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			For Jill

			A good friend, an excellent person. Always nice when those two things go together.

			Thank you to Kate Dresser and Lauren McKenna for giving me the chance to make my dreams come true.

		

	
		
			Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.

			Give him a mask, and he will tell you the truth.

			—OSCAR WILDE
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			THE STAGE IN THE ENTERTAINMENT ROOM at Boston Children’s Hospital was small, but Milton Shaw made good use of the space. He’d invited all six kids who’d come to see him perform onto the stage and was showing them in turns how to do simple tricks. He was wearing a suit, as he always did, a top hat, and a small black mask. They called him Shaw the Magician.

			“Hold your hands like this”—he showed them the careful placement of his fingers on the playing card in his hand—“and then . . .” He demonstrated, and the children, ranging in ages from six to eleven, mimicked him. Several cards fluttered to the floor, but a few of the kids managed it, including eleven-year-old Chuck, who’d initially claimed he had no interest in magic.

			“You have to practice,” he told them. “Again and again until the motion becomes automatic.” He made the card reappear with a flick of his fingers.

			“Why don’t you teach us something cool?” Chuck said.

			“Like this?” Milton asked, and made a small ball of flame float above his upraised hand.

			“Oh, man, is that real fire?” Chuck asked in awe.

			“That was actually my question,” a woman’s voice said from the center of the room. She was wearing bright green scrubs and had dark hair pulled back into some kind of bun, dark brown eyes, and the fullest, most sensuous-looking lips he’d ever seen. She had the lips of an anime action heroine. He could picture her in skintight leather and boots with a gun at her hip. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, which explained why his hand felt like it was burning. He quickly extinguished the flame, cursing inwardly, but he still didn’t look away.

			“Dr. Burke, this is Shaw the Magician,” Chuck told the woman, and Milton studied her more closely. She was a doctor. Doctors rarely came to the entertainment room.

			“Dr. Burke.” He bowed. “It’s a pleasure.”

			“You should probably avoid flames around the oxygen tanks.” She pointed to the tank on one of the kid’s wheelchairs.

			He scratched his cheek under the mask. “Yes, I’ve heard that before, actually. Why don’t you stay and watch?”

			“Make her disappear,” Chuck muttered. “She’s probably here to tell us we need to go back to our rooms.”

			Milton laughed and jumped lithely down from the stage. The doctor, watching him warily, visibly tensed when he came within a few feet of her.

			With a flourish, he presented her with a flower made of tissue paper and wire.

			She hesitated, but one of the girls, a dark-haired beauty named Emily with rather prominent front teeth, said, “Take it, Dr. Burke, take it.”

			With a sigh of resignation, the good doctor took the flower. “Thank you.”

			“Smell it. Smell it,” the kids shouted together.

			She glared at the magician, her dark eyes narrowed warningly, but she obediently bent to sniff the flower. It drooped comically and the children laughed.

			She straightened. “Well, that’s better than having it blow up in my face, I suppose.”

			Milton felt his lips twitch and hoped that the direction of his thoughts didn’t show on his face. He couldn’t help it; she made him think of sex, roll-around-on-the-floor sex, back-of-the-limo sex, sex with her tied and helpless on one of his workbenches.

			“Try again,” he suggested, and the children took up the call, shouting, “Try it again, try it again.”

			They were all ill, every one of these kids, but right now they were laughing, and the doctor seemed to enjoy being the butt of the joke.

			She bent to sniff again, and this time the flower darted forward to bop her on the nose. She jerked back and nearly fell, but he caught her by the elbow, hauling her upright. The kids were laughing again, roaring with it, and Milton enjoyed the look of forbearance on her face.

			She freed her elbow with an efficient twist of her arm and handed him the flower. “Thanks. I already knew better than to accept flowers from strange men, but it’s good to be reminded.”

			“I could remind you again, sometime,” Milton offered, a little surprised when the words came out of his mouth.

			She glanced at him sharply, her lips parting briefly before she took another step away from him, shaking her head. “I don’t think so, Mr. . . .” she said, trailing off.

			He removed his top hat and bowed again. “Shaw the Magician.”

			“Oh, yeah.” She nodded. “I couldn’t remember your name. The head nurse, Jackie, says that you come here every Friday.”

			Milton straightened and replaced his top hat. “At your service,” he said. And he did have quite a few ideas for how he’d like to service her. Most began with tying her up with dozens of intricate knots and undoing them slowly with his teeth.

			“Well, Shaw the Magician, I need Chuck to come with me. His mom is here. Otherwise, you can carry on.”

			On the stage, Chuck groaned but immediately started for the ramp, wheeling his IV next to him, his rounded cheeks set in a scowl.

			When he reached Milton and the doctor, he tried to give Milton back the playing cards he’d been using, but Milton shook his head.

			“Keep them. I’ll show you a different trick next time.”

			“The one with the fire?”

			Milton glanced askance at Dr. Burke, who was frowning at his side. She was beautiful even when frowning.

			“Maybe not that one, but something equally cool.”

			Chuck shrugged as if he could care less and started from the room.

			Dr. Burke started to follow him, but Milton caught her arm again. “Thank you for playing along, Dr. Burke. Do you have a first name?”

			“Do you?” she tossed back and shook free of him again. “Try not to burn the place down, Shaw the Magician,” she said crisply as she left.

			Milton watched her go, enjoying the way her efficient march highlighted her round butt. He wondered how long it would take her to notice the flower he’d pinned to the front of her scrubs, just above her right breast.

			“Do you have a crush on her?” a small voice said beside him. It was Emily, the dark-haired girl with the large teeth. She sounded bummed about the idea, her lower lip beginning to form a pout.

			Milton pretended to consider it. “I think it would be stupid to have a crush on her. She looks like she’d break my heart.”

			The girl nodded vigorously. “She’s tough. She doesn’t smile like the other doctors.”

			Milton pretended to shiver. “Why don’t you think she smiles?” He took her hand and led her back on stage, where the other kids were still trying to get the trick to work correctly.

			Emily looked slightly ashamed. “She does, but not like those fake, bright smiles. She never does that. It’s pretty cool, actually.”

			Milton knew what she meant. Sometimes adults thought that by smiling brightly and talking in a cheerful tone, they could lessen the impact of the often horrible news they had to tell their patients. He was glad to hear that Dr. Burke didn’t do that, but he did wonder what made her seem so serious.

			“All right, guys,” he said, rolling a cart from behind the stage. It was piled high with boxes, all covered by a sheet of black fabric. He put it in the center of the stage and said, “I need some volunteers to open presents.”

			The children grinned and stepped forward in unison. Some of them had seen his show before, and the rest had undoubtedly heard that he was known for bringing presents: Xboxes, games, iPads, 3-D TVs, and strange pieces of technology the kids had never seen before.

			“On the count of three, I’m going to remove the cloth, and you guys pick what you want. Ready? One, two, three.”

			He pulled the sheet, and there was nothing underneath, just empty space.

			“Oh, man,” Emily groaned.

			Milton laughed and pointed to the room behind them. The gifts were piled up throughout the room, shiny bows on everything.

			The kids squealed and hurried as much as they could down the ramp toward the toys.

			Nick Cord, Milton’s business partner and friend, stepped out from behind the stage. He often came to the hospital with Milton to help with the tricks. He was not a tall man, but he was well muscled from running and kept his blond hair cut short and close to his head. He dressed more like the dockworker and fisherman his father had been—in jeans and cable-knit sweaters—than the billionaire he was now, which suited him.

			“Who’s the doc?” he asked Milton. “I’ve never seen her before.”

			Neither had Milton. “I saw her first,” he muttered.

			Nick laughed and held up his hands. “Got it, got it. You have dibs.”

			“That’s right.” Milton didn’t give a shit if it was childish. He didn’t often find women he was this attracted to. The difficulty would be in convincing her to spend time with him. She thought he was a magician, after all. For some reason, most women found that about as sexy as a man dressing up in a Star Trek costume.

			“Think you can get her to go out with you?” He’d known Milton in college when talking to women had rarely gone well for his friend. It wasn’t the case now that he was rich, but Milton never wanted women to date him for his money.

			“I’m going to try,” he said simply, and Nick groaned.

			“God help the woman, she doesn’t know what she’s in for.”
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			DR. REGINA BURKE SAT DOWN behind her desk with a sigh and glanced out the window to her right. It overlooked the small glass-enclosed tropical garden attached to the family wing of the hospital, where the children visited with their parents. The garden was kept at a balmy seventy-eight degrees, much different from the snow and freezing rain they’d been experiencing this winter. While it looked nice, she would rather be riding her bike along the river, taking in deep breaths of crisp air.

			She couldn’t do that, either. She had paperwork to finish, and a date to go home and get ready for, but she found herself thinking about the magician instead. He’d been . . . naughty. The word drifted through her mind. He hadn’t said or done anything inappropriate, but she could have sworn that in the eyes behind that mask she saw more than a little kink. She’d bet he was a man who’d be all too willing to tie a woman up, cover her with whipped cream, or trace the lines of her body with ice cubes. His eyes said that he was a man who’d enjoy whatever she wanted as long as she was naked and he got to put his dick inside her.

			She realized she was rubbing her bottom lip with her fingers and straightened abruptly. With a decisive headshake, she focused on her computer. He also spent his time playing magician. She was imagining things. For all she knew, he was a pimply-faced twenty-year-old right out of college, although he’d seemed older. Her therapist was right; she needed to get laid if she was turned on by a magician, of all things, complete with mask and top hat. She could have sworn she’d even seen stuffed rabbits, although the trick with the fire had been fairly cool. Dangerous, but cool.

			Something pink caught her attention. She glanced down and saw the paper flower that she’d pretended to sniff earlier. Somehow he’d pinned it on her lapel, and she’d walked around wearing it all afternoon.

			She touched the paper petals gently with her fingertips. How had he pinned it without her noticing?

			He must have clever fingers, she thought.

			Unpinning the flower irritably, she started to throw it in the wastebasket underneath her desk, but stopped at the last minute. She hadn’t expected to be charmed, hadn’t let herself be charmed by anyone or anything in a long time. Her father had been charming, and just look what he’d done.

			With a decisive flick of her wrist, she tossed the flower in a desk drawer and gathered her things to head home. It was already snowing, and she wanted to get on her way before it got too dark.

			“Shaw the Magician,” she murmured to herself as she walked out of her office.

			Jackie Keen, the head nurse, had told her about him when Regina questioned allowing the children to go off with a man claiming to be a magician. Jackie didn’t like being questioned; she didn’t seem to like much of anything. She certainly didn’t care for Regina and had refused to tell her any more about the man behind the mask. Regina didn’t feel wrong for asking. There were all kinds of crazies in the world.

			Detouring to the locker room, Regina took a few minutes to change into her winter riding gear. She didn’t own a car and preferred the exercise of riding her bike to the hospital. It wasn’t far, but in the winter she usually froze her ass off before she was halfway home.

			Today was no different. She walked quickly to the covered area just outside the employee entrance, where those people stupid enough to ride in this weather parked and locked their bikes. When the weather was too bad, she usually carpooled with a friend. She just didn’t see the point in buying a car when she lived so close to the hospital and spent all her time there, anyway.

			Slinging her backpack over her shoulder, she began riding quickly in the direction of home, along the bike path that ran through the Emerald Necklace, a park that basically encircled the hospital. Her loft apartment—where she lived with her sister, Celeste, and a cat named El Greco since she’d started working at Boston Children’s—was built in the early 2000s and near the Charles River. Prior to that, she, Celeste, and El Greco had lived near the campus at Harvard so Regina could get to school. Celeste, six years her junior, had been her ward since Regina was sixteen, since their father had fled the country after he was indicted for embezzling hundreds of millions of dollars in an elaborate Ponzi scheme.

			He’d disappeared shortly after his indictment and never been caught. Without him to focus everyone’s anger, her family had been left with nothing and vilified in the media. The damage her father had done to thousands of investors—mostly in the Boston area—had been covered extensively, and since her father wasn’t around to be cursed, the public had settled for her, her mother, and her sister. She’d gone from being a spoiled pain in the ass who’d played competitive field hockey, stayed out too late, dated inappropriate boys, and had a bad habit of raiding her father’s liquor cabinet to a hyper-responsible, perpetually serious young woman who had to care for her younger sister, her addict mother, and her ailing grandmother. She’d pushed everything wild about herself deep inside and locked it up. And she hadn’t let it out since.

			The bike path on which she rode had been cleared of snow, but heaping piles of it surrounded either side. Snow covered the limbs of the trees and clumped on rocks in the river as she rode over small bridges, lit by the dim glow of the setting sun. She’d covered her mouth with a scarf, but the thick wool barely warmed the icy air before it went into her lungs. She rode on, relieved when her muscles began to warm, and she stopped feeling numb from head to toe.

			When she finally pulled up in front of her house it was full dark, and she was breathing quickly. Without pause, she hauled her bike onto her shoulder and started up the stairs to her loft. She was about to set the bike down and get her keys when Celeste opened the door, El Greco—the gray beast cat—twining himself around her legs.

			“Reggie, guess what?”

			Regina set her bike down and pushed it through the open door, forcing her sister and the cat to move out of the way. “You’ve decided to move out?”

			“No.”

			“Finish college?”

			“No.”

			“Then I don’t care.”

			“I met this gorgeous man today. He’s staying at the hotel.”

			Celeste had attended college for four years, hadn’t graduated, and now worked as the assistant manager at the Hotel Commonwealth, a five-star luxury hotel near Fenway. In Regina’s opinion, it was a waste of the money she’d spent to send her sister to school, but Celeste truly believed that she’d be able to find a wealthy husband and never have to work again. Regina had long since quit trying to convince her darling sister that a wealthy husband was not the answer to life’s difficulties.

			“Is he married?” Regina asked, not really sure why she bothered. She was still breathing hard as she opened the door to the postage-stamp balcony that overlooked the river and rolled the wheels of her bike into the stand she kept there.

			Celeste shrugged. “Probably. He’s from Russia or the Ukraine or something like that. Handsome. Very dark and brooding.”

			Regina thought about the magician. Dark and brooding he was not, but handsome, yes. “Sounds like too much drama.”

			Shaking her head, Celeste followed Regina as she stripped off her scarf and unzipped her jacket. El Greco began meowing loudly, demanding his dinner. “You know, you should go out with me tonight. I can borrow Katie’s car, we’ll get dressed up, and go out on the town.”

			“You’re out of money again, aren’t you?” Regina asked as she walked through the living room, which was mostly just a gray Ethan Allen sofa that had belonged to their grandmother, a Persian rug that had been her aunt’s, and a deep red leather chair that one of Celeste’s boyfriends had given them when Regina had complained about sharing the couch with two people who wouldn’t stop making out.

			The apartment was essentially one big room with some half walls to divide the space. The ceiling was sixteen feet high with open ductwork and lights that came down from long extensions. The kitchen was separated from the living room by a small bar with cherry-red stools, and tall cabinets separated the kitchen from the two bedrooms and the bathroom on the other side. There were actual walls separating the bedrooms and the bath, but the walls didn’t go all the way to the ceiling. Sometimes her sister could get . . . vocal . . . when she had overnight guests, which was why Regina slept with earplugs.

			She noticed as she came into the kitchen that her sister hadn’t done the dishes as she’d promised she would that morning, and sighed. Picking up El Greco’s bowl, she filled it with kitty crunchies and set it down for him. He began eating like he hadn’t been fed in ten years, though looking at him you’d know he hadn’t missed a meal in a long time.

			Regina scratched his ears and stood, walking out of the kitchen and toward her bedroom. Celeste followed.

			“I can’t go out with you tonight, Celeste.”

			“It’s Friday. Why not?”

			“I have a date, actually.”

			Celeste stopped. Regina ignored her and opened the door to her bedroom, which was also on the river side, but had no balcony. Celeste’s room was bigger, but it was on the back side of the apartment. They shared the bathroom, a connecting door inside each bedroom.

			Regina’s room was orderly—she was hardly ever in it—with a queen-size bed covered in an ancient quilt that had been her grandmother’s, and shelf after shelf of books, most of them medical textbooks, but there were a few romance novels scattered around. She usually left them on the bookshelves at the hospital when she was finished for the nurses and parents to read. There were pictures of her and Celeste in frames on the shelves, of Celeste and their grandmother, but not one photograph of their father. They’d all been boxed away and put into storage. She set her bike helmet, backpack, and jacket on a small armchair covered with owls and then went to her closet, throwing the doors open.

			“With who?” Celeste sat on Regina’s bed, clearly recovered from her surprise. Regina didn’t date all that often. During college, she’d been too busy working to pay for school and rent and food for her and Celeste, and then she’d been working and busting her ass in medical school while paying for Celeste to go to college, and then she’d been a first-year physician and working more hours than she’d known existed in a week. Things had been calmer since she’d accepted the position at Boston Children’s, but it had been a long road.

			“A professor.”

			“Ugh.” Celeste wrinkled her nose. “Dull and poor. You are insane.”

			Regina ignored her, though she felt a slight twinge of agreement. Corbin Gould was a professor of history at Harvard and an intelligent man, but she was not that attracted to him. She’d met him the previous Saturday when she’d ridden her bike over to Harvard to talk to a former teacher and had stopped for a coffee at the Starbucks on campus. He’d been there, standing in line for a scone and tea.

			He’d asked her to join him at a table, a short, stocky man with a slightly receding hairline and crooked teeth. His smile was nice, though, and he’d been direct and confident. She’d refused, politely, but had agreed to go on a date the following Friday. Now she was almost dreading it.

			“Quit judging my taste, judger, and help me pick out something to wear.” He was supposed to arrive at her apartment at six thirty, so she had only a little over an hour to get ready.

			“For the professor?” Her sister snorted. “Just put on anything halfway decent, and he’ll probably be slobbering all over you.”

			“Celeste, you better be polite. If you embarrass me, I will watch musicals at full volume the next time you’re having sex.”

			“Kinky,” Celeste retorted, unfazed, but she scooted off the bed and stood next to Regina to analyze the contents of the closet.

			Regina hadn’t spent a lot of time or money on her wardrobe. She had two designer dresses that had belonged to her mother and hadn’t been auctioned off, but they were far too formal. Everything else was mostly work or casual wear.

			“We’d be better off looking in my closet.” Celeste frowned, glancing down at Regina. Regina was three inches shorter, curvier, and dark-haired whereas her sister was blond. Sometimes Regina wondered if her mother had found someone on the side the year before Celeste was born.

			“I have a cashmere wool dress that’s a little short on me. I’ll get it. And my knee-high boots, though those are probably wasted on the professor.”

			Regina thought about protesting, but didn’t have the heart for it. Her sister’s endless flirtations and chasing after men for money resulted in an astonishing number of presents. Celeste had the wardrobe of a socialite, if not the bank account.

			Regina went to turn on the shower, and after a few minutes of waiting for the water to warm up, Celeste appeared with a gorgeous forest-green cashmere dress with long sleeves and fawn-colored knee-high boots. The outfit screamed high-class and expensive, not exactly the look she was going for, but it also looked comfortable and warm, two things Regina required of her clothing.

			“Thanks, Celeste.” She touched a sleeve of the soft fabric. “It’s beautiful.”

			“I know,” Celeste agreed smugly. “I’ll put this stuff on your bed.” She turned to leave.

			“Okay,” Regina replied. “Oh, and Celeste?”

			Her sister stuck her head back in the bathroom, which was just beginning to fill up with steam. “Yeah?”

			“It’s still your turn to do the dishes.”

			Celeste shook her head. “I’m letting you borrow my clothes. Get-out-of-jail-free card.”

			Regina considered that. It didn’t really seem fair, since she paid the rent and most of the bills, but the dress was beautiful. Regina thought she might just keep it.

			“Fine, but if you make a mess while I’m gone, you have to clean it up.”

			“Yeah, yeah.” Celeste waved a hand. “I’m probably going out tonight, anyway. Don’t wait up for me.”

			Regina sniffed. “Maybe you’ll have to wait up for me.”

			“Not likely.”
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			WHEN MILTON SHAW ARRIVED HOME at his brownstone on Beacon Hill that evening, he immediately walked past the curving staircase that led up to the second floor and down a long hallway to a door on the end—his office. Formerly the library of the stately brownstone, it had an enormous stone fireplace, large leather reading chairs, and walls lined with bookshelves, a good many of which had been in the library when he’d purchased the house. The rest he’d added in the ten years he’d lived there. Roland said the place looked like Edgar Allan Poe’s grandfather could have lived there. Milton didn’t care. He loved this big moody house with its high ceilings and ornate fixtures.

			His desk, a beast of a thing with carved wooden legs as big around as those of a baby elephant, had three enormous monitors that came on as he sat down—motion-activated, hell yeah, he never grew tired of it. He’d already googled Dr. Regina Burke on his phone during the limo ride back home. He’d read her short bio on the hospital website—she’d been hired several months earlier—and several of her publications about the treatment of specific types of cancer in children, and found about thirty articles on her father, Carter Burke, who’d been indicted for embezzling hundreds of millions of dollars.

			Now, in the multiscreened luxury of his office, he pulled up everything he’d found earlier and more. Carter Burke had been indicted, but he’d fled the country, leaving behind his wife and two daughters, sixteen-year-old Regina and ten-year-old Celeste. There was a photograph of the girls—Regina looking grimly serious even then—holding hands at their mother’s side on the steps of what looked like the courthouse.

			He found a small article about her mother checking into rehab several times before the woman finally died of an overdose, and how all her family’s assets were seized and sold at auction. He read through the list, which was extensive. Her father had owned a yacht, sixteen cars, an office building, two warehouses, and several homes, but once the liquidation was complete, the girls were penniless and had moved into their grandmother’s house until she passed away a year later. Damn, he’d thought his childhood was difficult.

			He kept reading, scanning the articles while his nimble fingers flew over the keyboard as if he and the machine were one, which was close enough to the truth. Other than magic, computers were his world. He, Nick, and Roland had made their first several million for their company, Accendo, by inventing an encryption software for the masses, one that disguised protected content as banal emails with nothing more interesting than recipes for banana pudding. Unlike most encryption tools, theirs hadn’t been vulnerable to the security hacks that every good developer figured out early on. They’d made a fortune, and so had the many people who had used their tool to hide illegal activities. Including, it seemed, Regina’s father. In one article, the Feds speculated that Carter Burke had used Accendo’s encryption tool to hide the transfer of millions of dollars to the Caribbean.

			Perfect. Well, maybe she wouldn’t make that connection.

			He stood up from his chair and paced, absently picking up a deck of cards from a nearby shelf and shuffling them rapidly. Shit. She was a serious person. She wasn’t someone a man took out for a good time and nothing else.

			He performed one trick, shooting the cards in the air and making them disappear, and then another, thinking the whole time, turning the problem over and over in his brain. He liked her—she’d totally stepped up and taken care of her family. She was obviously intelligent. He was attracted to her, really attracted, like toss-her-over-his-shoulder-and-stuff-her-in-the-back-of-his-limo attracted. He couldn’t do that, though. People frowned on that.

			He made the top card appear to float in midair, hovering just above the deck.

			I’ll just talk to her, he thought. I’m going to the hospital on Monday, anyway. I’ll go, and I’ll just introduce myself as myself.

			She’d seemed attracted to Shaw the Magician—maybe he could get her attention that way.

			His phone rang, and he frowned, depositing the cards on his desk and pulling it out of his pocket. “Hello?”

			“Milton?”

			It was a woman’s voice, sounding just a little uncertain, and he remembered with horror that he had a date tonight with a lovely woman named Michelle, whom he’d met at a fundraiser for literacy.

			“Michelle,” he said, wincing, putting a hand to his head. He was an idiot, a complete idiot. “I’m sorry. I got tied up with something.” True enough, he supposed.

			“That’s okay. Did you need to reschedule?”

			Milton wanted to. He most definitely wanted to, but in the background he could hear the clink of glasses and the sound of voices, and knew she was probably already at the restaurant.

			“No, I’ll be there in”—he glanced at his watch—“fifteen minutes. I’m so sorry to keep you waiting.”

			She didn’t hesitate to assure him that it was fine. Her voice was even teasing as she ended the conversation by saying, “I bet you’re worth waiting for.”

			He made a face—he couldn’t help it. He knew he was good-looking, but no woman had ever said that crap to him until he became stupidly wealthy. “A beautiful woman should never be kept waiting,” he quipped back, and wanted to smack the phone against his forehead. He sounded like a douche-canoe. He was a douche-canoe. He’d completely forgotten about one woman while fantasizing about another.

			She laughed and said, “I’ll see you soon,” and hung up the phone.

			“God,” he groaned and punched the number of his driver, Shane.

			“Shane,” he said as soon as the man picked up the phone. “I forgot I have a date. Can you turn around and come back for me?”

			Shane didn’t answer right away, but then his South Boston accent came through the line: “Sure, boss. I’m on my way back now.”

			“Great.” Milton hung up the phone again.

			Glancing down at himself, he realized that he was still in the suit he’d been wearing at the hospital. He could wear it, he supposed, but it was a little too formal for a date, even at one of his favorite restaurants, a four-star French restaurant in the lobby of the Hotel Commonwealth.

			He wondered if Dr. Burke liked French food. An image of her tasting their famous fondant au chocolat floated through his mind; he could see those luscious lips parting, her eyes closing in ecstasy as the melted bittersweet chocolate slid over her tongue. His dick stirred, and he groaned. He needed to get a grip.
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			REGINA WASN’T SURE how Celeste had managed it, but by the time Corbin showed up at her door, flowers in hand, her sister had convinced Regina to put on just a little more makeup and let her hair fall in long waves around her shoulders.

			“Rose-Lindsey has been telling you to go out, get a life, right? Well, you need to make an effort, even if this guy is the snore of the century.”

			Regina wasn’t sure if it was the logic of the argument, which was true enough, or the memory of the magician and the tingle of awareness that had lingered all afternoon, but she’d taken her sister’s advice.

			When she opened the door, Corbin looked astonished, his mouth falling open a little, and Regina smiled. It wasn’t every day that she made a man’s jaw drop. Though to be fair, she rarely gave them the chance.

			“Thank you,” she told him, gesturing to the flowers, and he remembered to hand them to her. “I’ll just go put these in some water.”

			She motioned for him to come inside. “This is my sister, Celeste,” she said, nodding in the direction of Celeste, who was sitting on one of the bar stools in jeans and one of Regina’s old Harvard sweatshirts texting someone. Celeste didn’t believe in going out before 11:00 p.m. “Celeste, this is Corbin Gould.”

			“Hi,” Celeste replied, and hopped off the stool. She marched over to Corbin and took his elbow. “Why don’t you have a seat here with me while she puts those in water?”

			Regina eyed her sister as she set the flowers on the counter. She wasn’t entirely sure what Celeste was up to, but she had a bad feeling about it.

			Mentally shrugging, she turned her back on the living room to locate a vase.

			“So, where are you taking my sister?” she heard Celeste ask.

			He gave the name of a restaurant that Regina had never heard of, but that wasn’t really a surprise. When she wasn’t at the hospital, she ate at home.

			“Oh, you don’t want to go there tonight. I heard their head chef was fired for banging the owner’s wife on the prep counter.”

			Regina closed her eyes as she reached for the vase she wanted. Awesome. She didn’t doubt the story was true, but Celeste didn’t need to provide that much detail.

			“Celeste, I’m sure wherever we decide to go will be fine,” Regina said hastily, putting the vase in the sink and filling it with water.

			“That’s because you eat tacos out of a truck,” Celeste cut back.

			Since this was true and not really an insult, Regina just muttered, “Those tacos are good.” She cut the plastic wrap from the bouquet, which was a mix of red and white roses and carnations. Not her favorite, but it was a nice gesture.

			Suddenly the memory of the magician, holding the paper flower out to her, flashed in her mind. She touched her chest absently, as if she expected the flower to still be there.

			“You’ve made a good decision,” Regina heard Celeste say, and she quickly stuffed the flowers in the vase, banishing thoughts of the magician.

			“What decision?” Regina asked them warily. Corbin looked a little shell-shocked but amused, his gaze occasionally falling to where Celeste gripped his elbow.

			“Ah,” he said, clearing his throat, “Celeste convinced me that the restaurant in the hotel where she works is excellent, and she was able to get us a table.”

			So that’s what she’d been doing on her phone. Why? Regina wondered.

			“Is that right?” She gave Celeste a narrow-eyed glare, sister-code for What the fuck are you up to?

			“That’s right,” Celeste said sweetly. “Now you two run along and have a nice time.”

			Regina still didn’t trust her, but she went to get her good coat out of her room. When she returned, Corbin was standing at the door eyeing Celeste, who stood two inches taller than him barefoot.

			Regina shrugged into her coat as she walked toward them, flipping her hair out from under the collar and removing the gloves from her pockets.

			“Ready when you are,” she told Corbin, raising an eyebrow at the two of them.

			“Great.” Clearing his throat again, he asked Celeste, “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” Regina nearly chortled. Celeste appeared to have made another conquest.

			Her sister looked astonished, flushing a little—which served her right—but she recovered with a smile.

			“I’m sure. I already have plans, but you two have a nice time.”

			Regina shook her head. This evening was already turning into a farce; whatever plot her sister was hatching probably couldn’t make it any worse.

			“Stay out of trouble, Celeste,” she told her sister as she walked out the door but without much confidence. Some women seemed born to get into trouble, while she seemed born to try and fix it.

			With a resigned smile, Regina turned to the very nice man who now seemed to have something of a crush on her sister. He offered her his elbow and she accepted graciously as they made their way down the steps. She was so hungry she’d go out with a damn moose at this point, even if the moose had taken a liking to her sister.
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			MILTON STEPPED OUT from the limo onto the sidewalk outside the red-canopied entrance to the restaurant at Hotel Commonwealth. Pedestrians strolled along the wide sidewalks, most of them couples, and laughter floated from the covered patio.

			Turning, Milton leaned back in the door to speak to Shane. “I don’t think we’re talking a late night here. I guess I could have driven myself.”

			Shane, his head tattooed with a book on one side and a raven on the other, cracked his knuckles and then reached for something on the seat next to him. He held up a novel. “It’s fine. This was the plan for tonight, anyway.”

			“Thanks—see you in a bit.” Milton shut the door and hurried inside the restaurant, his coat flaring out from his sides, red scarf swinging.

			The hostess, a lovely girl named Alexis with reddish blond hair and a sweet smile, greeted him by name. “Good evening, Mr. Shaw, your table is this way.”

			“Thanks, Alexis.” He removed his coat as he followed behind her into the dining room, which was crowded, as usual. The modern furnishings were decorated in shades of gray and white, with accents of green and yellow. A large waterfall fell in a flat sheet of liquid, separating the bar area from the rest of the dining room.

			Milton preferred a corner booth near the kitchen, and since he came to the restaurant often, he rarely had to sit anywhere else.

			“Your guest is waiting, but we’ve made sure she had her choice of wine and appetizers.”

			“Great.” He sighed. I’m an ass.

			Michelle was indeed sitting at the booth waiting for him in a deep blue evening dress, her blond hair down around her shoulders. She started to stand when she spotted him, but he waved her back into her seat.

			“Sit, please. I’m the one who’s kept you waiting.”

			“I’ll take your coat, sir,” Alexis told him, and he handed it over.

			“Thank you,” he said. He handed her a twenty and took a seat in the booth opposite Michelle.

			“This place is so amazing,” she gushed, her cheeks a little flushed. He thought maybe she’d had a few glasses of wine. Well, he couldn’t blame her.

			“It is,” he agreed and resolved that he would make polite chitchat if it killed him. “So, Michelle, tell me about your work.”

			He managed to listen and ask appropriate questions for about ten minutes before his attention began to wander. Absently, he drew up plans in his head for a new trick involving a waterfall: Could he make it seem like it had stopped?

			He was thinking about the details when he saw a beautiful woman in a forest-green dress walking behind the hostess. A shorter man with a receding hairline followed behind her. He could only see her profile and her awesome body, which was slender and curved in all the right places. Her dark hair fell loose around her shoulders. Her walk was straight ahead, no-nonsense, just shy of being a march. He’d seen that walk before. Just a few hours ago, as a matter of fact.

			“Will you excuse me for a moment?” he asked Michelle, hoping she thought he had to go to the bathroom.

			“Of course.” She sat back, a patient smile straining her lips.

			“Thanks.” Milton set his napkin aside and dodged waiters coming out of the kitchen as he crossed the busy restaurant. Dr. Burke—it had to be her. That walk was distinctive. Sure enough, when he turned a corner, there she was, seated next to the short, nondescript man, her beautiful face glowing in the dim lighting of the chandeliers, her perfect mouth painted a deep red. God. He wanted to snatch her up, push her into a dark corner, and fuck her. She was just fucking delicious.

			She looked up and saw him—she could hardly miss him, he was standing in the middle of the walkway staring at her. She blinked and glanced behind her, probably to see if he was staring at someone else, but when she turned back, a small frown had gathered between her eyes. She didn’t recognize him.

			Realizing that he was being an idiot, he waved an apology, as if he had made a mistake, and headed for the bathroom. He might as well have some excuse for getting out of his seat, and his dick was so hard that he needed a moment or two of recovery time, anyway.

			When he left the bathroom a few minutes later, he eyed the hallway warily as if he half expected her to jump out at him—not that he would mind if she did. He would participate with enthusiasm. The coast was clear, more or less, though he couldn’t help but glance at her table on the way back to his seat. She caught him again, the frown still between her eyes.

			Milton sat back in his seat and struggled not to glance at his watch. He wanted to go talk to Regina Burke; he wanted to see if he could get her alone in the coat closet somehow. Would that be so wrong?

			“Milton, is everything okay?”

			Milton blinked at Michelle. Had she been talking? Because he hadn’t been listening. “Everything’s fine.”

			“You seem distracted,” she said, pouting.

			Milton swallowed. Distracted was an understatement. Luckily, he was saved from any explanation by the arrival of their food, salmon for him and filet mignon for her. He ate mechanically, for once not tasting anything. What was Regina Burke eating? How did she look as each bite passed over her lips? He wanted to strip her naked, blindfold her, and feed her every one of his favorite foods, slowing passing each taste over her lips. Taking a long sip of wine, he swallowed with difficulty. This was going to be a long night.
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			When the dark-haired man in the expensive suit had paused in the aisle of the restaurant to stare at her, Regina had thought his behavior was strange, but what bothered her more was the itchy feeling of familiarity. Do I know him? He certainly seemed to know her.

			Her date with Corbin wasn’t going as she expected, meaning she was actually enjoying herself. But he seemed to want to talk about Celeste more than anything else.

			“So she works here?” he asked, pulling another piece of bread from the center of the table.

			“She does,” Regina answered. “She’s the assistant manager.” She glanced over Corbin’s shoulder toward the entrance to the restaurant and paused with a piece of bread halfway to her mouth. Speak of the devil. Her sister had just arrived dressed in a slinky red dress and knee-high boots with small gold spikes. She was up to something. I knew it.

			Setting her napkin down on the table, Regina said, “Excuse me a moment, Corbin. I just saw someone I need to talk to.”

			“All right,” he agreed.

			Walking quickly, Regina caught up to her sister just as she reached the bar. “Celeste,” she hissed, “what are you doing here?”

			Celeste turned, already smiling, the picture of innocence. “Reggie, you came. I wasn’t sure you would.”

			Regina folded her arms over her chest. “Uh-huh. I don’t think so, Celeste.”

			Bending close to Regina’s ear, Celeste whispered, “Just be cool, okay? I’m meeting a man here and I just wanted a backup plan, that’s all.”

			“A backup plan?” Regina scowled. “Why would I be your backup plan?”

			Celeste shrugged, a tightness around her mouth. “Well, you know that Russian guy I mentioned? He suggested I meet him tonight. He’s rich and handsome, but just a little—”

			“Celeste, I’m pleased you could come,” said a man’s voice from behind Regina. She turned, confronted by a dark-haired man with streaks of silver in his hair and a cruel, unpleasant mouth. His smile was charming, but it didn’t match his eyes. Those eyes were dark and cold. How could Celeste not see that?

			Regina supposed she had, at least to some degree, or she wouldn’t have thought to implement a backup plan.

			“Andrei,” her sister purred, and walked up close to him so that he could kiss both her cheeks. “Of course I came.”

			Andrei dutifully kissed her and slid a possessive arm around Celeste, as if he owned her. “And you brought a friend. I had no idea you were so generous.”

			Ugh. Gross. This guy was creeptastic. “I’m her sister,” Regina said in her sternest doctor voice.

			“And a sister as well, a beautiful one.”

			Oh for the love of . . . “Celeste, if you need anything, I’ll be at the table with my date.”

			“We’ll join you,” Andrei suggested, tugging Celeste closer to his side, “won’t we, Celeste?”

			“You weren’t invited,” Regina snapped and started to turn away. Behind Celeste and Andrei, the handsome dark-haired man in the suit was sitting with a blond woman. They were in a booth, but the man was watching her, obviously listening to their conversation.

			Regina frowned. Why is he so interested? So familiar?

			“Your beautiful sister doesn’t seem to like me,” Andrei was saying to Celeste, his index finger touching her cheek.

			“Excuse me,” Regina muttered and walked away. She heard them following, and braced herself to endure the unpleasant company for the sake of her sister. Backup plan. Celeste wouldn’t need a backup plan if she hadn’t made the stupid plan in the first place.

			The food had arrived when she returned to the table, but Corbin was obviously waiting for her to start—a considerate man. “Corbin, it seems as if Celeste and her . . . date . . . will be joining us.”

			Corbin looked up, clearly surprised, and stood immediately, his eyes alighting on Celeste. When he took in Andrei, his chin firmed and his eyes narrowed a little.

			“I see,” was all he said, glancing down at their table. “I’ll have the hostess bring two more chairs.”

			It took a few minutes, but Corbin and the hostess returned and set up two more place settings. Celeste and Andrei’s orders were taken right away, while Regina and Corbin began eating.

			“So you’re a doctor?” Andrei asked Regina. He was sitting next to her, opposite Celeste, who was fighting to keep a winning smile on her face.

			Regina paused with the fork halfway to her mouth and gave him a lazy, sideways glance full of contempt, her mouth tilting down slightly at the corners, “Yes,” she answered, and went back to her food.

			The conversation lulled with Andrei attempting to gain Regina’s attention. He seemed to have decided that he preferred her attention to Celeste’s, much to Regina’s irritation and Celeste’s discomfort.

			“Excuse me, please,” Regina said to Corbin. “I’ll be right back.” Removing her napkin from her lap and setting it on the table, Regina stood and escaped in the direction of the bathroom. She wasn’t sure why she felt the need to be so rude to this Andrei. Other than a few tasteless comments and a tendency to let his gaze linger on her breasts, he hadn’t done anything horrible. It’s his eyes, like a snake’s, she thought as she rubbed her arms absently.

			The bathroom was down a dimly lit hallway that turned to the left and continued several yards before the bathroom doors appeared on either side. She went inside the ladies’ room and paused for a moment, taking a seat on a small lacquered stool.

			Why had Celeste wanted her to be here—to take her home if this Andrei proved disinterested, or to give her an excuse to get away from him if he turned out to be too much for her to handle? Regina wasn’t sure, but she wished her sister weren’t so obsessed with finding a rich man that she was willing to get groped by that walking hard-on.

			Straightening, she took a moment to wash her hands with the lavender-scented soap and then shoved the bathroom door open. She’d had enough. She was going to have Corbin take both her and Celeste home now.

			She had taken a step down the hall before she realized there was a man there—Andrei. He was blocking her exit. A tingle of fear made her freeze, but she lifted her chin.

			He was smiling.

			“Regina.” He held out his hands as if to say he was harmless. “I understood what you wanted, yes? To be alone with me?”

			Was this creep really that arrogant? “I have no desire to be alone with you. Excuse me.” She tried to brush past him, but he grabbed her wrist. Was he serious? She was about to scream her head off, restaurant be damned.

			“You wouldn’t want anything to happen to your pretty sister, would you?”

			Regina paused. He was threatening her sister? He thought that he could control her by threatening her sister? She was going to kick him in the balls so hard he’d think he swallowed them.

			Suddenly he was yanked away from her, and Regina had the blurred impression of another man, a man with dark hair. He’d shoved Andrei against the wall, even though Andrei was larger, and was speaking to him in a low, dangerous voice.

			“Andrei Polzin, I think your father warned you about calling attention to yourself while here in the States.”

			Andrei paused, studying the other man’s face. “I remember you. Roland’s partner.”
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