of her scalp. The idea of a person being someone else's prey didn't sit well inside her thoughts. A shrink. That’s what I need. And a really good one.




  She shook the eerie feelings away and tugged impulsively at the bottom of the short skirt. “No turning back now.”




  When the limousine came to an abrupt stop, her heart lodged high in her chest. Why hadn't she spent a few more minutes trying to find a date? After all, the invitation listed two guests. She sighed. No matter how long or grueling a night, the truth was, for her plan to work, she needed to attend alone.




  “Damn him.”




  Sitting on the edge of her seat, her freshly manicured nails feeling strange as they dug into the expensive leather, she studied the grand house. The decorations were amazing. No detail had been left untouched. The white sculptured house expanded in all directions and was stacked three stories high with balconies at every turn. Dazzling lights escaped from the arched windows, their illumination dancing through the branches of century-old oak trees. The trees completely surrounded the breathtaking house and hid the ambience from the view of the busy street one hundred yards away.




  Hailey mentally checked off a detailed sequence of her plan as she watched at least twenty parking attendants working hard to manage the steady stream of guests arriving. People from all over the country would be attending the grand gala, the fact rolled off the tongues of the gossip crowd like fine wine. But never in her wildest dreams did she expect anything like this. It took several good deep breaths to steady her nerves.




  I can do this.




  The click of the door handle echoed through the interior of the car and jerked her back into focus. She looked up just in time to lock eyes with the attendant as he opened her door. He stood quite a bit larger than his coworkers, in white gloves and tails. But it was his facial expression that struck her as odd. His brows furrowed, his body stiffened, his attitude hinting at bewilderment.




  She raised an eyebrow.




  “Good evening, Madam.” He recovered quick. Maybe too quick.




  She forced a smile and slid across the seat, making certain not to expose more skin than she bargained for and politely took his hand. With more help from him than she wanted to admit, she emerged from behind the heavy door, her privacy shield, and commanded her knees to be still.




  “Thank you.” She actually had to summon the strength to release her tight grip on his hand.




  This is totally ridiculous. She didn't have enough fingers and toes to count the times she'd survived experiences more intimidating than this. So what the heck was wrong with her?




  The attendant stood silent, the door held open as he studied the interior of the backseat.




  “It's just me this evening.” She felt her heart thump wildly in her chest as her eyes fell on a tiny wire snaking upward from his jacket to an ear bud tucked beneath a tuft of his brown hair.




  Oh, good grief. They probably all had one. Get a grip and get moving. She straightened her shoulders and moved onto the sidewalk with her back to him. Remember the plan.




  The car door closed slowly behind her and she swore she heard the man say, “Houston, we have a problem.”




  She sent him a quick glance over her shoulder. “What did you say?”




  The attendant smiled and waved her on. “Not enough parking,” he said with a wink.




  “Oh.”




  He nodded and turned his attention to the next car, a bright coral Bentley GTC convertible. Hailey let her eyes trail down the line of expensive cars waiting. A Ferrari. A Rolls-Royce. Several more limos she’d bet her life on were not rentals. And these were the cars she could identify. She was definitely out of her league here.




  This was not a good sign. Her nerves were working overtime trying to sabotage the plan.




  She hurried up the sidewalk to join a large group headed for the house. Just keep moving. Just keep moving. With each placement of her feet along the neatly kept path leading to the front entrance, she reassured herself and let the Christmas atmosphere calm her nerves. And it worked. She managed to walk smoothly among the other guest without stumbling once.




  That confidence, along with her composure, dissipated quickly. Climbing the long stone stairway between rows of huge pillars lined with pots of brilliant red and white poinsettias was excruciating. Bright white Christmas lights lit the shadows, dipping in and out of the extravagantly decorated garland and transforming the porch into a winter wonderland. All of which, she would have thoroughly enjoyed had it not been for the blasted shoes. Pain shot up her calves, the tips of her toes numb from the pinching.




  She pressed her lips together in frustration.




  Delaney's high heels were an experience Hailey was not accustomed to. One she planned to never repeat again.




  She mentally scolded herself for letting the apprehension and minor discomfort get to her. If she didn’t know better, she would swear fate was trying to tell her something.




  No, it had to be her mother's phone call. She loved her mom, but the woman was the only one capable of causing her to doubt her decisions. It started back in high school. Her older brother had been the perfect child. Top ten percent of his class, never giving her parents an ounce of trouble. It wasn't easy living in his shadow. Especially with the headstrong defiant trait she'd inherited from her father.




  This was not the time to reminisce, nor the time to regret. Nobody had the ability to change the past. But the future? Now that was another story.




  Straightening her posture to her full height, she shoved back the memories and discomfort and fell into step with the other guests waiting to enter.




  First part of the plan was to blend in.




  “Well, I must say you clean up nice.” Ms. Marland met her outside the elaborately carved double doors, her face brightening when she caught sight of Hailey. Ms. Marland’s dress was an elegant gold sequined gown that hugged her fit and trim figure like a glove and fell just above her knees.




  “Thank you. You look like a movie star as usual.” Hailey's gaze skipped appreciatively from one sparkling gem to the next hanging gracefully from Ms. Marland's neck and ears. Her hostess was an attractive middle-aged woman, who paid a hefty price to take care of those annoying aging aspects of life. She’d recently become a wealthy widow and admirers were at her beck and call day and night. Most were younger men, all quite handsome and all knowing very well Ms. Marland had no desire to remarry, but just enjoy their company. These men appeared content to play the role. Of course the expensive gifts and other perks made it well worth their while.




  Hailey shook her head with a smirk. She didn't need a man to make her life complete.




  “I'm so glad you decided to join us, Hailey.”




  Hailey responded to Ms. Marland's warm smile with a friendly hug, trying to collect her thoughts.




  Ms. Marland pulled her back by the shoulders and gave her a stern look. “I was terribly disappointed when I didn't hear from you girls.”




  “I'm sorry about responding so late. I left a message with your secretary.”




  “Not a problem, dear. The more the merrier.” Ms. Marland stepped to the side and looked past Hailey with a curious expression. “Where is the Delightful Delaney this evening?”




  One of Ms. Marland's pastimes was coming up with cute and quirky names for friends. Hailey cringed as her own came to mind and she prayed ‘Hailey the Huntress’ would fade away into an abyss. Who knew her knack for finding priceless antiques would come back to haunt her? Thank goodness Ms. Marland only used the name when visiting the Antique Boutique.




  “Things have been pretty hectic for us lately.” Hailey swallowed hard trying to relieve the nasty taste in her mouth. “Delaney asked me to thank you for the invitation and apologize for her absence. She had an important family matter to take care of. Had to leave town.”




  “Oh, dear. I hope it's nothing serious.” Concerned lines tried to form in the center of Ms. Marland's perfectly botoxed forehead.




  Hailey managed by the sheer grace of God to hide the discomfort crawling up her chest and kept from fidgeting as the next lie left her lips. “Don't worry about her, she'll be fine.”




  Ms. Marland had played a significant role in the success of their antique business. By referring all her wealthy friends to the Boutique, she’d launched it into another realm financially. Hailey would be forever thankful for what that had meant for her brother’s long term medical care.




  Her best client deserved nothing less than the truth. But Hailey still had no idea what the truth was. Delaney left in such a hurry, she hadn't even said good-bye.




  “Well then, you step inside, get yourself a drink and mingle. There are some wonderful prospects tonight.”




  Hailey laughed at the implication. It was almost as if Ms. Marland had daily conversations with her mother about Hailey's non-existent love life.




  “Yes, ma’am.” Hailey grasped the opportunity to excuse herself without hesitation when Ms. Marland turned to greet the next couple at the door.




  Once inside the foyer, she took a deep breath, hoping the anxiety didn’t register on her face. First impressions were everything.




  She walked around the room, pretending to appreciate the decorations. Ms. Marland had a special gift when it came to party planning. Two large floral topiaries flanked the stairway, which descended into a huge ballroom. The trees almost reached the high ceiling with their jeweled and lighted branches. It was hard to believe Ms. Marland managed to create these masterpieces as well as organize the rest of the details all by herself.




  Hailey was in awe. And to think, with all her money, Ms. Marland could just sit back and give orders instead. No wonder Hailey liked her so much. If only Delaney could see this.




  Her thoughts drifted back to her friend. It had been two weeks since the message was left on the answering machine. And even after several attempts to contact her, Delaney made no effort to return Hailey’s calls. But why?




  Just the thought of her friend's breathless voice on the brief message sent her flesh crawling in double time. “Hailey, please forgive me. I had no idea what he was doing.” It also strengthened her determination.




  ***




  The room lit up the minute Hailey Devlin walked through the French doors wearing a stunning red dress barely reaching her mid thigh. The red heels, which complimented her shapely legs, sat so high Patrick wondered how she managed to stand much less walk without falling over.




  Her long, dark hair had been pulled up loosely on top of her head with strands of tiny ringlets falling around the graceful curve of her small neck and his throat shriveled dry.




  “Great,” he said into his hidden microphone. “Yeah, I got her all right.” It appeared that one of his partners had the luxury of helping the lovely Ms. Devlin from her limo. The entire squad was now on high alert. As well as every eye belonging to the male species.




  Heads turned as she topped the winding staircase. If the department hadn't been shadowing her every move over the past few weeks, Patrick might have missed her blush slightly under the approving glances. It was clear she was not accustomed to the attention, even though by dressing like “that” it had to be her goal.




  He shook his head. “What could you possibly be up to?” Searching for a better view, he maneuvered through the rambunctious crowd.




  Pushing the earpiece further into his ear to drown out the noise of the party, he paused. “Yeah, Bryce. I thought we'd taken care of this little problem, too. I saw her plane reservation myself. Any sign of Dwayne?” Why couldn't something go his way for once?




  Calling Dwayne Anderson and giving him an earful for what he had done to her friend would prove costly enough for her business. But showing up here, now, like a Greek goddess who just stepped down from the heavens, was going to jeopardize everything he and the department had accomplished for the past nine months.




  She had done everything in her power to make sure Dwayne noticed her tonight, and Patrick's instincts assured him she'd accomplish this with little effort. She clearly had no idea she was placing herself in danger.
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