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		For my wonderful daughter

		Heather Maxwell

		who gave me Faith’s music
and told me about the “house of wine” of the South.


		They brought me rubies from the mine,

And held them to the sun . . .

		Tides that should warm each neighbouring life

Are lock’d in sparkling stone.

But fire to thaw that ruddy snow,

To break enchanted ice,

And give love’s scarlet tides to flow,—

When shall that sun arise?

		
			RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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		Prologue

		St. Petersburg
January

		
			The public areas were above the thieves, buildings three and four stories high that held centuries of art and artifacts collected by rulers whose whim was the very breath of life for their subjects. There was room after room filled with extraordinary sculptures, ancient icons and immense tapestries, paintings to make angels weep and saints envious, quantities of gold and silver and gemstones beyond the ability of even man’s deepest avarice to comprehend.

		In the darkest hours of the early January night, there was only time and the scrape of guards’ worn boots over marble that had once known only the polished arrogance of royalty. The smallest sounds echoed down the long, magnificent corridors with their gilt and vaulted ceilings supported by columns as tall as ancient gods.

		Even the hundreds of public rooms weren’t enough to display all three million items in the treasure trove. The lesser items, or those out of fashion at the moment, were stored in basement warrens where gleaming marble gave way to crumbling plaster and rat-gnawed wood. Dust lay like dirty snow on every surface. The bureaucrats who had once listed and catalogued the imperial collections were long gone, dismissed by a civilian government that could barely keep its soldiers in bullets.

		Three women and two men moved briskly down the narrow subterranean hallways. Caught in the glow of flashlights, human breath came out in white bursts. In front of the museum, the river Neva was frozen. So was everything else in St. Petersburg that couldn’t afford or steal electricity. Away from the public areas where foreign diplomats, dignitaries, and tourists gaped at royal treasures, the buildings were in disrepair. The world-class pieces of art—the Rubenses and da Vincis and Rembrandts—were well maintained. The rest of the czars’ treasures had to be as hardy as the Russian people themselves to survive.

		One of the thieves unlocked a large room and flipped on the switch by the door. Nothing happened. Someone cursed, but no one was surprised. Everyone in the city stole lightbulbs for their own use.

		Using a flashlight held by her partner, the dark-haired woman went to work on a huge, decades-old safe. The tumblers were balky. The door squealed like a dying pig when she opened it.

		She was not worried by the metallic scream. Even if the guards above heard it, they would keep on making their rounds through warm, empty halls and imperial rooms. The guards weren’t paid well enough to investigate odd sounds. No smart urban citizen poked around in the dark looking for trouble. Enough came in the normal course of life. 

		Working in whispers, the thieves began pulling open lockers and drawers. Occasionally someone would grunt or draw in a breath at a particularly spectacular piece of jewelry. If their hands lingered, the dark-haired woman spoke curtly. She had her orders: Take only the modest pieces, the forgotten ones, the nameless baubles that were uninspired gifts from long-dead aristocrats or merchants or foreign officials seeking favor with the czars. These were the pieces that were listed on royal inventories as “brooch, pearls with red center stone” or “stomacher, blue stones with diamond surrounds.” None of these pieces were valued enough to be documented in the imperial portraits upstairs. None of them appeared in photographs of imperial jewelry. They were blessedly anonymous.

		But ah, the temptation to take one of the less modest, more dangerous pieces. The itch to hold an emerald as big as a hen’s egg, to feel two hundred carats of sapphires set in a medieval buckle, to slip a handful of diamond bracelets into a pocket, to ease a twenty-carat ruby ring into the hidden compartment behind your belt . . .

		It had happened more than once in the past. A swift movement beyond the reach of the flashlight, the sudden weight of wealth tucked against a thigh or belly. Amid all the kilos of glitter, who would miss an ounce or two?

		It happened again tonight.

		One of the men was methodically stealing every fifth piece of jewelry that lay tangled in a long drawer. When he was finished, he opened another drawer. This one was orderly, with each piece numbered, tagged, and set in its own niche. 

		“Not that one, shithead,” hissed the woman. “Can you not see the value is too much?” 

		He could see. And he could barely breathe.

		The slightest touch of light had set part of the drawer ablaze. A ruby as big as an idol’s eye lay inside. There were other rubies in the necklace, magnificent rubies, but next to the centerpiece, they faded into insignificance. Surrounded by pearls like snow around fire, the huge ruby pendant shimmered and cast its ancient spell of wealth and danger.

		Muttering, he moved to close the drawer. It stuck, or appeared to. He tucked the flashlight under his arm, aiming the light away from the jewelry. Then he jiggled and shoved and yanked until the drawer was closed and the necklace was deep in a concealed pocket in his pants.

		The first in a long, deadly row of dominoes began to fall.
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		Seattle
February

		
			Owen Walker lived in a bare-bones efficiency apartment overlooking Pioneer Square, one of Seattle’s less upscale tourist attractions. The front door was unimpressive, no happy barks or impatient kitty yowls greeted Walker’s approaching footsteps. The closest thing he had to a pet was the refrigerator mold that grew while he was overseas on assignment for Donovan International. Lately that had been most of the time.

		Other than installing a new, stronger dead bolt when he took over the apartment, Walker had spent little effort making the place into an urban cocoon. The bed was big enough for his six-foot frame. It also served as a couch to stretch out on and watch TV if he was home long enough to get involved in the misfortunes of the Seahawks or the Mariners or the Sonics.

		Recently he had been lucky to keep up with his own problems, much less those of the teams whose members were traded around faster than hot gossip. Today hadn’t been any different. Even the problems had problems. The latest one was the assignment Archer Donovan had dropped on him this afternoon.

		
			See if the rubies Davis Montegeau sent Faith match any on the international hot list. I don’t want my sister’s reputation as a designer ruined by using stolen goods. Montegeau sent what she described as fourteen superior rubies, between one and four carats. They’re loose now, but could have been part of a single piece of jewelry.
		

		Since Archer didn’t want his little sister to know that he was sticking his nose in her business without her invitation, Walker didn’t have the actual rubies to work with. All he had was a verbal description.

		Walker had spent the past four hours on Donovan International’s phones with various global cops. He hadn’t accomplished anything but to make his injured leg stiffen up. So far the rubies had come up clean. He had the callused ear to prove it. Tonight he would check them out on the Internet.

		But first, food.

		Automatically he threw the locks on the door behind him, hung his cane over the doorknob, and limped to the refrigerator to see if anything looked like a late lunch or an early dinner. Whichever.

		His body still wasn’t certain which continent it was on. Despite the clean black slacks, crisp dark blue shirt that matched his eyes, and close-cut black beard, he felt like something the cat had dragged in and the rat refused to eat. Jet lag—or the beating that some eager Afghani bandits had given him last week—made him feel every one of his thirty-odd years like a separate insult.

		Thoughts of the near disastrous Afghanistan trip fled when the smell of garlic sausage from last night’s take-out Italian hit him in a wave. After the second breath he decided that the sausage wasn’t from last night. More like three nights ago. Or four. Maybe five. He’d had a real craving for Italian when he returned from Afghanistan, but he hadn’t wanted to gimp through Pike Place Market looking for fresh ingredients. Instead he had eaten way too much take-out food since he had climbed stiffly down the steps from the company plane into the Pacific Northwest’s February gloom.

		Cautiously he opened the lid of the nearest leftover box. Nothing looked green, and there probably wasn’t enough left to poison him anyway. With a mental shrug he put the sagging box in the microwave and nuked it. While invisible energy tried to breathe new life into old takeout, he decided to call the meal an early supper. For that, he could open one of the long-necked beer bottles that had waited patiently during his absence.

		By the time the microwave cheeped, he was on the Internet, requesting a global search for stolen loose rubies bigger than one carat or for stolen jewelry that contained fourteen rubies of more than a carat. While the computer chewed on his request, he walked back to his pocket-sized kitchen, opened the microwave, and grabbed a fork from a nearby drawer.

		He took his first bite of lukewarm supper on the way to the computer. The pasta had the texture and taste of rubber bands, but the sausage was still spicy enough to make his mouth tingle. He had eaten much worse food and been glad to get it, both as a boy and more recently, when he had shared campfires and rations with Afghani miners.

		Between bites, he scrolled through a list of stolen rubies that had been posted by everyone from maiden aunts to Interpol. Some offered rewards, no questions asked. Others offered a finder’s fee, also no questions asked. Law enforcement organizations of various kinds offered telephone numbers and the opportunity to be a good citizen.

		Smaller rubies were missing, but most of them were described as having a modern cut. Some were said to be family heirlooms, but in Walker’s experience that could mean anything from 1550 to 1950. It was possible that the Montegeau rubies Faith Donovan was designing into a necklace had come from one or more of the long, long list of stolen heirlooms, but he doubted it. The dates on the postings went from last week to thirty years ago, and originated from twenty-three separate countries. None of the lists mentioned fourteen superior rubies—set or loose—that ranged upward from one carat.

		So much for work. On to private pleasures.

		Walker scraped the last of the pungent sauce from the carton, took a drink of beer, and went to another web site, one he often visited. This one was an international clearinghouse for sales of gems and jewelry of all kinds. As he did every night that he was near a computer, he entered a request for rubies that were carved or inscribed in some way.

		Forty-two entries came back. He scrolled through them quickly. Most were only a few steps above what a tourist would find in a squalid Thai alley. The carvings were as lackluster as the stones were dubious. He paused over a good-quality ruby that had a laughing Buddha etched on the long, flat table. After a moment he scrolled on again. He had a similar—and better—gem in his collection.

		Walker stopped when he found an exquisite four-carat stone with a heart carved on one side and a cross on the other. It was presumed to be from one of the Crusades. Wistfully he stared at the gem. If it looked half as good under a microscope as it looked on the screen, the ruby would make a splendid addition to his personal collection. He would put in a bid, if the stone didn’t cost an arm and a leg.

		It did. The price tag had one zero too many. Two, actually.

		“Same shit, different day,” he muttered.

		Three months in Afghanistan hadn’t changed much except the way he walked, and that was only temporary. He went back to looking at less costly goods. Nothing he saw interested him.

		Grimacing, Walker shut down his computer and looked around for something to do in the hours before he slept and tried not to dream of gun butts smashing his head. Several books beckoned, but his brain was still too fuzzy from adjusting to Seattle’s time zone to be much use on his latest project: a kind of do-it-yourself tour through the German language, compliments of a German book on rare gems and gem carving.

		Idly he considered scanning the book into his computer, running it through all nine of his translation programs, and comparing the results. The thought brought a grin to his mouth. The last time he had done that, with an article on Thailand’s leading gem traders, he and Archer and Kyle Donovan had laughed themselves blind at the results.

		That was when Walker had begun teaching himself German, complete with West Texas rhythms on top of his South Carolina boyhood drawl. He had just begun making real progress on reading the language when Donovan International had sent him to Afghanistan to survey the possibilities of buying into the ruby trade there. Walker could speak Afghani, but couldn’t read it.

		The sound of shouting from the Seattle street below his window barely registered. There was no danger to him in a drunk cussing out pigeons for doing what they did best—crapping all over benches.

		He glanced at the battered stainless steel watch on his wrist. Not quite five o’clock. Archer would still be in his office at Donovan International. Walker took the last swallow of beer and punched in the oldest Donovan brother’s private number.

		“Yeah,” came the immediate reply.

		“Then you do agree to doubling my wages. I could hardly believe it when—”

		“Up yours, Walker,” Archer said, but there was no real heat in the words. “What did you find?”

		“Tell your brother his gut hunch was wrong.” Kyle Donovan’s gut was famous, or infamous, among the Donovans. As an early warning system for danger, Kyle’s lower tract lacked precision, but it was too often right to be disregarded. “If anyone is looking for the rubies Davis Montegeau gave Faith to set in a necklace, they aren’t looking in any of the usual places, or even the unusual ones.” 

		Archer pushed back from the desk and absently stretched his big body. “Okay. Thanks. It was the easiest thing to check.”

		“Easy for you, sure enough. My ear still aches from all those international calls.”

		Archer snickered. “I’ll make it up to you.”

		“The raise?” 

		“In your dreams,”  Archer retorted easily. “Dinner tonight at the condo. I’ve got another job to run by you. Stateside this time.”

		“My jet-lagged body thanks you. Who’s cooking dinner? You or Kyle?”

		“Me. Fresh salmon, compliments of brother-in-law Jake. And my sister Honor, if you believe that the one who nets the fish gets half the credit. She does.”

		“I’ll believe whatever it takes to get fresh salmon on my plate. Anything else?” Walker asked hopefully.

		“My wife did mention chocolate chip cookies.”

		“Hot damn! I’m on my way.” 

		Archer was still laughing when Walker hung up. Although Walker had begun as an employee, he had become a friend.

		Within moments of reading his e-mail, Archer’s expression settled into its usual hard lines. Donovan International’s winning bid on developing a Siberian silver mine had been undercut after the bidding was supposed to be officially closed. The fact that the successful bidder was a local gangster’s brother-in-law just might have had something to do with it.

		He reached for the intercom. “Mitchell, get me Nicolay. Yeah, I know what time it is there. In a few minutes, so will he.” 

		Faith Donovan set aside the block of tripoli she used to add polishing grit to the buffing wheel. Flexing her aching hands, she bent over and examined the piece of eighteen-karat gold that made up one of the thirteen segments of the Montegeau necklace. Although barely polished, the arc of gold was both elegant and seemingly casual, almost randomly curved.

		The curve was neither casual nor random, but the result of a design process that was as exacting as it was rewarding. That was why Faith’s fingers and back ached, yet she wanted to smile in spite of the early winter darkness. Even with all the pressure of an impossibly short deadline—barely two weeks for a process that should have taken three months—the necklace was coming together beautifully. Her old friend Mel would have a unique, extraordinary piece of jewelry to wear when she married Jeff Montegeau on Valentine’s Day.

		And Faith would have a showstopper for the Savannah jewelry exposition the weekend before the wedding. She very much wanted that. Though the expo only lasted a few days, it was one of the most important modern jewelry shows in the nation. She needed to make a stir. The Montegeau necklace would certainly do that.

		At least it would if she found a way to insure the necklace between now and four days from now, when she flew to Savannah. Her other pieces were insured, because she had had plenty of time to plan for the expo. There just hadn’t been time to leave the rubies with a qualified appraiser and still create a necklace.

		Frowning over the insurance problem, she picked up the segment of gold and bent over the buffer again. Beyond the windows of her shop/studio, ice-tipped rain swirled across Pioneer Square on the wind. The streetlights sent out glistening circles that did little to brighten the winter evening.

		Eventually the rattle of sleet on the windows increased until she could hear it above the whirring of the buffing wheel. With a guilty start she straightened and looked at her watch. Almost five-thirty. She was supposed to be at the Donovan condo with three of her five siblings, planning a surprise party for their parents’ fortieth anniversary. Or trying to plan one. Archer and his wife, Hannah, Kyle and his wife, Lianne, and Honor and her husband, Jake, had been at it for several days already, but they hadn’t even been able to agree on a site.

		Of course, they all enjoyed the noise and laughter of family dinners at the Donovan condo, where every Donovan had a full-time or part-time residence. Keeping track of Donovan International’s global enterprises meant that someone in the family was gone most of the time. At the moment, her twin brothers, Justin and Lawe, were in Africa, Hannah and Archer had just gotten back from a pearl auction in Tokyo, and Jake and Honor lived outside of Seattle.

		The fun of having most of the family under one roof might have had something to do with the fact that this was the third dinnertime “summit meeting” in a row.

		And here she was, still wearing old jeans and covered with fine, mud-brown grit when she should have been cleaned up and helping to fix dinner for seven. Ten if you counted the babies.

		She would get stuck with the dishes for sure.

		With a sigh, she yanked off her dust mask and goggles. Her short blond hair stuck up every which way. Running gritty fingers through it probably didn’t help, but the nearest comb was waiting for her in her suite at the condo. The nearest bath, too. Personally, she thought the tripoli streaks on her jeans, forearms, and hands added an interesting, finger-painted effect to her entire lack of ensemble, but she knew Kyle would tease her mercilessly about reviving the Seattle Grunge look.

		Well, tonight her siblings would just have to take her as she was, dusted by polishing grit and hollow-eyed from too many late nights at work. If she hadn’t gambled and begun casting the thirteen segments of the necklace without final approval of the sketch, she never would have made the deadline. But luckily the patriarch, Davis Montegeau, had approved the sketch without any changes.

		Thank God. Davis was an indulgent future father-in-law, but he had left things until the last second. If the future bride hadn’t been Faith’s best friend in college, she would have refused the commission despite the allure of working with such fine gems—and getting to keep the smallest one as her fee. If Davis hadn’t agreed to gold rather than platinum, she wouldn’t have been able to meet the deadline at all. Platinum was the most unyielding of all the metals used in jewelry. While she worked with platinum occasionally, because nothing had its icy shine, she much preferred the various colors of gold.

		Standing, Faith took off her leather apron. Like the long wooden workbench, it bore the scars of much use. The process of creating jewelry was as grubby as the result was elegant. That was something her ex-fiancé, Tony, had never understood or wanted to understand. He was lazy by nature, so the idea of someone spending her life wearing goggles and hunched over tools that marked her hands as often as the workbench offended him. Especially when her parents were wealthy enough to carry her around on a silk pillow fringed with diamonds.

		Faith shoved aside the unhappy memories. Anthony Kerrigan was the worst mistake she had ever made. The important thing to remember was that Tony was right where he should be: in her past.

		Sooner or later, he would get the message. Then he would stop calling her and “accidentally” bumping into her. But until then . . .

		With a muttered word she reached for the phone and punched in a familiar number. Kyle answered on the second ring.

		“Sorry,” she said hurriedly. “I know I’m late. Do you want me just to lock up and come home?”

		“Alone? Not likely, sis. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

		“It’s not necessary. I could just—”

		She was talking to herself. With a disgusted sound she hung up. She had fought having a Donovan International guard assigned to her shop, but she had lost. Part of her understood that it was a sensible precaution, if not for Tony then for the rash of muggings and burglaries that was plaguing Pioneer Square.

		But another, less sensible, part of her resented being dictated to by large, overbearing males. Even if they were her brothers instead of her bullying, ham-fisted ex-fiancé.

		“No, don’t go there,” Faith told herself through her teeth. “You already know that you made a mistake. Beating yourself up about it won’t teach you anything new.” 

		Sleet spattered and clung to the windows, sliding down in streaks of winter tears. Faith watched the random trails for a few moments and thought about what life would have been like if she had found a good man to love, like her twin sister Honor had. She wondered what it would be like to hold her own child during the day and be held by a man who loved her at night.

		“Don’t go there, either,” Faith said aloud, because the silence was overwhelming.

		Maybe she would get lucky someday. Maybe she wouldn’t. Either way, she would still be a good person who had a flair for jewelry design and a family who loved her. She had nothing to whine about and a lot to celebrate.

		As Faith locked up the workroom, she played with ideas for a piece of jewelry for her mother’s fortieth wedding anniversary. A present for The Donovan, her father, was a much bigger problem. She hoped her brothers had an idea.

		She hoped, but she didn’t expect much. Her brothers were, after all, men.

		Difficult, in a word.
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		St. Petersburg

		
			The river Neva was opaque white, the same color as the wind screaming sideways through the boulevards and narrow alleys. Though the room had a view overlooking a park with the required monument to Russian valor—and the trashed remnants of monuments to Soviet vision—there wasn’t much to see, only bundles of black clothes scurrying from shelter to shelter on the street. Vehicles weren’t so much parked as stuck for the duration of the storm.

		The room was a lush haven from the terrible white winter outside. Richly colored rugs that had once graced an Ottoman sultan’s palace covered the walnut floor. Pictures that had once hung in the offices of Jewish financiers brought a glow of grace and serenity to the walls. The desk itself was massive, a masterpiece of baroque carving said to have belonged to a czar’s cousin. Six cellular phones lay scattered along its polished surface.

		The man whose American passport stated that he was Ivan Ivanovitch lit a Cuban cigar to conceal the anger that was making his hands shake.

		
			Idiots. Shitheads. Dog turds. Do I not pay them twice what they are worth?
		

		But all he said aloud was, “Marat Borisovitch Tarasov is very unhappy with your bumbling.”

		The black-haired woman was sweating so heavily that her makeup bled down her face like muddy tears. “You know I would never cheat you or him. I took only what was ordered. I never saw this ruby pendant you speak of.”

		“The Heart of Midnight. As big as a baby’s fist. As red as the blood that will gush out of your lying throat when I slit it. Where is the necklace! If you tell me now, I will be merciful.” A lie, but perhaps a useful one. In any case, he didn’t care about the smaller rubies on the necklace, only the Heart of Midnight.  “If you tell me later—and you will tell me—you will suffer.”

		“Truly, sir.” She was shaking, but it wasn’t with anger. Raw fear glazed her eyes. Hers would not be the first throat Tarasov’s pet assassin had slit, nor would it be the last. And worse, he was famous for torturing his victims first. “We were in the vault, yes, but I gave the same orders as always.”

		“There was no rummaging? Did no one open those center drawers?” Eyes as pale and opaque as stones noted her every twitch, the jerk of her pulse. “Did you watch each of your miserable thieves closely?”

		“Only once did it happen. Yuri opened the wrong drawer and he closed it again very quickly when I told him to. The jewels were tagged and numbered, part of a royal inventory.”

		“Yes, shithead, I know. So does Marat Borisovitch.” And so did Tarasov’s worst enemy, Dmitry Sergeyev Solokov, the rival for power who was trying to shove the stupid theft down Tarasov’s throat until he choked to death. Stealing was one thing, common enough not to make ripples. Stealing so that your enemies could hang you was quite another.

		If the Heart of Midnight wasn’t returned before the new wing of the Hermitage opened, Tarasov would hang. But first he would kill the man known as Ivan Ivanovitch Ivanov.

		“Send Yuri to me,” Ivanovitch demanded.

		Yuri didn’t have the woman’s courage. After two minutes with Ivanovitch, the little thief was crying and begging and regretting the instant when greed had overcome fear.

		“I d-did not m-mean to,” Yuri stammered. “It—I—”

		“Quiet!”

		Yuri took a choked breath and waited for Ivanovitch to speak. In all his dreams, Yuri had never imagined standing in such a powerful man’s presence.

		Now he dreamed only of leaving it.

		“You took the necklace.”

		Yuri whimpered.

		“Where is it now? Speak truthfully or you die.”

		“With the r-rest. I could not k-keep it.” A stone filled with blood and surrounded by pearls. It would bring death. He knew it. “I w-was afraid of it.” 

		Ivanovitch wished he didn’t believe the little worm, but he did. The man hadn’t the brains to lie. “Which shipment?” 

		“To America, s-sir. I h-hid it with the rest.” 

		“When?” Ivanovitch asked sharply.

		Yuri swallowed but still couldn’t speak. Instead, he looked at his second cousin, who had told him how easy it was to get rich working for Marat Borisovitch Tarasov.

		The black-haired woman, who had stood mute and shaking through the entire interview, said in a hoarse voice, “Weeks ago, sir, as you ordered.” 

		Ivanovitch didn’t have to look at a calendar to know that his own life span could be measured in weeks unless he recovered the Heart of Midnight. Tarasov wasn’t known for his patience.

		Neither was Ivanovitch. “Wait in my outer office.”

		As soon as the sweating thieves left, he picked up one of the many cellular phones on his desk. It took several tries to reach America, but he managed despite hands that wanted to smash things rather than depress dainty buttons.

		When the phone was answered by a familiar voice, Ivanovitch spoke without prelude. His English wasn’t perfect, but it certainly got his point across. “What did you do with it?”

		“With what?”

		“The big ruby, shithead. Do not bother to deny. I know.”

		Silence, then something close to a groan. “It wasn’t on the inventory, so I sent it to a different place on consignment. I would have split the money with you like always, you know that.”

		Ivanovitch smiled at the fear and despair in the other person’s voice. He found people to be most cooperative when they were all but pissing with fright. “Where did you send it?”

		“Seattle, Washington.”

		“Where, exactly?”

		“A . . .” There was the sound of swallowing, then, “A shop called Timeless Dreams.”

		“Who has it now?”

		Another pause, another swallow. “Faith Donovan.”

		Dragging deadweight behind them, two men walked out onto the Neva’s thick ice. The trail they left looked black until one of the men stumbled and a flashlight jerked. Fresh blood gleamed the color of rubies against the ice. Turning off the flashlights, they hacked out a shallow trough with ice axes, kicked their burdens into it, and started back toward the cold lights of St. Petersburg.

		Yuri and his second cousin stayed behind, but they didn’t care. They didn’t even feel the cold wind or the ice-tipped snow that became their shroud.

		In many ways, they had been fortunate. Ivanovitch had been too desperate to get to Seattle to give his bumbling employees the full benefit of his expertise with a knife. They had died quickly and almost painlessly.

		Faith Donovan, whoever she was, would not be so fortunate.
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		Seattle

		
			“Can somebody get that? Summer wants to help me chop dill,” Archer yelled from the kitchen, above the ringing of the phone. Trying to get ready for yet another dinnertime summit meeting on his parents’ anniversary party was driving him nuts. Nobody was here to help cook. Lianne was up to her ears in taking care of her twins, Jake and Honor were napping after the dawn salmon expedition which had supplied tonight’s dinner, Kyle and Faith were on their way to the condo, Hannah was still at the Pearl Exchange, and if his niece Summer got any more helpful, he was going to look for some duct tape.

		In the condo’s living room, a hungry Walker winced at the idea of Summer helping Archer chop fresh dill. She had just recently graduated to semitoddlerhood, and Archer’s preferred kitchen knife was nearly as big as she was. In fact, Summer was why Walker had left his cane at the apartment; he just knew she would make a grab for it.

		The phone rang again.

		“Walker?” Archer yelled. “Pick it up, would you? It’s the private number.”

		“Yeah, I’ll get it.”

		Reluctantly Walker looked away from the living room wall that was hung with the matriarch Susa Donovan’s compelling landscapes. Limping slightly, he went in search of the phone. After another ring, he found one of the wireless handsets stuck in a bookcase. He punched in the talk button. “Donovan residence.” 

		“Faith Donovan, please.” The voice was a woman’s and clipped to the point of being abrupt.

		“She isn’t here yet. Do you want to leave a message?”

		“When do you expect her?”

		“Any time,” Walker drawled, annoyed by the woman’s curt manner.

		“I’ll call back.” 

		“You do that little thing,” he said, but the line was already dead.

		With a shrug, he shut off the unit and went to the kitchen. The cheery yellow décor offset the gloom outside. A thick kind of rain ran and sparkled darkly down the windows that gave a view of Elliot Bay and part of Seattle’s light-shot skyline. Leaning against the chopping table in the center of the kitchen, he watched his boss. 

		“Who was it?” Archer asked. 

		“Didn’t say.”

		The big knife hesitated over sprigs of fresh dill and cilantro. Summer clutched her uncle’s knees and tried to reach the big knife. When she fell about a yard short, she squealed impatiently. Archer ignored her.

		“Man?” he asked Walker. Archer’s tone was the same one he would have used with his siblings.

		“Woman.”

		Archer grunted and went back to work. The blade bit through the tender sprigs with speed and precision. A small mound of feathery minced greens grew on the long chopping table. “You sure?”

		“Yeah. Why?”

		“Tony has been bothering Faith. We had to change our unlisted number.”

		“Someone should take that ol’ boy out to the woodshed and teach him some manners.” Though Walker’s voice was soft, his eyes were inky blue stones.

		“We’d love to, thanks,” Archer said dryly, “but we promised Honor we would let Faith take care of it.”

		“You promised Honor?” Walker asked. “Am I missing something, boss?”

		Summer began squalling in earnest. She wanted that pretty flashing knife.

		“Twins,” Archer said laconically, ignoring the little storm breaking around his knees. “They watch out for each other. Honor said Faith is really upset that she ever got engaged to a loser like Tony, and having us beat the crap out of him would just make her feel worse.”

		“Women. Go figure.”

		Archer gave a crack of laughter. “I don’t have to anymore. I found mine.” 

		Summer screamed.

		“Lordy,” Walker said, raising his voice and looking at the redheaded little girl in disbelief. “She’s got a voice like a siren on steroids.”

		“Just like her aunt.” 

		“Lianne?” Walker asked, startled, thinking of Kyle’s small, exquisite wife. “That little darling?”

		“No. Faith. She has a scream that would bend sheet metal.” 

		“Do tell.” Walker smiled faintly. “Wouldn’t have figured it. Slender, delicate lady like her.” 

		“Delicate lady? Faith? My little sister?” Archer was all but shouting to be heard over his niece.

		Laying aside the knife, he picked up Summer, lifted her little rugby shirt, and tickled her with his short beard while making rude noises on her stomach. Screaming turned into giggles. Forgetting about the knife, she made a dive for her uncle’s black hair.

		“Blond, misty blue eyes, slender as a sapling, sad underneath her smile,” Walker said calmly. “Your little sister Faith. Delicate.”

		“Um,” was all Archer said as he peeled strong, tiny fingers from his hair. He stared down into his niece’s eyes, so like his own, and wondered if he and Hannah would be lucky enough to have their own children. “Hard for me to think of the scourge of the Donovan brothers’ childhood as delicate.”

		“Scourge, huh? Bet y’all were unfailingly kind and gentle to her.”

		Archer gave him a sideways look from amused green-gray eyes. “You’d lose.”

		Walker laughed and thought of his own brother. Before Lot died, the two of them had pretty much raised hell around the globe. Or rather, Lot had raised hell and Walker had tried to keep both of them out of trouble. Along the way, Walker had chewed on Lot more than once, hoping to talk—or knock—some sense into him.

		Win some. Lose some.

		Lot had lost big, thanks to his older brother.

		None of Walker’s grim thoughts showed on his face. He was sure of it, because Summer reached toward him with the assurance of a child who had never met an adult who didn’t love her.

		“Here,” Archer said, picking up Summer. “Take her before she screams again.” 

		“Uh-uh. Not me. I told you before, I don’t know anything about kids.” Nor did Walker want to. Kids meant being responsible for another life. No way. Never again. He had barely survived his brother’s death. “She’s already bored with the fuzzy fake kitty I brought her and wants that damned lethal knife you’re using.”

		“Your point?” Archer handed over his niece, adjusted Walker’s grip on her, and went back to preparing dinner.

		“I’ve got a bum leg.”

		“You’re making me cry.”

		“Uh, Archer, I really don’t—” Walker began.

		Archer kept talking. Walker’s reluctance to handle kids wasn’t unusual in a bachelor, but he would have to get over it if he was going to be around the Donovans. Since Walker was becoming a valued friend of Archer’s as well as an employee, it followed that Walker was going to spend a lot of time with Donovans of all ages.

		“Nobody is born knowing about kids,” Archer said matter-of-factly. “It’s something you learn along the way, like how to tell a good ruby from a bad one.”

		Walker looked into Summer’s radiant gray-green eyes. Clear yet misty, with luminous shades of green and whispers of blue. “We ever find a gem like her eyes, we’ll all be rich.” 

		Smiling, Archer pulled some lemons out of the refrigerator. From the front of the suite came the sounds of a door closing and Kyle and Faith ragging on each other.

		“. . . about as funny as a freeway accident, bro,” Faith retorted. “Guess which one of my grubby fingers is for you?”

		“Delicate, huh?” Archer muttered.

		Walker smiled.

		Summer smiled back at him. Like her eyes, her smile glowed with life and innocence. The sweet curve of her lips shouted that he was the only thing in her universe.

		And he was beautiful.

		The room seemed to shift around Walker. He forgot the residual ache in his leg. A yearning he wouldn’t name and refused to acknowledge went through him like dark lightning. Desperately he looked for a safe place to deposit the little bomb ticking away in his arms.

		“She wet?” Archer asked without looking up from squeezing lemons.

		“Uh, I don’t think so.”

		“You think she’s going to be?”

		“Uh . . .” Walker couldn’t think of anything to say. Summer was still smiling at him, charming and terrifying him with her innocent certainty of his worth and her own safety with him.

		“I just changed her,” Archer said, “but sometimes she goes through diapers like fire through a fuse.”

		Summer pursed her dark pink lips and bounced in Walker’s arms.

		“She wants a kiss,” Archer said.

		“Uh . . .”

		Gray-green eyes grew big with sudden tears. Summer’s little fingers patted against Walker’s lips as though to remind him of what they were for.

		“Oh, Lordy,” he said. “Don’t cry, sugar.”

		“Kiss her and she’ll shut up.”

		Hesitantly Walker bent his head until he could kiss Summer’s small, pursed mouth. She bounced and patted him again.

		“She wants another one,” Archer said, trying not to laugh out loud at the dazed look on Walker’s face.

		Faith leaned against the kitchen doorway, crossed her grit-stained arms, and watched her redheaded niece wrap another man around her little finger. The smile Walker was giving Summer was unlike any Faith had ever seen on his face—hesitant, delighted, wary, and totally smitten all at once. It made him handsome enough to stop traffic.

		It certainly did unwelcome things to her pulse.

		“Make a loud smacking sound,” Archer advised. “That’s how she knows you mean it.”

		Walker added suitable sound effects. Summer kissed him again with more enthusiasm than precision, then cooed and leaned against him. Between one breath and another she was asleep.

		“Uh, Archer?” Walker’s voice was barely a whisper.

		“Yeah?”

		“She went limp.”

		“It’s all in the technique,” Archer agreed. “Good going.” 

		Faith snickered. Walker turned his head toward her. The lapis lazuli blaze of his eyes surprised her. Over the last few months while he had been in Afghanistan looking for a source of uncut, untreated rubies, she had forgotten just how gorgeous his eyes were. In fact, she had made a point of forgetting.

		“Just in time,” Walker said, gesturing with his chin at the sleeping child. “Rescue your niece.”

		“Why would I rescue her from paradise?” Faith asked.

		“Rescue me, then.”

		“Can’t. My hands are dirty.” She held out her gritty fingers. “Besides, you look pretty comfortable yourself.”

		“Kids terrify me.”

		“Yeah, sure,” Faith said, unimpressed. “I could see that right away when you kissed her the third time.” 

		Faith went to the sink and began washing grit from her hands.

		“How’s the Montegeau necklace going?” Archer asked as he spread marinade over two huge salmon fillets. “Going to be done in time for the show and the wedding?”

		“Just barely.” She rinsed her hands, shook them, and wiped them on her jeans. Grit dampened on her thighs, making muddy streaks against the faded cloth. They matched the random grit marks on her cheeks. 

		Archer looked at Walker again. Delicate, huh?
		

		Walker just smiled.

		“Did you hear from your insurer about covering the necklace from here to Savannah?” Archer asked his sister.

		“Not yet.” The tone of Faith’s voice said that it was none of her brother’s business.

		Like older brothers since time began, Archer ignored the warning signal. “They’ll want a GIA appraisal or its equivalent.”

		“Tell me something I don’t know,” she retorted. The Gemological Institute of America was a benchmark of reliability. Unfortunately, GIA-certified appraisers took weeks to get the job done. She didn’t have one week, much less several. She simply couldn’t let the rubies out of her hands for so long and still get the necklace done by Valentine’s Day.

		“Is getting an appraisal going to be a problem?” Archer asked.

		She didn’t answer.

		“Faith?” Archer asked. But his steady look told her that he already knew. “You have less than a week before you leave.” 

		“I’ll work it out.” 

		Before Archer could ask another question, the phone rang.

		“I’ll get it,” Faith said instantly, relieved. She didn’t like being cross-examined by her brother.

		Especially when he was right.

		“It’s by the bookcase near the paintings,” Walker said.

		“Thanks,” Faith called over her shoulder. She found the wandering phone after one more ring. “Hello?”

		“Faith Donovan, please.”

		“Speaking.”

		“One moment, please.” 

		There was a click as the call was handed off. Then Tony’s voice came into her ear, freezing her in place. “Hello, baby. It took me a while to get this number, but—”

		“No, thanks, I don’t need any tinfoil siding.”

		“Wait, Faith! Don’t hang up! Damn it, you’ve got to listen to me! I didn’t mean to hit you. I’ll never do it again. I love you and I want to have kids with you and—”

		“I’m sorry,” she cut in hoarsely. “You have the wrong number.”

		Quietly she depressed a button and ended the call. Then she took a deep breath to steady herself. She hated the adrenaline and anxiety that flooded her whenever she heard Tony’s voice. Seeing him was even worse. He was a mistake that simply wouldn’t go away.

		
			He’ll get tired of chasing me, she told herself grimly. We’re not talking the love match of the century. He had a woman on the side while we were engaged. My fault, of course. I wasn’t hot enough in bed. 
		

		The phone rang again. Faith jumped as though she had been pinched.

		Walker reached past her and took the phone. Summer didn’t even stir against his chest. She was used to sleeping in someone’s arms.

		“Yeah?” Walker said curtly. He didn’t like the pallor of Faith’s face.

		“It’s Mitchell,” Archer’s assistant said. “This Walker?”

		“As ever was,” he drawled. “You working late again?”

		“Just waiting for the wife to pick me up. We’re going to the theater. The experimental one, where they’re still learning the English language and expect the audience to fill in the blanks.”

		“Her turn to choose, huh?” Walker said, smiling. Mitchell and his wife traded off picking entertainment.

		“What was your first clue?” the assistant retorted.

		“You need Archer?”

		“Actually, I was looking for you. Remember that contact in Myanmar? The one you said might have a lead on some good ruby rough?”

		“I remember.”

		“There’s a package from him.”

		“Is it ticking?” Walker asked dryly.

		“So far so good.”

		“I’ll come by and pick it up. Ten minutes.”

		He disconnected and looked at Faith. She met his eyes with a stubborn kind of defiance. “Was that Tony?” Walker asked bluntly.

		“It was a wrong number.”

		Walker grunted, not believing a word of it. “Take your niece. I’ve got to run across to headquarters and get a package.”

		Archer came into the living room just as Summer was handed off. He looked from Walker to Faith. “Trouble?”

		“No,” she said coolly. “Summer’s wet. I’m going to change her.”

		Walker didn’t believe that, either, but he didn’t say anything.

		Archer waited until Faith was out of sight and said softly, “Who called?”

		“Mitchell was the second call. I’m going to pick up a package of ruby rough from a new contact in Burma. I’m betting the first call was her ever-lovin’ ex.”

		“Son of a bitch.”

		“On his best days, maybe,” Walker said. “Otherwise Tony is pure chicken shit.” 

		Archer raked long fingers through his short hair.

		“She’s handling it,” Walker said.

		“I’d rather do it for her.”

		So would Walker, but as he wasn’t even related, it wasn’t something he was going to say aloud. His attraction to Faith was at best unfortunate. At worst it could be a disaster.

		With a final curse, Archer put Tony out of his mind. “Go to Faith’s shop, check out those Montegeau rubies, and get back to me.”

		Walker’s eyebrows lifted, but all he said was, “When?”

		“Yesterday. Tomorrow at the latest.”

		“What about that batch of ruby rough you’re expecting from Africa? Still want me to appraise it for you?”

		“Damn.” Archer raked his hand through his hair again. “Do it first thing tomorrow morning. Then get over to Faith’s shop. I want you to stay close to the shop until I arrange for a full-time guard for her.” Frowning, he mentally juggled various Donovan projects and their particular needs. Lately it seemed as though he spent most of his time hiring guards, and he still didn’t have enough people he trusted. Not with his sister. He wouldn’t say the world was going to hell in a handbasket . . . but he wouldn’t say it was going to heaven, either. “In fact, plan on going to Savannah with her. I need someone I can trust not to fly off the handle.”

		“Besides Tony,” Walker drawled, “is anything in particular bothering you?”

		“Kyle. He’s still got a bad feeling about those Montegeau rubies.”

		“How bad?”

		“Really bad. Getting worse.”

		Walker whistled softly. Kyle had had a really bad feeling about Walker’s recent trip to Afghanistan. Walker had gone anyway.

		He had nearly died there.
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			“A million bucks for thirteen rubies?” Walker’s nearly black eyebrows rose skeptically. He shifted his grip on the cane. He didn’t really need it, but the old-fashioned wooden cane reassured people that he was harmless. It also reminded him how close he had come to being totally harmless, as in dead. It would be a long time before he was that stupid again. “I’d have to see the rubies before I’d sign the check.”

		“You won’t be signing anything,” Faith said shortly. Then she looked at the workbench in front of her as though to remind Walker that he was interrupting her. “It has nothing to do with you or my brothers.”

		Walker’s glance followed hers. The thick, rough wood of the U-shaped bench showed the nicks, gouges, and burns common on a jewelry designer’s work surface. Pliers of all sizes and shapes, rat-tail files, soldering equipment, goggles, awls, clamps, polishing wheels, a metal block for hammering, a leather-covered mallet, and other less easily identified pieces of equipment were laid out in a pattern that looked random to him, but he had no doubt that Faith could lay her hand on anything she needed without searching. Anyone who used tools to make a living knew how to take care of those tools.

		With barely veiled impatience, Faith ignored Walker’s scrutiny and turned to the sketches of a jeweled suite she had been working on—necklace, bracelet, earrings, brooch, and ring. The loose papers covered with pencil drawings were held down by an expensive chunk of lapis lazuli. She stared at it—the stone was the exact shade of Walker’s eyes.

		The thought annoyed Faith. After her disaster with Tony, she had sworn off men, yet Walker kept sneaking into her awareness.

		She switched her attention to the large, discreetly wired front window of Timeless Dreams, her combination studio and jewelry store. Her social life might be a disaster area, but she was very proud of what she had achieved professionally.

		Beyond the glass, Pioneer Square’s mix of street people, artists, shop owners, and shoppers swirled through the raw early February afternoon. Last fall’s leaves had long since been ground to brown paste and licked away by winter rain. Tourists, even the hardy Germans, wouldn’t arrive for months. The rain was still at work washing streets, buildings, and pedestrians with the insistence of a mother cat grooming a dirty kitten.

		And Walker was still waiting for Faith’s attention.

		“Damn,” she muttered.

		Walker just kept waiting. He was good at it. He had learned patience the hard way, as a boy hunting salt marshes and black bayous in order to add protein to the family table. But Seattle was a long way from the torrid Low Country of South Carolina, Walker was a long way from his boyhood, and Faith had fewer survival instincts than the most innocent prey he had ever hunted in the haunting, primeval swamp. Walker knew the high cost of such innocence, even if Faith didn’t.

		“What do you want?” she asked bluntly.

		“Are the Montegeau rubies insured at all?” 

		“My shop insurance covers them while they’re on the premises.”

		“Then you must have some kind of an appraisal.”

		“Oh, sure. But it’s informal. The man who owns the rubies gave me a written description of the stones and his estimate of their worth.”

		“Do tell. What are his qualifications to judge rubies?”

		Faith glanced at Walker through narrowed, silver-blue eyes. “The customer’s family has been in the jewelry business for two centuries. Satisfied?” 

		
			Satisfied.
		

		Now, there was a word Walker tried not to use when thinking about Faith, much less when he was standing close enough to smell her sweet, heady fragrance, like a summer garden at dawn. He wished that Archer Donovan had assigned somebody else to guard his sister’s shop. Anybody else. Walker could see he irritated Faith, and she made no attempt to conceal it.

		Considering what a loser her ex-fiancé was, Walker was insulted by Faith’s dislike. He was also far too aware of her as a woman. A desirable one. Unfortunately she was also the younger sister of his boss. Way off limits for a South Carolina marsh rat.

		He rubbed his short, nearly black beard and then the back of his neck. It was his own way of counting to ten or twenty or a hundred. Whatever it took to keep his temper.

		“Does Archer know you’ve started trading in unappraised gems?” Walker asked finally. His voice was an easy drawl. Hiding his own emotions was another thing he was good at. It went right along with the patience of a hunter.

		“I’m not trading in these gems. All I’m doing is designing a necklace for them.” She rubbed her temples. “It’s a rush job for an old college friend. Mel was my first roommate. The university thought it would be a good idea to separate the Donovan twins.”

		Walker followed the elliptical conversation with surprising ease. “Mel is the one with jewelry in the family for two centuries?”

		“No. That’s her fiancé, Jeff. The necklace is a wedding present from her future father-in-law. It’s a surprise. She’s six months pregnant and they just decided to get married. She’s truly happy for the first time in her life. I couldn’t refuse to design her a necklace. Besides, it’s one of the best things I’ve ever done. I want it to be in the Savannah show.”

		The twinge in Walker’s left leg became an ache. Old friends sometimes turned into new problems. Dangerous ones. “Are you buying the trip insurance and the show insurance?”

		Faith looked at the ceiling. “Did you take lessons from my brothers or are you just naturally nosy and bossy?”

		“Lessons, huh?” The drawl slowed and deepened. “Now, there’s a thought. I’ll be sure to take it up with Archer.”

		“He’s too busy with his new wife.”

		“She’s a woman to keep a man busy,” Walker agreed, smiling faintly as he thought of last night’s dinner with the Donovan family. Hannah’s edgy Australian slang was as surprising as her quiet stubbornness. She was every bit as hardheaded as the man she had married. Good thing, too. When the occasion arose, Archer could be a ten on the Mohs’ scale, right up there with diamonds.

		“Archer isn’t complaining about Hannah,” Faith pointed out quickly.

		“I noticed. It’s a burning wonder how quick the Donovan men took to leg shackles.” 

		“Leg shackles! What a way to describe marriage.”

		“You must have felt the same or you would have married that pile of road apples you were engaged to.”

		Faith tried not to snicker at Walker’s description of Tony Kerrigan. The best she could do was choke laughter off into a strangled cough. She saw the slight upward curve of Walker’s mouth and knew that she hadn’t fooled him a bit. That was another way he was like her brothers—quick.

		“About that insurance,” he said. “Who bought it?”

		“Does it matter?”

		“Only if something happens to the rubies.” 

		“No one would dare. Someone—like you, right now—has been all over me like a rash every time I leave the shop and a lot of the time I’m here.” 

		“Complain to my boss.”

		“It wouldn’t do any good. Besides,” she said with a shrug, “I’m not fighting it. The cops can’t be everywhere.”

		“The muggers can. The last one was two doors down and twenty-one hours ago.”

		She grimaced. It was the rash of muggings, robberies, and assaults that had made Archer decide to assign a Donovan International security guard to Timeless Dreams, and her. Today he had informed her that Walker was her new shadow. When she had retorted that she couldn’t see how much good Walker would do leaning on a cane, Archer had just looked at her and then gone back to trying to sort out Donovan International contracts in a world where national boundaries changed with the six-o’clock news.

		“About that insurance,” Walker said again.

		“I’m checking out the cost of separate insurance for the necklace, just for the Savannah show and the travel out there.” 

		“No one will handle it without an appraisal. A real one, from a GIA-certified lab or one of equal reputation.”

		Silence.

		“Are the stones with an appraiser now?” he asked.

		“No.” Reluctantly she added, “I haven’t found a qualified appraiser who could guarantee getting them back to me in time to set them in Mel’s necklace for the Savannah show.”

		“Archer wondered about that.” So had Walker, but he wouldn’t earn any points mentioning it.

		Faith’s mouth flattened. Her brother had done more than wonder about it. He had quizzed her almost as thoroughly as Walker and a lot less patiently. “I told Archer I’d take care of it.”

		“No problem. I’ll appraise the rubies for you.” 

		“You’re a certified appraiser?” she asked, surprised.

		“I know rubies. If I say they’re worth a million, Archer will insure them for a million with Donovan money.” 

		“I didn’t know you were a ruby expert.”

		“There’s a lot about me you don’t know,” Walker said neutrally. And thank God for it. “Where are the rubies now?”

		“Right here.”

		As she spoke, she opened one of the belly drawers in the long workbench and pulled out a small cardboard box. It held a bunch of slim, neat little paper packets stacked on edge. Each jeweler’s packet held a single gemstone.

		“Judas Priest,” Walker muttered. “No wonder Archer told me to practice being your skin until you handed the necklace over. You don’t even keep the damn rubies in a safe.”

		“I have to work with the damn rubies,” Faith pointed out with transparent sweetness. Her smile was a double row of hard white teeth. “That’s what I do. Design and execute jewelry. Contrary to what my brothers think, I’m a big girl who is quite capable of running her own business. Handling valuable gems is part of that business.”

		“Most people with a million in loose gems have an armed guard at the door.”

		“I have a man with a cane.”

		“Sure enough, you do. Ain’t it grand.”

		This time Faith didn’t miss the steel buried in his gentle drawl. “I’m glad it’s good for someone,” she said under her breath.

		Walker heard. “And that someone isn’t you?”

		“It’s not the first time the man had all the fun.” 

		“Are you comparing me to a certain pile of road apples?”

		“Road apples don’t have lapis lazuli eyes.”

		Walker opened his mouth, closed it, and shook his head. “Help me out here. I’m pretty sure I just lost the direction of this conversation. What does lapis have to do with horseshit?”

		“Exactly. You’re not lost at all.” 

		Suddenly he laughed, enjoying her quick, slightly skewed sense of humor.

		Despite having promised herself that she would keep Walker at a coolly professional distance, Faith couldn’t help smiling at him with warmth as well as teeth. It was nice to know that someone outside of her family could share an off-the-wall joke with her. Tony hadn’t liked her “snotty” sense of humor.

		“Kyle used to claim that trying to follow my sister’s and my conversation was like trying to predict where a butterfly would land next,” Faith said. 

		“Easy. Wherever the nectar is sweetest.” 

		Walker’s vivid, dark blue eyes lingered over her mouth. Then his smile faded and he walked the few steps that separated him from the workbench. The hitch in his gait irritated him more than it hurt. It was a reminder of how stupid he had been. Almost as stupid as he was being now, swapping smiles with Archer’s little sister and wondering if her mouth tasted half as hot and sweet as it looked.

		Faith’s smile wavered. While her unwanted guard wasn’t as big as her brothers—much less Tony—there was something very solid about Walker. It made her grateful for his limp. If she had to, she could run rings around him.

		“Do you have a loupe in one of those drawers?” he asked.

		“Shore ’nuf,” she said, imitating his soft drawl.

		He ignored her, because it was smarter than doing what he wanted to do.

		“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, rummaging in the drawer. “I didn’t mean it that way.”

		He looked at her bent head and the teeth biting into her lower lip. “What way?”

		“Insulting. You know. The male ego thing.”

		He knew that the Donovan males didn’t insult that easily. Neither did any man worthy of the name. “I suppose you’re talking about ol’ road apples again.”

		Faith stiffened.

		“Well,” Walker drawled. “I’m male and I have an ego and teasing me about my accent doesn’t insult me or threaten me or any of those man-woman discussion-group things. Your southern accent needs some work, though. Good thing I’m an expert.” 

		She let out a soft breath and gave him the loupe. “I’ll keep my childish attempts at humor to myself.” 

		His eyes narrowed at the echoes of old pain in her voice. “Now, that would be right disappointing, sugar. Nothing is as wearisome as a female with no sense of play.”

		“Sugar!” Faith’s head shot up.

		Grinning, he opened the loupe. “Gotcha. Nice thing about sisters. Their brothers teach them how to rise to the bait real quick.”

		“I knew it. You’re somebody’s brother.”

		The humor vanished from Walker’s eyes, leaving them the deep, empty blue of high-mountain twilight. “Not anymore.”

		He propped his cane against the bench and focused his attention on the box of tiny paper parcels.

		“I didn’t mean—” she began.

		“I know,” he said, cutting across her words as he selected a fragile little parcel that was barely half the size of his palm. “Forget it.”

		She sensed that he meant it. Literally. But she couldn’t forget the emptiness in his eyes. She hadn’t meant to hurt him, yet she knew she had. She just didn’t know how.

		After a moment’s hesitation, Faith let it go. Walker’s pain or pleasure was none of her business. She wasn’t his girlfriend; the care and feeding of his male ego wasn’t her full-time job. It was a good thing, too. She had been as lousy at it as she had been as a lover. 

		
			But I’m a hell of a good jewelry designer, she reminded herself fiercely. That was where her future lay—business, not pleasure. She would be the artistic, eccentric aunt who kept cats and brought her nieces and nephews gifts from all over the world at Christmas.

		Broodingly she watched Walker unwrap the first ruby with quick, deft motions. His familiarity with the thin paper told her that he had unwrapped a lot of gems.

		Curiosity flicked through her, the same curiosity she had felt the first time she had seen the quiet, easy-moving man with the soft voice and slow speech. He had struck her as unassuming, almost shy, but according to her sister-in-law Lianne, Walker’s nerve and quick thinking had saved the day when the Donovans had conducted a midnight raid on an island to recover a priceless, stolen jade shroud.

		“Tweezers?” Walker asked.

		She fished around in another belly drawer and handed over a long pair of tweezers with an angle on the pinching ends.

		He took the tool without looking up from the single stone that burned like an ember against the backdrop of stark white paper. Whistling tunelessly, he positioned one of the goose-necked work lamps, held the ruby between his eye and the intense light, and looked through the loupe.

		It was like falling into another universe, an alien, exquisite universe where red was the only reality, the only meaning, the only god.

		The slight irregularities and “silk” inside the stone twisted light into new directions. Every faint impurity reassured Walker. Only man was obsessed with perfection. Natural rubies were created from the heart of planetary fire, a volcano’s seething, secret, molten blood transforming
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