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      The first Murphy’s Law of Love - NEVER SLEEP WITH ANYONE CRAZIER THAN YOU

      

      The morning after the night before, gifted young mathematician Faith Murphy runs away from Nick Rossi, hockey star heartthrob. If you have to run away from home it might as well be to a gorgeous place—Siena, Italy, where an international conference is being held. She wakes up in the buttery sunshine only to discover the murdered body of her Boss from Hell and she is the prime suspect.

      

      Nick Rossi wakes up with a massive hangover and fabulous memories of his night with Faith. She ran away from him to Siena. Siena is where his family is from and his cousin Dante is the cop who arrested Faith. He has to rescue her, also because his cousin Dante is really good-looking and now that Nick has tasted Faith, he realizes she is his.

      

      **Note to readers - This is an extensively rewritten and much sexier and funnier version of a PREVIOUSLY PUBLISHED BOOK titled, Dying for Siena.**
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          NEVER SLEEP WITH ANYONE CRAZIER THAN YOURSELF.

          BOSTON, JUNE 30TH

        

      

    

    
      “Ah!” Faith Murphy’s back hit the wall, knocking the breath out of her, a split second before 6’2” and 240 pounds of pure male muscle slammed into her. She couldn’t breathe.

      Nick Rossi’s mouth came down on hers and she figured breathing was overrated.

      Oh God, his mouth. The man knew how to kiss. True, kissing Nick Rossi had been her secret dream this past year, something as unattainable as winning the Nobel Prize, but in her wildest fantasies late at night when no one could see her, she’d dreamed about him kissing her. But nothing, nothing she dreamed of could come even close to the reality. Of. Nick. Rossi. Kissing. Her.

      His mouth was warm, tasting strongly of the several whiskies she’d seen him down at the club, and he’d already been half pissed when they’d crossed paths outside her apartment.

      He licked inside her mouth and she drew in a sharp breath, taking in whiskey fumes, and felt dizzy. His tongue stroked hers and, shockingly, her vagina contracted. Just like in the books. Oh God! Female arousal! In the flesh! Unprovoked by reading material!

      For a brief second she remembered the other male tongue that had been in her mouth recently, then banished the thought. Tim Gresham’s tongue had been like a slimy slug and she’d barely refrained from gagging when he made it a spear and stabbed her with it.

      No thinking of Tim Gresham tonight. Nick Rossi was as far from Tim Gresham as it was possible to be. They were barely of the same gender. Barely of the same species.

      “Oh baby,” Nick crooned, and licked into her mouth again and all thoughts fled. That was really unusual for her. Her head was always filled with thoughts, most of them not particularly happy ones, many of them mathematical. She had never learned the knack of turning her head off. There was a strongly ironic voice in her head, had been there for as long as she could remember, like a running commentary on her life.

      Not a friendly one.

      That voice in her head? Switched off like a light, the second time Nick’s tongue touched hers. From that moment on she was instinct and sensations, her entire intelligence situated in her skin, in her breasts, between her thighs.

      If that snarky voice was commenting, it was drowned out by heat and sensation. She couldn’t think, but oh—she could feel.

      Nick’s face bent down to her, his mouth moving slowly over hers as if he had all the time in the world, licking and sucking and breathing for her. He had a heavy beard. Late at night, if he’d forgotten to shave, it made him look like an adorable thug, with that lantern jaw of his. The slight beard had a bite to it as he moved his mouth on hers, lifting, shifting, closing the distance between them. Over and over.

      On huge hand held the back of her head, nearly covering it. as his mouth moved on hers, his hand held her head still for him. Such a delicious retrograde sensation—being held still for a man’s kiss.

      His other hand cupped her waist, his hand so large it spanned her back, cushioning her against the wall.

      His hugely muscled thighs pressed against hers, hot and hard, almost as hard as the steel brace covering his knee. He’d suffered yet another hockey injury, one of the many over the course of the past winter. She’d counted four broken bones, a sprained ankle, a cracked rib and a separated shoulder.

      That was this year.

      He was wearing lightweight clothes. If you’d held a gun to her head she wouldn’t be able to say exactly what he was wearing—she wouldn’t have been able to say what she herself was wearing—and she could feel every single muscle in his huge body. Including the biggie pressing against her belly.

      Whoa. Huge and hard and…moving. Lengthening, pulsing with every touch of his tongue to hers. Tim had had this marshmallow…no. Don’t even think that.

      This moment was so incredibly delicious. Nick pressed against her sensuously and everything in her pressed back, including her hips against his. It was like pressing against a warm, live steel rod. Her vagina contracted, then contracted again. It was almost like having an orgasm. A very slow orgasm.

      “Baby, you’re hot.” Nick lifted his mouth from hers, the smell of whiskey washing over her face. On him it smelled wonderful. He smiled down at her, more impossibly handsome than any man had a right to be. His eyes were sleepy, narrowed, that brilliant cobalt blue a mere shard between long, black thick lashes. He had a lazy smile, handsome face filling her entire field of vision.

      “I am?” she breathed. She was a lot of things, but…hot?

      “Oh yeah.” Another lazy smile and her heart simply turned over in her chest.

      This was Nick. Her best friend’s brother and probably the single most lusted after man in Boston. His huge frame, made huger by all that hockey padding, had graced just about every magazine cover in New England. A couple of shots were of him playing. Someone had said that Nick was so fast on the ice photographers needed high-speed cameras.

      A shot of a shirtless Nick on the cover of Vanity Fair, shoulders barely contained by the page, hockey pants riding low on lean hips had sold a million copies. That poster was in thousands of dorm rooms.

      If you were female, and between the ages of 15 and 65, you probably had had a wet dream of Nick Rossi.

      Who was right here, right now, lazily grinning at her, calling her hot.

      He bent low, a lock of blue black hair falling forward, and touched his forehead to hers.

      “So, baby, how about it?”

      Her mind shorted. Faith’s mind was a very good one, normally. But the heat in her body slowed it down and she had to repeat the phrase in her mind a couple of times, wondering what he meant, when all of a sudden a touch of clarity opened up in the clouds of steam in her head.

      He was asking her to have sex with him.

      Well, duh.

      She opened her mouth to say yes but there wasn’t enough air in her lungs to get the word out. He was leaning heavily against her and all that heat had evaporated the oxygen, and she couldn’t talk. So she nodded.

      Everyone joked about Nick’s brains, including his sister Lou, Faith’s best friend. But Nick wasn’t dumb. That lazy smile turned dazzling and his arms dropped, he bent his knees…and froze. One knee clearly wasn’t bending.

      He gave a half laugh, watching her with those gorgeous deep blue eyes. “Wanted to carry you to bed, baby, but I can’t. Sorry. You’ll have to come on your own two legs.”

      Oh yeah. Faith would crawl over broken glass to his bedroom. Walking there was nothing. Except…oh God. Her knees were weak and she didn’t even have the excuse of a busted meniscus. Her only excuse was that she was about a second away from an orgasm and if she moved, she’d blow up.

      Think unsexy thoughts.

      She thought of the all-male faculty of the Math Department at UM Southbury, where she was a lowly adjunct professor, all supremely undesirable, and the orgasmic moment passed. It would come back because she was close to Nick who could give women orgasms from across a room. But at least now she could walk.

      Nick hooked a big arm around her back and led her across his living room. It took some time. Granted, he had a bum knee and Faith’s own knees were weak, but it was also true that you could grow corn in Nick’s living room/entertainment den.

      Nick was seriously rich but his sister took his money away from him and forced him to invest in real estate, including this luxurious penthouse apartment suitable for a family of twelve, plus the help. Faith had only been here once before, with Lou, and had gaped at the size of it, highlighted by its emptiness. Nick belonged to the minimalist school of decoration. The enormous living room had a large Italian leather couch set, the largest TV she’d ever seen, a Bose stereo set and crossed hockey sticks over the ten foot wide gas fireplace.

      That was it.

      So Nick didn’t have to worry about tripping over anything as he steered her toward his bedroom. Across that huge space, down a huge corridor and there they were—in another enormous room with a massive bed on the other side.

      The massive bed where they’d have sex in just a minute. If Nick didn’t fall down first. He was swaying, his injured knee obviously about ready to go. The whiskies probably didn’t help either. So Faith put her arm around his lean waist.

      It was ridiculous. Nick was the strongest man she’d ever seen. He was a world-class athlete, made up entirely of muscle. Including between his ears, his sister often said. There was no way Faith could hold him up. She wasn’t an athlete and she weighed a hundred pounds less than he did. But if he was having trouble standing up, she wanted to help.

      So she squeezed his waist and tried to take a little of his weight onto herself and by some miracle they hobbled over to his enormous bed and fell down on it. Nick didn’t seem to have any problems whatsoever once he got horizontal. In a second, he had her clothes off and his off and, oh God…

      He was even more beautiful naked. Dense, lean muscles without an ounce of fat, long clean lines, that beautiful face smiling down at her. Her heart skipped a beat and she knew it wasn’t arrhythmia. She had had a checkup lately and her heart was in excellent condition. It just wasn’t prepared for an event like a naked Nick Rossi lying in her arms. So it went haywire. Perfectly understandable.

      Nick was kissing her as if there would be no tomorrow, as if he had all the time in the world and as if her mouth held the key to something important. Without stopping, without letting her up for air, his big hands touched her all over. One hand cupped her shoulder, lightly ran down her arm, laced her fingers with his. The other caressed a breast and she forgot to breathe when his thumb circled her nipple. Nerve endings sprang up, made her skin rise in goose bumps, made her vagina contract again when he rubbed his thumb over her nipple, again and again.

      The sensations were so intense she shivered. He lifted his head, smiled at her, then shifted so he could kiss her there. When he sucked at her nipple, her back arched and her torso lifted from the bed. His hands pushed at her shoulders, settling her back down, gave another hard pull, a lick and then he was kissing her mouth again.

      Hard. Everything suddenly became hard—his breathing, his mouth, the clasp of his hands around her head. His penis somehow became even harder though she’d have thought that impossible.

      She was tingling from head to toe, so excited it was as if her entire body was an erogenous zone. She was hot all over, every inch of skin super sensitized. She was particularly hot between her legs, a pale simulacra of the times she tried to give herself pleasure, when she’d been lukewarm between her legs. Now it felt like a sun blossomed there.

      Nick gave her small kisses across her jawline, down under her ear, to a secret place apparently only he knew about, exactly where her neck met her shoulder. He licked her there and she shuddered deeply, a pang of pleasure so intense she couldn’t even recognize her own body’s reactions.

      Something crackled. He turned away from her for a second, his hand moved, then he turned back to her, his mouth at her neck again.

      Then he nipped her, a sharp little bite, and her back arched again, her arms and legs fell away, and he shifted his hips entered her, hard and fast.

      It was too much, simply too much. She clenched hard around him, then began contracting in electric spurts, every cell of her being awash in something that was almost too intense to be pleasure but wasn’t quite pain.

      But Nick had reared up on his forearms and he wasn’t looking happy.

      Oh God! Had she done something wrong? Or not done something she should have done? How could he look so stern when she was drenched in delight?

      “Hey,” he said, black eyebrows drawn together over the blade of his nose. Hell, even his eyebrows were gorgeous. “You’re not a virgin, are you?”

      A lifetime of suppressing her emotions came to Faith’s rescue, because he was close enough to the truth to be embarrassing.

      “Of course not!” Faith rolled her eyes and blew her breath out, making a little disparaging phhht! sound. “How can you say that?”

      The sternness left his face, his eyelids drooped sexily. “’Cause you’re tight, baby.” He pulled almost all of the way out, then slid back in. Faith’s breath stopped in her chest. Nick’s head dropped back to her neck as he repeated the motion. “But it’s working.”

      I’ll say. She didn’t say the words but her body spoke for her. She wrapped herself around Nick’s body like ivy around a tree, fingers clenched hard on his shoulder muscles, legs wrapped around his. He felt like a tree trunk, only smooth and sleek. But there was that feeling of something elemental, grounded in the earth, that made her forget everything as he started moving fast, then faster.

      Each thrust was like lightnng and she moved into another orgasm before having finished the other one. He was moving so fast, so strongly the bed creaked, the headboard beating against the wall, a hard fast rhythm that echoed her heartbeat until she couldn’t distinguish between the two. Until the entire world was reduced to that thumping rhythm inside and outside and she had to cling to Nick because everything else was dark and out of control. There was a wild noise in the darkness and it took her a long minute to realize it came from her throat. It only stopped when Nick covered her mouth with his, stifling her cries in his own mouth.

      Something changed in him. The muscles under her hands were straining so hard she could feel his sinews, his breathing speeded up, a rough sound coming from deep in his throat and he stiffened, gasping, moving in her in hard little jerks, so unlike the smooth piston-like movements of before.

      And then it was over.

      Nick fell on her with all his weight, as if he’d been felled by a blow and exhaled loudly.

      Faith stared up at the ceiling, a changed woman. So this was sex. No wonder people thought about it, fought about it, sought it out. If she’d known she’d have tried harder. But who knew?

      The pleasure was just…mind boggling. Amazing.

      And, this was Nick. Nick who’d made love to her. She’d spent all winter in his entourage, watching him date girl after girl, but the constants were always Faith and his sister Lou.

      And now, she’d landed him. God. It was almost an abundance of bounty. He was so gorgeous, so charming, so much fun. Being around him was like being at the circus. If she was going to be his girlfriend, though, she’d have to up her game. Buy new clothes. Maybe go to a hairdresser. Learn how to apply make-up.

      It all felt daunting, but Nick was totally worth it. They would have fun all the time and then come home and do this. Oh God.

      A whole new vista of her life opened up and she contemplated all the new delights in store for her. In a sudden frenzy of happiness, she clutched him hard and kissed his shoulder, his neck, every bit of him she could reach, while pinned beneath him. He felt so wonderful. He even tasted wonderful, she found when she licked him. Salty and sweet at the same time.

      Well, of course. He was Nick Rossi. Who was so gorgeous and attractive.

      But heavy. Really, really heavy. She had to wheeze to breathe. Faith tried to wiggle her way out from under him but it was impossible. He weighed a ton.

      “Nick?” she whispered. “Could you move a little?”

      Silence.

      “Nick?” She spoke a little more loudly.

      There was a rhinoceros snort next to her ear and Nick began snoring. Very loudly. She could feel his chest vibrating.

      It looked like waking him up briefly to ask whether he could move wasn’t an option. She shifted her chest out a bit from under his so she could at least breathe and with one last sniff of his luscious skin, she fell smiling into a deep, luscious sleep.

      

      The telephone rang.

      Nick Rossi wanted to groan and roll over in bed but didn’t. The noise of the bell had nearly taken the top of his head off. Moving might break bones.

      Through the greasily nauseous roiling going on inside, he tried to take stock, but it wasn’t pretty.

      His hair hurt. His eyelashes hurt. His fucking toenails hurt. .

      The telephone rang again and hammered sharply pointed spikes into his skull. He tried to bring a hand up to his head, but there was something on his arm. Nick moved his hand—even that small movement caused pain—and touched a soft, springy mass. Hair. Human hair. He hoped.

      He opened one eye. Cautiously.

      Yeah. A human. The way he felt maybe he’d had sex with an orc. But no, it was a girl. He lifted his head slightly, grimacing at the pain, to see if he knew her.

      She was sleeping slightly turned away from him. All he could see was a finely-drawn pale profile surrounded by a cloud of brandy-colored hair.

      Ok. He knew her. He knew he knew her. If only his brain could shoot him some info through the thick fog that fucked with his head he’d figure out who she was. As it was, merely trying to conjure up the memory of the face—and of last night—taxed his pain threshold.

      The phone rang again, the bell echoing shrilly in his head for long seconds. Each second seemed like a lifetime. Everything was happening in an unsteady, sickening slow motion, as if he were on a boat at sea. The girl turned over in bed, the rustling noise of the sheets sounding like thunder. She looked at him, wide-eyed, all fresh and innocent and not at all as if she was in the bed of a hundred-year-old man, which is what he felt like.

      He took in her features one by one, his brain too blasted to put the parts together. Pale skin, with a spattering of freckles across her nose. High cheekbones. He knew—without knowing how he knew—that she blushed easily.

      Her eyes were large, the same brandy color as her hair and the whites were milky-white, like a child’s. Small straight nose, arching sandy eyebrows, lips which he knew were full, but were now compressed in a thin line.

      It was an unusual face, not conventionally pretty but…arresting. He knew her, a friend of Lou’s, fuck…her name was going to break through the cobwebs. Any second now…

      A loud noise made him start in pain. It was his answering machine kicking in in the next room. The answering machine Lou bought him and installed because he never answered his cell and never ever checked his voicemail. His recorded voice sounded preternaturally loud in the room. “Hi, this is Nick Rossi. Sorry I can’t come to the phone, but if you leave a message and a phone number, I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      There was a hum, then a high, breathy, impossibly sexy female voice came on, making loud kissy kissy noises. “Nick, love, sorry I couldn’t make it last night, but I was held up. I hope you didn’t go looking somewhere else for fun and excitement because, believe me, I’m going to make it up to you tonight and I want you fresh.” Another spectacular phone kiss ended the message. Nick winced.

      The girl bolted up in bed like a startled fawn. Nick tried to think of something to say. Something, anything. But nothing was happening up there.

      “Y-You—” she stammered softly. “You…and I…last night, we…and all the time—you were supposed to be with someone else?”

      “Huh,” he replied, trying to jumpstart his head. Who is she? It was on the tip of his furred tongue. He would remember in just a minute…

      But he wasn’t going to have that minute. She was pulling on clothes in a hurry, her movements jerky and awkward, as if she weren’t used to dressing in front of someone. Whoa.

      He should be saying something, but what? He sat up in bed, regretting the movement instantly. The contents of his stomach—mostly liquid, very sour—were moving up his gullet. By the time the room stopped spinning and he breathed the bile back down, she was fully dressed and halfway to the door.

      Fuck.

      He didn’t know why he wanted to stop her, he only knew that he did. “No, wait, ah⁠—”

      And then, horribly, his mind pulled a complete blank. Utterly empty, like the rink in summer.

      She turned and her light brown eyes widened even more. “Oh—my—God.” She brought her small fist to her mouth. “You don’t even remember my name.”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course I do, ah—” But it was too late. She had gone and the sound of the door slamming behind her was so painful he couldn’t even breathe for a full minute.

      Then he ran to the porcelain god, fell to his knees and emptied his stomach.

      By the time he could think again, he could hear the elevator slowly taking her down to the ground floor. Then, suddenly, his treacherous memory kicked in. Images from the previous night blossomed in his mind. It had been wonderful, extraordinary…and he had the horrible feeling that he had just cut himself off from the sweetest thing in his life.

      “Faith,” he groaned as he fell back onto the mattress. “Faith Murphy.”
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          SMILE. TOMORROW WILL BE WORSE.

          THIRTY HOURS LATER, CERTOSA DI PONTEREMOLI NEAR SIENA, ITALY.

        

      

    

    
      Faith was expecting Professor Roland Kane to be cold and unresponsive to her request.

      She wasn’t expecting him to be dead.

      At first, it wasn’t entirely clear he was dead. The door to Professor Kane’s cell had swung open unexpectedly at her tentative knock. Unsure what to do next, Faith peeked into the room where generations of monks had lived out lives of prayer and meditation.

      The cell was familiar—an exact replica of the one she was inhabiting during the yearly Quantitative Methods Seminar at the Certosa di Ponteremoli near Siena, Italy, a former monastery. The cell was simple and spare as befitted the monastic life.

      One small metal cot, one laminated desk and wardrobe combination, one wicker-seat chair.

      One full Professor of Applied Mathematics, stretched out on his back on the floor, eyes closed.

      At least he was fully dressed. Faith could remember once entering the office of Professor Harlan White, another mathematical genius, and finding him in the lotus position. Naked. With a full view of what looked like an acorn nestled in dry leaves.

      It was like the old joke. Why do universities have math departments? Because it’s cheaper than institutionalizing them all.

      So, for all she knew, Professor Kane was working out a new theory stretched out on the terracotta tiles with the buttery Italian sunshine streaming in through the open window.

      Indeed, what better place to meditate on the infinite than in this former Franciscan monastery perched picturesquely atop a Tuscan hill, with Siena a russet turreted vision on the horizon and the very air redolent with the echoes of centuries of chants by monks?

      Of course, Professor Roland Kane, for all his genius, was anything but a monk. Though in mathematical terms he was a genius, in human terms he was a pig. A monstrously intelligent pig. A drunkard and a lecher and a despot and an opportunist.

      And a pig.

      And a genius.

      Which was why Faith was here. Only Roland Kane had enough clout to get her a few minutes of time with Southbury’s 500 teraflop array. She desperately needed access for her paper. She had been shoehorned into the conference at the very last minute as a replacement for Tim Gresham, sick with the flu.

      Some of her calculations were still incomplete. Otherwise, there was nothing on this earth that would have her knocking on Roland Kane’s door at nine o’clock on a sunny Italian morning.

      Faith stood in the doorway and made polite humming sounds. Then she coughed. Professor Kane didn’t show a flicker of response. “I, ah—” Faith coughed again, louder. “Professor Kane?”

      Faith took two steps into the room and wrinkled her nose, overwhelmed by the smell of alcohol. An open bottle of Glenfiddich, three-quarters empty, stood on the laminated plastic desk next to another full bottle, still sealed.

      Faith remembered the incredible fuss Roland Kane had made at Rome Fiumicino airport when the customs officer had halted him to check the clinking sounds in a carryon bag and discovered four bottles of Glenfiddich.

      Four bottles for a three-day seminar. God forbid he should run out.

      Bottle number one was almost finished by day one. Kane’s liver probably looked like pus-filled custard at this point.

      Faith stood in the doorway a moment longer then stepped cautiously into the room. Professor Kane didn’t seem to be paying her any attention so she edged over to the left, rising a little on tiptoe, eager to get a look at the view through his window.

      The St. Vincent contingent had arrived late the previous night and so far all Faith had seen of Italy was Rome Fiumicino Airport, the Florence airport, and some of the dark Tuscan countryside from Florence to Siena from the minivan which had picked them up.

      All she’d seen of fabled Tuscany was the rather dingy outskirts of Florence and a few hilltop towns on the dark horizon. They had arrived very late at the Certosa and their Italian hosts had been so anxious to feed them that they hadn’t seen anything at all but the refectory and the cell each mathematician had been assigned.

      Her cell was on the other side of the large quadrangle where the monks had lived and prayed. It had a view over a small, charming cloister with an ivy-bedecked stone well. Right now she wanted to see something of Tuscany in the daylight.

      She shot another glance at Professor Kane. He still showed no flicker of response. Probably out cold, she thought in disgust. What an asshole.

      How could so much intellectual power be packed into such a miserable human being? Still, he was her boss, so she couldn’t give in to her urge to haul back and kick him as he so richly deserved.

      Standing on tiptoe and craning her neck, she could see out the window. The view was like an impossibly beautiful painting by a Renaissance artist.

      Lovely trees marched up and down gentle hills. They were tall, dark green, as slender and as elegant as church spires. Cypresses, she thought. In the distance topping the highest hill was Siena, golden-red and magical.

      The intense colors, the landscape which looked as if an impossibly gifted gardener had planned it down to the finest, most meticulous detail, the bright, cloudless cobalt blue sky—everything called out to her and touched a chord deep in her heart she hadn’t known existed. There wasn’t a human being alive whose soul wouldn’t thrill to that view.

      Well, maybe not the pig at her feet. Professor Kane’s soul, she was certain, was probably as diseased and inert as his liver. Faith flicked a glance down at him. He looked exactly like what he was—a self-centered monster.

      His lean face was heavily crisscrossed with lines of cruelty and bad temper. No soul at all there—merely a brain. A brain that, for all its brilliance, was unable to appreciate the beauty beckoning from his window. Otherwise he wouldn’t be passed out at her feet.

      At least he wasn’t snoring. Faith frowned as she realized that. Why wasn’t he snoring? Wouldn’t a drunk snore? Nick had… She stopped herself. Don’t go there. She didn’t want to think of that. It had been awful enough living it.

      Oh God. Her thighs clenched. A day and a half after the most humiliating episode in a life filled with them, her thighs had no shame at all. They should have been impervious to any thought of Nick, who’d forgotten her name. But no. Heat zapped through her body as she had a flash of Nick lying on top of her, Nick in her. No. Not going there.

      She drew in a deep breath and tried to concentrate on Professor Kane. Horrible as he was, it was better to think of him than of Nick.

      Damn. She had to wake Kane up. Last night Griffin Ball had said if it turned out that she needed XRL array time, Kane would have to authorize the call to the computer center at Southbury.

      She needed the array and this was a perfect time. It was 3 a.m. back in Southbury and the XRL would probably be free. If she waited until Professor Kane sobered up, she’d likely find the XRL in use. She’d give anything to just tiptoe back out of the room, but she couldn’t.

      “Professor Kane?” He didn’t even stir. Faith cursed her soft voice. Even though her classes were in a small classroom, she needed amplification for the lessons.

      Faith cleared her throat and pitched her voice louder. “Professor Kane? Professor Kane, I’m sorry to bother you⁠—”

      Faith broke off and frowned. Her distaste for the man had kept her from looking too closely, but now that she focused on him she could tell that there was something wrong. Very wrong.

      His normally sallow complexion was ash-gray, the eyes deeply sunken into the bruised-looking flesh around them. His features were like wax, utterly still and immobile.

      Faith wondered whether he had had a heart attack. But that wasn’t possible. Professor Kane didn’t have a heart.

      Maybe a stroke. That was more like it. He certainly had a brain.

      Faith had read somewhere that you weren’t supposed to practice first aid on stroke victims. Good. This had better be a stroke and not a heart attack. The idea of giving Professor Kane mouth-to-mouth resuscitation made her skin crawl.

      She looked at his chest, hoping to tell by sight alone whether he was breathing, and trying not to think about the fact she should be trying to get a pulse. She didn’t want to touch him either.

      His chest didn’t appear to be moving. Professor Kane’s left hand was lying under him in what must have been a viciously uncomfortable position and his right fist was clenched on his chest. The upper-left quadrant. So it might be a heart attack, after all.

      With a sigh, Faith dropped to her knees beside him. She was going to have to touch him. It was her duty to help a fellow human being and Roland Kane was a human being, after all. Sort of.

      She tried to lift his hand away from his chest to feel for his pulse and found to her surprise that it wouldn’t budge. His fist was clenched around something. It hadn’t been immediately apparent because everything on his chest was gray—his shirt, his hand, what his hand was holding…

      Then suddenly her slow, fuzzy thought processes, mired in sleep deprivation like glue, snapped to attention. She’d been up most of the night on her computer, frantically trying to ready a half-finished paper after having flown across the Atlantic. And then, of course, she’d been up the night before that with Nick…

      Her heart gave a painful jolt.

      Stop that, she told herself sternly. Concentrate.

      She studied Professor Kane’s chest then reached out to the clenched hand. It wouldn’t open. With great difficulty, she pulled his hand up and away from his chest, then stared.

      The gray thing he was holding wasn’t a pen or a laser pointer, as she’d thought. It was a knife. A stiletto, to be exact. A long, very sharp one. And it must have been plunged straight into Professor Kane’s heart, judging by the blood staining the shaft.

      Well what do you know? Faith thought. He has a heart, after all. She tugged and the slim haft slid through Professor Kane’s claw-like hand into hers.

      Roland Kane had been murdered!

      He deserved it, but still…

      Faith slowly rose to her feet and turned toward the door to go…go where? She stopped on the threshold, stymied for a moment. The Quantitative Methods Week organized by the University of Siena and Southburythe University of Massachusetts at Southbury was a yearly affair. She knew that Professor Kane, Griffin Ball, Madeleine Kobbel and Tim Gresham had been attending for years.

      But it was her first time and she didn’t know anyone here. She didn’t speak Italian. She didn’t know where the rest of the Southbury contingent was lodged. She only knew where Professor Kane was because she’d checked last night.

      She had to report this to the authorities. But this was a foreign country, and who knew what passed for authority here?

      She’d seen the reception area last night—a small cubicle just inside the vast iron-studded wooden entrance gate to the monastery. Last night, there’d been a guard posted in the cubicle. That might do for a start.

      Faith hurried down the stairs and along the portico rimming the quadrangle. A slight mist rose from the grassy center as the sun’s rays started heating up the cool ground. It was going to be a hot day.

      There was no one about and before she could wonder about that, she heard laughter and the clinking of silverware coming from one of the big, wrought-iron-barred windows across the way. Where they’d had dinner last night, she remembered.

      There’s no one about because everyone’s having breakfast, she thought as she walked up the steep stone-cobbled incline to the guardhouse and the entrance to the monastery.

      She’d rather be there having a real Italian espresso instead of scurrying off to report a murder. Faith rushed into the guardhouse.

      “Excuse me.”

      A handsome, middle-aged man looked up from his newspaper with a smile. When he saw her, his smile became flirtatious. “Si, signorina?”

      “I’d like to—” How to say this? “I’d like to report a—a murder?”

      The man’s smile broadened, showing acres of strong, blindingly white teeth. “Si, si.”

      He raised his hand and pointed to a wooden door across the way. Faith was halfway across the room when she saw what he was pointing at. She turned back with a sigh.

      “No, no.” Faith shook her head. “I don’t need a bathroom. I have one of my own, thank you. No, I need to report a murder.” The guard looked at her blankly. Faith pantomimed a knife going into her chest. “A murder.” She knocked on her chest with the edge of her fist and the guard’s eyes followed her hand with interest. “You know. Murder?”

      “Muh-duh,” the guard said amiably and shrugged his shoulders. He lifted his eyes reluctantly from her breasts and raised an eyebrow. Out of politeness, he beat his chest, too. He probably thought Probably thinking this was some strange American gesture of goodwill.

      “No, no.” She knew it was ridiculous, but she raised her voice, as if that would make him understand. “Murder! Murder! A—man—has—been—murdered.”

      Exasperated, Faith put her hands around her neck and shook it. She jerked her head at an angle, rolled her eyes up and allowed her tongue to loll slightly out.

      The guard’s smile slipped and he eyed the door. “Prego, signorina?”

      “Mortus.” Remnants of high school Latin swam up. “Homo mortus.” She couldn’t remember her numbers in Latin, though, so she reached behind the guard. He jerked back, wary now of the crazed foreigner.

      “It’s okay. You’re not the dead guy,” Faith said reassuringly. There were forty small cubicles with hooks for the keys to the cells. Most of them were empty. She tapped number seventeen, Professor Kane’s room.

      “He’s the one who’s dead. Seventeen. Professor Roland Kane. Mortus.” Faith met the guard’s eyes. Comprehension was dawning. She nodded and tapped seventeen again. “Mortus.”

      The guard picked up the phone, never taking his eyes off her, punched out a three-digit number hastily and spoke in quick liquid tones into the receiver. Faith could catch only one word that sounded familiar. Morto. Dead.

      Shaken, Faith sank down on a cane-bottomed chair. She tried to make it look natural, but her knees were weak. The reality of what she’d seen was starting to sink in.

      Professor Kane was dead. Murdered. Faith wasn’t surprised he’d died by someone’s hand—she’d contemplated offing him herself any number of times, as had just about everyone on the faculty of Southbury.

      But there was an abyss between fantasizing about killing a nasty, overbearing son of a bitch and actually doing it. Actually taking a knife and plunging it into a human heart. Perhaps holding it in place, watching the light in the eyes fade, watching the life drain away…

      Faith shivered. She was alone in the cubicle now. The guard was outside the entrance pacing the wide, graveled driveway, all Latin insouciance gone.

      She lifted her eyes and was startled to see a face staring back at her. The face was dead white with pale freckles scattered over nose and cheeks. Wide, light-brown eyes, a cloud of pale hair. Pale face, pale eyes, pale hair. A ghost.

      She knew she was seeing what Nick had seen the morning after the night before.

      No wonder he hadn’t remembered her name. Who could? She looked insubstantial—pale and lifeless. Plain and utterly forgettable. Faith looked away from the mirror, unable to bear the sight.

      How could Nick remember her name? He was brimming with life. It flowed from his fingertips. She felt an electric crackle every time she touched him. She made it seem casual, but she remembered each single time they’d touched over the past year. He seemed to carry a force field around his large, strong frame. Even his coloring was vivid. Blue-black hair, bright blue eyes, olive skin with ruddy undertones.

      Faith could see him now, his face alive with joy and excitement. Just being around him was like being plugged into a source of energy. When she’d tagged along with Nick and his sister Lou and all their hangers-on, she’d had to work to keep her eyes off him. Even now, if she closed her eyes, she could see his laughing, handsome face…

      “Signorina.”

      Faith’s eyes flew open. She stared at the newcomer.

      Her heart stuttered, her hands shook.

      “Nick,” she breathed. “What on earth are you doing in—” she began, then bit her tongue.

      The man standing in front of her was tall and well-built, with olive skin and bright blue eyes and as handsome as sin, just like Nick. But his hair was dark brown, not blue-black and he wasn’t smiling. Nick always smiled, always.

      “Not Nick,” he said soberly in perfect English. “Dante. Commissario Dante Rossi. Of the Siena Police Department.”
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      Faith’s cell was switched off, so he kept trying her home number. It was Nick’s twentieth call. He let the phone ring fifteen times. The shrill sound of the rings hurt his ears. Shit, breathing still hurt.

      His instinct was to lie down for a few days, maybe a few weeks, until he felt better, but he couldn’t. Not until he talked to Faith. Which, it appeared, wasn’t going to happen any time soon. He finally hung up, still hung over.

      He’d been calling since the day before yesterday morning. He’d sent flowers, but the florist had called to say there was nobody home to accept delivery.

      He’d driven by, shielding his eyes against the nauseatingly bright sunshine, driving slowly because he was sure he still had an illegal amount of alcohol in his system even after two days.

      He could just see the headlines if he’d been arrested while still steeped in alcohol. Former Hunter Star Arrested For Drunk Driving. And it would all be out.

      The concussion, the letter from the doctor, the letter from the team manager. The sympathy, the calls from friends who would soon be former friends, bandwagon fans, newshounds hot after the scent of blood…

      It was going to come out soon anyway. Nick Rossi’s forced retirement from hockey was going to be big news and the calls were going to come sooner or later.

      Later. The later, the better.

      It was why he’d switched off his cell, why he wasn’t answering the landline and why he had put his answering machine in the spare room.

      One of the spare rooms.

      Ever since his sister Lou had forced him to buy into this luxury condo as an investment, he had more room—rooms—than he knew what to do with. He’d put the answering service in the room Lou called “The Botanical Gulag” because it was where he put all his plants after they’d died on him.

      He didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. His parents were at a conference in Miami, Lou was on an out-of-town business trip and the only other person he wanted to talk to would probably cut off her finger before punching in his number.

      Faith thought he hadn’t remembered her name after an entire night spent having sex. What Faith hadn’t realized was that he couldn’t remember his own name at the time.

      After the team neurologist had told Nick, gently but firmly, that he’d never play professional hockey again, he had gone out on a booze cruise and had basically emptied Southbury of alcohol.

      And Faith had ended up as road kill.

      He picked up the phone and started punching out the numbers. Again. Cell. Landline. Cell. Landline. Faith had to answer some time, didn’t she?

      
      Siena, Italy

      
      Commissario Dante Rossi kept his voice low. “Ms. Murphy?”

      The young woman didn’t answer for a moment. She was utterly white-faced. Probably in shock. Finding a dead body would do that to a person. He was about to repeat the question when she answered in a steady voice.

      “Yes, I’m Faith Murphy.” She peered at him closely. “Rossi. Commissario Rossi. Are you Lou’s cousin?”

      He inclined his head. He leaned forward and took her hand gently in his. “The same. I was going to call the Certosa today. Lou called me to look you up. A murder wasn’t quite what she had in mind.”

      “No.” Faith Murphy’s smile was shaky. “No. It, ah, came as a shock to me, too.”

      “I imagine it did.” Dante looked around the small reception area. The Certosa had changed since he and Nick had run wild as teenagers through the ruins of the old monastery. Now it was restored and elegant, even stately. He turned to the night porter and asked in Italian, “Where can I speak with the American lady in private?”

      “More or less every room in the main cloisters is set up for the conference and the University of Siena people are everywhere. You’ll have to go into the next courtyard. Go down the ramp, through the archway, fourth door on the right. There’s a meeting room called the San Francesco room. That will give you some privacy, Commissario.”

      Dante narrowed his eyes. “Do I know you?”

      The man grinned. “Egidio Pecci. You went to school with my boy Carlo.”

      “Ah, Carlo Pecci. From the Caterpillar.” Now Dante remembered the laughing, black-haired boy he’d gotten into endless scrapes with. He resembled his father.

      The family was from the Caterpillar contrada, one of the seventeen districts in Siena, seventeen little mini-states with their own flags, colors, symbols, mottos and songs, and all locked in an endless thousand-year-old battle to win a silken banner, the Palio, twice a year, in a horse race. Being from the Caterpillar was all right. The Rossis were from the Snail contrada, which had been allies of the Caterpillars for going on seven hundred years. “What’s Carlo doing now?”

      The man’s grin disappeared and he lifted his hands heavenward. “Gone,” he said mournfully. “Carlo works for the Monte dei Paschi and they sent him to Milan.”

      In Siena, working for the Monte dei Paschi, the oldest bank in the world, was the equivalent of working for God. You followed His inscrutable ways, even when they meant exile. The way Egidio had said Milan, Dante knew he might just as well have said his son had been posted to Iceland.

      Dante understood. He, too, had been posted for three tedious, interminable years to the Questura, the police headquarters, of Bolzano, the northernmost city in Italy, practically in Austria’s lap, where the food had been bad and the women Teutonic and boring. The four years in Naples with good, spicy food and bad, spicy women had been better. But it hadn’t been Siena. He knew what exile from Siena was like.

      “Too bad,” he said sincerely, placing a hand on Egidio’s shoulder.

      “Particularly this year, when the Caterpillar is bound to win the Palio,” Egidio said with a sly look at Dante.

      “In your dreams, Caterpillar,” Dante said cheerfully. “In your dreams.”

      He turned to the woman, sobering up immediately. She had been watching them carefully, big light-brown eyes moving from him to Egidio and back.

      Dante nodded to the door. “We can talk more easily in another room, Signorina Murphy. Over in the other cloister. Down the ramp, through the archway, fourth door to the right. It says Sala San Francesco on the door. I’ll be right there.”

      After she left, Dante leaned close to Egidio. “There used to be only this one entrance to the Certosa.” Except for the broken west wall, which fifteen years ago presented few obstacles to agile teenagers. “Is that still the case?”

      “Yes.” Egidio turned and picked up a huge cast iron key, suitable for the lock of a medieval castle. He hefted it in his hand. “And I have the only key.”

      “Okay. I want you to make sure that no one from the Certosa leaves the premises until I say they can. Where’s the body?”

      “Room seventeen, the lady said,” Egidio answered promptly. “Second floor.”

      “In about fifteen minutes, my men from La Scientifica will be arriving. Tell them I’ll be up straight away.”

      Egidio’s mouth formed an O at the mention of the Scientifica, the Crime Scene Squad. There was a very popular TV series featuring the Scientifica, with two babes who looked hot in lab coats. Egidio swallowed and nodded.

      Dante knew that a thousand TV scenes of polished pros poring over a dead body were flashing before Egidio’s eyes. Little did Egidio know that the Siena Crime Scene Squad saw murdered bodies about as often as the Snail contrada won the Palio. Which was never.

      With a sigh, Dante made his way down the ramp, wishing the American had waited until after the Palio to get whacked.

      It was the heart of Palio season, the period the entire city waited for, dreamed of, schemed for all year round.

      Today was the feast day of the patron saints of his contrada, Saints Peter and Paul. All of the Snails would be out in the streets celebrating, from the youngest to the oldest. It was the day in which small children, and the odd infatuated foreigner, would be baptized into the contrada at the little fountain that spouted wine whenever the Snail won.

      Alas, wine hadn’t flowed from that fountain in far too many years.

      This morning would be the drawing of lots to assign the horses to each district, after the horses had had a trial run around the unusual race track, the fan-shaped central square which turned into a golden track of magic twice a year.

      It was a tradition stretching back a thousand years and would doubtless continue for another thousand. So whether Dante was there or not would make no difference whatsoever to the outcome. But he wanted to be there. He didn’t want to be embroiled in the investigation of the death of a foreigner.

      He wanted to watch the horses race, wanted to stand there listening to the old timers judging legs and breadth of chest and stoutness of heart. Word had it that the best horse of all was Lina, a bay. Who knew if fate would assign Lina to the Snail contrada?

      Only ten contrade out of the seventeen raced at each Palio. There were two Palios a year, one in July and one in August. This year, the Snail was running in both, something unusual.

      There was a chance in ten that fate would allow his Snail contrada to draw Lina. They already had the nastiest, craftiest jockey in Italy, Massimo Ceccherini, known to all as Nerbo, after the whip made of calves’ phalluses the jockeys used in the race. Considering Nerbo’s reputation as a skirt chaser—and catcher—the nickname was an apt one.

      Maybe the goddess Fortuna, notorious bitch that she was, would smile on them this year.

      God knew the Snail needed all the help fate could give it. The Snail was the nonna, the grandmother, of all the contrade, the contrada that had gone the longest without a victory. Seventeen long years in the desert…seventeen long years with the grandmother’s bonnet that
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