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Going once . . .

The minute Daniel Pierce began to make his way down the bachelor auction runway, Vivi went into slack-jawed, heart-pounding, juices-flowing hormonal overload.

He strolled the catwalk like a GQ model, one hand stuffed in his pocket, his jacket hitched back behind it. He had the body and the attitude to pull it off. The face could have been carved out of granite. Except for the eyes. The eyes were piercing, dark and intense, and more than a little predatory.

Half the women sat back in their seats and rethought their plans to bid on him. A little danger in a man was exciting, but little didn’t seem like an adjective that applied to Daniel Pierce. In any way.

Vivi should have been busy taking stock of her surroundings and formulating a plan, but her eyes were glued to the stage. Sure, the sense of helpless inevitability ranked somewhere below tingling nerves and throbbing body parts for sheer volume, but it managed to make enough noise so she couldn’t forget that the man on the catwalk was in mortal danger. And he didn’t look like he’d be inclined to believe her . . .
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To Debbie—Gone from our lives but never from our hearts




chapter 1

VIVIENNE FOSTER SLIPPED THROUGH THE DOORS OF  the Oval Room at the Fairmont Copley Plaza Hotel, easing into the shadows next to a potted palm in the corner by the cash bar. Any Boston native, not to mention most New Englanders, would be familiar with the Oval Room. It was historically significant, artistically important, architecturally stunning, and socially desirable. But estrogen charged? Definitely not an everyday occurrence, and one those who normally frequented the Oval Room would have pooh-poohed at.

But not Vivi. She’d been prepared for this. And she’d come anyway. Glutton for punishment, that’s what she was.

“What can I get you, darlin’?” the bartender asked her.

Vivi peered through the foliage and discovered him standing in her neck of the woods, at the end of the bar.

“Trying to keep a low profile here,” she said under her breath.

“Something tropical,” he decided, eyes on the greenery, not getting with the skulking program. “Piña colada? Mai tai?”

Vivi gauged the level of sexual tension in the place. “How about a fire hose?”

The bartender grinned. “What kind of fun would that be?”

“Planning to console the losers?”

“One or two of them, anyway.”

He winked and headed off to fill a drink order for the aforementioned potential losers, which would be any number of the rich, bored socialites crowded at round tables, some of them with their chairs turned backward so they didn’t have to crane their necks to see the rainbow of men lined up across the low stage erected at the opposite end of the room. Every few minutes one of the men would be trotted forward, and the socialites would go into a frenzy—bidding, of course, since it was all in the name of charity. Tax write-offs were clearly not the fringe benefit they had in mind, though, and since the ratio of debutantes to beefcake was about twenty to one, and there was enough combined heat to set off the overhead sprinklers, the bartender—not to mention husbands, fiancés, limo drivers, and shower massagers—stood a good chance of getting lucky.

It was exactly what Vivi had anticipated, except this version came with sound, and it was already giving her a headache. She tried to shut out the cacophony of shouting, laughing, shrieking female voices, concentrating instead on the men being auctioned off. Tall men, short men, stocky or slender, in every skin tone from Michael Jackson to, well, Michael Jackson. They were all handsome and fit, all well-respected members of the Boston business or social communities, all decked out in evening wear and encouraging smiles. Or nearly all.

One man stood at the end of the line, a little apart from the rest of the male smorgasbord. It wasn’t distance that separated him, though, it wasn’t his clothing, or his stature in the community.

Vivi recognized Daniel Pierce from his photo, but she hadn’t been prepared for the impact he made in the flesh. Not his flesh, hers.

The emcee announced him, and proceeded to give a simpering commentary, probably laced with vital statistics and sexual innuendo. All Vivi heard was wah, wah, wah,  because the minute Daniel Pierce began to make his way down the bachelor auction runway she’d gone into slack-jawed, heart-pounding, juices-flowing hormonal overload.

He strolled the catwalk like a GQ model, one hand stuffed in his pocket, his jacket hitched back behind it. He had the body and the attitude to pull it off. The face could have been carved out of granite. Except for the eyes. The eyes were, well, piercing, dark and intense, and more than a little predatory.

Fully half the women sat back in their seats and rethought their plans to bid on him. A little danger in a man was exciting, but little didn’t seem like an adjective that applied to Daniel Pierce. In any way.

Vivi should have been busy taking stock of her surroundings and formulating a plan, but her eyes were glued to the stage, and what she was feeling could best be described as “fatalism.” Sure, the sense of helpless inevitability ranked somewhere below tingling nerves and throbbing body parts for sheer volume, but it managed to make enough noise so she couldn’t forget that the man on the catwalk was in mortal danger. And the man on the catwalk didn’t look like he’d be inclined to believe her.

So she’d have to make him.

It wasn’t going to be easy.

The elegant lines of the tuxedo couldn’t camouflage his strength, and it wasn’t just the muscles flexing when he walked, it was the way he carried himself—arrogant, in charge, take no prisoners. There was a distinct unevenness in his stride, but the expression on his face dared anyone to feel sorry for him.

Vivi wasn’t about to make that mistake. Underestimating him—or overestimating herself—wouldn’t be wise, either. She had a feeling Daniel Pierce was going to defy prediction. Not a confidence-inspiring thought—but in the absence of confidence she’d always found impulse a pretty  good substitute. As impulsive as a woman like her could be, that is.

Before the urge to overthink matters could get the better of her, she eased out of the shrubbery. And into Freak Central. While her mind had been wandering aimlessly in the interest of procrastination, all the men but Pierce had been auctioned off and joined their buyers in the audience. The bidding had opened on Pierce, and women were bouncing in their chairs, hands in the air, shouting each other down. Even the ones who’d decided not to bid were caught up in the craziness, egging their friends on to make even bigger fools of themselves. Vivi saw a woman duck under her table and figured the action was going to head the Chippendales route any moment.

She took another good, long look at Pierce, wondering how he’d fooled these people into thinking he wanted anything to do with them. Or maybe that was part of the attraction. The sad truth was that women always wanted the guy they couldn’t have.

Well, Vivi didn’t want him. She didn’t want anything to do with him. But she was leaving with him. One way or another.

The current bid had already topped what she could afford, but she’d known before she got there that she wouldn’t be able to buy her way out of this one. The contest was down to a trio of picture-perfect examples of Boston society, a brunette, a blonde, and a redhead with a girl-next-door face, the body of a Playboy Playmate, and six figures worth of jewels at her ears, neck, and wrist. She upped the bid by two hundred dollars, but it was the look that passed between her and Daniel Pierce that told Vivi the redhead was going to outlast the others. Because it was rigged, and he was calling the shots.

What he didn’t know was that no one controlled their own destiny. Not even Vivi, and she had a hell of a lot better chance at it than he did. Under normal circumstances. Circumstances, however, weren’t normal, and free choice was only a fond memory.

The back of her neck was prickling like heat rash at a fat  farm, and she felt an urgency to do something. The compulsion was stronger than any cautioning thoughts, stronger than the conclusions she’d drawn about Daniel Pierce’s character from seeing him in person, strong enough that she was already at the edge of the stage before she realized her feet were taking her there.

“I need to talk to you,” she said when he looked down at her.

He didn’t reply, at least not verbally. His gaze panned down from her face and over her body, lingering in all the obvious places before he looked up again. Their eyes met, and she jolted. He’d felt it, too; she saw his reaction though he was quicker to hide it, his gaze lifting to the audience of still-screaming women as if Vivi didn’t exist. Of all the reactions she’d expected from him in this situation, being dismissed wasn’t high on the list.

“I’m not too happy about this, either,” she said.

He turned to her again, his eyes narrowing on her face. “What do you want?”

To be anywhere but here. She didn’t speak, though, and not because she didn’t know what to say. Stage fright was more the issue. The room had grown still, and Daniel Pierce’s eyes weren’t the only ones on her.

“Please take your seat, miss,” the emcee said.

Vivi ignored her. “You have to come with me,” she said to Pierce.

“Miss, the bidding stands at just over three thousand dollars.”

Vivi glanced over at the podium in time to see the woman pass a look over her and dismiss her—not as Daniel had done, without judgment or malice. This dismissal was meant to be an insult.

Vivi laughed softly, not the least offended. If she’d wanted to be one of these tight-assed, snobby, better-than-thou society witches and have a career as arm candy, she could have accepted one of the half-dozen marriage proposals that had come her way in the last seven or eight years. “Well, you put me in my place” was all she said.

The indignation ratcheted up, the politeness down. “If you’d like to have a conversation with Mr. Pierce, you can take your seat and place a bid. If you can afford it.”

“Shut up,” Vivi said sweetly.

The woman hoovered in a breath and pasted on a glare, beckoning someone out of the shadows behind her. Vivi caught movement, a flash of silver, and realized a police officer was in attendance, probably to guard the donations. Or provide riot control.

Vivi rolled her eyes. “I’ll be with you in a minute,” she said to Pierce, and turned to the cop, but not before she caught the amused lift of Daniel’s brow.

She looked over her shoulder at him. No smile on his face, but there was a definite shift in his attitude. He wasn’t sure of her, but the gleam in his eyes told her he was going to sit back and see how she handled herself. So he’d know how to handle her.

Lawyers, she thought as she shifted her focus to the more immediate threat, ranked right below cops on the list of people she despised most. It was unfortunate how often she had to deal with both.

The cop pulled his cuffs out of the holster at the small of his back as he approached her. “Come with me, ma’am,” he said.

“I haven’t done anything wrong.”

“There’s disturbing the peace,” Pierce observed blandly from the stage.

Vivi gazed out over the sea of silent, staring faces. “It appears to me that I reestablished the peace. You were seconds from getting hit in the face with a thong. You should be thanking me.”

He didn’t say anything, but there was no gratitude in his eyes. A little reluctant humor, some impatience and curiosity, but no gratitude. Not that Vivi was expecting any.

“I really need to talk to you,” she said, feeling a little impatient herself. “It’s important.”

Daniel reached into his breast pocket, pulled out his  wallet, and handed her a business card. “Call my office and make an appointment.”

“It can’t wait.”

“Then tell me now.”

She considered the rapt audience, the now-avidly attentive emcee, and the cop with his eager expression and shiny bracelets. “Can we go somewhere else?”

“I’m in the middle of something, in case you haven’t noticed.”

“You’re not the type of man who enjoys this kind of ridiculous spectacle.”

“Maybe not, but this ridiculous spectacle happens to be for a good cause.”

“Are you talking about the charity or your campaign for political office?”

His gaze turned even more intense, and there was an assessing manner to it, a looking-below-the-surface quality that made her want to squirm. He didn’t trust her.

Vivi couldn’t blame him. But she had to give him credit because he held out a hand. She took it, long enough to let him help her up onto the stage, then she let go. He wasn’t any more eager to prolong contact, but Vivi made the mistake of rubbing her tingling palm on her jeans. Daniel Pierce noted it with a slight smirk.

“That’s some ego you have there, Ace,” she observed blandly. “You get tired carrying it around?”

His eyes dropped to her chest, lingering on the orchid tattoo peeking out of her tank top. “No. You?”

Vivi resisted the urge to cross her arms over her C cups. “I’ve learned to live with the burden.”

“Any time you want some help with that, you have my card.”

“I think I can handle it by myself, thanks.”

This time his smile was quick and genuine, and she could all but hear him lingering on the word handle. She liked the idea, too, any idea he might have that involved  handling. “How about we discuss something else,” she said  before her racing heart and tingling palm could gang up on her self-control and make her do something she’d regret. “Like why I crashed this party.”

His smile faded away, his brow knitting in consideration as he gestured to the curtain hanging at the back of the stage.

“Where are you going?” the emcee all but shrieked.

Vivi whipped around. She’d forgotten they had an audience. The audience, unfortunately, hadn’t forgotten about her. If it had been Texas, there’d have been a lynchin’ in the works. Boston debutantes had their manicures to worry about, and they probably couldn’t tie a decent knot between them, anyway. And since they didn’t want to frown and cause themselves wrinkles, the worst they could do was look down their rhinoplasties at her.

Daniel couldn’t have cared less about the mood in the room and what it might do to his market value. He wasn’t too concerned about the emcee’s hand-wringing, either. “We won’t be long,” he said to her, “auction off someone else.”

“There is no one else,” she wailed, but she stayed put at the podium, watching the two of them disappear behind the curtain.

“How do you know I’m considering a run for office?” Daniel asked, not wasting any more time on witty banter about her body parts. In fact, body parts seemed to be the furthest thing from his mind, except maybe her brain. He was definitely interested in what she was thinking.

Vivi would have found that a refreshing change from most of the men she met, if she’d had the time to waste convincing him she was serious. As things stood, she couldn’t afford to do anything else. “If you wanted to help the charity, you’d send them a check,” she said. “You’re here to ingratiate yourself with the right kind of people, and when I say right, I mean rich and influential, which,” she hooked a thumb in the general direction of the emcee in her vintage Chanel suit and tasteful but expensive pearls, “these women are.”

Daniel crossed his arms. “Fascinating. Go on.”

Vivi studied his face, but he looked so politely interested she decided she must have been mistaken about the undertone she thought she’d heard in his voice. “I wouldn’t have expected your aspirations to run to politics,” she continued. “Don’t get me wrong, I think you’d make a great politician. I mean, you have all the right credentials—law degree, camera-ready face, perfect body with what, ten percent body fat?”

“I can feel my ego inflating.”

She snorted softly. “You can’t help your face, and you exercise daily because you like good food and good wine once in a while. And because of your leg.”

“You don’t pull any punches.”

“Neither do you,” she said, ignoring the warning in his tone, the second warning he’d given, because he needed convincing, and she didn’t know any other way to do it except to make him believe in her. “You fight your battles in a courtroom, but it doesn’t stop you from wanting to go after justice more directly. Probably another reason you work out every day. Kind of like walking an aggressive dog—tire it out and it’s easier to control.”

“Sounds like you researched me.”

She shrugged, hoping he couldn’t see the nerves jumping around under her skin. Or hear them in her voice. “You sleep on the left side of the bed,” she said recklessly, “you don’t like cauliflower, or cats, and you wear boxer briefs.”

“Correction, you’re a stalker.”

The emcee poked her head through the opening in the curtain just in time to hear that. She stayed long enough to gasp, then her head disappeared.

Vivi’s voice hadn’t carried to the audience; the emcee made sure hers did, and if those at the back of the room had missed it, the front-row seats were happy to pass along Daniel’s assessment of her character. Either that or there was a hell of an echo in the place.

Even worse, the word “stalker” was a label the cop could understand. And act on. He stepped behind the curtain, caught her left wrist, and clapped a handcuff on it before she could deny the accusation. She twisted her other  arm out of reach, looking at Daniel, although why she should have expected him to help her she had no idea.

All he did was watch, his eyes speculative, challenging. Get out of this, Houdini, he was saying.

But Vivi was done proving herself to him. Vivi was ticked off. He wanted to see what she was made of? Fine. She stopped struggling, sagged back against the cop too suddenly for him to stop her when she grabbed his gun and wrenched it out of his holster. She pulled her arm free, handcuff and all, whirling around to point the pistol at Daniel.

His eyes never left hers, one corner of his mouth quirking up in grim amusement.

Until she thumbed off the safety.




chapter 2

THE WOMAN WAS A MENACE. SHE’D HIJACKED HIM  from the middle of a charity event, called him names—Okay, politician was hardly name-calling, and he was considering running for a public office of some sort. In his crazier moments. And he had accused her of being a stalker, but at least she fit the part. Take the way she cocked her head from time to time, like the voices in her brain were having a conversation she didn’t want to miss. If that didn’t shout “stalker” Daniel didn’t know what did. Unless it was the gun.

It wasn’t the first time he’d had a gun pointed at him, and by a hell of a lot more dangerous types than this woman appeared to be, with her shaking hands and the making-it-up-as-I-go panic on her face. As long as there wasn’t a serial killer among her other personalities, he figured he was safe. And not bored, which was probably the most confusing part of this whole thing. Since the day the High and Mighty at the FBI had sidelined him because of his injury, he’d been bored. And angry.

He’d spent months in rehab, trying to get his leg back to prime working condition. When he’d realized ambulatory  was the best he could hope for, there’d been the years in college, upgrading to a law degree so he could still be a part of the justice system. He’d succeeded because failure had never been an option—until he became a federal prosecutor and his fate had been put into the hands of judges and juries.

The juries he could forgive; they were just regular people who were fooled by the lies and tap-dancing of slick defense lawyers. Judges were another story. Judges had to be re-elected, so they walked a fine line between the law and public perception, and that included their verdicts. More often than not, it hadn’t worked in Daniel’s favor, so his win/loss ratio wasn’t all it should have been, and unless it improved he likely wouldn’t be an assistant U.S. attorney for much longer.

All that left for him career-wise was politics, which sounded like the perfect job for a man who’d only ever wanted to make the world a better place. Politics, however, bore a striking resemblance to the world’s oldest profession, and since Daniel wouldn’t sell himself to the highest bidder in order to keep his job, he probably wouldn’t last long at that, either.

That added frustration to the bored/angry mix. His job was the only thing he’d ever really loved, and accepting that he’d never be a field agent again had been hell—and not just from a professional standpoint. Trust was something that would never come easy to a man who’d learned that suspicion was the only way to stay alive. There were a couple of people he’d consider friends, but he kept as much of himself to himself as humanly possible. And although he let an occasional woman into his bed, he rarely let one into his life. He liked it that way. Women were trouble—clingy and demanding and manipulative.

Including this one. She might be desperate or crazy enough to pull a gun on him when she didn’t get what she wanted. And he might find that interesting enough to play along until he found out what she was up to. But then he was kicking her out of his life, just like all the others.

Of course, there was a pretty good chance she’d be  going to jail, especially if she shot someone—on purpose or by accident.

She moved to one side so she could keep both him and the policeman in sight, swinging the gun as she went. The emcee, standing between the two men, ducked for cover.

“You going to shoot me, or them?” Daniel asked her.

She looked down and swung the gun back to point at him. “You, unless you do what I tell you.”

Her hands were steady now, so were her eyes. She might be in over her head, but it was sink or swim. No turning back. And a cornered nutcase was always more dangerous.

“You have a name?” he asked her, keeping his voice calm and his expression pleasant.

“Vivi,” she said.

“You wanted to talk to me, Vivi, so why don’t you let the others go and we’ll talk.” It sounded lame even to him, so he wasn’t surprised when she rolled her eyes.

“I know you’re just humoring me until you can come up with a plan to catch me off guard. Unfortunately, we don’t have time for a standoff.” She shifted her eyes to the cop and held up her wrist with its chrome bangle. “Unlock this,” she ordered him.

He edged forward, his gaze on the pistol.

“You really don’t want to try it,” she said, probably because she saw the same thing in the cop’s eyes that Daniel did, an intention to act that might take the form of calling her bluff. “I know how to use this.” She cocked the gun to prove her point. “And I will.”

The cop decided she might be serious. He unlocked the cuff and stepped back.

“Not so fast, Officer . . . Cranston,” she read off his badge. “Lock one of the cuffs around your wrist.” She fielded his glare, waited while he did as she instructed. “Now you,” she said to the emcee.

The woman drew herself up. “Do you know who I am?”

“No.”

“Cassandra Shaw Scott Hanson Martindale Winston Hobbs.”

“Still not ringing any bells, but I can see why you’ve had all those husbands.”

“Every one of those husbands has been a leader in his field, and I spend my time doing charitable works, assisting the poor and downtrodden of this community. If you put down that weapon and surrender yourself to this nice, young officer, I will make sure you receive the best representation possible before you are found guilty and trundled off to jail.”

“You’d really help me?”

Cassandra folded her hands primly, gave a little sniff of distaste, and nodded.

“Great.” Vivi pointed to the floor. “Have a seat.”

“I will not!”

“Officer?”

The cop didn’t waste any time trying to play negotiator. He plucked the petite woman off her feet and deposited her on the floor, where she sat in shock, sputtering her indignation and making threats in well-modulated tones.

Vivi didn’t have any qualms about appearing undignified. She raised her voice and gave a few more terse instructions that resulted in the cop and the socialite being handcuffed together, around the underpinnings of the stage.

Daniel stood his ground and enjoyed the show. Not that he was getting a kick out of Cassandra’s plight, or the cop’s. Mostly he was running out the clock because it was only a matter of time before someone looked behind the curtain.

“We need to get moving before someone looks behind the curtain,” Vivi said. “And I’ll need your cell phone.”

Daniel slipped his hand in his pocket, cussing under his breath because he didn’t have anything but a wallet and phone. But he hadn’t routinely carried a gun since he’d become a lawyer. He really missed carrying a gun. Throwing the book at criminals just wasn’t as satisfying.

Not that he would have used a gun on Vivi, but it would have been nice to have options. He handed over his cell phone, and watched her slip it into her back pocket.

“Step down from the stage,” she said, “and keep your hands where I can see them.”

“You’re just going to leave us here?”

Daniel glanced down at Cassandra. “If she takes you with her, she’ll have to point the gun at you again.”

Cassandra looked at the gun, then at Vivi, and sighed heavily.

Daniel knew just what she was thinking, too. Vivi was holding a gun, and it was possible she’d use it. But it was hard to take seriously the threat of a woman who looked like she should be headlining at the nearest strip club. True, Cassandra’s imagination wouldn’t be running to G-strings and pole dancing, but any straight male this side of the grave would see—and feel—what he did.

Clouds of dark, curly hair surrounded a beautiful face, dusky skin, amber eyes just slanted enough to make them exotic, and what fantasies weren’t set off by her lush mouth were sparked by her stripper’s body. And when he thought sparked he meant it, since he felt like someone had lit him on fire.

In the tiny part of his mind that hadn’t fallen into his jockeys, he knew he should be concentrating on getting her out of the hotel before anyone got hurt. Including her. But he was too busy fighting off an attack of teenage-strength lust.

“Come on,” she said, bouncing on her toes, antsy.

It took a minute for her meaning to batter through the brick wall of attraction he felt for her, and then he had to wrench his eyes up to the crown of her head before he could translate her instructions into action and formulate a plan. Such as it was.

He hopped down, ready for the pain that shot up his bad leg. He winced, though, made sure she saw it on his face as he stumbled forward, half bent at the waist and reaching forward as if to catch his balance. She wasn’t fooled. She stepped back and brought the gun up so the barrel was practically buried in his left nostril.

“That still cocked?”

“Yep.”

“Just checking.” He straightened and backed off a step so he could see something around that big black hole. But she wasn’t watching him. Her eyes were unfocused, and he saw her cock her head slightly. Before he could do more than think about disarming her, she snapped back. She climbed up onto the stage and peeked through the curtain just as a male voice shouted, “Everyone stay calm.”

Of course, all hell broke loose. Men yelled, women screamed, chairs thudded over as people jumped to their feet. Daniel joined Vivi at the curtain opening and saw two men in black, right down to the guns in their hands and the ski masks covering all but their eyes, at the other end of the Oval Room. One of them was busy securing the doors, the other looked like Jerry Lewis, darting a couple of steps in one direction then the other. Both hands were flapping in the air, including the one holding the gun, and he was yelling instructions.

The crowd ebbed and flowed like a school of fish, herding away from the guns but not paying any attention to what the guy was saying, which probably had something to do with the fact that nearly everyone in the place had a cell phone out. If it was one thing these women could do, even with their manicures, it was speed dial.

The other guy finished with the doors and turned around. Daniel could have sworn he was rolling his eyes. “Shut up,” he roared, and when that didn’t work, he fired a shot into the floor. If the guy believed that would get him what he wanted, he must not have had a lot of dealings with women from the upper echelons of Boston society—or women in general—because the screaming rose to a level that could have shattered all the glass for a five-mile radius. Human ears were at real risk, but Daniel wasn’t worried about ears so much as the bodies they were attached to. And not just from the guys with the guns. There was a better than even chance someone was going to get trampled.

“I hope nobody gets trampled,” Vivi said at his shoulder.

“You a mind reader?” Daniel wondered out loud.

“Something like that,” she said, which might have gotten his attention if he hadn’t been focused on the gun she was pointing at him. Again. “It’s time to go.”

“If you’re going to shoot,” he said, “do it, because that’s the only way you’re going to stop me from going out there.”

“Nine-one-one is probably choked with hysterical calls by now. It’s only a matter of time before the police arrive.” And Vivi was wondering how—or if—she’d manage to get Pierce out of the Fairmont and keep herself out of jail, too.

Especially since he was hardly being cooperative.

He walked away from her. She followed, not bothering with the gun since he wasn’t paying attention to it anyway and shooting him, while it had its attractions, would defeat her purpose. There was a table at the end of the stage with water for the bachelors when they’d been waiting for their moment on the auction block. Daniel whipped the cloth off the table, sending bottles flying, and took it over to the two people still handcuffed at the back of the stage.

“As soon as we’re gone, unlock the cuffs and get out of here,” he said to the cop. “You’ll be safe as long as you keep your heads down. And stay quiet.” He directed the last comment to Cassandra. She didn’t look very happy, but she nodded.

Vivi caught the edge of the tablecloth and waited until he turned to face her before she let it go. “You can’t go out there.”

He looked at the gun still in her hand. “If you want to stop me you’re going to have to use that.”

Standing on the edge of the stage, Vivi was only a few inches taller than Daniel. She still felt like he was looming over her. She held her ground anyway. “If you go out there, you’re going to die.”

“Then give me the gun.”

Vivi said, “Okay,” and when he bent to toss the cloth over Cassandra and Officer Cranston, she gave him the gun. Across the back of the head.

He folded like an amateur at a table full of poker pros.

“If you want to keep him alive,” she said to the cop as she jumped down from the stage, “you’ll keep him here.”

She popped the clip out of the gun and pocketed it, dropped the gun in Officer Cranston’s lap, and slung the tablecloth over the three of them before she headed for the exit door a few yards behind the stage. She didn’t look back.

VIVI WAS DOZING IN DANIEL’S LINCOLN WHEN HE CAME out of the Fairmont around two A.M. He didn’t look surprised to see her.

“You really ought to lock this,” she said when he slid into the passenger seat.

“Nobody bothers my car. It looks like a mob ride.”

“Or a hearse.”

“I was going for image.”

“Sure, big, black and boring screams government employee.”

“I’m guessing you didn’t wait all this time to insult my car.”

“No, but it seemed like a good icebreaker.”

He rubbed the back, of his neck. “I think you already covered that.”

“I didn’t hit you that hard.”

He gave her a long, silent stare full of attitude.

Vivi caught herself fidgeting and stopped. “So what happened in there after I left?”

“Everything was dark for a while—no wait, that was while I was unconscious.”

“Hey, you have a sense of humor. They teach you that in law school?”

“It’s homegrown. But it comes in handy with some of the criminals I run across.” The expression on his face said he was including her in that lineup.

It shouldn’t have bothered her. But it did. “You going to answer my question, Ace?”

“The name is Daniel Pierce.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Then use it,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck again.

“The whole thing, first and last, or should I call you Mr. Pierce?”

He gave her a look.

“Just give me the Reader’s Digest version,” she said. “Ace.”

“Fine, condensed,” Daniel said, taking the high ground on the nickname. They weren’t going to be together long enough for it to be an issue. “By the time I woke up, the police were there and the gunmen were gone, along with most of the auction attendees. I convinced Mrs. Hobbs—”

“Who?”

“The nice lady you handcuffed.”

Vivi could have argued with the term “nice,” but she was in long-story-short mode, feeling an urgency again.

“Mrs. Hobbs agreed to keep her humiliation private.”

“What about the cop?”

“No such luck.”

“I would have thought he’d be glad to have his gun back.”

“He was, and I assured him the FBI will handle you.”

“The FBI.” Vivi sat back in the driver’s seat, not liking that notion. But the FBI wasn’t there yet, and she didn’t see any reason why she couldn’t avoid them, just like she’d slipped past the notice of Boston’s finest.

“Officer Cranston was relieved about the gun,” Daniel continued, “and since he’d gotten the handcuffs off, I had come to, and the bad guys were gone with no one getting hurt, he was looking pretty good by the time his coworkers arrived.”

“And that wasn’t enough for him? He couldn’t just pretend he never saw me?”

“I’m almost sure there’s no chapter on turning a blind eye in the police manual.”

“Cops are such sticklers for the rules.”

“Not a lover of law enforcement, huh?”

On the contrary. In fact, Vivi could have told him that the law, specifically the FBI, was the very reason she’d crashed the party tonight. But it was too soon. He didn’t trust her—she’d hardly given him reason, after all. If he knew exactly why she was so frantic to save his life, he’d trot her off to jail and throw away the key. And he’d end up dead, too.

“Your turn,” he said. “Why were you in there? And why are you here?”

“Take a look out there,” Vivi said, having caught a quick flash of movement through the windshield.

Daniel had parked on the top level of a structure across Dartmouth Street from the Fairmont. It was five levels, or maybe six—the slanted floors always confused Vivi—surrounded by taller buildings, and very poorly lit.

Daniel peered through the windshield, lingering on a denser, man-shaped piece of darkness at the edge of the roof before he searched the shadows beyond each of the other windows. There was an SUV parked on the driver’s side, and cars to the left and behind, so admittedly there wasn’t a lot to see. “The other guy must be behind a bigger vehicle.”

“Nope,” Vivi said, eyes closed, concentrating. Until she heard the rattle of keys. “We have to get out of the car.” And since she knew he would argue, she reached over and plucked the keys out of his hand.

He tried to get them back, predictably, and as much as she enjoyed grappling with him like teenagers in the front seat, there was more to worry about than hickeys and unplanned pregnancy. Namely, the van that screamed up to block in the Lincoln. The driver’s door opened, but Vivi didn’t wait to see who was coming out. Not that it was a mystery anyway.

She fumbled the key into the ignition, hands shaking, heart pounding so loud she barely heard the engine catch, and she completely freaked out when she pushed her foot forward and found nothing but empty air. It took her a few precious seconds to realize that Daniel was close to a foot taller than she was, and then to scoot herself forward in the seat.

This time she found the gas pedal, simultaneously slamming the car into reverse as she jammed her foot to the floor. The car traveled all of six feet, crashing into the van and sending the guy standing between the two vehicles into a panicked dive for his life.

Daniel reached for his door handle, but she said, “No, this way,” fisting her hand in his jacket and hauling him out the driver’s door just as the windshield on the passenger side exploded.

He dropped into a crouch, ignoring the screaming of his crippled leg and cursing himself for giving up the practice of keeping a gun in the glove compartment of his car. Because he’d never expected to be in this position again.

And he probably shouldn’t be enjoying it, but he was. The adrenaline rush, pitting his wits against the bad guys, protecting an innocent . . . Okay, Vivi what’s-her-name wasn’t innocent, and there was the possibility they’d both be riddled with bullets at any moment, which kind of blunted the rush, but it got him moving.

He curled his hand around hers and weaved between the vehicles, working his way down the levels with her in tow, trying to circle around to the hotel. The structure was mostly full, so it shouldn’t have been that difficult to make it back to the Fairmont in one piece. Except the hit men seemed hell-bent on preventing that.

Daniel flattened himself against the side of a minivan on the first level, easing over until he could see through the van’s windows, peering in the dark toward the hotel. A suggestion of movement caught his eye. All he could make out in that direction was an indistinct patch of deeper darkness, but it told him a lot. None of it encouraging.

In the brightly lit Oval Room, the two had looked like garden variety thugs who’d gotten lost on their way to hit the local gas station for a few bucks and a six-pack of beer. In the gloom of the parking structure, it was a different story. They blended almost seamlessly into the night. Even their guns seemed to suck up what little light there was and give nothing back, no chrome or nickel to reflect the weak  overhead lights, and the steel of the barrels must have been scuffed and blackened. Definitely a professional hit. The question was why? And how did Vivi know about it?

It was a question for later, one he intended to be alive to ask, which wasn’t as simple as it sounded. His car was blocked in, and even if they broke into another, the gunmen would be on them before he had time to hot-wire it. It was after-hours for the office buildings around the Fairmont, and the gunmen were between them and the hotel. Which left only one option.

“Give me the phone,” he whispered to Vivi.

“Can’t,” she said, “I left it in your glove compartment.”

He slumped, shaking his head.

“I didn’t want you to accuse me of stealing it.”

“You tried to kidnap me, and you were worried about petty theft?”

“How about we save this discussion for later.”

“I’ll add it to the list.”

“If we’re still alive.”

Daniel glanced down at her, but all he got was a face full of hair. Really nice-smelling hair. Soft, too.

She looked up at him, their eyes met, and even in the dim light her dusky skin took on a nice warm glow. Some parts of him were pretty warm, too, warm enough that he took a step closer to her. She didn’t move away. And even though he knew that part of what was burning through his bloodstream was adrenaline, he still put her up against the side of the van and moved in close, felt her breasts skim his chest as she relaxed into him, her breath catching . . . just as a bullet plonked into the van right by Daniel’s head.

They jerked apart, Daniel pulling Vivi into a half-crouch and shoving her ahead of him to the rear of the van.

“We have to get to the hotel,” he said, keeping his voice low and his eyes off her so he could put his mind back on the life-and-death part of the program.

“Did you forget about the guys in black who were shooting at you a minute ago?” she asked him, a little snap to her voice.

“You mean the hit men?”

“They weren’t Johnny Cash fans.”

A bullet pinged off the roof of the van. Daniel dragged her behind the truck next to it. “If you don’t keep your voice down,” he whispered, “the next one’s going to be in you.”

“They’re not shooting at me.”

“That doesn’t mean they won’t hit you.”

Vivi didn’t reply, but in the glare of the overhead lights, Daniel saw her tip her head and stare off into the gloom. It looked like there was a war going on inside her, her expression running through emotions faster than he could put names to them.

Just when he thought she was about to start talking to herself, she took off. Daniel had no choice but to go with her, ducking between cars and SUVs, straining his ears for the sound of footsteps. Or gunshots.

“What the hell are you doing?” he demanded when he caught up to her and hauled her to a stop.

“Running away from the men with the guns.”

“Where are you running to? We can’t hide from them forever. The best we can hope is that someone heard the shots and called the police.”

He didn’t need light to get the full effect of the look she shot him. Police would be the last thing she’d want, not that they’d get there in time. Not before he and Vivi ran out of cars to hide behind, anyway, and once that happened they were screwed.

“Any suggestions?” he asked her.

“You mean besides wait them out and hope the cavalry arrives in time?”

“I mean besides sarcasm.”

“Yeah.” She sighed. “I know how to ditch them.” She took his chin in her hand and turned his head until a neighboring building was in his line of sight.

Daniel didn’t say anything for a full thirty seconds, and then it wasn’t something particularly nice.

“Swearing isn’t going to get us out of this.”

“Christ deliver me from clueless women.”

“Are you done now?”

He felt his teeth grinding together and slowly unlocked his jaw. “We have to cross at least a hundred yards of open street to get to the hotel door,” Daniel said. “There are lights. We’re going to get shot.”

“We’ll run fast. And zigzag. Like they do on TV.”

Daniel shoved a hand back through his hair. He’d kept his sentences short and simple. He’d used irrefutable logic, but did she get the point? No. “I thought you wanted to save my life.”

“That was before I actually met you.”

Footsteps slapped the pavement, heading in their direction, and the shooting started again. She fisted a hand in his jacket and towed him, while he fought for balance on his bad leg, toward a towering office building.

“There’ll be a guard inside,” Daniel pointed out, as they came to a halt behind a pickup truck at the front exit of the structure. “He’s not going to let us hide in there. We’ll be trapped in a lobby fronted by glass, and those guys out there will pick us off at their leisure.”

“We don’t have a choice.”

Daniel met her eyes, fathomless in the darkness, and came to the same conclusion. It was quiet again, but he knew the hit men were closing in on them. “We’ll have to run for it,” he whispered, his voice close to her ear.

She shivered, and it sidetracked him—right up to the moment he remembered their lives were on the line. “Stay out of the light as much as possible.”

“Don’t forget the zigzagging.”

“Just run!” He gave her a light shove, and she took off.

He lagged behind, protecting her. The good news? It wasn’t far to the building. The bad news was that the shooting started almost before they hit the open expanse of Stuart Street behind the hotel, and one of the hit men was between them and every other building entry in the vicinity.

They ran down Dartmouth instead, keeping close to the  parking structure until they hit St. James. Daniel would have stopped and looked both ways. Getting flattened by a bus was even worse than a gunshot wound. Gunshot wounds might be survived. Buses were usually final. Vivi wasn’t worried about buses. She dragged him straight out into the street and across to Copley Square, a sea of concrete with no cover whatsoever. The hit men had to wait for traffic to clear, but it didn’t hold them up long, and then they were in the Square, too, and bringing their guns to bear.

And then Daniel heard the helicopter. And there was no way to hide from an air attack.
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