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One




Devonshire, England

Wednesday, 1:51 a.m.

Headlights blazing, a car slowed at the turn-off to the main house, hesitated, then accelerated down the road and into the dark again.

Tourists, Samantha Jellicoe muttered, straightening from her crouch and watching the headlights disappear around the bend. The passersby, both native British and general fame-hunters on vacation, concentrated so much attention on the tall, ornate gates behind her and the barely visible estate house beyond that she could probably stand on her head and juggle and they still wouldnt notice her there in the shrubbery.

Tempting as scaring the shit out of some amateur paparazzi might be, not being seen was kind of the point at the moment. With another glance along the dark roadway, Samantha backed up into the middle of it and took a run at the wall, shoving her toes into a chink in the mortar halfway up and using that for leverage to clamber to the narrow and nicely finished top of the stone.


When she did a burglary, she actually preferred disconnecting the gate alarms and simply going in from the ground, but she happened to know that these gates had embedded wires running through buried pipelines out to the guard house on the north side of the Devonshire property. To deactivate the gates she would have to cut the power to the entire house, which would set off the battery-backed perimeter alarms.

With a slight grin she dropped to the lawn inside. Not bad, she murmured to herself. Next she had to navigate past motion detectors and digital video recorders, plus the half-dozen security guards who patrolled the area around the house. Fortunately tonight was breezy, so the motion detectors would be overloaded and the guards tired of monitoring and resetting them. It was always better to go into a property on a windy night, though January in central England meant the windchill took the temperature down to somewhere around freezing.

Pulling a pair of prunerswhich doubled as wire cuttersfrom her pocket, she lopped off a large leafy elm branch. Hefting it, she made her way along the wall to the nearest of the cameras mounted at regular intervals along the perimeter. Maybe her solution to the problem of the digital cameras was simplistic, but hell, she knew from experience that sometimes low-tech was the best way to beat the most complex of systems. Besides, she could see the headline: CHICK WITH STICK BEATS COUNTRYS MOST SOPHISTICATED ALARM SYSTEM. Neaner, neaner.

Swinging the branch, she thudded it across the side and front of the camera, waited a few seconds, then did it again. Matching her pummeling to the rhythm of the wind, she smacked the side and the lens a few more times, then hauled back and slammed the casing hard with the thicker part of the branch. The camera jolted sideways, giving whoever was monitoring it a great view of a west wing chimney. After a few more swings, she flung the branch over the outside wall and made her way toward the house.

Somebody would probably be out in a few minutes to reset the camera, but by then shed be inside. Hauling ass out was a lot easier than sneaking into a place. Samantha drew a breath and headed east along the base of the house until she reached the slightly offset wall that designated the kitchen. Kudos to whichever aristocrat five hundred years ago had decided that the kitchen was too dangerous to be set fully into the main house.

The window frames on the ground floor were wired to the alarm system, and the glass was pressure sensitive. No punching through to get in, unless she wanted to wake up everybody in residence. Of course, no one was in residence, except for staff and security, but they could phone the police as easily as anybody else.

Making sure the pruners were secure in her pocket, she set a foot onto the narrow window ledge and boosted herself up. A few more careful footholds and she stood on top of the kitchen roof. Fifteen feet up and over, the library balcony beckoned to her.

Unslinging the rope she carried from over her shoulder, she pulled the pruners free and tied one side of the handle tight. On her first toss, it landed on the balcony, and she tugged on the rope to make certain the pruners were wedged tightly between the stone balustrades.

Her heart hammering with a welcome rush of adrenaline, Samantha wrapped her hands into the rope, then stepped off the kitchen roof. For a moment she hung there, swinging slowly back and forth in midair. Once she was certain the rope wouldnt give, she twined her legs into it and shimmied up to the balcony. God, that had been simple. Frequently, though, nerves were the only thing that divided the shirtless and smoking thieves who appeared on Cops from the ones nobody ever caught. Nerves and a well-made piece of gardening equipment. Totally worth the eighteen pounds shed paid for it at the local nursery.

Hauling herself over the railing, she detached the pruners from the rope, tucking both back where they belonged. The full-length glass doors leading into the library were closed and locked, but they didnt worry her. They were wired, of course, but not pressure sensitive. Up this high, they would catch the evening easterly breezes and set off the alarms every five minutes. Nobody wanted to deal with that, even at the expense of inferior security.

She unwound the length of copper wire that braceleted her left wrist, tore off two pieces of duct tape from the miniroll in her pocket, and carefully inserted one end under each door to intercept and bypass the electrical circuit. That done, it was simple to pick the lock and shove open the doors in near total silence. Piece of cake, she murmured, hopping down the shallow step and into the room.

The overhead lights flipped on, glaringly bright. Instinctively, Samantha dove sideways, crouching into the remains of the shadows. Shit. The servants all should have been in bed, and the owner was in London.

This is interesting, a cool male voice drawled in a cultured, slightly faded British accent.

She lowered her shoulders. What the fuck are you doing here? she asked, stepping back into the middle of the room and trying to pretend that she hadnt nearly peed her pants. Despite her nearly foolproof, personally acquired information, obviously the owner wasnt in London.

He stepped away from the light switch. I live here. Lose your key?


For a moment Samantha just looked at him. Tall, dark-haired and dreamy, even in jeans and a sweatshirt Richard Addison resembled every young ladys wet dream. And that didnt take into account the fact that he was a multibillionaire, or that he did athletic stuff like ski and play polo for recreation. I was practicing, she retorted, blowing out her breath. How did you know I was coming in this way?

Ive been watching you out the windows for half an hour. Youre very stealthy.

Now youre just being a smart ass.

He nodded, grinning. Probably.

And you have not been here for half an hour, because I hid out by the front gate for forty minutes while some skank pretended to have a flat tire.

How do you know she was pretending?

Because she had a camera with a big-ass telephoto lens in her toolbox. She cocked her head at him, assessing his expression. He was damned hard to read; he concealed his emotions for a living. I bet you got here about five minutes ago, while I was climbing the kitchen wall.

Rick cleared his throat. Regardless of when I arrived, this is still the second time Ive caught you breaking into one of my properties, Samantha.

So shed been right about his arrival time. Annoyed as she was at being caught, she had to admit to a certain satisfaction that at the moment this billionaire wet dream belonged to her. I wasnt trying to steal anything this time. Dont get bent out of shape.

Im not bent at all. An explanation, however, would be nice.

With a shrug she brushed past him, heading through the middle of the enormous library for the hall door. I spent three hours today listening to John Harding complain about all the lowlifes and good-for-nothings who want to steal his art collection. She snorted. As if any self-respecting thief would want his half-assed Russian miniatures. At least he used to collect silver crucifixes.

Bare feet padded behind her. Correct me if Im wrong, Samantha, but I thought you were going into the business of helping people protect their valuables. After all, as I recall, your last robbery ended in a large explosion and the near death of the homeowner as well as yourself.

I know, I know. Thats why I retired from the cat burglar business, remember. And that was how we met, Mr. Homeowner.

I remember, my love. And I thought you were interested in taking on Harding as a client.

So had she. Apparently she was pickier than either of them had anticipated. The preventing break-in stuff is okay. Its the talking to the marks that makes me

Clients, he interrupted.

What?

You said marks. Theyre your clients now.

Well, Harding was a mark. Once. And hes a boring asshole, not a client. I would never have talked with him if you hadnt asked me to.

She heard his slow exhalation of breath. Splendid. You might have told me youd robbed him before I went to the trouble of introducing you.

I wanted to meet him.

Does that give you a rush, to talk to your marks?

Sam shrugged. Not much of one. But any rush is a good rush.

So youve said. He ran a palm down her spine. Why is it that you never tried to rob me until that night in Palm Beach?


She grinned. Why, do you feel left out?

In a way, I suppose so. You already told me you only went after the best.

There were about a dozen flip responses she could make to that, but in all honesty, it was a question shed asked herself. I think its because you and your collection wereareso high-profile. Everybody knows what you own, so if somebody else showed up with it

So my stupendous fame was all that saved me from you?

Thats right. But before you start getting holier than thou on me, what are you doing here? Youre supposed to be in London until tomorrow.

My meeting ended early, so I decided to drive homein time, I might add, to prove that you still cant get anything past me. Maybe thats the real reason youve never stolen from me, sweetheart.

Her spine stiffening, Sam stopped, facing him as they reached the hallway door. What?

He nodded. I caught you red-handed in Florida three months ago, and now here in Devon. Its probably a good thing you did retire from the cat burglary business.

Oh, that was enough of that, the superior British ass. Samantha leaned up to kiss him, feeling the surprise of his mouth and then his arms slipping across her shoulders as his body relaxed. She slid the rope off her arm and twisted it around his hands, ducking from beneath his grip.

Sam

She whipped the free end of the rope around him, pulling it tight and knotting his hands across the front of his ribs. Whos slipping now? she asked.

Take this off, he snapped, the gloating humor leaving his voice and his expression.

Nope. Youve disparaged my abilities. She pushed against his chest, and he sat down heavily in one of his Georgian reading chairs. Apologize.

Untie me.

Ooh, he was mad. Even if shed been inclined to do so, letting him loose now seemed a supremely bad idea. Besides, shed been working on a healthy adrenaline high that hed managed to wreck. Before he could push to his feet, she tied him to the chair with the rest of the rope. Maybe thisll convince you not to confront people breaking into your house unless you have something more substantial than charm to defend yourself with.

Youre the only one who breaks into my house, and Im beginning to find it less amusing.

Of course you are, she mused, stepping back to admire her handiwork. Im in charge.

Dark blue eyes met hers. And apparently into bondage. Naughty, naughty.

Apologize, Rick, and Ill let you go.

His jaw twitched, his gaze lowering to her mouth. Lets say Im calling your bluff. Do your worst.

Ah. This was getting interesting. My worst is pretty bad, she commented, her adrenaline beginning to recover. Tying up Rick Addison. Why hadnt she thought of this before? Are you sure youre up for it?

Definitely, he returned, pushing toward her against the rope.

Slowly, Samantha leaned in and licked the curve of his left ear. Good.

He turned his head, catching her mouth in a hard kiss. So is this what I should expect every time you meet with a client?

Samantha pulled her pruners from her back pocket, amused at the sudden wariness in his eyes. Apparently, she returned, snipping the neck of his sweatshirt and then opening up the front of the material to expose his chest and wash-board abs. The first time shed set eyes on him shed thought he looked more like a professional soccer player than a businessman, and she still couldnt quite control the way his body affected her.

Then I definitely encourage you to expand this business of yours.

I dont want to talk about business right now. Running her hands up the warm skin of his chest, she followed the caress with her mouth. He moaned as her mouth closed over a nipple, and she went wet.

How about expansion? he suggested, his cultured voice a little unsteady at the edges.

With a chuckle she made her way back up to his mouth. At least she seemed to have distracted him from the breaking and entering incident, though if he followed his usual pattern, hed call her on it later. It was weird, but after three months she was almost getting to the point where she didnt mind his questions or the way they made her do far too much self-analysis, something shed previously avoided with a vengeance.

At least untie my hands, he suggested.

Nope. You lost. Suffer the consequences.

With a shaky breath, still a little unnerved at the way he could break through every defense she had without even trying, she straddled his legs. Deepening their kiss to an open-mouthed Frencher, tongues pushing and shoving as he tried to win back a little dominance, she tangled her fingers into his coal black hair. She could feel him between her thighs, straining at his jeans, and with a satisfied sigh she wriggled her hips.

Christ, he grunted. Take off your shirt and get up here.


Well, that might be pushing who was in charge, but it sounded like a damned fine idea all the same. Pulling her black sweatshirt over her head, she dumped it to the floor, her bra following. She wasnt generally into power plays and domination, but there was something intoxicating about having him completely at her mercy. It didnt happen often. Lifting up, she offered her breasts to his mouth and tongue, groaning as his pinned hands went to work on the zipper of her black jeans. For a hostage he was quite enterprising, but shed never had cause to doubt that.

Samantha gripped the spires on the back of the chair and arched against him. Youre nearly as nice as a good B and E, she murmured.

Nearly as nice? he repeated, his voice muffled against her left tit. And speaking of breaking and entering, take your damned pants off.

With a breathless chuckle she slid back off his thighs, shrugging out of her jeans and then flinging her underwear over the corner of the nearest bookshelf. Your turn. Bending down, she unbuttoned the fastening of his jeans.

She knelt between his thighs and inch by inch began lowering his zipper. With each click of freeing metal teeth her breath came harder, while he lay his head back against the carved mahogany and took it. Finally he gave a clenched moan. Youre bloody killing me, you know.

Thats the idea of torture, isnt it? As he came free but for the thin, tented material of his boxers, though, she couldnt stand it any longer, either.

Yanking his jeans and shorts down past his thighs, she climbed onto the chair again. She could have tortured him further, she supposed, but she wanted him at least as much as he wanted her. She always seemed to want him, far more badly and far more often than could possibly be normal. Then again, she had very few long-term relationships to measure this one against. Her hands locked around the chairs arms to steady herself, she slowly sank onto his hard, ready cock.

Rick rocked his hips up against her, the most action he could make while tied to the chair. Firming her grip on the arms, she slid up and down the length of him as slowly as she could stand it, gasping for breath at the hard, filling sensation of him inside her. Rick leaned his head back again, pumping into her and obviously fighting for control. Dammit, Samantha, he rasped.

She increased her pace, leaning against his chest as she plunged onto him hard and fast. Let go, Rick, she breathed, biting his ear. Come for me.

Jesus, he grunted raggedly, pushing up into her again and again.

She came first, wildly, clenching onto the arms of the chair and flinging her head back as her body quaked. She felt his muscles contract beneath her, inside her, his animal growl of satisfactionand then the chair collapsed beneath them.

They dropped to the floor in a tangle of limbs and rope and two-hundred-year-old armchair. After a stunned moment sprawled across him, Samantha lifted her head to look down at Rick. Are you okay?

He chuckled, twisting a hand free from the loosened ropes. Not since I met you. Tangling his fist into her hair, he pulled her face down for another deep, long kiss. And keep the rope handy. I may feel the need for payback, Yank.

Mm. Promises, promises, Brit.







    

Two




Wednesday, 7:18 a.m.

Richard Addison awoke before Samantha. He usually did. When most people claimed to be night owls, they had no idea what they were talking about. Sam lived for nights, and with few exceptions she detested rising early.

Their sleeping habits were a pointed reminder of the differences between them. The necessities of running a worldwide conglomerate forced him to rise early and keep long hours. Until three months ago Samantha, on the other hand, had done most of her work at night. Cat burglaries, robberies, art and jewel heists, things he knew about in general terms but would probably never learn the specifics ofexcept for her last job. That one had been memorable. And if she hadnt been in his Palm Beach house trying to steal his priceless stone tablet, he would have been killed in the explosion that had literally thrown them together. Shed saved his life that night, and since then hed made it his goal to save hers.

Richard leaned over to kiss Samantha softly on the cheek, then slipped out of the King George II bed and into the large adjoining private room. Once hed called New York for an update on the Chinese tariff research hed ordered, he buzzed the kitchen downstairs to request a pot of tea and headed into the shower. He had a bruise on one hip from the chair collapse last evening, but as far as he was concerned, the sex had been worth the damage.

Samantha had startled the hell out of him when shed jumped through the library window. If he hadnt driven three hours to get home, and if he hadnt happened to begin his search for her in the library, he would have missed her arrival.

And thank God he hadnt; the only way to convince her she shouldnt return to her formerand extremely successfullife of crime seemed to be for him to stay one step ahead of her.

Mindful of the typical Devonshire weather in January, he shrugged on a heavy pullover sweater and his jeans before he left the residence on the upper floor of the north wing of Rawley House and headed downstairs to his office. The tea was waiting for him when he sat down behind his desk, and he held the warm cup in his hands for a blissful moment before he took a drink and logged onto his computer.

After eight oclock he called his London offices to request the latest paperwork and updates on the pipe-fitting company he was in the midst of acquiring. He bumped the days appointments so he wouldnt have to drive back into town until tomorrow, and had his assistant, Sarah, schedule a meeting for him with the Commerce secretary for after the weekend. That finished, he sat back to check the closing numbers for the American stock market, sipping his tea as he surfed.

Twenty minutes later he stood, stretching, and strolled into the chilly hallway. Hed provided an office for Samantha next to his, in what had historically been the estate managers quarters. He hesitated before he put a hand on the door handle. Despite her colorful past, shed been honest with him from the beginning, and if she said shed decided to set up a small security business, then that was what she was doing. The problem, though, was twofold: One, a small business seemed more like a hobby than a permanent career change; and two, if her reaction to her interview with John Harding was any indication, apparently recommending alarm systems didnt provide enough of a rush to satisfy an adrenaline junkie. Richard frowned.

I heard somewhere that you shouldnt frown, because your face could freeze like that, Samanthas voice came from a few steps away.

He just barely avoided jumping. Thats just a rumor, he returned, facing her, perpetrated by people who sell cosmetics.

The sight of her stilled his breath, as it did nearly every time he set eyes on her. His best friend, his thief, his lover, his obsessionwhat she was coming to mean to him changed and evolved with every beat of his heart. Her partsgreen eyes, auburn hair hanging to her shoulders, slim, athletic figuredrove him as mad as the whole of her.

I thought so, damned antiwrinkle cream people, she commented, stepping by him to swing open her office door. Its not locked. What were you looking for?

I thought I might lend a hand with your proposal for John Harding, he improvised, following her inside.

Im not sure I want to give Harding a proposal, she said, flipping on the lights. I told you Id rather focus on getting something manageable started in Florida before I open a worldwide megaconglomerate. Ive never run a business before. Samantha offered him a fleeting grin. Not a legitimate one, anyway.

Of course she would prefer to work in Florida. That was where theyd met, and where shed begun to put down a few tenuous roots. Taking her fingers, he pulled her closer for a kiss. Theres no such word as megaconglomerate, Hardings a neighbor, and I need to stay in England for at least another fortnight.

Not fortnight. Two weeks. And I get it. Youre telling me to keep busy while youre working, she commented, breaking his hold. Thats lame. I have my own business, and it has nothing to do with you, bub. I mean, shit. Next youll tell me that you decided to turn the entire south wing of your house here into a public art gallery just because I said I liked art and you didnt want me to get bored.

That had only been part of the reason. I enjoy art, as well. If I recall, you tried to steal some of it.

Only one piece. She looked at him, green eyes speculative.

Time to go on the offensive before she figured out everything. Im setting up a public gallery because I want to. I asked you to help me because youve worked in museums, you have a damned fine eye for aesthetics, and I dont have to pay you. And you happen to know something about keeping my property secure. Besides, you have a nice ass.

Mm-hm. Obviously you have a fine eye for beauty, yourself, Brit. She grabbed his hand again. Now stop bugging me about starting my business and follow my nice ass into the gallery wing. I want to know what you think of the lighting were setting up for the sculpture hall.

Ah. That was Samantha and her mental sleight of hand; confront and redirect. But if she wanted to change the subject from business to art display, at least it stopped the argument for the time being. And how much is this lighting going to cost me? he asked, playing along.

Her quicksilver smile reappeared. You dont want your Rodin to look all glary with a cheap lighting system, now, do you?

Its far too early in the day for you to keep making up words, love, he returned, pleased to hear the genuine enthusiasm in her voice. And I meant to ask you, if someone can break into Rawley Park as easily as you did last night, why are we moving my Rodin here, anyway?

I can break in. That doesnt mean anybody else could. Besides, it was a test. The idea is to keep improving security until I cant break in anymore.

Is that how youre going to test all of your security work?

I dont know yet. It might be fun, though. There are companies who hire people like me just to test their security.

Wonderful. Did you make those phone calls I suggested to get an idea of what you might charge for your services?

Samantha sighed. Rick, butt out. You go make your billions, and Ill work my stuff out for myself.

He wanted to keep pressing, mostly because once she did have a business established, it would be more difficult for her to throw her things into a knapsack and vanish into her former life. But he also recognized the expression on her face. She was someone who hated being handled as much as he did, and hed been pushing hard.

Fair enough. Might we at least have breakfast before I face the gallery? He did genuinely like the idea of creating a public gallery, a place to display his priceless artworks and antiquities and to encourage their study and preservation. What he found annoying was the construction crew inside his house, tromping on his privacy and calling him my lord. Democratic or not, his fellow Brits were unable to ignore a dusty old inherited title like the Marquisdom of Rawley. Thank God for Americans, and in particular for the one currently walking beside him.

Fine. Breakfast first. Just remember that even though the gallerys a favor, you are paying me to do the security.

I remember. You keep in mind, though, that this favor youre doing is costing me a small fortune.

She chuckled, her shoulders lowering. Yes, but itll look so nice when were finished. You might even win an award.

Lucky me. Why didnt you break in through the construction mess?

Because thats where Ive got most of the live-action security stationed. And besides, it would be cheating.

His resident chef, Jean-Pierre Montagne, had prepared American pancakes for breakfast. As far as Richard knew, the culinary master had never lowered himself to such a thing before Sams arrival, but she seemed to be as persuasive and charming with his Devonshire household staff as she was with his employees in Palm Beach. And pancakes happened to be her favorite breakfast meal.

After they ate, Samantha led him down to what theyd begun terming the gallery wing. Some time ago hed given up trying to figure out why she had no trouble stealing anything from anyone but refused to rob museums or public collectionsand in fact practically worshiped them. A sort of thieves snobbery, he assumed. And where Sam was concerned, it made an odd and endearing kind of sense.

I widened the alcove here, she said, indicating the blueprint shed borrowed from the crew chief, because I thought itd be a great place for your blue Van Gogh. You need to view it from farther away to see the theme of loneliness and not get tangled up in the details of busy nightlife.


Im still amazed at how well you drew up the blueprints, he said, gazing at her profile.

She shrugged. I practically learned how to read by looking at blueprints. Besides, nearly photographic memory, remember? Sam tapped her skull.

It had more to do with innate talent and skill than memory, but he didnt want to swell her head any bigger than necessary. Your memory doesnt explain how you know I own a blue Van Gogh, he said instead. Its on loan to the Louvre.

Im subscribing to your monthly fan newsletter, she returned, her voice cool and only the upturn at the end indicating she thought she was being hilarious. Its only $12.95 a year.

And youre having it delivered here, I suppose? he asked dryly. Because that would be bloody splendid. Yes, Richard Addison subscribes to his own fan club newsletter.

Id do that, if I had a newsletter. But no, it goes to Stoneys house in Palm Beach and he forwards it to me.

Wonderful. Your fence gets my newsletter.

Former fence. He retired too, remember?

Moving in behind her, Richard slid his arms around her waist, leaning in to kiss the nape of her neck. How could I forget? And how is Walter?

Like you care.

Hey, you care, so I care.

She shrugged against his chest. Fine. Im waiting for his call. Heslooking into something for me.

Something legal? he asked, keeping his voice amused. Walter Stoney Barstone was like the party-loving father to Sams reformed alcoholic. The addiction in this case was thievery rather than liquor. And no, he didnt like Walter. Stoney was the closest thing Sam had to family, and he was a bloody bad influence on her. Rick wouldnt wager five pence that he was committed to his retirement, whatever he might say. An acquisitions relocation professional, as the fence called himself, didnt quit a very lucrative career just on a whim. And certainly not on someone elses whim.

Like Id tell you if it wasnt legal.

Sam, you

The cell phone on her belt chimed the tune to Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head from Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid. Just the fact that she had a cell phone with a traceable numberwhether hed pushed her into it or notspoke volumes about her intentions to join the legitimate world. Speak of the devil, she muttered, sliding it off its clip and flipping it open. Hola.

So shed chosen a thief theme for Walters ring. Richard wondered what tune shed chosen for his calls. She listened for a moment in silence, then with a glance at him moved away down the gallery. He could hear her animatedly chatting about something, but obviously he wasnt supposed to know what was going on. He didnt like that muchand she would know it, too, damn it.

Taking a deep breath, he returned his attention to the blueprints. For someone who generally looked at building layouts with an eye toward breaking and entering, her plans for the gallery wing were amazing: simple, elegant, and designed for the artworks to be seen as the artist would have envisioned. It warmed his heart, and for the oddest reason; she enjoyed doing this, and hed been able to provide her with the opportunity.

At the sound of her phone snapping closed, he faced her again. And to repeat, how is Walter?

Hes good, she returned, smiling. He got the latest newsletter. Youve apparently turned your fling with that mysterious Jellicoe into something more long-term, and have in fact invited her to move in to your massive and very private estate in Devonshire, England.

Hm. Rumors, you know. Cant trust them.

Right. I cant wait to check in on your fan board. I bet all the girls start flaming me again.

What the devil are you talking about?

I told you, you have a website, hosted by Ricks Chicks. They dont like when youre dating anyone.

Id think they would be happy for me, he said dismissively, knowing she only kept track of such things because it annoyed him and amused her. So thats the only reason Walter called?

He saw the bare second of hesitation before she rejoined him at the drafting table. No. He found a place with some good potential.

For your office?

Maybe. He wants me to go back to Palm Beach to take a look at it.

He nodded, covering his frustration. As much as he wanted her to want to remain in England with him, hed known the Palm Beach issue would surface eventually. Give me a week, then, and Ill take a look at it with you.

Samantha cleared her throat. Its apparently a pretty hot property.

Have Walter tell them Im interested. Theyll wait.

A furrow dipped between her fine eyebrows. Youre not interested. I am.

Same thing. Come on, lets

It is not the same thing, Rick. For the last damned time this is my deal, okay?

I know that, he returned, wondering whether he was facing her independent streak, which was what had first attracted him to her, or her equally wide stubborn streak, which on occasion annoyed the hell out of him. Someone as enterprising as you, though, might consider that I set up companies and make them profitable for a livingand that Im rather successful at it. Furthermore, I have no objection to your making use of my experience, or my resources.

Samantha narrowed her eyes. You have no objection? she repeated.

Uh-oh. Im happy to offer my assistance, he revised, inwardly swearing at himself. She wasnt a leveraged buyout, and she wasnt a bloody employee. Id like to help, he tried again.

I dont think youre offering help, she said stiffly. You want to do it. Set up an international security firm, line up the clients you think would get the business going profitably and with minimum hassle. But I am not opening a satellite office of Addisco. This is my idea, my project, my shot. And I have to do it. By myself.

Except for Walter, you mean. He gets to be included. Its an officenot a Picasso you can steal and fence.

Oh, gee, thanks for clarifying that.

My point is, you and Walter have experience at something that doesnt lend itself to establishing a legitimate business. I specialize in business, and it would be stupid not to take advantage of that fact.

So now Im being stupid? Why, because I want to do something without you, right? You know, Rick, Ive made a fucking ton of money without your helpand without my help, you would have died three months ago.

He scowled. What the hell does that have to do with setting up a business?

The biting retort Samantha conjured came out of her chest as a frustrated growl. Shed tried to explain, numerous times, and he refused to listen. I get it, you know. You want me to be obligated to you, and you want to be able to remind me endlessly that you were the reason I was able to succeed. Thats not how I do business, legal or otherwise. So you can go to hell.

If you try this on your own, I would imagine youll get there first.

Oh, thats enough of that, asshole, she snapped, turning on her heel and striding toward their private rooms. Or rather, his private rooms, which she shared. Buckingham damned Palace was smaller than this place.

What does that mean? he demanded, stomping after her.

Im going to Florida.

In a week youre going to Florida.

Ha! He still didnt get it. Think you can keep me here, rich guy?

Its for your own good. If youd stop and use your brain instead of your bloody ego for a damned minute, youd realize that youd be better off if you waited for me.

You think my egos the problem?

You

Hey, heres my advice to you, she retorted, flipping him the finger as she vaulted over the stair railing to the landing below, then did it again to reach the second floor well before him.

She knew what he was doing, trying to control her and the situation. That was how hed made his billions. But this was her gig, her test, and if they continued with this escalated pushing and pulling as they had over the past few weeks, one or both of them were going to end up hospitalized or dead.

Sam! Rick bellowed, charging down the stairs after her.

Shed been a thief all her life except for the past three months, and some habits died harder than others. Dashing into the bedroom, she dove into the wardrobe and snatched out her knapsack. As many things as shed been acquiring lately, everything she absolutely needed to survive stayed packed in that knapsack.

In the bedroom entryway he practically crashed into her, and she dodged beneath his grab. He was getting better at tracking her. After all, even for a rich guy he was in damned good shape, and she wasnt entirely certain shed be able to take him in a brawlespecially since hed been known to fight dirty.

Rick had given her a black Mini Cooper, mostly because she thought it was just too cool for words, and last night shed left it parked half a mile from the estate. Rick had at least half a dozen cars of his own here in Devonshire, all but one of them currently in the large former stable hed converted into a garage.

On her way out she snatched up her pruners, detouring through the garage and snapping the door cables as she dove out the front rolling doors. Behind her Rick skidded to a halt just in time to avoid getting brained, yelling at her to stop and quit fucking around. Ha. Shed barely begun. Hed have to go out through the front now, so she had at least three minutes on him. And she knew where her car was stashed, and he didnt.

His sleek blue James Bond BMW was parked on the drive, no doubt waiting for him to whisk her away on some picnic or fancy lunch or something, as he seemed to do on an alarmingly regular basis. From her first view of him three months ago, she wouldnt have thought him a romantic, but he seemed to have an uncanny sense of what she enjoyed and what shed always longed to do. But fuck that. She refused to give him any points for being nice today.

Clutching the pruners like a knife, she plunged them into the right front tire of the BMW. At the hiss of air escaping, she yanked it out and went to work on the other three tires. It was a damned shame to disable such a hot car, but she was not going to let this turn into a chase. Shed told him she was leaving, and she meant it, damn it.

She left the pruners in the last tire, then sprinted down the long, sloping drive. His property extended for an obscene number of acres, but hed been forced by the paparazzi and the public to put up a wall around the house itself. That was where his heaviest security could be found, and it was where shed been concentrating on protecting both him and the collection of artworks hed been relocating in anticipation of the gallery wing opening.

This morning, though, she didnt much care about setting off alarms, or any kind of stealth at all. The locks would be engaged on the main gate, so she simply scaled it, dropping down on the other side to the cobblestoned ground of the drive entry. That done, she hoofed it up the narrow road to the lake turnoff.

Sam couldnt help looking over her shoulder as she unlocked her car and tossed the knapsack onto the passenger seat. No sign of Rick, but he wouldnt be far behind. And he wouldnt be happy.

Even as she started the car and shot down the road toward the main highway, part of her enjoyed this. A little rush of adrenaline, no matter the reason, still helped to satisfy that deep craving inside herthe craving that hadnt been satisfied nearly enough lately. The craving that he wanted to lock behind a deskprobably in an office without even a window.

Flipping open her cell phone, she dialed British Airways. Using one of Ricks credit card numbers that shed memorized, she booked a seat on the next open flight to Miami, and then arranged for a connecting flight to Palm Beach. Credit cards were good. She really should get one soon. As for paying him back, shed wire him the damned cash as soon as she got to Florida. She wasnt going to owe him anything.



Sam watched out the tiny window as the plane took off. No sign of Rick at the terminal. For the first time she wondered if he might have decided not to come after her.

Sitting back, she shrugged. So what if she never saw him again? He wasnt any better than she was, but he was a hell of a lot more arrogant. She definitely didnt need that right now.

As she flipped open the People magazine shed snagged in the airport, she found herself looking at himat them, when theyd attended a movie premiere last month. He looked great in a black tuxedo, while she looked like she was trying not to cringe at the mass of camera flashes and yelling celebrity-holics. She definitely wouldnt miss that. And she wouldnt miss him.

Okay. Maybe she would miss him, but it didnt matter. After three straight months in England, she was going somewhere that for the previous three years shed almost begun to think of as home. Except that right now in her mind home had the alarming tendency to be wherever Rick Addison was.

Mentally she shook herself. She didnt need him; she simply liked being around him. And she liked the sex. A lot. Even so, the promise shed made to go straight hadnt been so much for him as it had been for herself. He didnt get to take the credit, and he wasnt going to do any of the work. It was up to her. Her life and the direction it took had always been up to her.
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