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				“A truly wonderful read!”

				—Wild on Books

				“An entertaining read from start to finish. . . . Starr Ambrose has written a great story full of romance, twists, and one very hot accountant.”

				—Fallen Angel Reviews

				“This book really grabs you and doesn’t let go. I was hooked from the first page.”

				—Book Binge

				These titles are also available as eBooks

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Also by Starr Ambrose

				Lie to Me
Our Little Secret
Thieves Like Us

				Available from Pocket Books

			

		

	
		
					[image: Title.jpg]

		

	
		
			
				

				
					[image: logo.jpg]
				

				Pocket Books
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230
					Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

				This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and
					incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used
					fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or
					dead, is entirely coincidental.

				Copyright © 2011 by Starr Ambrose

				All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book
					
or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket
					Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York,
					NY 10020.

				First Pocket Books paperback edition December 2011

				POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks 
of Simon &
					Schuster, Inc.

				For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please
					contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 
1-866-506-1949 or
					business@simonandschuster.com.

				The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors 
to
					your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon
					& Schuster Speakers Bureau at 
1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at
					www.simonspeakers.com.

				Cover design by Anna Dorfman, photo ©Westend61GmbH/Alamy

				ISBN 978–1–4516–2363–5

				ISBN 978–1–4516–2365–9 (ebook)

			

		

	
		
			
				

				To Ariana

				for infinite patience and 
the best fact-checking skills anywhere

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Acknowledgments

				Pulling the first plot ideas from my head is a lot like pulling teeth—painful tugs, with much kicking and screaming from the patient. Diane Lutz, Patti Shenberger, and Cheryl Anne Smith always let me whine through those early days, and never flinch when I needed to brainstorm. I owe a special thank-you on this book to Philine Tucker, who forced me to describe each character’s deepest fears and desires, then wrote it all down for me and made me believe I actually had an organized story line. Cal and Maggie came to life partly because of her.

				Thanks also to Andy Cohoe and Kyria Joyner, who spent many years living in the Rockies and helped fill in the gaping holes in my experience. Any mistakes are my own.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter
One

				Rafael De Luca had his hand on Maggie’s ass. Again. 

				If they’d been at Del Tanner’s bar in Barringer’s Pass, she would have planted a vicious elbow jab in his wonderfully ripped midsection and told him to get lost.

				But they weren’t in the valley. They were in The Aerie, the posh nightclub at the Alpine Sky resort on Two Bears Mountain, where people came to play and be seen, especially if they were rich or famous. 

				Rafael De Luca was both. Anything she did to him would be seen by hordes of his fellow vacationing Hollywood glitterati. Plus, management frowned on pissing off the guests, especially the famous ones. Since management included her sister Zoe, Maggie spared Rafael’s pretty rib cage and settled for grinding her three-inch heel on his toes as she turned to leave.

				His hand jerked away. “Ow! Shit, baby, watch where you step.”

				“I did.” She leaned close so the reporter lurking in the press of bodies at the bar wouldn’t hear. “Time to go play with someone else.”

				Rafael’s lip curled in a cynical smile. “After buying you drinks for the past hour? I don’t think so, baby.” He slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

				She stiffened, but reminded herself that she should have seen this coming. She should have blown him off five minutes after he hit on her, when he’d scanned the room then sauntered over with his smoky-hot gaze and confident opening line: “I always like to meet the most beautiful woman in the room first.” He’d flashed his TV smile. “I’m Rafe. And you are . . . ?”

				Despite the lame line, Rafael and his reality show costars had been fun to joke around with for an hour. But she preferred men with more depth, and an hour of Rafe and the cast of Trust Fund Brats was enough, especially after the unwanted ass-grab. 

				Her toe-crunching move should have worked, but all those drinks he’d been buying had gone down his throat, not hers. His extremities were probably half numb by now. Unfortunately, it didn’t affect the strength of his grip as he held her against him.

				For Zoe’s sake, Maggie gathered some restraint and didn’t slug the drunken jerk. But she put her fists on his chest, holding him at a slight distance. “Get your hands off me before I hurt you,” she hissed.

				To her surprise, he released her. Laughing, he growled like a tiger. “Rowr! Feisty Maggie.” 

				She took a step back while she could. “Look, Rafe, it’s been fun, but I’m going to go mingle.”

				“Perfect. Mingling’s what I had in mind, too.” He snagged a lock of her strawberry-blond hair where it brushed her shoulder, rubbing it with his fingers. “I hear redheads are hot.”

				“That’s hot-tempered, genius.” She hated to prove the cliché, but he was pushing her limits. She turned to the man next to her. He had biceps like twin picnic hams and had hovered around Rafael De Luca all evening as if he might be a bodyguard. “You want to help me out here?”

				The guy sipped his drink—not his first one—and gave her a dispassionate glance. “Nope.”

				Rafe smirked. “Baby,” he crooned, “be sensible. I’m about to change your life. See that reporter over there from The Hollywood Scene? If I give the signal, your picture will be all over the country by tomorrow and that little store of yours will be flooded with more customers than you can handle. My name is magic.” He released her hair and let his hand slip to the bare skin at the opening of her blouse.

				Her flesh crawled and she brushed his hand away. “My store’s doing just fine already. And if you don’t move right now, I’ll give your paparazzi friend an even better picture to splash across the tabloids.”

				He stroked her arm thoughtfully, and she checked to make sure he wasn’t leaving a trail of slime. “You really have to learn to recognize an opportunity when it’s handed to you. Especially when it comes in such a big package.” He winked. “I’d think one of the Larkin girls would know all about that.”

				Maggie froze. Slowly, she lifted her gaze. 

				A hard edge touched his smile. “Oh, yeah. People talk, babe. But don’t worry, I can spice up those rumors for you, make you more popular than ever.” His hand slid up her side and found her breast. “I know exactly what you want.”

				Rafe’s cool gaze cut into her like a knife, slicing right through the frayed bonds of her temper. She could almost hear them snap.

				Cal set his beer down with a thunk. Pretty Boy De Luca had just put his hand on her again. Damn it, this was not going to end well.

				The redhead had drawn Cal’s attention even before Rafael De Luca had hit on her. She was the type who always drew looks, with a smile that flashed as bright as her hair and the kind of laugh that made others smile when they hadn’t even heard the joke. She was a distraction he didn’t need. But fortunately De Luca zeroed in on her, making it easy for him to watch both of them.

				Cal had to give the woman credit. Her engaging smile had grown stiff within minutes of talking to De Luca. If that other woman from the Trust Fund Brats crew hadn’t claimed Red’s attention, she probably would have slipped away. But instead she got stuck next to De Luca long enough for the man to feel possessive. 

				Even from across the room, Cal could see the woman didn’t like it. She didn’t look like the type to bow to fame or fortune, either. De Luca didn’t have much experience with that, so he wouldn’t see it. But Cal did, and in another thirty seconds the whole bar would see it, including the reporters that swarmed after De Luca like flies around manure.

				The last thing Cal wanted was to draw attention to himself, but he couldn’t stand by and watch another woman be victimized. Red had no idea what she was getting into.

				Abandoning his beer, he shoved through the crowd of mostly women who were loitering three deep around the bar. Damn reality stars drew them like magnets. 

				“Hey, watch it!” A drink sloshed and someone swore. Cal mumbled an apology but didn’t pause. A man grabbed his arm with an angry, “Hey, buddy!” but Cal shook it off, cursing under his breath because he wasn’t going to make it in time. Twenty feet away, Red’s eyes narrowed with icy determination. Maybe De Luca was too smashed to recognize it, though even a ten-year-old could have seen it coming.

				Cal watched it happen in slow motion. She raised her left hand to De Luca’s shoulder. The gesture looked friendly, even to Cal, who knew better, and De Luca actually smiled. He never noticed her right hand drop, taking aim. De Luca’s lips curved in smug confidence. 

				Red drove her palm upward, smashing into De Luca’s nose with an audible crunch. His scream was instantaneous. Reeling back, he covered his nose with both hands as blood seeped through his fingers.

				Shocked silence hung in the air for a fraction of a second, then pandemonium erupted. People turned, reporters shoved, and a couple of women screamed. A dozen cameras flashed, held high and pointed toward the center of the action, while De Luca yelled obscenities, blood dripping onto his sparkling white shirt.

				Red hadn’t moved. Cal noted the satisfaction in her eyes as he pushed through the onlookers and finally reached her side. He also noted the angrily contorted face of De Luca’s bodyguard as the man threw his drink aside and lunged at the woman.

				Introductions would have to wait. Grabbing her arm, he spun her aside, putting himself in the guard’s path. The man plowed into him like a linebacker. Cal barely had time to turn his shoulder into the blow, and the impact staggered him. Luckily, it also knocked the wind out of the guard. Muscle Man doubled over, gasping for breath.

				Behind Cal, Red’s furious yell pierced the bedlam. “Hey, what the hell do you think you’re—oh, shit!” Her objection broke off as she spotted the now more furious behemoth glaring like a bull ready to charge.

				“Get out of here! Now,” Cal ordered without taking his eyes off the guard. She’d seen the danger and was smart enough to run.

				He braced himself, ready to deflect De Luca’s lackey long enough for Red to get away. Instead, she pushed around Cal, shoving him aside as she planted her feet, jabbing her finger at De Luca’s bodyguard.

				“Don’t you dare touch me, you incompetent Neanderthal! If you had half a brain you’d take that mentally stunted, oversexed drunk you work for and lock him up in his room until he learns to act civilized!” 

				Cal felt as stunned as the guard looked. Red was either oblivious to the danger, or too enraged to notice. Taking a step forward, she balled her fists. “News flash, buddy: women aren’t playthings put on earth to stroke your feeble male ego!”

				Cal squinted as two cameras flashed in sync, flaring like a nova. Among the raised cell phones, several professional-grade digital cameras clicked furiously, recording frame after frame of Red’s tirade and De Luca’s bloody ranting from the sidelines. They’d also probably captured clear photos of Cal. Shit! Grabbing Red’s hand, he hissed, “Lady, are you nuts?”

				She shook him off, apparently just hitting her stride. “Do you even understand what sexual harassment is?” She continued her lecture. “Because it’s obviously your job to keep the little pervert in line, and his behavior was beyond inappropriate. No one gets to treat me like that and—”

				“Red!” Cal yelled loudly enough to cut through her fury.

				“What!” She whirled on him. “Someone has to tell these superficial morons—”

				She couldn’t see the crazed look on the guard’s face, but Cal did. He also heard Muscles snarl, “Bitch,” as he reached into his coat pocket. 

				Adrenaline shot through Cal. He’d hoped to get out of this without more violence, but that option had just evaporated. Bloody noses and barroom tackles were one thing; guns implied a whole new set of rules.

				“Gun! Move! Now!” Grabbing Red’s arm, he yanked hard. She staggered as he released her, but he couldn’t watch to see if she stayed on her feet. The bodyguard extended his arm, black metal visible in his hand. 

				It was Cal’s only chance. In that one moment while the guard stood, body wide open and unprotected, Cal jumped forward, throwing a kick directly at the thug’s diaphragm.

				His foot hit flesh, hard. The guard went wide-eyed, grunted, and crumpled. In one continuous move, Cal spun, his gaze finding Red’s. “Go!” he ordered. Because she clearly couldn’t be trusted to do the sensible thing, he grabbed her hand and charged forward. They dodged through the confusion into the resort’s elegant lobby and out the main doors into the cool Rocky Mountain night. 

				Red clutched his hand and ran with him, finally in complete agreement with his agenda. She slowed and would have stopped under the front portico, but he tugged her to the right without skipping a beat. They followed the driveway until it split toward the parking lot. He hopped the low flower-bed border, landing on thick, well-manicured grass. She hesitated before making a cautious jump, and he realized she’d been running in high heels. Slowing to a trot to accommodate her strides, he rounded the corner of the hotel and drew her into the shadows against the brick wall. 

				Voices faded. Panting, they listened to a few running footsteps and shouted questions as people dashed outside, looking for them. Paparazzi if they were lucky. De Luca’s hired guns if they weren’t. When Cal was sure they were alone, he finally released her hand. She leaned against the wall, eyes closed, catching her breath.

				After several seconds, her breathing evened and her eyes opened. She finger-combed her hair, shaking it away from her face. He tried not to notice its silkiness. It was the kind of hair that tempted a man to run his hands through it to cradle her head when he kissed her. 

				“Are you okay?” he asked.

				She nodded, taking a deep breath and blowing it out. “Yeah. Thanks. Hey, did you see? That palm to the nose really works!”

				“It does, and you’re welcome.” That was the end of the niceties. He gritted his teeth. “You want to tell me just what the fuck you were doing back there?”

				The change was instantaneous. Fire shot into her eyes as she came off the wall faster than he expected. “I was defending myself!” Her voice was low and controlled but seething with fury. “I thought that was obvious. Isn’t that why you jumped into the middle of things, because I was in the right?” She stuck her hands on her hips. “And who the hell are you, anyway?”

				“I’m the guy who saved your ass.” 

				They faced off a long moment until Cal finally muttered, “Oh, hell. Come on, let’s get out of here before they find us.” He took a few steps toward the parking lot before he realized she wasn’t following him. “What’s the problem now?”

				“What makes you think I would go anywhere with you?”

				He might have smiled at her tough attitude if he’d been in a better mood. Unfortunately for them both, he was feeling pretty tense and irritable. “How about because you sure as hell can’t go back in there without causing a bloodbath? And because I’m going to explain to you how you just ruined both our lives. Is that okay with you?”

				She stared him down. “No. Give me your phone.”

				“What?”

				“Mine’s in my purse, in my sister’s office. She’s the assistant manager here. I can guarantee she’ll want an explanation for that little scene, and you’re going to help me convince her that I was provoked and doing nothing wrong in defending myself.”

				That might be hard to do, considering she’d thrown the first punch, but she was holding out her hand, fingers wiggling impatiently, and damned if he wasn’t curious to see how this played out. Besides, he couldn’t leave her alone until she understood just how much danger she was in.

				He pulled his phone out of his pocket, and she snatched it away. Dialing rapidly, she tapped her foot while she waited. Finally, she straightened. “Hi, Zoe, it’s me.”

				She winced, and he bit back a smile. Apparently he wasn’t the only one who found her aggravating. “I’ll explain, just let me in the door by the kitchen. I don’t want anyone to see us.” When her eyes flicked up to his, he knew her sister had asked who was with her. “The guy who kicked Mr. Universe in the gut.”

				Smiling sweetly, she snapped the phone shut and handed it back. “Follow me.”

				She marched off without a backward glance. He narrowed his eyes at the swing of her hips under her short black skirt, and weighed his options. His cover was blown. Red had just jumped into more danger than she knew and—taking a wild guess—she was bound to make it worse.

				Shit. Shoving the phone in his pocket, he marched after her.

				Her name was Maggie. He gathered that much during the enraged tirade from the highly polished, younger version of her that was her sister Zoe. To be fair, it was probably the official hotel management duds that made Zoe look so prim and proper—navy-blue skirt and blazer, white blouse, and strawberry-blond hair identical to her sister’s but pulled into a neat bun. Maggie’s loose, stylish bob went a long way toward erasing any hint of prim and proper.

				So did her attitude. 

				“I tried not to start something, I swear,” she claimed, brushing by her sister to head down the hall. Cal trailed them to what was apparently Zoe’s office. Maggie paced before the desk, hands alternately combing hair off her neck and gesturing as she talked. “I told him to get lost several times, but the little perv wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

				Since Zoe didn’t ask who the perv was, he figured she’d already heard some version of the incident. 

				“He kept touching me.” Maggie glared, looking like she’d like to smack De Luca again. “And even then I controlled myself, Zoe. I didn’t want to cause you any trouble.”

				“But you did.” Zoe stood with arms crossed, unmoved by her sister’s anger.

				“Yes, and you know why?” Maggie put her hands on her hips, pretty pink lips pressed into a tight line. “He said he could give me what I wanted, and he knew I’d like it—because I’m one of the Larkin girls.” 

				Zoe’s arms dropped. “Oh.” A pained look crossed her face. Cal definitely had to look into the significance of their last name.

				With all the energy sucked out of her anger, Zoe’s gaze finally shifted toward Cal. “Who are you?”

				“Cal Drummond. I hauled your sister’s ass out of there before it got really ugly.”

				Maggie planted her hands on her hips. “I was handling it.”

				“Bullshit,” he scoffed. “You were asking to get killed. Rafael De Luca is a dangerous man.”

				Her eyes narrowed, a look he was getting used to. “Thanks a lot. I brought you along to back me up, not throw me under the bus.”

				“It happened just like she said,” he confirmed to Zoe, then turned a hard look on Maggie. “And it was incredibly stupid.”

				“Hey! I stood up for myself. I was brave, damn it.” She was seething.

				Brave . . . and reckless. The words hit him like an icy splash of water. He’d been attracted to that mix once before and knew how deadly it could be; how devastating. It was something he never wanted to go through again. “There’s a fine line between brave and stupid, lady, and you plowed right over it.”

				Zoe looked ready to side with him. “Couldn’t you have been a little more diplomatic? I’ve got half my staff out there trying to soothe some very powerful, very pissed-off customers. I’ll probably have to comp their meals and rooms for several days just to keep them from suing the resort.”

				“I wouldn’t go that far,” Cal said.

				She arched a condescending eyebrow. “Oh, really? Why not?”

				“Because you shouldn’t let the De Lucas put you on the defensive. And when I say the De Lucas, I mean their lawyers, because that’s who you’ll be hearing from. You could have easily called the cops on their precious boy and his hired ape, but you didn’t. Be sure to point that out. Forget the sexual harassment part—”

				“Sure, that’s not important,” Maggie muttered.

				Cal ignored her. “It’s too hard to prove and you’ll only get conflicting stories. But the big guy they employ pulled a gun in a crowded room. Maybe he only planned to scare your sister with it, although I wouldn’t bet on it. He had two drinks while I was there—seriously unprofessional for a bodyguard. He’ll probably get fired for letting something happen in the first place, but if I were you I’d point out what you didn’t do. You didn’t call the cops and make an official report, you didn’t have their gun-wielding bodyguard Breathalyzed, and you didn’t have Rafe held on charges of harassment. Maybe none of it would stick, but it wouldn’t matter because it would already be headlines, and not the kind they want. You know it, and they know it. Rafe caused the mess and you minimized the damage.”

				Zoe stared at him for several seconds, then gave a curt nod. “Thanks, I can use that.”

				Maggie peered at him. “Who are you?”

				“I’m a cop.”

				“Where?”

				“Oklahoma City. I’m with the state police, but I’m on leave.”

				“And you just happen to be in an exclusive resort in the Colorado Rockies, watching me?”

				He uttered a short laugh. “You? I was watching De Luca.” And okay, Maggie, too, which still irritated him enough to make him deny it. “I’ve been following him for three weeks.”

				Zoe tilted her head, puzzling it out. “Not because you’re a fan, I imagine.”

				“Hardly,” Cal scoffed. “Flexing and posing for the camera is only one of the things Rafael De Luca does. The other is less pretty.” He flicked a glance at Maggie. “He’s a killer.” 

				He watched their mouths open and their eyes go wide before Maggie blurted, “Rafe De Luca? Star of tabloids and reality TV, famous for being rich and obnoxious?” She looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “The man can’t even go into Starbucks without causing a media alert. How could he possibly get away with murder?”

				He noted that she hadn’t doubted he’d do it, just that he’d get away with it. At least she had no trouble reading the man’s character. “If I’m right, he’s gotten away with it several times. He has a violent temper, a lust for power, and a family that will go to any lengths to protect the reputation of their only son.”

				“You’re kidding.” Zoe sank into her chair, staring at him in disbelief.

				“I wish I were.”

				Maggie seemed less shocked than skeptical. He didn’t know if that was due to his claim, or the fact that it came from him. “You can prove it?”

				“Not yet.” It was a sore spot, since he wasn’t sure how he ever would, short of finding the bodies on Rafe’s property. He figured the odds of that were greatest right here, where the De Luca family had a huge estate and where two of the young women in question had last been seen.

				“But you’re building a case? I can’t believe the Oklahoma police would let you trail him to Colorado. Are you working in conjunction with the FBI?”

				She was sharper than he’d thought. “No,” he admitted. “I took a leave of absence, like I said. I’m doing this on my own.”

				Maggie took several seconds to absorb the information, rubbing a finger over her lower lip as she thought, which he found distracting all over again. “Why?”

				He dragged his focus away from her mouth. Her eyes had softened, and he knew she’d already guessed it was personal. “His last victim was my half sister Julie.” The corners of her mouth tightened, but she said nothing. “She lived in L.A. Her body was dumped in the hills. She’d been bound and her throat was cut.”

				“Oh, my God,” Zoe breathed.

				“I’m sorry,” Maggie murmured.

				“Me, too.” He heard the gruffness in his voice, and hardened his expression to match it. Anything to keep the vise grip of guilt from immobilizing him now that he’d finally started making progress. When it came down to it, he’d barely known Julie, but guilt could be just as crippling as grief.

				Scowling, he said, “Once I started looking into it, I saw a pattern of missing women leading back to Rafe. I don’t want to see it happen again. I took a personal leave after Julie’s funeral last month, and I’m not going back until I stop the son of a bitch for good.”

				Maggie nodded once, as if approving his plan. “But he’s not going to do that to me.” The aggression was gone, but the naive, stubborn confidence was still there. “It would be a stupid move—there were too many witnesses. He’d be the first suspect.”

				Cal heaved a sigh, his exasperation with her returning. “You don’t get it. You made him look bad in public, and the De Lucas never look bad. He’s going to fix it one way or another.” He stepped closer, making sure Maggie’s golden-brown eyes couldn’t look away from him. He needed her to understand. To fear. “Don’t underestimate what just happened. Rafe is probably already huddling with the family lawyers, trying to figure out the best way to put a positive spin on your little incident.”

				“You act like it’s headline news.”

				“It is! Didn’t you see the cameras flashing? That place was full of paparazzi.”

				“But they don’t know who I am.”

				“By tomorrow morning they will.” A flicker of discomfort touched her eyes, and he went after it, ruthlessly driving home his point. “You’re going to be tabloid headlines, Maggie. They’ll have your name, and they’ll be digging hard to find mine. The incident will be blown out of proportion and so will the theories they come up with for why it happened. Have you ever read those papers? You’re in the shark tank, lady, and they smell blood.”

				Worry lines creased her forehead. “I don’t have to talk to them.”

				“That’s your best move, but it won’t be enough.”

				She blinked, staring, and he saw real apprehension finally settle in. She licked her lips nervously. “Then how can I stop it?”

				“You can’t. Rafe de Luca’s coming after you, and there’s nothing you can do but try to survive it.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter
Two

				Maggie couldn’t believe this guy. He was actually glad he’d scared her. How mean could you get? 

				But she suspected he was right about the press coverage. She remembered the camera flashes, making his scenario of headlines and wild speculation all too believable. Rafe wouldn’t take this well. She just didn’t know what he’d do about it.

				“I’m going home,” she announced. “If reporters are going to be calling all day tomorrow, at least I can get a good night’s sleep first.”

				Zoe opened a drawer and took out Maggie’s purse. Handing it over, she said, “Call me tomorrow.”

				“I will.”

				Cal pulled out his phone. “I’ll follow you home. Give me your number.” 

				She managed not to laugh. “I don’t think so—to both of those statements.”

				He gave her a disgusted look. “I’m not hitting on you. I’m following you to make sure no eager reporters are tailing you. And if they do, I have to be able to call you so you can keep going and not lead them to your house. They’ll find it eventually, but you might as well make them work for it.”

				He made it sound like swarms of reporters would be after her, when everyone in their small, nosy town knew there were only three or four at most hanging around the cast of Trust Fund Brats. Probably just another attempt to scare her. “I think I’d know if someone were following me.”

				“Well, I don’t, so why don’t you humor me?”

				She met his stubborn stare with one of her own. 

				“Makes sense to me,” Zoe said, turning traitor without hesitation.

				Too bad. Maggie didn’t give out her number to just anyone, and she certainly didn’t let strangers follow her home. Maybe other women fell for his let-me-­protect-you routine, but for all she knew Cal Drummond was worse than Rafe De Luca. Rugged good looks and flat abs weren’t enough to make her abandon common sense.

				Heck, she didn’t even know if he was who he claimed to be.

				Thrusting out her hand, she said, “Show me some identification.”

				He said nothing, but his mouth twitched up on one side as he reached into his pocket and handed over his whole wallet. 

				It fell open to credit cards and photos. The picture on top showed a pretty dark-haired woman in a formal gown. Low-cut, with plenty of cleavage. A girlfriend? The sister? She didn’t look anything like him.

				Quickly flipping the photos over, she checked the driver’s license. The same guy, but with shorter hair. She glanced up; the longer style worked better. Something worked, anyway, because if she overlooked the clenched jaw and hard stare, he wasn’t bad-looking. In fact, if he weren’t being such an annoying ass, she might . . .

				“Here.” She thrust it back. 

				Tucking it away without comment, he held up his phone, thumb poised over the numbers, waiting. Zoe waited, too.

				Maggie gritted her teeth and rattled off her phone number. Stalking toward the door, she added, “Feel free to lose it after tonight.”

				She heard the muttered “Gladly” as she walked out with Cal on her heels.

				She knew he was behind her on the winding drive down the mountain only because of the constant distance he kept between their cars, two headlights she couldn’t shake. When she pulled into her drive he slowed, idling down the street until she closed the front door behind her. When she looked again from the living room window, he was gone.

				She didn’t sleep well, and blamed it on Cal. He’d been so sure she’d be a tabloid sensation by morning that she couldn’t relax, and kept waking every hour until she gave up and decided to open the store early. Saturday shoppers weren’t early risers, but she could always find paperwork to keep her busy.

				Traffic was light at seven in the morning. Few downtown stores opened before nine, including hers. The town of Barringer’s Pass fit snugly into a narrow valley between three towering peaks, with the picturesque downtown crowded alongside a rushing snow-fed stream. The stream was high with May’s snowmelt, swirling around boulders and flashing in the morning sun. On the east bank, old brick buildings lined the main road through the pass, most dating back more than a hundred years, to the town’s first settlers. Maggie cruised by slowly, scanning the brick sidewalks and the pedestrian bridge over the stream that led to the public parking lot. Only a few people were out, drawn by the coffee shop on the corner. The other storefronts were dark.

				Perfect. She could duck inside before any of Cal’s rumored reporters showed up, if they ever did, and spend a quiet two hours on inventory before she had to open the doors. Then, if a reporter showed, she’d be ready to give them a few minutes for a polite but brief “no comment.”

				She drove around to the small employee lot, parking behind the back door of Fortune’s Folly. She’d named the store after the abandoned silver mine on Tappit’s Peak that had drawn settlers to this area. The mine had fizzled back in the 1930s, but Maggie’s store had struck gold. Her eclectic home and office decor found plenty of customers among the wealthy residents and visitors to Barringer’s Pass.

				Locking her car, she headed for the back door and was halfway there when a car door slammed, and she turned to look. A man in a suit moved briskly on an intercept course, waving when he caught her eye. He didn’t look like a reporter. The suit was too expensive, and the portfolio under his arm surely wasn’t standard issue for paparazzi. She waited.

				“Good morning, Miss Larkin.” He held out his hand, offering a business card. “Parker Jameson, with Finch, Hartley, Bass and Epstein.”

				She glanced at the card, then at the three-piece suit, and finally met Parker Jameson’s smile with a more cynical expression. Cal Drummond had been right. “Let me guess—you represent Rafe De Luca?”

				“My firm represents the De Luca family, yes. May we go inside and talk?”

				She was tempted to say no, but the forty-degree breeze rippled her thin blouse and slipped beneath her skirt. It might be late May, but winter didn’t surrender easily at this elevation. She unlocked the back door, letting Parker Jameson follow her inside, but not into the shop itself. As clean and wholesome as Jameson looked, he worked for the De Lucas; she suspected that something slimy lurked beneath the surface. The back room was good enough. Tossing her purse on the packaging table, she turned to face him. “What do you want?”

				Jameson zipped open his portfolio as he went into his pitch. “We are, of course, aware of the unfortunate incident at the Alpine Sky resort last night. The De Luca family would like to offer you reassurances that they believe no action need be taken against you.”

				“Against me?”

				“That’s correct.” He stepped around her and laid a thin stack of papers on the fake wood grain of the worktable. “These papers have already been signed and witnessed, affirming that neither Rafael De Luca nor the De Luca family will bring charges against you or in any way hold you at fault for the unfortunate misunderstanding between you and Mr. De Luca.”

				She stared at the papers, then at him. “You’re kidding.”

				“Not at all. All you have to do is sign your name, and the matter is resolved.” He pulled a silver ballpoint from the portfolio and held it out to her.

				Since he was going with the lawyerly façade that all parties involved were reasonable, intelligent people, she kept a civil tone. “There’s a slight problem, Mr. Jameson. It seems Rafe and I have differing explanations for what happened.”

				His smile held a touch of condescension. “There are always two sides to any dispute, Miss Larkin. But in this case, the facts don’t matter.”

				She raised an eyebrow. “That’s a unique approach to the law.”

				“The particulars need not be discussed. In fact, the agreement states that both you and Rafael will refrain from commenting on the details of the incident. A brief statement will be released to the press by the De Luca family explaining that it was simply a disagreement between two passionate people that has since been resolved. A lovers’ quarrel, so to speak.”

				“A what? You can’t seriously expect me to tell people that I’m actually dating that scum-sucking piece of garbage!”

				He didn’t even blink. “Miss Larkin, we expect you to say nothing whatsoever. People will think what they will, and you and Rafael need only carry on the charade for a few days before a mutual decision to end your relationship. This will, of course, be announced to the press, at which time the media will undoubtedly lose interest in you.”

				So much for remaining civil. “Yeah, they’ll lose interest, but you will already have trashed my name. There is no relationship! I’m not going to pretend there is, so just forget it.” She picked up the papers and slapped them against his chest, forcing him to grab them.

				“Miss Larkin, you may want to rethink that decision.”

				“I doubt it.”

				“If you don’t want to go along with what I assure you is your best option, then the De Lucas will be forced to handle this on their own.”

				“Fine, whatever.” She moved toward the door, a broad hint that he should follow.

				He didn’t. “Since they will be forced to assume you are opposed to protecting their best interests, they will not be able to protect yours.”

				His tone was as businesslike as before, but the words sounded threatening. She tipped her head, watching him through narrowed eyes. “What does that mean?”

				He shrugged. “I believe it means if you are not with them, you are against them. I really can’t say what the actual details might involve.”

				But it wouldn’t be anything good. The De Lucas maintained a home in the area, one of several all over the world. Thanks to their ownership of a major movie studio and record label, they were rich and famous on an international scale. Rafe’s playboy lifestyle had only added to the media’s fascination with the family. Opposing them wouldn’t be smart.

				That didn’t negate the fact that going along with their version of events would be disgusting, dishonest, and just plain wrong. She wouldn’t be able to live with herself. “Thanks but no thanks,” she told him.

				Parker Jameson tucked the papers back in his portfolio and zipped it shut. “You have twenty-four hours to think about it, Miss Larkin. I’ll contact you later.” He smiled, not attempting to hide his disrespect. “Unless, of course, you call me before then. If you’re as smart as I hear, you will.” He walked past her, opened the door, then glanced back. “Have a pleasant day. I believe there are some people here to see you.”

				She caught the door before it closed and looked outside. Two men stood by her car, camera straps slung over their shoulders, and hands cupped around their eyes as they peered in the windows. Crap—only tabloid reporters could be that bold. Still, that didn’t mean she had to put up with fingerprints all over the glass, or scratches if one of those cameras banged against the side of the car.

				“Hey, guys!” They looked up. “Hands off the car, okay?”

				They straightened immediately. “Maggie! Could we get a quote from you about your fight with Rafe De Luca?” They both jogged toward her. “Is it true your fight was because he was upset about your police record?”

				“What?” She scowled, mouth hanging open in astonishment. One of them chose that instant to raise his camera and take her picture. She snapped her mouth closed. “Who have you been talking to? I don’t have a police record.”

				They kept coming, throwing out questions as they did. “How long have you and Rafe been seeing each other?” That was from the shorter one who’d taken her picture.

				“Weren’t you the secret woman he was with in Hawaii last month?” asked the taller one as he, too, reached for his camera.

				“No! We aren’t . . .” She realized she was falling into their trap, and shut her mouth, glaring. Another priceless Kodak moment was captured with a flash. “No comment!” She slammed the door.

				Leaning against it, she took several deep breaths. Fists pounding on the outside vibrated against her back, and she jumped away. The reporters continued to shout questions, and she moved to the front of the store so she couldn’t hear.

				She hadn’t handled that well, but they’d taken her by surprise with that crap about a police record. She needed to keep her cool and politely deflect questions with noncommittal answers. Next time she would be ready.

				Maggie concentrated on calming her anger and her galloping heart. After a few seconds the pounding and shouting stopped, leaving the store in blissful silence. 

				Light streamed through the two big front windows, but with the overhead lights off, the area near the back wall was dim. Soothing. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly, feeling calm seep back in. Fortune’s Folly in the early morning was her favorite retreat from the world, and she let it work its magic on her now. 

				She was alone here, if you didn’t count the hundreds of corpses. “How’s it going, George?” Maggie ran her hand over the rippled black body where it hung on the wall, encased in its tomb of limestone. “Sorry about that lawyer. We haven’t all evolved to the same level.” The giant trilobite was silent, but she imagined tiny black eyes blinking kindly behind the protuberances on George’s fossilized head. George would understand—he was that kind of guy. In the four months he’d hung on her wall, they’d had many one-sided conversations, and he’d never once failed to agree with her. 

				“How’s your lady friend? Has she noticed you yet?” The sandy-colored stone slab held the bodies of five more trilobites, all giant specimens about a foot long. One lay nearly within reach of George’s outstretched antenna, as if he’d spent the past five hundred million years trying to get her attention. Maggie gave him a warning tap on the head. “Just keep those feelers off her ass, buddy. Girls don’t like that.”

				Pulling a long dusting rod from beneath the checkout counter, Maggie began brushing invisible cobwebs off the displayed fossils—more chunks of ancient ocean mud, teeming with the bodies of prehistoric fish, crustaceans, and ammonites. They were popular items among her customers with twenty or thirty thousand dollars to blow on an interesting conversation piece.

				She worked her way toward the front of the store, humming to herself as she smoothed silk wall hangings. She’d nearly forgotten about rude reporters when a tap on the front door made her look up. Through the glass, four men waved and signaled for her to come to the door. Two were from the parking lot, but the other two were new. Were there really that many tabloids? Her first instinct was to ignore them, but she realized they wouldn’t go away. They’d just wait until she opened for business and bother her while she had paying customers in the store. It might be better to get it over with now.

				The four straightened alertly as she reached for her ring of keys and unlocked the two heavy front doors. They pulled them open before she had the keys back in her pocket. She stepped back as all four pushed inside, holding up both palms while blocking their path. “Hold it right here, fellas. I know you have questions. I’m willing to answer if it’ll get you out of the way before I’m open for business. Agreed?”

				A chorus of agreements assaulted her, followed by a jumble of loud questions, with each one trying to talk over the other.

				“One at a time!” In the brief pause, she pointed to one at random, a man in his mid-thirties, balding, with a thin ponytail. “You first.”

				He held up a miniature tape recorder as three more arms shot out, all holding recording devices. At least she’d be accurately quoted. Shifting his camera strap aside, he moved the recorder under her nose and asked, “How long have you been seeing Rafe De Luca, and what’s the status of your relationship?”

				She pushed his hand back to a polite distance, giving him a free lesson in manners. “I’m not seeing Rafe. There is no relationship.” She cut off his follow-up question, pointing at the next man. “You.”

				“Why did you hit Rafe? Was that the first instance of abuse in your relationship, or have there been more?”

				She frowned. “I told you, there’s no relationship. I never met him before last night. And I hit him because he made inappropriate suggestions and wouldn’t keep his hands off me.” This was going better than she’d hoped. There was obviously a serious gap in the facts, and they were listening eagerly to every word, allowing her to clear up the story. No matter what spin the De Lucas tried to put on it, at least her version would be out there to counter it. She pointed again, this time to the short guy from the parking lot. “Your turn.”

				“Was Cara Rockford the reason for your breakup with Rafe?”

				“Who?” Maggie shook her head. “I told you, there was no breakup. I don’t even know Rafe. We just met last night.”

				The man nodded, as if she had just confirmed what he’d said. She hoped he replayed that tape before writing his story. Before she could move on, he insisted, “But what about Cara?”

				“Never heard of her.” Speaking over his next question, she pointed to the tall man behind him. “You.”

				“What’s your response to Blaster’s threats against you?”

				She wrinkled her brow. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

				“The Blaster—Rafe’s bodyguard. That’s the name he used in pro wrestling. He was fired after you assaulted Rafe, and he swore to get even. What do you have to say about it?”

				Four pairs of eyes fastened on her as she shook her head. “I had nothing to do with his getting fired. I imagine it was because he pulled a gun, and had been drinking on the job.” Thank you, Cal. It might be a good thing he’d stepped into that mess after all, or she wouldn’t be this prepared. “It’s not my fault if the man can’t keep Rafe from forcing himself on women.”

				They all grinned, and a couple nodded in agreement. “You certainly handled yourself well, Maggie,” the first one said.

				“Thank you.” It was about time someone showed some appreciation for how she’d dealt with two bullies.

				“Maggie, can you tell us who the mystery man is?” Someone spoke out of turn, and before she could reply, another one took off on the new topic. 

				“Is he an old boyfriend?” 

				“Did he force you to leave against your will?” 

				“What’s his name, Maggie?” 

				 Her orderly system was breaking down in the face of their renewed excitement. 

				There was no way she was going to give them Cal’s name. And the way they used hers all the time was beginning to bother her, like they actually thought she might mistake them for friends. “I never saw that man before, and I haven’t seen him since.”

				One man chuckled. “Aw, come on, Maggie, everyone saw you run out of there with him. Who is he?”

				She shrugged helplessly. “Sorry, I don’t know him, and he didn’t stick around, so I can’t tell you anything about him.” There, that ought to satisfy Cal. He might be overbearing and arrogant, but she owed him something for helping her out of a jam. Maybe now the press would forget about him, and he could go back to shadowing Rafe. Cal’s theory about murdered girls might be far-fetched, but he could probably find several lesser offenses to charge Rafe with. She wished him luck.

				“Maggie!” 

				Cool air swirled into the store as a new reporter opened the door and pushed his way inside. He stood on tiptoe, stretching a tiny recorder over the heads in front of him. “Can I get a quote on your relationship with Rafe De Luca?”

				Responding to the new competition, the other four abandoned their brief fling with order. Questions tumbled over each other, getting louder with each second. She held up both hands, waving them like semaphores above her head.

				“Stop! No more questions.” A flash made her blink back spots. Another one followed, stretching her patience to the limit. “Out!” Rather than wait for them to obey, she shoved past them and held the door wide until they all followed her onto the sidewalk. Like a pack of preschoolers, they continued badgering her with questions about Rafe, his TV show, his costars, and her dating history. 

				Sticking two fingers in her mouth, Maggie blew a shrill whistle. The babble faded. “We’re done!” she ordered.

				“Just a photo!” someone insisted. She turned to find the ponytailed reporter giving her an encouraging grin. “Come on, a nice shot of you in front of your store. It’ll be good for business.”

				Damn, he might be right. And a posed shot had to be better than any pictures they’d taken so far. Obediently, she stood beneath the dark green awning with the white letters reading, “Fortune’s Folly.” Cameras clicked. 

				“Okay, that’s it,” she said.

				“One more! How about—”

				Obviously, they’d never be satisfied. She turned away, leaving them on the sidewalk. Before closing the front door, she reminded them, “I answered your questions. I expect you to leave me alone during business hours.”

				She locked the doors again, then lurked near the checkout counter to see what happened. Within seconds, they dispersed. 

				Maggie smiled. For her first encounter with the press, she thought she’d handled it pretty well. They were pushy, but she’d kept them at bay. Cal had made it sound like she’d be mobbed by unruly hordes that would rip her to shreds. If he showed up, he’d have to eat his words.

				It was nearly three o’clock the next day when Cal walked through the front door. The paparazzi had been shooed away by the police, so they weren’t there to spot their mystery man. They’d missed her, too, when she’d stayed at Zoe’s last night instead of going home. Another day or two of this and maybe they’d get tired of stalking someone they couldn’t find.

				The day had started out cold, but heated up to seventy degrees with a high blue sky. Both doors were propped open, letting the warm breeze play against the wind chimes just inside the door. Cal didn’t appear to appreciate the tinkling sound as he passed by. In fact, he didn’t seem to appreciate any part of the beautiful spring day as he zeroed in on her behind the display cases in the center of the store. It was too bad, because he really had an interesting face and she was betting it would look even better with a big, strong grin. Looked like she’d just have to imagine it, because he seemed incapable of smiling around her.

				Maggie replaced a ring in the glass case and straightened as he strode up to her, his boots echoing on the worn wood floor. Despite his tight expression, she put on her friendly greet-the-customer face. “Hi, sourpuss. Is it just me who ticks you off, or don’t you ever smile?”

				“It’s definitely you.”

				Not even the slightest hint of humor softened the hard line of his jaw. Still, his bad day didn’t have to ruin her good one. “What did I do this time?” she asked, not because she cared, but just because he looked like he might explode if he didn’t vent.

				“You’ve been busy, haven’t you?” He slapped a stack of papers on the glass countertop.

				The banner on the top one read National Tattler. Tabloids. Mildly curious, she turned it to face her. “Did they mention me?”

				He didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. Her photo filled most of the front page. One arm was extended toward the camera, and she appeared to be lecturing someone. From the pose and the grainy quality, she assumed it had been taken with a camera phone the other night at the Alpine Sky, probably as she faced down the Blaster. Anger wasn’t her most flattering expression. Against the dark background, large yellow headlines next to the photo proclaimed, “Rafe De Luca and Girlfriend Caught in Rowdy Bar Brawl.”

				Maggie wrinkled her nose and shoved the paper toward him. “Don’t worry, I cleared that up yesterday morning.”

				He gave her a tight smile. “I know.” Removing the Tattler, he shoved the pile back at her.

				The Hollywood Scene lay on top. She blinked twice at the large color photo of her, mouth open in a startled expression, before recognizing the moment from the parking lot behind the store. They hadn’t wasted any time. Banner headlines declared, “Rafe’s Bar Bimbo Denies Criminal Past.”

				“What!” Sudden weakness hit her knees so hard she leaned against the glass cabinet for support. Grabbing the paper, she held it in shaking hands. “I told that idiot I didn’t have a police record!”

				“Obviously,” Cal drawled. “Which is exactly what he reported—you denied having a criminal past.”

				She swallowed, but still only managed a whisper. “That bastard.”

				Wordlessly, Cal took the paper from her hands and handed her the last one. Lurid red headlines on a white background proclaimed, “Rafe De Luca in Love Triangle with Local Hottie!” Next to it, a picture of Maggie smiling in front of the store cut off half the name, displaying just the word “Folly” above her head. Below, in a smaller font, “Mystery Man Flees the Scene,” and “Rafe Can’t Keep His Hands Off Me! Maggie Claims.”

				“Oh, my God,” Maggie groaned. “It’s not over, is it?”

				Cal lifted one eyebrow, studying her with disgust. “Lady, it’s only just begun.”

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter
Three

				Maggie paced the work area between the packaging table and her desk. She had to move; if she stood still, her brain froze up, displaying that startled image of her face with the words Bar Bimbo next to it. That picture was on front pages at newsstands and grocery store checkout lines all over the country. Her grandmother would see it. So would her sisters.

				She growled her frustration. “Those slimy bastards. They knew better, and they twisted the facts to suit their story.”

				“That’s what they do.” Cal stood with arms folded, watching her pace. He didn’t even try to look upset on her behalf.

				“Well, it’s despicable.” She wished the whole pack of them would show up just so she could have the pleasure of kicking their butts onto the street. What ­really ticked her off was that she’d given them the fodder they needed to write their misleading stories. “Damn it, I should have known better,” she muttered.

				To his credit, Cal didn’t agree. He didn’t have to. She could see it on his face, that resigned look of contempt that said he’d known she would blow it. That part really irritated her. She should have been the one who knew what to expect. She dealt with celebrities all the time, both in her store and as part of the nightlife at the big ski resorts. Most didn’t attract reporters the way Rafe De Luca did, but they were never truly anonymous, and never truly alone. She knew that. So how come this cop from Oklahoma had anticipated the overblown media reaction and known how to handle it?

				She faced him, hands on hips. “How’d you know the tabloids would be all over this?”

				“Are you kidding? Haven’t you ever watched Trust Fund Brats?”

				“No.”

				He snorted. “You must be the only one. The show has all these twenty- and thirty-something rich kids who have grown up never knowing what anything costs because everything was always given to them. Then they give them a limited budget and a task, like feeding a family of four for a week, or fixing a leaky faucet, and watch them try to cope. America loves to see the rich people screw up the stuff we all deal with every day.”

				She wasn’t sure she’d call an hour of Rafe De Luca making a fool of himself entertainment, but she took his word for it. “So he’s popular.”

				Cal gave her a condescending smile. “It’s not that simple. De Luca’s good-looking, and outrageous in his excesses. Women fall all over themselves to be with him. He’s the guy we all love to hate. Perfect headline material. I’ve followed him around long enough to know he’s a paparazzi favorite. No matter where he is, cameras are never more than a few yards away.”

				She’d had a demonstration of that two nights ago. Pacing again, she told him, “Their lawyer was here yesterday. You were right—they want to put a pretty spin on the whole thing and say Rafe and I had a lovers’ quarrel.” 

				“Perfect. Go along with it, and in a couple days you’re old news. It’s over.”

				She shot him a hard look. “That’s not gonna happen.”

				He rolled his eyes upward. “Somehow I’m not surprised.”

				“What I need to know is, what’s their next move? You seem to understand how Rafe’s narrow little mind works, so maybe you can tell me what I should do to head him off.”

				He faked a startled expression. “Are you saying you might actually follow my advice?”

				Maggie gave him an evil squint. “Don’t you dare make fun—” She broke off as her sales assistant, Holly, poked her head through the doorway and made a loud “pssst” sound. “What is it?”

				Holly nodded her head meaningfully toward the front of the store. “There’s, uh, someone here asking to see you.”

				“Can you handle it? I’m kind of busy.”

				“I think you better come.” Her eyes went wide and she mouthed the rest as if it were top-secret information. “It’s Rafe De Luca.”

				Maggie’s mind froze up again. She looked at Cal. His casual pose disappeared as he crossed the room to her side. She smiled gamely. “I guess I’ll go find out what Rafe’s next move is.”
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The Larkin sisters have been trying for years to escape their wild
child reputations. So maybe breaking arrogant playboy Rafe de
Luca’s nose in the middle of a posh ski resort wasn’t the best
way for thirty-two-year-old Maggie to prove she’s actually an
upstanding citizen. Fortunately, detective Cal Drummond saw
the whole incident—from Rafe’s groping hands to Maggie’s
fiery palm in his face—and stepped in to save the day. Only
now the paparazzi might blow Cal’s cover. He's been trailing
Rafe secretly for weeks, trying to prove the star of reality
television’s Trust Fund Brats is not just a jerk—he’s a killer. And
now that Maggie has pissed off the powerful De Luca clan
and soiled Rafe’s reputation, she could be his next victim. The
tabloids are going crazy over the “bar bimbo” and her “love
triangle,” but Cal will be damned if he’ll let some sleazeball
get his hands on the sassy, sexy redhead. Now all he has to do
is convince Maggie he’s one of the good guys so together they
can get their man. . . .
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