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ONE

DEREK ROSS STRUGGLED up through the heavy layers of jet-lag exhaustion with an awful buzzing in his ears. Rolling over in a tangle of bedclothes, he started to reach for the phone on the nightstand, but then recognized the sound he heard. Sitting up instead, he raked his fingers through his hair.

The door. In the middle of the night. No. He looked blearily at the clock on his nightstand. At four A.M. A visitor? Even in exhaustion, his mind automatically considered and rejected possibilities of felonious intent. It wasn’t likely. In general, the guys in the black hats didn’t lean on door buzzers to announce their arrival, especially at four in the morning, when stealth tended to be a prime consideration.

He kicked the blankets away and got up, finding his jeans in the darkness and struggling into them to the accompaniment of a few sleepy curses. He turned on lights as he made his way through the apartment to the front door, and, when he reached it, said in a voice little more than a growl, “Yeah, what?”

“Mr. Ross? I need to talk to you.”

Standing well to one side of the still-closed door, Derek frowned. A woman whose voice he didn’t recognize. In his business, that tended to be a bad sign. He realized that he had tensed. “It’s four o’clock in the morning,” he said shortly. “Who are you, and what do you want?”

“Mr. Ross, please, I—I have to see you. It’s very important.”

Derek hesitated, then leaned forward cautiously so that he could look through the security peephole. He was taking a chance, because the door was composed of only a few flimsy layers of plywood, which wouldn’t stop a bullet or even withstand a well-placed kick. His view through the tiny hole was distorted, but he saw enough to make him relax—if only a bit. “Hold your hands where I can see them,” he said curtly.

Outside in the well-lit hallway, the woman held both hands up at shoulder height, palms out toward him. She didn’t seem surprised by his extreme caution, but then, she was obviously too distraught to be surprised by anything.

“Keep them up,” he said, and drew back away from the door as he unlocked and opened it. Instantly, the woman came into the apartment, her hands still held at shoulder height. Derek closed and relocked the door.

“I’m not armed,” she said softly.

He was reasonably sure of that; it was why he had relaxed. The silk dress she wore clung like a second skin and left little to the imagination. She couldn’t have hidden a bullet under the garment, much less a gun. But he hadn’t lived to be thirty-five by being reckless or taking unnecessary chances, so he kept his distance while watching her intently. “All right. Into the den, straight ahead.”

Following her, Derek observed thoughtfully that her walk didn’t fit the dress. She had the carriage of an athlete or dancer, fluid and graceful in spite of an obvious limp. The dress, on the other hand, was designed to emphasize curves and wiggles, in fact to make it nearly impossible for a woman to walk in it without wiggling. She managed, however, despite the limp; the slight sway of her hips was utterly feminine, but in no way exaggerated.

Still seductive as hell, though.

She stopped by the couch, continuing to hold her hands as he’d instructed. “Can—can I sit down?”

Derek circled slowly until they faced each other. “I don’t know,” he said dryly. “Can you?”

She blinked, then glanced down at the bright-red skintight sheath. A flush lightly colored her pale face. “Oh. I haven’t sat down since—well.”

“Try,” he invited her.

She did, gingerly. And managed the feat, although the strapless bodice might have slipped downward half an inch or so. An unconscious relief filled her expression as the weight was removed from her legs. Slowly, she lowered her hands until they twined together in her lap.

For a long moment, they studied each other in silence. She saw a big man, barefooted and beard-stubbled, his wheat-gold hair tousled and a thick mat of golden hair covering his powerful chest. He had very dark and lazy eyes and a way of standing that was seemingly relaxed and negligent, but gave an impression of latent strength casually under control. And he had a face that would fascinate women and artists, because it was starkly male, diamond-hard, and utterly beautiful, even though he was obviously very tired.

He saw a young woman somewhere in her twenties, of medium height and slender in a way most women wanted to be and few were; she was full-breasted, her hips curved gently, and there wasn’t an ounce of excess flesh anywhere. Her hair was a rich dark brown with red highlights, falling past her shoulders in a thick mass of loose curls. Her face was heart-shaped and delicate, and she had large eyes so light brown they were almost amber, eyes with haunting shadows of pain. She looked lovely, fragile, gentle … and scared. Scared to death.

“Who are you?” he asked abruptly.

“Shannon.” Her gaze flickered. “Brown.”

“Well, it’s better than ‘Smith,’ I suppose.”

“It’s my name, Mr. Ross.”

He let it go. “And how do you happen to know mine?”

“I—someone gave me your name.”

“Who?”

She worried her lower lip with small white teeth for a long moment. “I was told not to mention his name if I could help it.”

“There’s the door,” Derek told her politely.

Her eyes seemed to grow larger. “He said you were hard,” she murmured. “Tough without having to act like it. But he said you’d help me if I ever needed help. I need help.”

“Who?” Derek repeated.

She sighed. “William Franklin.”

“Governor Franklin?”

“Yes. He—over a year ago, he gave me your name. He said you could be trusted, no matter what the problem. And he said you were very good at what you do.”

“Did he happen to mention what I do?” Derek asked, no expression at all in his deep voice.

Her eyes flickered, then steadied on his face. “He said you were sort of a troubleshooter. For different government agencies sometimes and freelance sometimes. He said that you take care of problems, any kind of problems. He said …”

“What?” Derek asked when her voice trailed into silence.

Very softly, she said, “He told me you could be a—a bastard when you wanted to, but you were honest. And that you weren’t afraid of anything.”

Derek shook his head. “That sounds like him.” He remembered several years back when a blackmail threat had almost cost Franklin his political career. Looking intently at Shannon “Brown,” he said slowly, “The governor’s happily married, or was the last time I saw him. What are you to him?”

“He’s a friend.”

“Uh-huh.”

Her chin lifted and the big eyes flashed gold. “He was right,” she said in a shaking voice. “You can be a bastard!”

Very dryly, Derek said, “Look, Miss Brown, mine isn’t a name that people like governors hand out to casual acquaintances. If Franklin gave you my name a year ago, it was either because you and he are very, very close, or else because he knew you were in some kind of trouble, or likely to be, and it was the kind that required my brand of problem solving. Which is it?”

She bit her lip. “All right, then. We are close, but not the way you obviously think. He’s my uncle.”

Derek sat down in a chair, relaxing in a boneless manner that was totally deceptive. “Blood uncle?” His face indicated nothing, neither belief nor disbelief.

“Yes.”

“You just wrote a new chapter in science.”

She blinked. “What—what do you mean?”

“Franklin’s an only child. So’s his wife. Try again.”

Shannon slumped, and her lips twisted in a painful little grimace. “I don’t want to lie. But you won’t believe it was innocent—”

“Try me.”

After a moment, she nodded. “All right. I worked on his campaign, that’s how we met. I was just another campaign worker at first. But then I—I got hurt. Anyway, he’s a kind man, and he felt sorry for me. After the campaign, he got me a job with Civatech. Do you—?”

“I know of Civatech. High-security firm. They have an in-house think tank and an unsurpassed record at designing and manufacturing electronic toys for the military to play with. And your job?”

“Secretary, receptionist. I have a low-level security clearance: I don’t work with highly classified information. I just type correspondence, answer the phone. That sort of thing.”

Derek was frowning. “So you’ve been with Civatech about eighteen months?” He waited for her nod. “I gather Governor Franklin keeps in touch with you?”

She nodded again. “A call now and then. And he invites me to private parties he and Annie have.”

“Does he ask about your work?”

Her chin lifted. “He didn’t put me at Civatech to spy for him, if that’s what you’re implying. There’s no reason he should have: Civatech usually contracts with the military, not state government. William wouldn’t—”

“I didn’t say he would,” Derek Ross interrupted mildly. “In fact, I’m reasonably sure he wouldn’t. I’m just trying to put this together. Why did he give you my name?”

She hesitated, staring at him, then appeared to make up her mind. “About a year ago, while I was having dinner with William and Annie, I mentioned that some of the letters I’d been typing seemed odd. I’m a good typist, and I read what I type instead of just scanning the words. If you know what I mean?”

“Yes.”

“Two or three of the letters bothered me, because they didn’t seem to make sense to me. It was nothing definite, just a sentence here and there that seemed out of place. I mentioned it to William.”

“What was his reaction?”

It was impossible to tell whether Derek believed her or not, but she didn’t let doubt throw her off balance. “He seemed a little puzzled at first. Then he was more bothered by it. A couple of weeks later, he asked me if there had been any more letters like that. I said no. That was when he told me about you. He made it—conversational. We were alone in the room, and he was offhand about it, even laughing. He said you’d helped him out of some trouble once, and that you were very good at what you did. He said if I was ever in trouble, I should tell you all about it.”

“It didn’t surprise you that he should talk that way?”

“Yes. Oh, yes. But he was so casual. And I could tell he didn’t want me to ask questions, so I didn’t.” She hesitated, then added, “Several times these last months if no one could overhear, he’d ask kind of teasingly if I remembered who to go to if I needed help. I’d say your name, and he’d say, ‘Don’t forget it.’ So I didn’t forget.”

After a moment, Derek rose abruptly and left the room. He returned seconds later with a light blanket, which he dropped around Shannon’s bare shoulders. “You look frozen,” he said somewhat gruffly. “Coffee?”

“Please,” she said gratefully, drawing the blanket around her. She got up and followed him into the kitchen, beginning to feel less cold in more ways than physically. There was something comforting, she thought, in the mere presence of this man. He was hard and blunt and suspicious, but there was something infinitely understanding in his eyes, tolerant, as if nothing she or anyone could ever say would surprise him, and she felt safe for the first time in hours.

He didn’t seem to find it surprising that she followed him, merely gesturing for her to sit on one of the low stools at the breakfast bar. “How did you find my apartment—the phone directory?”

“Yes. William said you kept a listed phone number, even though you shouldn’t.”

Derek got the coffee started, then leaned back against the counter and studied her silently and quite openly. There was a package of cigarettes and a lighter on the counter, and he reached for them without looking, lighting a cigarette while continuing to look intently at her.

“You … you do believe me?” she asked.

Without answering that, he said, “No purse, no coat or wrap of any kind. A dress that would get you arrested if you stood on the right corner—and especially if you stood on the wrong one. And you’ve done a hell of a lot of walking in shoes not designed for that. So tell me what happened in the last ten hours or so that brought you to my door at four A.M.”

Shannon hugged the blanket tighter around her body and took a deep breath. “Today—yesterday—just before five, I took one of those odd letters to my supervisor. It was odd in a different way from the others; it was referring to a design that was scrapped months ago, and discussed the shipment of the finished product, which was a prototype, to a foreign company I couldn’t find listed in our computer, or in the city where it was supposedly based.”

“Two suspicious items,” Derek mused. “A supposedly nonexistent product shipped to a nonexistent company. What did your supervisor say about it?”

“That he’d look into it. He seemed impatient, and I was afraid he’d dismiss it without checking, so I mentioned the other odd letters.”

Derek half closed his eyes and nodded. “Uh-huh. So you very honestly told him about things you should never have noticed. And I suppose all these odd letters came from the same source?”

Shannon nodded. “From Civatech’s director of design, Adam Moreton.”

“Do you always take care of his correspondence?”

“No. Only when his private secretary is sick.”

He nodded. “Okay. So what happened then?”

“I went home to my apartment.” Her face went completely white then, and her eyes looked enormous. “There was a party I was supposed to go to, and I went by a friend’s house first to change into this dress; it’s hers and she wanted me to wear it. I walked to my apartment from her place to finish getting ready, and unlocked the door. I had just pushed it open when my landlady called me from the first floor to tell me she’d signed for a package. I went to get the package. It was from my mother,” she added inconsequentially.

After a moment, Derek said quietly, “What happened after you went downstairs?”

She looked at him blindly. “The explosion … knocked me down as I was coming back up the stairs … everything was bright … when I got up … and hot … and the apartment—my apartment—was just gone.…”

Derek turned to jab his cigarette into an ashtray on the counter before reaching into a cabinet and pulling out a bottle of whiskey. He poured a small amount into a glass, then stepped to her side. “Drink this.”

She was still gazing blindly at where he had stood a moment before, and tears spilled from her huge eyes to trail down her ashen cheeks. “Why did they do that?” she whispered. “Why did they blow up my apartment?”

Derek slid one big hand around her neck under her hair and then used the other to guide the glass to her lips, forcing her to take a healthy swallow of the whiskey. She choked and began coughing, but her eyes cleared of the dazed look. He put the glass in her hand. “Drink the rest,” he ordered quietly.

Looking up at him, she obediently finished the whiskey, her faint grimace of distaste automatic. “I don’t drink much,” she told him softly.

He took the empty glass, a little startled to realize that his hand had remained on her neck beneath the warm curtain of her hair, that his fingers lightly stroked her satiny skin. He removed his hand slowly, very conscious of that soft skin, then stepped back and half turned away, fixing his attention on the coffee that was nearly ready.

“It was meant to kill me,” she whispered.

He poured the coffee into two cups, adding whiskey to both. In a calm tone intended to keep her on balance, he asked, “You take cream and sugar, don’t you?”

Shannon blinked. “Yes.”

He fixed her coffee silently and handed her the cup: he picked up the cup he poured for himself, sipping it black. Watching her, he saw her wrinkle her nose at the taste of whiskey in her sweet coffee, but she sipped it slowly. He waited a few moments, until he was sure she was as calm as she could be under the circumstances, until the tears dried on her cheeks and a bit of color returned to her pale skin. “All right, Shannon. What happened next?”

She put her cup carefully on the counter beside her, then drew the blanket tighter around her body, looking steadily at him. “It all seemed so unreal. The apartment was on fire and the alarms were going off. People were rushing out of the building. I went too. Outside. And I knew it wasn’t an accident. I knew. They’d put a bomb in the apartment. Then I heard someone running, and I saw a man coming toward me from across the street. He—I thought he had a gun. It looked like a gun. And he was looking at me, like he wanted to—his face was all twisted and furious. So I started running.”

“He chased you?”

“Yes. I couldn’t think. I wanted to call the police, but—”

“But what?”

Shannon bit her lip, then raised her chin and met his eyes steadily. “A few years ago, I worked for a company in another city. Some money disappeared from the office cash box, and I was accused of taking it.” Her lips quivered slightly. “Nobody believed me. The police were sure I’d taken it, and my boss was sure. It was awful.”

“What happened?” he asked softly.

“I was arrested. I couldn’t afford bail. A few days before I would have gone to trial, another girl in the office was caught stealing money. They let me go.”

But not, Derek realized, before a great deal of damage had been done to an innocent woman. He took a deep breath. “I see. So you were afraid that somehow this whole thing could have been blamed on you?”

“I don’t know. I just couldn’t call the police. I thought I’d gotten away from the man following me, but I wasn’t sure. So I kept moving. For hours. I’d lost my purse and didn’t have any money. I didn’t dare go back to the apartment. And I was terrified to go to anyone I knew.”

“Afraid they’d be in danger?”

“Yes.”

“So you just kept moving until you thought of me?”

She nodded. “I was across town when I remembered what William had told me. It took a long time to find where you lived.”

“I’m surprised you weren’t arrested roaming the streets in that dress.”

Shannon flushed vividly and drew the blanket tighter. “I hid every time I saw a patrol car. This—I don’t usually dress like this, but my friend … this dress has a jacket, but I was carrying it when the apartment—”

“All right,” he said gently, a little puzzled by her obvious discomfort with what was, definitely, a beautiful dress and one she wore extremely well. “I understand, Shannon. And you were smart not to go back to your apartment, or to anyone you knew. Considering how fast they moved to get you out of the way, I’d say we’re up against pros.”

“We?” Relief came into her expression. “You’ll help me?”

In a light tone, he said, “I could never resist a lady in distress.”

“I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Thanks may not be in order. We’d better wait and see if I can help. But first things first. You need to take a long, hot bath and then get some sleep.”

“But—”

“It won’t do either of us a bit of good if you wind up with pneumonia. You’ve been out in the cold for hours, you’re exhausted, and you’re in shock from what happened.” He set his cup aside and moved to take her arm, easing her from the stool. “Come on, and don’t argue with me. I know what I’m doing. Were you hurt?” he asked abruptly.

She flushed again, avoiding his steady gaze. “No. I limp because I was in an accident when I was a child.”

Derek nodded, realizing quickly that she was very sensitive about the limp, which was undoubtedly much worse than usual after the night she had had. He led her through the apartment to the neat bathroom, turning on the light for her. “Have you eaten anything?”

She was gazing around, but looked back at him then, very small and pale in the engulfing blanket. “Not since lunch yesterday. But I couldn’t—”

“You’ll eat,” he told her with calm certainty. “I’ll go find something for you to wear, then fix an early breakfast. Make the water hot and soak until I tell you to get out.”

For the first time, she smiled. “Yes, sir.”

A bit unnerved by that smile, Derek rummaged in a linen cabinet and produced a bottle of bubble bath, looking at it with the baffled frown of a man who isn’t quite sure where it came from. “Put some of this in,” he instructed. “It’s supposed to relax you.”

Shannon nodded. “All right.”

He backed out, shutting the door, and stood there a moment until he heard the water running. Then he went into his bedroom and found a flannel shirt and a pair of sweatpants with a drawstring waist. He carried them back to the bathroom and knocked briefly on the door before opening it a few inches and thrusting them inside. “Clothes,” he called.

They were taken from his hand. “Thank you.”

Derek closed the bathroom door and headed for the kitchen, tiredly rubbing the nape of his neck and wondering what in hell he’d gotten himself involved in this time.

She slid lower in the water, resting her head on the lip of the tub, and sighed without being aware of it. The lavender fragrance was soothing, and the hot water felt wonderful. The coldness was leaving her, seeping away, and with its leaving she became more aware of a steadily worsening pain. Automatically, she rubbed her aching hip, knowing she had badly overstrained the joint and her muscles. And he had noticed, of course. People always noticed. Especially men.

Shannon felt the warm trickle of tears escaping from the corners of her eyes, and made no move to wipe them away because she was too tired. But you’re alive, idiot! Alive. How many times had people said that to her while she was growing up? You’re alive. Be thankful. You could have been killed like your father. The leg brace is nothing, after all. What’s a limp? At least you can walk.

So what if her apartment and every single thing she owned except the underwear she wore had gone up in smoke? She was alive. So what if somebody’s trying to kill you.…

She wanted to draw herself into a small knot and pass unnoticed by the world. And don’t forget to turn your crippled hip to the wall! she jeered silently at herself. Don’t ever forget that, don’t ever forget to hide the flaw. Wasn’t that what her mother had told her over and over, even after the brace was gone and the limp a slight one? Walk straighter, Shannon. Wear a lift in your right shoe, Shannon, and never wear very high heels because they make you look awkward. Move slowly, Shannon. Hold your head up, Shannon. Look people in the eye, Shannon.

Years. Years of being gently told by the beautiful mother who couldn’t bear imperfections that there was something wrong with her, something flawed. Years of submitting to the conspicuous matchmaking attempts of her mother, and of watching the dutiful boys and, later, men avoiding any glance at her leg. And, finally, escape to a life of her own, only to discover painfully that there was still something wrong with her. That men still avoided glances at her leg and never asked her to dance, even though she could because of her mother’s determined lessons.

And she hadn’t told Derek Ross all of it. She hadn’t told him that Civatech had been her fourth job in as many years. She hadn’t told him that after that first devastating job two more had been lost because she wasn’t perfect, because she limped. Because she was a lame duck in a world of swans.

Stop it! she told herself. She was healthy. Alive. Even if somebody was trying to kill her. A giggle escaped her, and Shannon opened her eyes to stare fixedly up at the ceiling. She was getting hysterical, dammit. Tired. She was just tired, that was all, that was all it was. And so sleepy. The bath was making her sleepy. Her eyes slowly closed again, and disjointed images whirled behind her lids.

He was such a big man, she thought drowsily. He made her feel safe. Made her feel, for the first time in many long years, that she … that maybe … her hip throbbed and ached. She rubbed it harder, the growing pain of it fighting off drowsiness. It hurt, and she was just too tired to tell herself it didn’t. Her muscles, sustaining their strength as long as possible, had finally given in; they twitched in painful spasms, knotting, making her entire leg tremble, jerk. And the joint felt raw and hot, hurting until she bit her lip.

“Shannon?” He knocked softly on the door.

She swallowed hard. “Yes?”

“Breakfast in ten minutes.”

“All right.”

She pulled herself from the tub and let the water out while she was drying off. Any weight at all on her right leg was almost unbearable now, and it was difficult for her to draw on the sweatpants. Even sitting down hurt. She finally got the pants on and tied the drawstring, trying to find some amusement in the extremely baggy fit. The flannel shirt was also ridiculously large: she rolled up the sleeves over her forearms and thought idly that she certainly made a fetching sight.

She left her things in the bathroom and moved toward the kitchen, gritting her teeth in order to walk. Hold your head up, Shannon. Move slowly, Shannon. Walk straighter, Shannon. And, for God’s sake, look people in the eye!

She looked Derek in the eye as she entered the small kitchen, and he instantly came to help her to the breakfast bar, supporting her totally. “Here, sit down. What have you done to yourself?” he asked roughly.

Shannon blinked back tears as he eased her onto a padded stool at the bar. Fooling no one, as usual, she thought tiredly. “I’m all right,” she murmured. “I’m just not used to so much walking. The bath helped.”

He looked down at her with a frown, then went to pour coffee, and set the cup and a plate containing an omelet before her. “Eat.” He fixed his own coffee and carried it and his plate to the bar, sitting across from her. “How did you hurt your leg?” he asked bluntly.

Shannon was looking fixedly at her plate, trying to eat enough to satisfy him although she hurt too much to feel hunger. “A car accident when I was four,” she answered, a little relieved by his open notice of her flaw. At least he wasn’t tactfully avoiding the subject.

“Is it the leg or the hip?” he asked in a casual tone.

She stole a glance at his face and found it intent but relaxed, the dark eyes gentle. He had put on a shirt, she realized vaguely, a dark sweatshirt that set off his blond handsomeness and made her disturbingly aware of him. “Both,” she said finally. “They thought I’d lose the leg for a while, but I didn’t.”

“You shouldn’t have been wearing those heels,” he told her, not in criticism, but understanding. “High heels throw the hips forward and the spine out of alignment. It looks sexy as hell, mind you, but I’ve noticed that fashion tends to put women in uncomfortable clothes and shoes most of the time. And it’s worse for you because of your hip.”

Shannon found a smile from somewhere despite the fire in her hip. Other than the friend who had bullied her into agreeing to go to the party last night, no one had ever talked to her so matter-of-factly about her flaw—especially not a man. Men tended to avoid any mention at all of her leg. She ate most of the omelet, more to please him than anything else, trying to keep her mind off the worsening pain.

When she had finally laid her fork aside, Derek reached a long arm to the counter, getting a bottle of pills she hadn’t noticed until then. He shook one small white pill into his palm and held it out to her. “This is for pain. It’s mild, but I couldn’t give it to you on an empty stomach. Take it.”

She looked at him, hesitant even though she realized that the pain had brought tears to her eyes again.

“It’s all right, Shannon.”

After a moment, she took the pill and swallowed it with coffee. He has the eyes of an old soul. So wise. She trusted him without even wondering why she did. She had almost literally put her life in his hands, after all.

Derek rose from his stool and came around to her, bending to gather her into his arms.

She was startled: her voice emerged breathless as she said, “You don’t have to—”

“Yes, I do,” he said calmly, handling her slight weight very easily and very gently. “You’re in agony every time you move; you’ve overstrained your hip with all that walking, and it’s getting even with you. Now, shut up,” he added politely, “and relax.”

Shannon felt very small and very confused, but her arms had automatically encircled his neck and she shut up. He carried her through the apartment to his dark bedroom, laying her very gently in the center of the rumpled bed. Before she had realized what he was going to do, he rolled her smoothly onto her left side so that she was facing away from him, and she felt the bed give as he sat on it.

“What—”

“Shhh.” One big hand rubbed the small of her back in a soothing rhythm, and the other came to rest on her aching hip. “Don’t worry,” he said quietly. “I was a masseur in a former life. Close your eyes, Shannon.” The hand on her hip moved gently and surely, and when the pain almost instantly lessened, Shannon was so surprised that she relaxed.

“You must have been a good one.”

“Better?”

“Yes.” She drew a shuddering breath. “Much better.”

“Good. The pill will take effect soon, and you’ll sleep for a good long time. When you wake up, we’ll talk about what to do next, all right?”

“Mmmm.” She didn’t even notice when he smoothed the tail of the flannel shirt up to her waist so that only the thin material of the sweatpants separated her flesh from his gentle touch. She was aware only of his soothing hands and the magic of them. “Where did you get the pills?”

“From my doctor.” He rubbed her hip slowly, very conscious that the back of her thigh pressed warmly against his hip. “I wrenched my shoulder a while back. And you’re supposed to be trying to sleep.”

She laughed sleepily, completely relaxed now in the darkness. He was a warlock, that’s what he was. “I know. Why are you being so kind to me, Derek? You shouldn’t be kind to me. I’m a lot of trouble.”

“Are you?” He kept his voice soft, aware that she was almost asleep and hardly knew what she was saying.

“Oh, yes.” She moved a little under his hands, like a cat shifting lazily to find the sun.

“How are you trouble?” He moved both hands to her hip, then slid one down over her thigh, his sure, steady touch easing the muscles that were in spasm.

“Things happen to me,” she said, sighing with contentment as her taut leg relaxed slowly and the ache in her hip faded to a dull throb she hardly felt. “I’m bad luck, just bad luck, always. That money … and then William … and now somebody’s trying to kill me.”

She had relaxed totally under his touch, and Derek knew she was asleep. He gazed down at her, his hands still massaging gently for long moments until he was sure she was deeply asleep. Then his hands went still—but didn’t leave her.

She was, he thought, like a beautiful, fragile bird with a badly mended wing. Somebody had once—or many times—told her she could never fly again, and she was completely convinced that it was true. It was in her eyes, her haunted eyes, that she felt she had an open wound that would never heal.

Derek drew away slowly and rose from the bed, bending to pull the covers up over her. He straightened and stood looking down at her in the gloom, dawn’s light struggling through the curtains. Then he silently and swiftly left the room. In the den, he turned on the television low, intending to see if there were early news reports of the explosion at Shannon’s apartment building. He sat on the couch and lit a cigarette, staring broodingly at the television screen.

God, he was tired. The situation in Algeria had nearly turned into a fiasco despite his best efforts, and getting out of the country after everything hit the fan hadn’t been fun. Add to that too many long hours in a drafty, noisy cargo plane and a bare four hours’ sleep before Shannon’s predawn arrival at his door, and “exhausted” was merely a mildly descriptive word with little relevance to his condition.

And that was why, of course. That was why he’d felt so unutterably moved when she had met his gaze in the kitchen, her own big gentle eyes suffering silently. That was why his chest had ached intolerably and something inside it throbbed with a feeling it had never known.

Oh, yes, he was tired. Tired enough to wonder why certain parts of his body didn’t know about tired. Tired enough that he still felt her body beneath his touch, branded in his mind. Tired enough that he wanted to return to the bedroom and crawl in beside her, hold her, feel her naked against him.

Derek swore softly. She was lost, alone, in shock and pain, and he wanted to … of course he wanted to. And if he found that Shannon wasn’t alone, that there was a lover in the wings somewhere whom she carefully hadn’t drawn into danger while she had roamed the streets last night, lost and desperately afraid, he would very probably tear the poor bastard limb from limb.

But she had come to him for help, and that was the important thing, no matter how he felt. Few knew better than he that the situation between them was tailor-made for the right kind of emotions sparked for all the wrong reasons. All her defenses—assuming she had any—were down, splintered around her. And even without the threats against her, Derek was all too aware that she was a fragile woman, a hurt woman.

And with that wounded spirit threatened by faceless people for enigmatic reasons, she was even more vulnerable, more fragile. She was lost and he was her lifeline; if he moved too quickly, that delicate thread binding them together would snap, and once that happened it could never be repaired.

He stubbed out his cigarette and sat up straighter, leaning forward to catch the drone of the television as the early news came on and the scene shifted almost immediately to a gutted apartment in a building across town. He watched carefully, listening intently to the reporter’s statement that the fire marshals had found evidence of arson, in fact, of an explosive device. No one had been hurt in the blast and resulting fire, but a tenant was missing. Police were searching for the missing tenant, Shannon Brown, whom they wanted for questioning.

Derek sat back and glanced at his watch. He wondered how early he could phone the governor.
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