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      A balaclava covered much of his face, but now she took a closer look at him, something about his manner reassured her. Unlike the slavers, he smelled clean and looked professional, but it was his eyes that held her interest. Clear, bright, and almost black, they were backlit by keen intelligence. She would judge him on his actions, she decided, awarding him his first brownie point when he produced bolt cutters and set to work on her chains. His physical presence was brutally masculine, and she tingled with awareness as the chains fell away. Instead of fear when he helped her to her feet, she felt shockingly attracted.
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      Rose had a sixth sense. She knew all about instinct and intuition and why it was vital to pay attention to silent warnings. So why, when instinct screamed keep away from Dante Formosa, was he the one man on the Blood and Thunder polo team she wanted to get really close to? He’d done nothing to encourage her. Apart from him being the coldest man on earth, Dante was hardly going to notice a pale Celt in a sea of sloe-eyed beauties.

      Rose’s body didn’t care. It craved the touch of the man they called the Romani chieftain. Not knowing his touch, was…safe, Rose concluded as she watched the most brutally physical man she’d ever known cast a net of menace over the wedding guests. She worked with his horses every day, so she knew he wasn’t a bad man. It was just that Dante was a force of nature, like a threatening storm.

      She was in no danger from the storm. Supermodels were more Dante’s type than women with the tang of the stable about them. It didn’t help that, according to her brothers, she was a spiky, awkward tomboy.

      Rose was blessed with six brothers, all of them fierce and all of them polo players, and all thankfully too far away on a mission with Blackheart Security to be in a position to judge her today. If they’d seen her in this lacey girly bridesmaid’s dress, with her black hair floating free as per the bride’s instructions, they’d laugh their heads off.

      Truth be told, she didn’t go to many parties, and she felt awkward at this high-tone occasion, even though it was being held on the beach. The marriage between Rose’s friend Amber Smith and Alexei Riga, the Russian billionaire who had founded the Blood and Thunder polo team, had attracted the great and good from across the world.

      And then there was Rose.

      Lately come from a remote farm in Ireland, where the most prized fashion item was a new thermal vest, Rose was still getting used to life on the glamorous subtropical island of Isla Celeste, where fashion was something to titillate the jaded palate when it had tired of caviar and champagne. The tanned and slender one percent of the world’s elite were currently flashing their impeccably curated bodies on the dance floor, while Rose was barricaded behind the cake table, where she could avoid small talk—of which she had precisely none—or worse, the inevitable offer of a pity dance with the wallflower at the party from the most unappealing man. Not that there were many of those here. Most were polo players, and all were spectacularly gorgeous…especially the one she was keeping track of from the shadows. Dante stood out, Rose had decided, because of his grim, unsmiling face and his sheer, mind-blowing physicality.

      Sexuality, don’t you mean?

      Yes. Well, refocus Rose. She was here to support the bride, not to weigh up the field of runners and riders. And now Dante had caught her staring at him. She quickly looked away and poured herself a glass of lemonade to bury her face in. Why was he staring at her when every eligible woman at the party would kill to attract his attention? She worked for him. He’d never shown any interest before. He arrived at dawn when she started training his horses. Cantering into the indoor arena on his handsome black stallion, he’d rein in, issue instructions, and then go. She doubted he’d even recognize her in a different setting.

      But he was heading straight for her and holding her frowning stare as he wove his way through the dancing couples. Her body responded eagerly. Her body was wasting its time. This would be horse talk, nothing more. The only action Rose had seen so far on Isla Celeste was a fumble in the tack room with one of the stable lads. “It’s the tradition,” he said when she’d pushed him away. “Fresh meat has to be sampled.”

      She’d thanked him with a grin for his kind attention and then warned that she’d geld him next time, to cheers from his friends. Comparing that encounter to an approach from Dante was like comparing a leaky rowboat to Alexei Riga’s superyacht. It was rumored Dante could deliver more pleasure with a look than most women could handle, but where sex was concerned, he drank his fill and then moved on. Why would she risk her reputation for that? She loved her job working with some of the best horses in the world. She’d be a fool. For one night of pleasure?

      But the sexual heat coming off Dante made solar flares seem puny by comparison. She tried to steady her breathing as he came closer, but her heart refused to cooperate. Dressed to kill in a formal suit for the wedding, if Dante looked hot in breeches, he was scorching now, and there was a hunting light in his eyes she’d never seen before. Hunting Rose? She made a sound of disbelief. That didn’t make sense—not with so many beauties on the beach. Rose, with a potty mouth second to none? Rose, who could rope a horse and fire a gun with as much accuracy as a man and who had all the grace and charm of a mule? Not a chance she was the Romani chieftain’s quarry tonight. He was probably coming over to tell her he had a new horse for her to train. Lifting her chin, she smoothed the soft lace over her curves. She always had a ready answer for her brothers when they overstepped the mark, so why was she afraid of Dante?

      Because you shouldn’t tempt the devil unless you’re prepared to take him on.

      “Rose…”

      Just hearing him speak her name in that husky, slightly accented baritone, had more effect than a sex toy

      “Dante?” Angling her head in polite question, she gave him her best businesslike smile, and then froze when he delivered his message. Everything froze. Her body, her synapses, her ready repartee. Dante Formosa had just suggested they go bang their brains out, for want of something better to do. And all she could come up with, bearing in mind he was her boss, was a lame “I beg your pardon? I don’t think I heard you correctly. Could you repeat that, please?”

      He did.

      “Is that your usual chat-up line?” She was beginning to recover and, boss or not, he wasn’t getting away with that.

      “I believe in being direct,” Dante confirmed in the same husky tone.

      “You certainly do,” she agreed.

      “Well?” he pressed, frowning impatiently. “What’s your answer?”

      Rose heard plenty of gutter talk in the course of her work, and had grown up alongside her pa and six brothers without any softening female influences in the home, so she could give as good as she got, but Dante’s offer to do something other than stand on the fringes of the party eating cake had been crude and to the point.

      She responded in kind, and, yes, okay, with a few extra flourishes. She was used to banter with her brothers and once she got into her stride, it was hard to call a halt.

      To be fair, Dante took it well. When he’d finished laughing, she suggested he ask her again in six months’ time when her contract with the team was up.

      Don’t judge me. I’m a professional woman with needs and desires like anyone else. If Dante still wants this six months down the line, I might feel compelled to try him out. After all, rumors should be investigated, and I’ve never flinched from duty in my life.
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      Six months later…

      

      Shrugging off the gusting breeze, Dante strode toward the stable block. It wasn’t the weather conditions concerning him, but some inner warning system that alerted him to a slightest change in his ponies’ routine. He had inherited this sixth sense from his mother. Said to be a Romani princess, she had died giving birth to him. His late father, Vicente Formosa, a descendant of one of the foremost families in Argentina, had explained that Dante sometimes felt these things because Romani were closely linked to nature. Dante had seen no reason to disbelieve this and was as proud of his Romani heritage as he was of being part of a long line of land-owning aristocracy.

      As lightning briefly illuminated the low-lying buildings housing the most valuable polo ponies in the world, he scanned the stable yard, searching for the slightest thing out of place. There were rumors doing the rounds of the polo world of a ruthless gang with global tentacles that was targeting top stables. Stealing priceless livestock, the gang would hold the animals for ransom, and if their terms weren’t met, they’d kill them in the most vicious way.

      He could see nothing, but sensed an intruder. The block lay on the far side of the wide, cobbled yard. Beyond the perimeter, a restless ocean tossed beneath a smoky moon. Remaining motionless, he absorbed everything around him. The scent of rain rolling off the ocean was strong, but he detected a human presence in the stables with his horses when everyone was supposed to be at the party. The only sound, apart from the rising wind and the crash of surf, was music coming from the Big House, where the festivities were to mark Blood and Thunder’s elevation to the top-ranking polo team in the world. In Dante’s experience, there was nothing like the distraction of sex, drink, and celebration to lower the guard of even the most security-conscious organization, which was why he was out here tonight.

      The team owned the world-class polo facility. It was where they trained and bred their polo ponies and stored the armaments required for their other activities. Team members Dante, Alexei, Diego, and Cesar lived double lives. As well as playing polo, they were vigilantes, heading up global forces that dealt with problems more conventional powers had failed to clean up. Their private army was so successful that governments across the free world jockeyed for their services.

      A trill of female laughter rising above the hum of the party prompted him to increase his speed. He was glad to have something to do outside the party. He chose his pleasure. He did not have it thrust upon him. There was nothing to interest him at the Big House tonight. His colleagues had their own female interests, but there was no one he hadn’t tested and found wanting. He liked a challenge too much, and he hadn’t experienced anything close to a challenge since Rose Delaney had told him at Alexei’s wedding precisely what he could do with the bulge in his breeches. She had behaved with the utmost professionalism since that night, and his respect for her had grown, together with his determination to know every inch of that soft, warm body. And her six months were up. Opening the door to the stable block, he walked inside. “What the—”

      Beneath the stark glare of a work light, a tableau was illuminated for him.

      “Don’t be angry with me, Dante,” the leggy blonde pleaded. “One of the girls told me you’d left the party and were patrolling, so I thought you might call by here.”

      Currently reclining naked on a hay bale, she looked ridiculous. “The only time I see you is in the stable,” she added, lowering her crossed arms to give him a better view of her breasts.

      “And why do you suppose that is, Lucinda?”

      “I don’t know,” she mewled in a tone that was in stark contrast to Rose Delaney’s forthright manner.

      Had it really been six months? Rose was still holding out. Would she ever give in? He’d never known anything like it.

      “But now I’m here…”

      Lucinda’s squeaky tone distracted him. He switched his attention to what he supposed was meant to be an appealing face. Lucinda’s pout only tempted him to lob a pony nut between her improbably inflated lips. She was good with horses, which was the only reason she’d kept her job as a groom, though he’d heard rumors that Lucinda boasted certain other skills.

      “Please, Dante…”

      He shrugged. Between a rock and a hard place, there was a hot, wet place, and he had just enough time before supper.

      

      Rose moved with purpose across the cobbled yard. She was thrilled to have her contract with the team extended, and put in twice the hours expected of her—not that it was any hardship. She adored her job.

      Making no sound, she opened the door to the stable block. Being soft-footed was all part of becoming a horse whisperer, an old Romani lady had told Rose when she was just a little girl, adding that working with horses was the career that Rose was destined to follow, and that she would practice her skills in a vast, wild land. Well, that must be her father’s farm, Rose had thought at the time. Taking the wise woman’s advice seriously, she had tiptoed around the farmhouse from then on, driving her father mad. “Why aren’t you a boy?” he’d complain. “What do I want with a fairy in mud boots?” When he saw Rose practicing her fledgling skills, he’d yell, “You rule a horse with your voice, Rose. How are they supposed to know what you want if they can’t hear you?”

      “They love me more when I whisper, Pa,” Rose had tried to explain.

      Her father would reply, “You’re turning into a headstrong woman, Rose, just like your mother.” And it always gave Rose a thrill to be compared to the mother she had never really known.

      Going into the tack room, she picked up some pony nuts. Glancing in the mirror, she tried to see something of her mother in her. And failed. Kathleen Delaney had been a redheaded Irish beauty with freckles, while Rose was more like her father: dark haired and pale skinned—except for the bloody freckles! “Thanks, Mum,” she murmured, remembering how her father had referred to her mother’s famed freckles as fairy dust. On Rose’s milk skin, they were just freckles.

      Rose’s mother had been killed in a car crash on her way to the doctor’s for Rose’s six-month checkup. By some trick of fate, when the truck hit the car, Rose was flung free. She’d been discovered in a gorse bush, unharmed except for terrible scratches. When her father had a drink, he’d tell anyone who’d listen, “Rose was my mistake. Not only is she a girl, but she’s the baby who killed my Kathleen. There’s no excitement in my life now my Kathleen’s gone—no reason to live at all.”

      And then he’d cry, and Rose’s brothers would leap to her defense. “Don’t you be saying that, Pa. You’ll be giving our Rose a complex.”

      A complex? Rose had thought as a child. Was that the same thing as a complexion? Picturing the women on the front covers of the magazines in the corner shop with their smooth, freckle-free skin, she had prayed fervently each night that her freckles would fade and her complex would improve. When that happened, she could easily imagine herself in the role of disadvantaged but plucky princess who would earn the love of the handsome prince. But her freckles hadn’t faded. If anything, they’d gotten worse. Not that she cared these days so long as the ponies loved her. That was why she was making this last inspection tonight. The wind was blowing up, and she wanted to reassure them. She was particularly concerned for a big chestnut called Lucifer. She’d been working with him on a regular basis, and he’d calmed down a lot. She didn’t want him going backward now.

      Lucifer was the favorite mount of Dante Formosa—or the devil, as Rose had thought of him since Amber’s wedding. The Romani chieftain was what everyone else called Dante, and always with the deepest respect, but Rose guessed this was only because they hadn’t had the same type of run-in with Dante that she had. She had more sense than to fall for Dante’s deadly charm. She’d seen the stream of rejects crying into their soup in the cookhouse and had no intention of becoming one of them. He might be the best-looking man this side of a cinema screen, but his heart was made of stone. Dante was the mystery man of the Blood and Thunder team. There was some tragedy surrounding him, some talk of a really dangerous thug targeting someone close to him to get one over on Dante, but no one would talk about it. If he hadn’t asked her to work with his ponies on the international circuit, she would have avoided him altogether. As it was, they saw each other every day, and though what had happened at the wedding was never spoken about, she could see the clock ticking in Dante’s eyes. Six months, she’d told him that night, and six months was up.

      Only a fool walked into danger with their eyes wide open, Rose concluded as she padded silently around the huge stable block. So maybe she was a fool, because all the negatives surrounding Dante only made him seem more attractive. She smiled as she slipped into Lucifer’s stall to reassure him. Weren’t dreams meant to be big and bold? Hers included Dante holding her in his arms. And doing a lot more than that.

      That wasn’t big and bold, that was just plain stupid, Rose concluded as Lucifer snuffled the breast pocket of her shirt where she kept his mints. No one had been able to ride Lucifer apart from Dante, until Rose came along. Dante wasn’t riding him until Lucifer finished his training with Rose.

      Dante had moved from one difficult horse to another, Rose reflected as an image of his fierce black stallion striking sparks off the cobbles with his impatient hooves sprang into her mind. She’d work on him next, given half a chance.

      Stallion, not Dante, she told herself firmly.

      Fiend to friend was just a matter of love and trust, Rose concluded as she rested her face against Lucifer’s smooth, warm neck. “Shame about your owner. I doubt I could change him.”

      Not that she’d want to. Dante Formosa regarded women as a step down from a hot dinner—essential to his sexual well-being, but of variable quality, and he never kept them around long enough to get cold. Rose, on the other hand, in spite of growing up surrounded by fierce men, still had hearts and flowers in her eyes when it came to romance. Otherwise, she’d do without, she had vowed, which was pretty much where things were.

      “I’ve never been frightened of you,” she whispered to Lucifer. “And I’m not frightened of your master either.” Though if Lucifer had once been known as the demon horse of Isla Celeste, then Dante must be the dark angel.

      Lucifer responded by exhaling noisily, which prompted Rose to drop a kiss on his velvety nose. When Lucifer stilled and pricked up his ears, she stilled too.

      And groaned inwardly. Wasn’t it bad enough having to work alongside randy polo players without intruding on them when they

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/dante_1500.jpg





OEBPS/images/dantecustomtitlepage.jpg
"
DANTE

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

SUSAN STEPHENS






