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CHAPTER ONE

SIX THOUSAND, EIGHT hundred dollars, and ninety-eight cents.

Maddie let the bill flutter to her desk, where it settled like a leaf between her elbows. She dropped her head into her hands.

Lucille, her lovable, irresponsible, artistic sister, wanted to do a semester in Italy, studying the great masters.

Well, hell, who wouldn’t? The problem was, Lucy’s private college tuition was already stretching Maddie to the max. The extra expense of a semester abroad meant dipping into—no, wiping out—her meager emergency fund.

Still, considering all they’d been through, Lucy’s carefree spirit was nothing short of a miracle. If keeping that miracle alive meant slaving more hours at her desk, Maddie would make it work somehow.

Knuckles rapped sharply on her office door, Adrianna Marchand’s signature staccato. Maddie slid a file on top of the bill as Adrianna strode in.

“Madeline. South conference room. Now.” Adrianna scraped an eye over Maddie’s hair and makeup, her sleeveless blouse. “Full armor.”

Maddie shook her head. “Take Randall. I’m due in court in two hours and I’m still not up to speed on this case.” Insurance defense might be the most boring legal work in the world, but it was also complex, and she was buried. She waved an arm at the boxes stacked on her cherry coffee table, the hundred case files that marched the length of her leather sofa. “Remember how you dumped all of Vicky’s cases on me after you fired her for no reason?”

Adrianna iced over. “No one’s job is guaranteed at this firm.”

Maddie glared, unwilling to show fear. But she was outclassed and she knew it. Adrianna’s stare could freeze the fires of hell, and as one of Marchand, Riley, and White’s founding partners, she could, and would, fire Maddie’s ass if Maddie pushed back too hard.

“Fine, whatever.” Kicking off her fuzzy slippers and shoving her feet into the red Jimmy Choos she kept under her desk, Maddie whipped the jacket of her black silk Armani suit off the back of her chair and punched her fists through the sleeves. Then she spread her arms. “Full armor. Satisfied?”

“Touch up your makeup.”

Rolling her eyes, Maddie dug a compact out of her purse, brushed some color onto her pale cheeks, hit her lips with some gloss. Then she poked her fingers into her caramel hair to give it some lift. She wore it spiked, like her heels, to make herself look taller, but at a petite five feet she was still a shrimp.

Adrianna nodded once, then charged out the door, setting a brisk pace down the carpeted hallway. “Step on it. We’ve kept your new client waiting too long.”

Maddie had to trot to keep up. “My new client? Because I don’t have enough work?”

“He requested you specifically. He says you’re acquainted.”

“Well, who is he?”

“He wants to surprise you.” Adrianna’s dry tone made it clear she wasn’t kidding.

Before Maddie could respond to that ridiculous statement, Adrianna tapped politely on the conference room door, then gently pushed it open.

Meant for large meetings with important clients, the room was designed to impress, with Oriental carpets covering the hardwoods, and original landscapes by notable artists gracing the walls. But it was the long cherry table that really set the tone. Polished to a gleam and surrounded by posh leather chairs, it spelled confidence, professionalism, and prosperity.

Bring us your problem, that table said, and we will solve it without breaking a sweat.

And if the room and the table weren’t enough to convince a prospective client that Marchand, Riley, and White were all that, then the million-dollar view of the Manhattan skyline through the forty-foot-wide glass wall would drive the point home. Who could argue with that kind of success?

Maddie’s new client stood gazing out at that view, his back to the door, one hand in the pocket of his expensively cut trousers, the other holding a sleek cell phone to his ear.

Through that phone, Maddie heard a woman’s tinkling laughter. He responded in rapid Italian. Not that Maddie understood a word of it. Her Italian began and ended with ordering risotto in Little Italy. But she’d had a short fling with a gorgeous Italian waiter, and she recognized the rhythm of the language. It was the sound of sweaty sex.

Clearing her throat to announce their presence earned her a wintry glance from Adrianna. But the man ignored them utterly. Maddie crossed her arms and looked him up and down with an affronted eye.

He was tall, over six feet, and she put his weight at a lean one-ninety. Broad through the shoulders, narrow at the hips, he bore himself like an athlete, graceful and relaxed—as if he wasn’t standing six scant inches from thin air, sixty stories above Fifth Avenue.

Though he claimed to know her, she couldn’t place him by the sliver of his face reflected in the glass, or by the sleek black hair curling over his collar, too long for Wall Street, not long enough for the Italian soccer team.

Everything about him—his clothes, his bearing, his flagrant arrogance—screamed rich, confident, and entitled.

He must be mistaken about her, she decided, because she honestly didn’t know anyone like him. And given his casual assumption that his time was more important than theirs, she didn’t want to.

She held it together for as long as she could, tapping her foot, biting her tongue, but as the grandfather clock in the corner ticked into the fifth long minute of silent subservience, her patience ran out. She uncrossed her arms and reached for the doorknob. “I don’t have time for this shit.”

Adrianna’s hand shot out and clamped her arm. “Suck it up, Madeline,” she gritted through her teeth.

“Why should I? Why should you?” Under normal circumstances, Adrianna had zero tolerance for disrespect, so why was she putting up with this guy’s bullshit?

Flinging a resentful look at the mystery man, Maddie didn’t bother to lower her voice. “This guy doesn’t know me. Because seriously, if he did, he’d know I won’t stand here burning daylight while he talks dirty to his girlfriend.”

“Oh yes you will,” Adrianna hissed. She released Maddie’s arm, but caught her eyes. “You’ll stand on your head if he says so. He could mean millions for this firm.”

The man in question chose that moment to end his call. Casually, unhurriedly, he slipped the phone in his pocket. Then he turned to face them.

Maddie’s heart stopped. Her lips went icy.

Adrianna started to speak but he cut her off, his vaguely European accent smoothing the edge from his words. “Thank you, Adrianna. Now give us the room.”

Without a word, Adrianna nodded once and left them alone, closing the door softly behind her.

His complete attention came to rest on Maddie, a laser beam disguised as cool condescension. Her blood, which had gone cold, now boiled up in response, pounding her temples, hammering out a beat called Unresolved Fury, Frustrated Objectives, Justice Denied.

“You son of a bitch,” she snarled. “How dare you claim an acquaintance with me?”

He smiled, a deceptively charming curve of the lips meant to distract the unwary from eyes so intensely blue and so penetratingly sharp that they might otherwise reveal him as the diabolical felon he was.

“Ms. St. Clair.” Her name sounded faintly exotic on his tongue. “Surely you don’t deny that we know each other.”

“Oh, I know you, Adam LeCroix. I know you should be doing ten to fifteen in Leavenworth.”

His lips curved another half inch, past charming, to amused. “And I know you. I know that if you’d taken me to trial, you’d have done an excellent job of it. But”—he shrugged slightly—“both of us know that no jury would have convicted me.”

“Still so cocky,” she simmered. “And so fucking guilty.”

ADAM HELD BACK a laugh. Madeline St. Clair might be tiny enough to fit in his pocket, but she had the grit of a two-hundred-pound cage fighter.

When he’d last seen her five years ago, she was a bloodthirsty young prosecutor, spitting nails as her then-boss, the U.S. Attorney for the Eastern District of New York—who had his eyes on higher office—shook Adam’s hand and apologized for letting the case against him go as far as it had.

Playing magnanimous, Adam had nodded gravely, said all the right things about public servants simply doing their jobs, and with a wave for the news cameras, disappeared into his limousine.

Where he’d cracked a six-thousand-dollar bottle of Dom Perignon and made a solitary toast to a narrow escape from the law.

It had been his own damn fault that he’d come so close to being caught, because he had gotten cocky. He’d made a rare mistake, a minute one, but Madeline had used it like a crowbar to pry into his life until she’d damn near nailed him for stealing the Lady in Red.

The newly discovered Renoir masterpiece had been sold at Sotheby’s to a Russian arms dealer, a glorified mobster who cynically expected a splashy show of good taste to purge the bloodstains from his billions. Adam couldn’t stomach it, so he’d lifted the painting. Not for gain; he had his own billions. But because great art was sacred, and using it as a dishrag to wipe blood off the hands of a man who sold death was sacrilege.

Adam had simply saved the masterpiece from its unholy purpose.

It wasn’t the first time, or the last, that he’d liberated great art from unclean hands. He told himself that it was his calling, but he couldn’t deny that it was also a hell of a lot of fun. Outsmarting the best security systems money could buy taxed his brain in ways that managing his companies simply couldn’t. Training for the physical demands kept him in Navy SEAL condition. And the adrenaline rush, well, that couldn’t be duplicated. Not even by sex. No woman had ever thrilled him that intensely or challenged him so completely on every level.

But now the shoe was on the other foot. One of his own paintings—his favorite Monet—had been heisted clean off the wall of his Portofino villa.

Just the thought made his teeth grind.

Oh, he’d find it eventually; he had no doubt of that. He had the resources, both money and manpower. He was patient. He was relentless. And when he got his hands on the bastard who’d infiltrated his home—his sanctuary—he’d make him pay for his hubris.

But in the meantime, he had a more immediate concern. The insurance company, Hawthorne Mutual, was dragging its feet, balking at paying him the forty-four million the Monet was insured for.

Forty-four million was a lot of money, even to a man like him. But it was the company’s excuse for holding it up that really pissed him off. They needed to investigate the theft, they claimed, because Adam had once been a “person of interest” in the theft of the Renoir.

In short, Hawthorne’s foot dragging could be laid at Madeline’s door. She’d damaged Adam’s reputation, impugned his integrity. Cast a shadow of doubt over one of the richest men in the world.

Never mind that she’d been right about him.

Because she was visibly chomping at the bit, he moved as if he had all day, strolling to the far end of the room, where a leather sofa and club chairs clustered around a coordinating coffee table. This would be where clients chummied-up with the partners after meetings, rubbing elbows over Scotch and cigars while the lowly associates—like Madeline—scuttled back to their offices to do the actual work.

He poured himself an inch of Scotch from the Waterford decanter on the table and then relaxed into the sofa, stretching one arm along the back, letting the other drape carelessly over the side, whiskey glass dangling from his fingers.

Her steel gray eyes narrowed to slits. “What do you want, LeCroix? Why are you here?”

Lazily, he sipped his Scotch, enjoying the angry flush that burned her cheeks. In the prosecutor’s office, they’d called her the Pitbull. He was glad to see she’d lost none of her fire.

Watching her simmer, he remembered how her intensity had appealed to him. How much she’d appealed to him. Which was surprising, really. As a rule, he liked a solid armful of woman, and Madeline was barely there.

At the time, he’d told himself it was because she’d damn near taken him down. Naturally, he had to admire that.

But now he felt it again, that tug of attraction. Something about those suspicious eyes, that spring-loaded body, went straight to his groin. An image of her astride him, nails gouging his chest, eyes blazing with passion, flashed through his mind. Was she as hot-blooded in bed as she was in the courtroom?

Regrettably, he’d never find out. Because he was about to piss her off for life.

He crossed his legs with studied nonchalance while all five-foot-nothing of her bristled with temper.

“Hawthorne Mutual is holding up payment on the Monet,” he said. He didn’t bother to describe the painting; she’d remember it. Five years ago she’d subpoenaed an inventory of his art collection. He’d complied—at least as to his legal collection.

“Someone stole the Monet?” For the first time, she smiled, a wicked grin.

He flicked imaginary lint from his knee. “Apparently, even my security isn’t unbreachable.” And wasn’t that a sore spot?

She barked out a laugh. “What goes around, comes around, LeCroix. With your history, Hawthorne will never pay—what was the insured value? Forty-four million?” She sneered, clearly enjoying the irony. “They’ll keep you in court for years.”

He let her savor her last taste of victory. Then he hit her where it hurt.

“Not me,” he said, succinctly. “Us. They’ll keep us in court. Because you’re representing me. For as long as it takes, whatever it takes.”

Her chin actually jerked as she took the blow. Then he finished her off with a short jab to the kisser.

“From now on, Madeline, you work for me.”





CHAPTER TWO

MADDIE SLAMMED HER door so hard her diploma jumped off the wall, glass splintering as it hit the floor.

She didn’t spare it a glance, just threw herself into her desk chair and glared at the door, waiting.

Five seconds later, Adrianna barged in, loaded for bear. Planting her fists on the desk, she fired both barrels. “Get your ass back in that conference room and unmake whatever mess you just made. Adam LeCroix is The Most Important Client who’s ever walked into this office.”

“He’s a criminal,” Maddie lashed back. “He should be in an eight-foot cell, not strutting around Manhattan thinking he can buy anybody he wants. Thinking he can buy me!” She jabbed a finger in his general direction. “He can go fuck himself. I’d rather starve than work for him.”

“Then you’ll starve,” Adrianna shot back. She drew herself up, breathed in, breathed out. “You’re fired.”

“Good!” Maddie snapped open her briefcase and dumped out the legal pads. In went her personal things. A photo of Lucy in her cap and gown, smile brightening the cloudy day. Another of Lucy on her first day at college, waving from her dorm window. Lucy again, at her small gallery showing, face alight with wonder and promise.

Maddie stilled. Her eyes dropped to the bill poking out from under Johnson v. Jones. No job meant no semester in Italy for Lucy. Hell, it meant no semester of any kind for Lucy, unless the poor kid took on the same crippling school loans that still hamstrung Maddie. That kind of debt took away your choices, killed your dreams. Left you at the mercy of people like Adrianna Marchand . . . and Adam LeCroix.

She had no choice but to give in. Cornered like a rabbit, she lifted her eyes to Adrianna. Who smiled her evil she-wolf smile.

“I knew you’d see reason.” Reaching across Maddie’s desk, Adrianna hit the intercom button. “Randall, get in here.”

“Yes, ma’am!” He snapped out a verbal salute, sped into the office in record time. Cursed with red hair and freckles, he blushed like a virgin when Adrianna turned her carnivorous gaze on him.

“Take this.” She scraped Johnson v. Jones into a pile and thrust it into his arms. “Judge Bernam’s expecting you in his chambers in two hours for a settlement conference. Don’t disappoint me.”

Randall went pale. “But—”

Adrianna stared him silent.

“Don’t worry,” Maddie cut in, mercifully, “it’s pro forma. The plaintiff’s not ready to settle.”

Randall’s momentary relief died as Adrianna pointed at the boxes on the coffee table, the files on the couch. “Those are yours too. Get them out of here.”

As a brand new hire, Randall had the lightest caseload of any associate. Naïvely, he still believed that evenings and weekends were his own. His dawning horror would have evoked Maddie’s pity if she wasn’t busy reckoning with her own horror: Adam LeCroix, billionaire businessman, international playboy. Art thief extraordinaire.

She swallowed hard, tasting her bitterest defeat.

Five years ago she’d almost nailed him. A circumstantial case, but if only she’d been allowed to take it to trial, she could’ve made it stick. She could’ve convinced the jury that LeCroix was not only the mastermind who outwitted Sotheby’s state-of-the-art computerized security, but also the Spider-Man who scaled walls, ghosted past armed guards, and, in under four minutes, poofed with the Lady in Red rolled up in a three-foot tube.

But her boss was too chicken to take LeCroix on. With his eyes on a senatorial bid, he wasn’t willing to risk having a high-profile defeat splashed across the front page of the New York Times. So Maddie had watched LeCroix waltz out of her office, wave to the media whores who worshipped him like a celebrity, and cruise away in his black stretch limo.

That had been bad. But this . . . this was a nightmare. She was at the man’s mercy. There was no way she could walk away from her job at Marchand, Riley, and White and into another that paid as well. Not in this economy.

She suppressed a shiver. Not since she’d left her domineering father’s house had she felt so vulnerable. She’d sworn never to let a man control her again, but now LeCroix had her by the proverbial balls. And he was diabolical. If he learned about her childhood, he’d use her personal demons to turn the screws tighter still.

She couldn’t—and wouldn’t—hide her revulsion at working for him, but she could never let him know what it cost her.

ADAM ENDED ANOTHER phone call, checked his watch. Six minutes. By now, Madeline would have capitulated and she’d be processing her defeat. Girding her loins—that image made him smile—for the short walk to this conference room and the crow-eating apology the Marchand vixen would expect her to deliver.

His smile grew to a grin. That would be the day. He might have Madeline’s back to the wall, but he knew better than to expect an apology out of her. And he didn’t want one.

What he wanted was his forty-four million, and to see Hawthorne’s high-and-mighty CEO—Jonathan Edward Kennedy Hawthorne IV—blanch when Adam showed up with his former prosecutor in his corner.

Hawthorne mistakenly believed that because his great-whatever-grandfather came over on the Mayflower and started what was now the oldest, most hidebound, hoity-toity insurance company in America, he could jam Adam up. That Adam would quail at veiled threats to dredge up old rumors about the Lady in Red.

Not likely. If Hawthorne’s smarmy lawyers had done their homework, they’d know Adam didn’t give a damn about bad publicity. He didn’t give a damn about the press or the public or the next story about him on Page Six of the Post.

What he cared about was not getting screwed over by anybody. Most assuredly not by some blueblood who thought his money was better than Adam’s simply because it had more age on it.

Well, Hawthorne had a big surprise coming. Never in a million years would he expect Madeline to join forces with Adam, when the whole world knew she’d done everything in her power to convict him. Why, the press had made hay with it across the globe, sensationalizing the story of the upstart prosecutor’s tenacious pursuit of the self-made billionaire, dubbing it the Pitbull versus the Piranha.

For that reason alone, her mere presence on his payroll would neutralize any once-a-thief, always-a-thief argument Hawthorne could make about the Monet. And if Hawthorne cooked up some other reason to deny Adam his money, then Adam would turn her loose on him. Hawthorne wouldn’t have a chance against the Pitbull.

His grin widened. The icing on the cake was that Madeline would hate every minute of it. He couldn’t have dreamed up a sweeter revenge if he’d tried.

When the idea had first come to him a week ago, he’d wondered how he could rope her in. The woman had more integrity than anyone he’d ever met. But a quick and dirty investigation into her finances turned up her Achilles’ heel—her sister, Lucille. Sixty percent of Madeline’s income went to cover the girl’s expenses. Room, board, clothes, travel, and the killer—tuition at the Rhode Island School of Design. The kid got some meager financial aid, but she took no loans at all. Madeline covered every penny of it.

She literally couldn’t afford to lose her job.

After that, all it took were some vague promises of future business to her shrew of a boss, hinging, of course, on Madeline’s cooperation, and he had her right where he wanted her.

The door to the conference room opened and the Pitbull herself strode in. She snarled over her shoulder at whoever remained in the hallway, then slapped the door shut and stalked the length of the room, a short stick of dynamite, ready to explode.

He couldn’t suppress another smile. He’d always loved to blow things up.

She pulled up in front of him, close enough that even from her unimpressive height she was looking down at him. She snapped out one word.

“Why?”

He let his brows rise a centimeter. Gave her not one inch of ground.

“Why what?”

“Why me? It’s stupid to expect me to help you with the Monet. One thing you’re not is stupid.” She crossed her arms. “That means you’re dragging me into this for revenge. Since it’s been five years, and the only price you ever paid for stealing the Lady in Red was to get more attention from your fans in the press, why risk a forty-four-million-dollar recovery by putting me in the middle of it? Why not find someone who might actually believe you didn’t steal your own Monet, and leave me the fuck alone?”

Adam swirled his Scotch. When he’d envisioned this inevitable moment, he’d imagined responding to her attack with a swift accounting of her precarious financial condition, followed by a hard boot in the ass to bring her into line. Now that the time had come, he didn’t want to do either of those things. He liked her this way, with fire in her eyes.

The truth was—and this surprised him—he wasn’t quite comfortable using her sister as a sword to force her to her knees. Maybe he had a soft spot for sibling affection—he wouldn’t have guessed it, having none of his own. But more likely it was his business sense kicking in. After all, her feistiness would be an asset in his battle with Hawthorne. It wouldn’t behoove him to break her spirit.

But he did have to show her who was boss.

“Do sit down,” he said in an even tone that neither challenged nor gave ground. Then he dropped his gaze to the chair, a clear signal that if she wanted to meet his eyes, she’d have to park herself in it.

After five deliberate seconds plainly meant to show that she was sitting because she wanted to, not because he commanded it, she let one cheek touch leather. It hardly made a dent; she couldn’t weigh more than ninety pounds soaking wet.

She’d left her jacket in her office, and her sleeveless top stretched over breasts that fit her proportions exactly. Not that he was looking; he kept his eyes on her face, but his peripheral vision caught the action as they swelled up and out with each annoyed breath.

“Listen, LeCroix—”

“Adam,” he cut in. “My top advisors go by given names. I find they speak more freely that way.” He smiled slightly. “Although you don’t seem to have a problem speaking your mind to the boss.”

“You’re not my boss. I work for Marchand, Riley, and White. You’re my client. I’m”—here she choked on her words—“your attorney. You don’t pay me. The firm does. I don’t report to you. I represent you. That’s all.”

He tilted his head, did a sympathetic smile this time. “Perhaps Adrianna wasn’t clear. It’s true that you aren’t directly on my payroll. But make no mistake. You work for me. You report to me. I am your only client, and my whim is your command.”

She shot out of her chair and he almost laughed. He had gone a bit far with that last part. But really, she was asking for it.

“You can take your whim—” she snarled, but he cut her off again.

“I’m sure you have many fascinating and original ideas about what I can do with my whim,” he said, “but that’s not what I’m paying for. I’m paying for your time, your efforts, and your undivided attention. And by undivided I mean 24/7.”

Her eyes bugged. “I have a life, you know.”

“Do you?” Insulting.

Her cheeks went up in flames.

He could have told her what he knew right then and there, that not only were her finances in the crapper, her love life was circling the bowl along with them. But why let her know that his private investigators had turned her life inside out? He’d save that bombshell for another day.

Still, her lack of romantic involvements—past and present—surprised him. His investigators had checked as far back as her undergraduate days at Boston College and found no relationships lasting longer than a three-day weekend. Granted, it would take a brave man to bare his junk to her—he’d find himself short a nut if he looked at her crosswise—but even so, there’d been no shortage of interest through the years. It was Madeline who refused to get serious.

Her flushed face told Adam there was a story there. In time, he’d find out what it was. For the moment, though, he had all the leverage he needed.

“Get your things,” he said. “I’ll take you home.”

She bristled. “I can get home on my own, when I’m good and ready to go.”

Ignoring her, he set his glass on the table, pulled out his phone. “Fredo, bring the car around. We’ll be down in five.”

“I’m not riding with you!”

He dropped the phone in his pocket. Rose to his full six-foot-two, and watched her head tip back to hold him in her furious glare.

He curved his lips, part smile, all menace. “Five minutes, Madeline. With your things, or without them. That much is up to you.”

And he walked past her and out the door.





CHAPTER THREE

THE LIMO HUGGED the curb, the open door gaping like a hell mouth.

A good-looking guy with olive skin and a dark suit stepped forward to take her briefcase. “Hello, Ms. St. Clair. I’m Fredo.”

“Hi, Fredo. You can call me Maddie.” She let her gaze linger just long enough to signal interest, then mentally slapped herself. The last person she should get naked with was LeCroix’s driver/bodyguard/confidant.

Well, he was the next-to-last person. LeCroix was the last. Women threw themselves at him; his body count must number in the hundreds, or higher. But she wouldn’t be one of them.

Oh, she understood the attraction on a physical level. The man was a god.

But he was also the devil. And anyway, he hadn’t shown one iota of interest. Not five years ago, and not now. Ensconced in the forward-facing seat, a laptop propped open on his right, papers fanned out on his left, he didn’t even glance at her as she ducked inside.

She took the seat facing him, checked out the accommodations. Top of the line, of course. Buttery leather seats, recessed lighting, stocked bar with a fridge. But surprisingly restrained. Since LeCroix was nothing if not a showoff, she took a moment to recalibrate.

As they pulled into traffic, he said matter-of-factly, “If that’s the best you’ve got, I won’t be needing your services after all.”

Startled, Maddie did a quick check of her suit, flicked a glance at her briefcase. She looked like exactly what she was, a high-priced lawyer.

Affronted, she scowled at him.

But he was staring out the window. “No, I won’t change my mind,” he said, and tapped the Bluetooth in his ear.

She felt her cheeks heat up. He hadn’t been talking to her. She wasn’t even that important.

As if to emphasize the point, he tapped some keys on the laptop. Continued to ignore her while she plotted and stewed.

The problem—the immediate problem, anyway—was that she didn’t want him to see where she lived.

Before taking responsibility for Lucy, she’d managed to swing a sweet apartment in Park Slope, a trendy Brooklyn neighborhood where she’d come to know the shopkeepers and students and artists who shared it. Now she still lived in Brooklyn, but not in Park Slope, or Williamsburg, or any other upscale address.

Instead, she was squished into a tiny apartment in a dicey neighborhood that didn’t even have a name, its most attractive feature being proximity to the subway.

“Listen,” she said, trying to keep the anxiety from her voice. “I need to stop for a few things. Tell Fredo to drop me at Macy’s.”

LeCroix didn’t even look up. “There’s no time for shopping. We’re wheels up in ninety minutes.”

She nearly lifted out of her seat. “Wheels up? On a plane?”

“I don’t yet own a rocket. Though I’m working on it.” He glanced up. “Afraid of flying?”

She was. Deathly, back-sweatingly afraid. “No, I’m not afraid of flying. But Hawthorne’s headquarters are here.”

“And mine are in Italy.”

Hours by air. Across the Atlantic.

Sweat trickled down her sides. Heights terrified her. Flying took that terror and poured gas on it, then ignited it with a nuclear bomb.

The limo closed in around her, a rolling jail cell. Flirting with panic, she stared out the window, realized they were crossing into Brooklyn. Obviously, LeCroix already knew where she lived, which explained why he’d been so disgustingly sure of her.

Anger flared in her breast, a welcome reprieve. Scowling at his chiseled profile as he calmly skimmed spreadsheets and scrolled through e-mails, she stoked her fury until it burned away fear, burned away shame.

“Your Monet wasn’t stolen, was it?” she said, breaking the silence. “This is just another scam. Another swindle to prove you’re smarter than everyone else.”

He lifted his head, locked onto her eyes. “If I said it was, that would be a privileged communication between attorney and client, wouldn’t it, Madeline?” His lips curved slightly. “Even if I told you I stole the Lady in Red, there wouldn’t be a damn thing you could do about it, now that you represent me.”

She swallowed bile. “Are you admitting you did?”

His eyes, that startling blue, crinkled as he smiled. “Ever the prosecutor, aren’t you, darling?”

Her blood pressure spiked. “Don’t darling me, you son of a bitch.”

His smile grew. “Forgive me, Counselor. I forget how sensitive you American women are.”

“Cut the shit. You’re American too.”

“By birth, but I consider myself a citizen of the world.”

His background was old news to her. Born to two renowned painters who’d skipped and hopped around Europe, squatting for months at a time in the posh guesthouses of wealthy patrons, Adam LeCroix had spent precious little of his childhood in America.

An only child, fluent in seven languages and blessed with a staggering IQ, at twenty-two he’d sold off the truckload of paintings his parents left behind when they died in a plane crash off Corsica, and parlayed that small fortune into a gigantic one. Five years ago, Maddie had known the net worth of each of his international companies, and the figure was staggering. Since then, his conglomerate had doubled in value.

Now he was one of the richest men in the world. The asshole.

The limo came to a smooth stop. Outside the window, her concrete building loomed grimly.

Fredo came around to open the door. She started to get out, then froze, stooped over, when LeCroix closed his laptop and slid his butt toward the door.

“Wait a minute. I didn’t invite you in.”

He met her snarl with innocent eyes. “This vehicle has many accouterments, but a bathroom isn’t one of them. I hoped to use yours.”

What could she say to that? Nothing, that’s what.

She stepped out onto the pavement with a crick in her back and a scowl on her face. Fredo flashed a grin that seemed sympathetic. She couldn’t help liking him.

Sidestepping between a rusty Honda and a gleaming SUV, she heard Adam say to Fredo, “We’ll be out in ten minutes.”

Ten minutes to pack for Italy?

Swinging around to tell him what she thought of that, she saw movement under the Honda and leaped onto the sidewalk, expecting a rat to dart out. But nothing appeared.

Then she heard a faint whine and squatted for a look.

“Oh no!” A dog—more dead than alive—blinked at her once and then closed his brown eyes.

Dropping to her knees, she stuck her shoulders under the bumper.

“What the hell—” Adam knelt beside her. Then, “Oh Christ.” He caught her arm as she reached for the dog. “He’s hurt. He could bite.”

She shook off his hand, but he was right. She worked with rescue dogs, had seen even the gentlest soul lash out when wounded. And this fella was in bad shape. He’d crawled under the Honda to die.

Wriggling out, she sat back on her haunches and turned her outrage at the situation squarely on Adam, who was getting to his feet. “We’re not leaving him!”

“Of course not,” he said curtly. Stripping off his suit coat, he dropped it on the Honda, popped out his cuff links, and rolled up his sleeves. To Fredo, “Get the jack.” To Maddie, “Where’s the nearest vet?”

“Around the corner.” Her friend Parker’s place, where she helped out at the shelter he operated next door to his office.

In no time, Fredo jacked up the Honda. When she looked under, Maddie’s heart convulsed at the cruelty.

A short-haired yellow dog that should’ve been sixty pounds but was probably forty lay on his side in an oily puddle, ribs jutting, fur patchy, and a raw, open wound circling his neck where his collar used to be.

Adam crouched beside her. “Hello, boy,” he said in a tone that soothed even Maddie’s raw nerves. “You look like you’ve missed a few meals. Let’s see what we can do about that.”

The ropy tail twitched once, the brown eyes opened. Then closed again.

Adam reached for his suit jacket, shimmied under the car, and wrapped it around the bony body, then shimmied out again with the dog, his head lolling over Adam’s arm.

“Take a right at the corner,” Maddie told Fredo as he dropped the Honda. “It’s halfway down the block.” Then she swept the laptop aside and Adam followed her into the limo, the dog as limp as a noodle on his lap.

She speed-dialed Parker. “I’ve got an emergency. A dog. No, I don’t think he’s been hit. But he’s dying.” Her voice caught. The dog’s eyes hadn’t opened. His neck wound was infected. He lay as if he hadn’t a bone in his body.

Parker met them at the door. They cut through the waiting room, past a kid with a squirming puppy, and an old man with a Chihuahua in the crook of each arm, to an examining room at the end of a hallway. Adam laid the dog, still wrapped in his jacket, on the stainless steel table.

“I’ll take it from here,” Parker said, and shooed them out.

The receptionist waited with a clipboard. “Whose dog is it?”

Maddie opened her mouth to claim him, then bit her lip. Dogs weren’t allowed in her building.

“Bill it to me,” Adam said.

“What’s his name?”

“He’s a stray.”

The woman clicked her pen, wrote John Doe Dog on the form, and offered the clipboard to Adam. “You can put your billing information here, Mr. LeCroix.”

Adam didn’t bat an eye at his name. Of course not. He was freaking famous. Not only was his face on CNBC every night, but unlike other gazillionaires like George Soros and Warren Buffett, Adam LeCroix was hot, so People and TMZ were all over him too, scrutinizing his love life the way Wall Street tracked his takeovers.

It was utterly disgusting. The man was a felon. Maddie always turned the channel when the reporters started fawning, and she’d once thrown People across the salon when she came on a bare-chested photo of him on his yacht, supermodel sunning beside him.

For the moment, though, she refrained from sneering, because Adam handed over a business card and said, “Send the bill here. Whatever he needs.”

John Doe Dog would need hundreds in care, and Maddie didn’t have it to spare.

Out in the waiting room, they parked in the hard-backed chairs. The puppy squirted out of the boy’s arms and raced circles around their feet. Across the narrow room, the Chihuahuas vibrated like cell phones against the old guy’s chest, bug-eyes glued to the action.

Adam pulled out his phone, hit speed dial. “We’ll be here for a while,” he said to Fredo. “Park the car, and tell Jacques to cancel the flight plan and stand by.”

“You can go,” Maddie said as he pocketed his phone. “I’ve got this.”

“I think not,” he said, dryly.

“Well. It was worth a try.”

He snorted a laugh, stretched his arm along the back of her chair. She scooted forward, giving him the hairy eyeball.

And for the first time, she noticed the oil staining his white shirt and streaking his tanned (and sinewy) forearms. His dark trousers were grimy from knee to (nicely packaged) groin. And his coal black, longer-than-it-decently-should-be hair was tousled . . . and ridiculously sexy.

She looked away, loathing herself for having nonnegative thoughts about him. But wow, she’d never seen him without a jacket, not in person. He was built, and probably hung.

“You’re filthy,” he said, a smile in his voice.

Her head whipped around. Had he read her mind?

Then his eyes skimmed her suit. Phew. He meant her favorite Armani, not her oversexed brain.

She shrugged. “That’s okay, I’ll expense it. The shoes too.” She pointed her toe, displaying the scratch. “I warn you, they cost more than the suit.”

His lips turned up at the corners. “I’ll have a pair sent over in every color.”

“Size six.” Heh heh. Ten pairs of Jimmy Choos would run him ten grand, plus tax.

“This Parker,” he said, “he’s a good vet?”

“Of course he is.”

“You’re not biased?”

“Why would I be?”

“You seem chummy.”

“That’s because we are chummy. I volunteer at the shelter he runs next door. And I’m telling you he’s the best vet I know.”

“Hmm.” Adam’s assessing gaze swept the room, and suddenly she saw it through his eyes. The water-stained ceiling, curling linoleum, fly-specked walls.

Her back went up. “In case you didn’t notice, this isn’t Beverly Hills. People here don’t do cosmetic surgery on their pets, but they still love them. And the low rent lets Parker put his money into the shelter. He funds most of it out of his own pocket.”

He brought his gaze back to hers. “I admire that,” he said, taking the wind from her sails.

“Yeah, well, you should,” was all she could muster.

She looked away from his bluer-than-the-sea eyes. It was impossible to meet them without losing her edge, and she needed her damn edge; it was all she really had.

Yet try as she might, she couldn’t ignore his presence any more than she could have ignored a panther lounging beside her, sleek and rangy and strong enough to snap her with one swat.

She knew his heritage, knew his parents’ best qualities had synthesized in their son. His killer eyes and quarterback’s build came from his Celtic father, his glossy black hair and movie-star cheekbones from his fiery Italian mother.

But knowing the genesis of The Sexiest Man Alive didn’t make his hotness any easier to handle.

Pissed at herself, she picked at the grit stuck to her knees until Parker poked his head through the door.

“Hey Mads, come on back.”

Adam followed behind her. She couldn’t stop him, since he was paying. But she refused to like it.

They found John Doe on the table where they’d left him, stretched out on a blanket. Adam’s ruined jacket lay on a chair.

Parker glanced up when they came in, eyes only for Maddie.

“He’s not as bad as he looks. Right now, his biggest problem is dehydration, that’s what almost killed him. We’re setting up an IV in the back to take care of that. He’s undernourished, obviously, and without knowing for sure how long that’s been going on, I can’t tell if there’s organ damage.”

He ran a gentle hand down the dog’s bony spine, then brought it back up to his neck, close to the wound. John Doe opened his eyes, chocolaty brown and filled with misery. “It’s okay, boy,” Parker murmured. “Nobody’s gonna hurt you anymore.”

Maddie’s eyes smarted, and one tear got away from her. She swiped it off her cheek.

Adam’s hand touched the small of her back, oddly comforting. “Will that heal?” he asked Parker in a taut voice.

“Oh, sure. I’ve seen worse than this. What happens is, the owner doesn’t loosen the collar as the dog grows, until eventually it’s embedded in the skin. In this case, the fucker must’ve ripped it off the poor fella before he dropped him on the street.”

“Jesus,” Adam muttered, anger, disgust, and compassion all rolled into one word.

“I gave him something for the pain. It’ll put him out, then I’ll apply an antibiotic salve.” Parker glanced at Maddie. “Want to help me bring him into the back room?”

“I can carry him,” said Adam.

“Thanks, but Maddie knows what to do.” Parker stepped around the table, dislodging Adam from her side. “You can get the door, though.”

He took one end of the blanket, Maddie took the other, and they shuffled past Adam.

As he started to follow, Parker kicked the door closed behind him.





CHAPTER FOUR

ADAM CAUGHT THE door with his hand before it bounced off his chin.

What the fuck?

Not since his boyhood had he been so rudely shuffled aside, and he’d hated it enough to spend the last twenty years ensuring that he was always the most important man in the room.

Apparently Parker hadn’t gotten the memo.

Fighting the urge to barge through the door, Adam paced the examining room instead, pausing to glare out the tiny window. It was grimy on the outside, making the narrow alley it faced look grimmer.

He spotted the shelter’s entrance, a freshly painted blue door on an otherwise derelict building. A skinny teen in ripped jeans emerged with a chipper husky mix on a leash. The dog’s nose immediately went to the ground, sniffing energetically, reading the pavement like a newspaper. The boy ran a hand down its back and it wagged happily, living in the moment.

Adam’s chest tightened. The foolish dog didn’t know it was a stray. That no one wanted it. It simply took what kindness it could eke out of a cold, cruel world and made the best of the shitty hand it was dealt.

He’d done the same himself, but he’d gone that sorry dog one better. He’d quit looking for kindness at a young age. Stopped craving affection and attachment when none was forthcoming.

He’d even stamped out his old childhood longing for a dog, that one steady companion to take with him when his vagabond parents picked up stakes, tearing him away from what few friends he’d made in whichever strange city they’d roosted in.

Living on others’ largesse, as they’d frequently explained, meant traveling light. Bad enough they were saddled with a child. How could they expect their hosts to tolerate a pet as well?

How, indeed. Well, he’d made the best of it, hadn’t he? Learned to adapt, to mix with any crowd, from the moneyed offspring of their benefactors to the motley children of the hired help. He’d learned their languages too, and the language of class as well, the intonations and dialects of the posh and the poor, the parlors and the street corners.

He’d taken that experience, along with the brains God gave him and the sixty paintings his parents left behind when they died, all the way to the bank. And the knowledge that the daily landside of cash flowing into his pocket had its roots in the art they’d created at his expense always prompted a smile, not of joy, but of grim satisfaction.

Behind him, the door opened and Parker came through. “I’ll keep him comfortable,” he was saying over his shoulder, his large frame completely blocking tiny Madeline. “Why don’t you come back after hours? You can check in on him.”

Adam smirked at the obvious ploy. Parker was good-looking, capable, and obviously intelligent. But apparently there was a second memo he hadn’t gotten, the one about Madeline’s drive-by “relationships.”

Predictably, she brushed him off. “I’ll try,” she said, heading for the door. “Text me if there’s a change, okay? And don’t spare any expense.” She jerked a thumb at Adam. “It’s on him.”

Parker swiveled in Adam’s direction. Under the circumstances, Adam wasn’t surprised to see suspicion and dislike in the other man’s eyes. What did surprise him were his own similar feelings. They prompted him to give Parker, a man he’d otherwise admire for his compassion, a haughty stare.

And if that wasn’t odd enough, he heard himself say, “Your assistant has my card. Have her notify me as soon as my dog’s ready to travel.”

Taking Maddie’s elbow, he kept her moving out the door. But when they reached the sidewalk, she shook him off.

“What do you mean, your dog? I found him. You would’ve walked right past him.”

He looked down at her, showing only the mildest interest. “Pets aren’t allowed in your building.”

She glared up at him, patently furious that he knew so much about her, and undoubtedly wondering how much more he knew. He hid a smile behind a bored facade. She’d burst a blood vessel if she knew how thoroughly his people had turned her life inside out.

The car slid up to the curb. She ran a withering eye down its length, then set off for her place on foot.

Let her walk then. As they glided past her, he saw her middle finger shoot up. Behind the tinted windows, he laughed out loud.

His unexpected appearance in her life, not to mention the reversal of power in his favor, had thrown her back on her heels. But soon enough she’d pull herself together. And as much as he’d like to believe he had her by the short hairs, once she was on her game she was just smart enough to wriggle out of his grasp.

Of course, it was her brains that appealed to him. She was a spitfire, and in his battle with Hawthorne both her intelligence and her cussedness would come in handy.

At the moment, though, the latter quality was directed exclusively at him.

Fredo pulled up to the curb as Maddie steamed past. Adam caught up to her as she jabbed her key into the lock.

“There was a bathroom at the clinic,” she snapped over her shoulder.

“So there was.” He reached out a long arm to push the door open for her. She let out a low growl, then stomped up the stairs to her second-floor apartment and assaulted another lock.

He pushed that door open too, and together they stepped into a living room not much larger than the limo. Leaving him to fend for himself, she marched down a short, dark hallway and disappeared into the bedroom.

Halfway down that hallway, Adam found the bathroom, so tiny it would fit in the tub at his villa.

Squeezing between the shower stall and the bowl to take a leak, he cased the room. White tile, chrome fittings. Bathmat kicked into the corner, Colgate uncapped on the sink.

Messy, but clean where it counted.

On the wall above the toilet, four framed pencil sketches were arranged in a square. Farm scenes. Horses, a barn, an old hound dog. To his experienced eye, the drawings were the youthful efforts of a talented artist. Unsigned, but he knew who’d done them.

While he washed dirt and oil off his hands, he looked over the contents of her medicine cabinet. Birth control pills, as expected. Otherwise it was mostly over-the-counter stuff, with one surprise. A prescription sleep aid. He checked the label. Just a few days old, which explained why his investigators had missed it. He sprinkled the pills into his palm—all thirty still accounted for.

He poured them back into the bottle, set it on the shelf where he’d found it. Were Madeline’s financial troubles keeping her up at night? Good. The more worried she was, the tighter his grip on her.

The bedroom door was still closed when he emerged. He wandered to the living room. It bulged like an overstuffed suitcase, jammed with a few nice pieces she’d likely carried over from more prosperous days. A floor lamp with an extravagantly beaded shade stood between a comfortable-looking love seat and matching chair, upholstered in velvety ruby red. An ornate Japanese chest doubled as a coffee table. And facing the love seat, a flat-screen TV scaled for a much larger room filled the wall, dominating the cramped space like a movie screen.

There was clutter here too. A white fleece blanket balled up on the sofa. The Sunday Times askew on the coffee table, the magazine section flopped open to the half-done crossword. A cereal bowl with an inch of milk congealing in the bottom.

Feeling a sudden urge to take the bowl into the micro-kitchen and wash it, Adam shoved his hands in his pockets. When had he last done something so mundane, so normal, as wash a dish? He couldn’t recall. But something about this messy little space struck a chord, made him wonder how normal would feel. Made him want, badly, to prop his sock feet on the coffee table and take a stab at the crossword with the chewed-on pencil that was caught between the pages.

It made no sense. In his own world he demanded neatness and order. He owned a dozen houses, each grander than the next, and not an atom out of place. When he set something down, his servants picked it up. All signs of life were quickly erased, making it easy for him to leave, to bounce from house to house. He felt no attachment to any of them, except perhaps his villa.

But this sad excuse for an apartment, dinky and cluttered and the farthest thing from grand, felt . . . homey. Lived-in. He could see himself on that love seat, could almost feel John Doe’s heavy head on his thigh.

His gaze lifted to the walls, crammed with paintings. He’d scarcely noticed them, so tangled up was he in his inexplicable longing.

Now he focused his attention on the art.

He knew art—how could he not, growing up as he had? And he collected more than just the old masters. He searched out new talent, even played patron to several promising young artists.

These paintings were Lucy’s. He was familiar with her work, had already purchased—anonymously—two of her paintings from a Providence gallery where she’d had a small showing. She was a staggering talent, raw yet, but maturing nicely, and largely unrecognized, so her work went for pennies.

Under other circumstances, he’d be inclined to sponsor her. But becoming her patron would lift the financial burden from Maddie’s shoulders, and he had no interest in doing that. She’d made his life hell for six long months, put fear into him for the first time since he’d claimed manhood.

Now he had her under his thumb, and he meant to keep her there.

“You’re still here,” she said, startling him.

Covering his flinch with a shrug, he continued gazing at the paintings. “Finished packing, have you?”

“No.”

He turned, faking mild surprise. She’d changed into faded blue jeans and a sage green T-shirt, both likely purchased in the children’s department. “Hurry along then,” he said, checking his watch to make the point. “We’ll stay at my penthouse tonight, fly out first thing in the morning.”

The expression on her pixie face remained calm and cool. “Fine. I’ll meet you there later.”

Ah. She’d regrouped. She was pretending to cooperate, hoping that if she seemed compliant he’d let her call some of the shots.

Not bloody likely.

Taking out his phone, he buzzed Fredo. “We’ll be down in ten,” he said, then slipped it back into his pocket and casually resumed studying the art.

He never heard her silent retreat—he’d have to remember she moved on cat feet—but when the itch between his shoulder blades abated, he knew she’d left the room.

He rolled his shoulders, cast a troubled eye around her cramped and cozy space. Forced himself to resist the love seat’s siren call, the crossword begging to be finished.

It was utterly unlike him. Yet in the two hours since Madeline had reentered his life, he’d experienced a gamut of unsettling emotions, not least of which was this bizarre yearning for home and hearth. He’d even taken on John Doe, an impetuous move for a man who lived life like a chess game, plotting six moves ahead.

But once again, she’d bumped the board, jarring the pieces off their designated squares, upsetting plans large and small.

Now, staring at her damn cereal bowl, he wondered if getting involved with Madeline St. Clair was such a brilliant idea after all.

LEANING BACK AGAINST her bedroom door, Maddie squeezed her eyes shut.

LeCroix was the devil in a dark blue suit. Forget the heroics with John Doe. The casual bill-it-to-me crap. Forget the oil-stained shirt, the filthy trousers, and ruined shoes. It all amounted to pocket change to him.

Okay, so maybe he seemed to genuinely care about John. He’d just farm him out to one of his many estates. He didn’t understand that a dog, especially one like John, needed love.

But what did Adam LeCroix know about love? Nothing, that’s what.

He was all about money and stuff and taking what he wanted, even if he had to steal it. Especially if he had to steal it. Stealing was fun for him, a game, a hobby, and she’d been so close to nailing him.

Now he was out there sneering at her apartment. So what if it was small, and modest, and, okay, kind of messy at the moment? Downsizing had forced her to pare down her possessions, to bring only what truly mattered. Like the love seat that cuddled her after a long day at the office. Her oversized TV, perfect for escaping into movies with popcorn and Cabernet.

And Lucy’s work, of course. Bold and colorful and full of life, just like her sister. Inspiring Maddie to be better, work harder. To do whatever it took to care for the young woman she’d abandoned as a girl.

Now LeCroix’s cooties were on all of it.

Grinding her teeth, she rifled her drawers. Underwear, bras, and socks hit the bed. Yoga pants and T-shirts and a cotton nightie followed. Pawing through her closet, she yanked out two Gucci suits, periwinkle and gunmetal gray, and the blouses and accessories to match.

Then she dragged her garment bag out from under her bed and layered the whole kit and caboodle into it, stuffed her toiletry bag, still stocked from her last business trip, into the outside pocket, and was done packing with four minutes to spare.

Not that it was a competition.

Slinging the bag over her shoulder, she cast a long last look at her sleigh bed with its comfortable-as-a-cloud mattress and reminded herself to stop in the bathroom for her sleeping pills. She’d done without them until now, but things were going downhill like a pig on ice.

Adam was waiting by the door when she emerged. She dropped her bag and brushed past him, then pulled up short. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” He looked bored.

“My cereal bowl.”

“I washed it.”

“You washed it? Why?”

He hefted her bag. “To move things along. Leonardo times his carbonara to the minute.”

She snatched her purse from the counter as he opened the door. Damn it, she hated to be rushed. But carbonara was an art form, and it happened to be her favorite dish.

“I take it Leonardo’s one of your lackeys,” she said snottily.

“It’s unlikely he’d characterize himself as a lackey.” Adam stepped back so she could precede him down the stairs. His manners were flawless, double damn him.

“How about flunky?” she lobbed over her shoulder. “Grunt, stooge, minion?”

He laughed, and she realized she’d never heard him sound genuinely amused.

She redoubled her efforts to be abrasive.

“It must suck knowing that everyone around you is there because you pay them. No friends, just hired hands.”

“Whereas you,” he said lightly, holding the outer door, “are awash in friends and lovers.”

“I have friends,” she snapped, managing to step on his toe as she passed him. Fredo opened the car door and she plunked herself on the forward-facing seat.

LeCroix eyed her through the open door.

“I get carsick if I ride backwards,” she announced. “You want me puking all over the place?”

“Certainly not. Slide over. We’ll share the seat.”

She had no intention of sitting that close to him. Their knees might touch.

She crossed her arms, a truculent two-year-old.

“Madeline.” With a definite edge. “Shove over, or I’ll shove you over.”

She stared straight ahead. Let him try it.

Then—whoosh—the bastard scooped her up like a feather and deposited her two feet to the left! He dropped onto the seat beside her, Fredo closed the door
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