
by
Heidi Sutherlin
SMASHWORDS EDITION
* * * * *
Brothers in Betrayal
Copyright 2011 by Heidi Sutherlin
Edited by Carol R. Ward
Cover Art by Heidi Sutherlin
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. The characters are productions of the author's imagination, and used fictitiously.
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
Dedication
To my mom, Lory Sutherlin:
You see me exactly as I am and love me anyway.
To my dad, Howard Sutherlin:
Because you said, "Why don't you?" and meant it.
And to my grandmother, Ruth Landrum:
For giving me my first Romance novel and starting it all.
Table of Contents
Brothers in Betrayal
“I believe you are displaying the classic signs of paranoid schizophrenia. I hope you don't mind my personal interference, but as a mental health professional I took an oath to assist those in need, and I just couldn't resist when I began to notice your symptoms.” The small man peered through his thick glasses at the silent man behind the desk. The cold, black obsidian of the desktop stretched between them.
“Not at all, please continue,” came the soft reply. The good doctor was oblivious to the distant and dangerous amusement twisted through the words.
“I couldn't help but notice some small but clearly intriguing symptoms in your behavior that indicated you were battling your schizophrenic tendencies. It wasn't difficult to piece together how far the disorder has advanced.”
“Intriguing?” The silky words interrupted the doctor's almost cheerful rush.
“Oh, certainly. Yes, indeed. You clearly demonstrate some of the classic symptoms of what could easily turn into a full blown schizophrenic episode, and yet you are the most controlled person that I have come across. I mean, really, you are a walking contradiction, and certainly, almost inevitably, a danger to yourself and others.”
The doctor was pacing now, not in agitation, but in the absorbed way that those who lose themselves in their work are oft to do. Unaware that the man behind the desk had risen, he was only a little startled to turn and find him standing over him. Even then, he failed to sense the threat.
“Doctor, I commend your observational skills.” The danger in the silky tone began to slowly penetrate the doctor's enthusiasm and he experienced a brief sense of unease.
“I would be very interested to hear more of your,” the pause was nearly undetectable, "diagnosis. Why don't we move this conversation to the patio, and I will have Sarina send in some lunch. I'm most interested in discussing your findings at length.”
The doctor felt a moment of indecision before his professional intrigue again took control.
“Wonderful! I have some questions I would like to ask. I also have some suggestions for a treatment that I think would be beneficial for you. I would also like your permission to share this case with some of my colleagues, anonymously, of course.”
His rush of words halted abruptly as his body came into contact with the railing that surrounded the patio. He felt a sense of disorientation as he realized they were no longer in the office but had passed through the patio doors and were standing outside. The roar of the ocean below startled him, and he looked hastily over his shoulder and down the sheer rocky cliff to the waves that crashed violently below. He'd always felt uneasy around the ocean and had never been comfortable with heights. The sudden shudder that went through him was impossible to suppress. It chilled him even as he felt the cold of the railing against his hip. The thick plexiglass was pristine and clear, providing no sense of visual security. For the first time, he began to feel fear. His clinical interest disappeared under the watchful gaze of a predator.
“Doctor, I applaud your enthusiasm.”
Again the doctor shuddered, this time his fear had nothing to do with the three hundred feet that separated him from the jagged rocks and water below and everything to do with the man who stood three inches from him. There was menace and calm calculation on his features, but that was not what chilled the doctor most. It was the light of exhilaration shining from the oddly colored eyes, one blue and one brown, that terrified him.
“However, I'm afraid that I won't be needing your services after all.”
With one smooth motion, an elegant hand shot out and pushed. There was no resistance, the surprise was simply too great.
The tall, cold man turned without watching the doctor's fall. The screams of terror were eventually swallowed completely by the roar of the ocean below. He reached up, touching a finger to the small tic at the corner of his eye. Smoothing it out with a practiced motion, he avoided contact with the unfamiliar skin of his face. Closing the door and the sounds of the ocean behind him, he moved gracefully around the desk and sank into his chair. With a long steady finger he reached over to press the intercom button on his phone.
“Sarina, I'm afraid the doctor won't be joining me for lunch. Could you send in a tray for one? I'm ravenous.”
The little yellow car sped smoothly down the freeway, merging and passing other sleepy cars as if they were standing still. Aggressive music streamed from the open windows. The woman behind the wheel seemed to take an inordinate amount of pleasure in the combination of smooth bursts of speed and the rushing morning air blasting through the windows.
Short, jet black hair smoothly punctuated each word with a quick swing as she sang loudly along with the music throbbing through the car. Straight, blunt bangs hung suspended over eyes that missed nothing as the car swerved and wove across lanes with the skill and ease of a seasoned getaway driver. As such, she made quick work of the trickle of traffic beginning to flow onto the freeway.
“The Germans make a great car,” she sighed to herself as she swung the little car into the parking garage and then into the space marked G. Mason.
G. Mason twisted her small frame gracefully out of the little compact. Her outfit was rather jarring when compared to the decisive hair and makeup that she wore. The perfectly made up eyes and expensive haircut were at war with the decidedly frumpy gray business suit that gamely attempted to hug her frame in all the wrong places. The military style boots, however, standing to attention all the way to her perfect little knees made a strange kind of sense. Anyone looking at her might get the distinct impression that the suit was almost a drop cloth, and
that one need only remove it to see the complete picture underneath. If G. Mason had any inkling that this was the impression her outfit made, she would have burned that suit and the fifteen just like it hanging in her closet at home.
Pulling the black messenger style bag from the passenger seat, she reached into the front pocket, quickly snagging her ID hanging from its long cord. With a sigh and a grim smile, she closed the car door and turned toward the secure entrance. She found comfort, as she always did, in the muted tweet and the reflected flash of the car’s headlights behind.
She swiped her ID at the first of two security doors. It opened immediately and she strode through.
“Morning, Grace. Looking awfully good for 7 a.m.,” came the ritual greeting.
“Good morning Bill, you’re as handsome as ever,” she said, stopping to sign in at the security desk. Bill’s soft, friendly face beamed up at her from the other side of the desk.
“How are Mary and the girls this fine day?”
“Asleep like angels, they were. Give ‘em another hour and the devil they’ll be at the breakfast table.” His rolling laughter was as much a part of her morning ritual as the whirlwind drive to work.
“Sorry you‘ll be missing it?” she asked as she glanced at her watch for the time.
“Of course.” He paused and then, “Check the log there.”
At her puzzled look he nodded with a wicked grin at the sign in sheet she’d just finished filling in. She ran her finger up the short list of names and then stopped at the third name from the top.
Jude Wilmington and guest.
“He’s back!” she said on a breathless laugh.
“He’s back,” she growled the words out this time. “Did he call ahead to tell you he’d be coming in?”
“Nope. Came in this morning like a wrinkled suit. From the look of him, he probably came right in from the airport. Had a car drop him off. Met a man at the desk here - a,” he paused while he looked into his personal log book, “ah, here it is, a Noah Jeffries. Asked for Mr. Wilmington specifically. I wasn’t halfway through explaining how that wasn’t possible, when Mr. Jude himself strolls in. He may be a bit worn around the gills, but he still stopped with a ‘hi-how-are-ya’ and a word after my Mary and the girls. Nice manners. You could learn a thing or two, Miss Priss.”
“Are you calling me ill-mannered?” she said with mock horror, chin going up to better narrow a stern look at him down her nose.
“Wouldn’t dream of saying it out loud, young lady,” he said with another of his great rolling chuckles. “Off with you now, before you corrupt those of us with some manners left.”
She merely rolled her eyes at him before turning toward the second security point.
“Later Bill!” she called over her shoulder, after swiping her card and disappearing through the heavy gray door.
"Be nice," his voice echoed in the hallway after her just as the heavy door slid shut.
"Not bloody likely."
Grace strode through the main building with the same feeling of breathless wonder that she felt the day they had opened their doors seven years before. While she had attempted to stay mostly out of the management loop, she couldn’t deny the tug of pride she felt from the moment she turned into the front gates until the second she left through them again at the end of each day.
Today, however, she couldn't hold onto the warm and fuzzy feeling and with a sigh she turned from the path that should be taking her to her office. She could still walk in that direction, of course, but her office was currently being occupied by a venomous, Gucci-bag toting, quasi-managerial, pointy shoe wearing, lipstick monster.
My office, she thought longingly, and sighed again.
She'd been consigned, instead, to a tiny cubicle where she could “better utilize her skills as a mentor.” For the millionth time, she asked herself why she had allowed it.
Striding through the building, she felt the now familiar impatience and frustration. She molded computer programs, damn it, she wasn’t exactly the best suited to molding young minds. In her present state of mind, she was lucky she wasn't considered a walking hazard to the next generation.
Grace continued to experience the growing sense of unease that she'd began feeling at work about two months ago. Jude had taken some time to go home to England to nurse his sick father. Everything had happened so quickly after that. It was difficult to pinpoint the exact beginning of the problems. Worse, because she had kept herself out of much of the decision making, she had literally not seen the writing on the wall until the tiny box had been right under her nose, filled with her stapler and a box of tissues as her office door slammed shut behind her.
Now, she was in there.
Grace started to growl under her breath, then stopped herself as a new thought occurred to her. Jude was back. She could do what she wanted and tell her royal pointy-ness exactly what she thought of her. Now that Jude was here to take care of whatever the Hell was going on, she didn’t have to feel obligated to hang around and try to keep an eye on the situation. Lately, she had been more of a silent protester, than a defender.
Exactly when had she become completely and utterly helpless?
That’s enough, she thought to herself. No more Mister Nice Me. Abruptly, she swung about, turning in the direction of her cubicle.
First things first; time to stow the gear and grab her brass knuckles. So, maybe she didn’t have brass knuckles and probably wouldn’t know what to do with them if she did. If she was completely honest with herself, which she normal avoided on principle, she had never done anything more violent than give Eddy Bickles a bloody nose in the second grade, and that had been an accident. As she started to pick up speed, she cheerfully brushed that last thought aside and entertained herself with thoughts of her upcoming battle.
“Daydreaming again?”
Jude's voice shook Noah out of his musings, and he flashed a crooked grin at his oldest friend.
“It's not manly to daydream, I was contemplating the universe.” His grin widened at Jude's burst of laughter.
“Certainly you were,” he agreed in a somber tone that was completely ruined by the smile on his face. “So, are you ready to tell me why you're here? You certainly didn't come to watch me handle meetings and contemplate the state of the universe.” He studied Noah with a knowing look, the hint of Britain slipping out around the words as it often did when he was tired or relaxed.
Noah shrugged, not quite ready to break the light mood with his purpose. “You're always saying how you work for a living, so I thought I'd substantiate the rumors.”
“What you really mean to say, is that you're not ready to tell me why you're really here. Is that it?”
Noah shook his head slowly, remaining silent in the way of those long acquainted.
Noah Jeffries studied the man across from him; Jude Wilmington, CEO and founder of Wilmington Systems, one of the most successful security software firms in the country.
He knew he should keep his mind on the case. He’d read through the file on Grace Mason while in flight to Portland. He was aware that he needed to find a way to explain why he was here. He just needed to tell Jude that his business partner and close personal friend was under federal investigation for her probable involvement in a weapon smuggling ring.
Sure, that would be easy, he thought with a grimace.
He watched as Jude juggled his phone with his day planner while making entries on his computer keyboard. His friend looked tired from his travels, but none of that showed in his voice as he participated in what sounded to Noah like some sort of conference call.
He let his eyes roam over the office, it was elegantly appointed. Noah wasn't surprised and he hid a grin at the expensive throws and pillows placed precisely on the deep cushioned leather couch. There were photos and a variety of certificates and awards lining the one wall that wasn't window. He recognized himself, his brother Gage, Jude and Kyle in many of the photographs. He allowed his mind to skim sadly over Kyle's image, as he did whenever he was faced with a reminder of their friend. Quickly, as was his way, he moved on to the other photos. He noticed, with some surprise, that Grace was included in nearly all of the other photographs on the wall. Business shots, family scenes, some just for fun, Grace was in almost all of them. While he'd known of Grace, of course, he was shocked at how large a part of Jude's life she was. How had he missed that, he wondered slowly.
She was beautiful, he thought with a detached interest, with that precise cap of inky black hair and those huge jewel toned eyes. He allowed his mind to sift through what he knew of her. He knew the story, of course, first from his association with Jude, and then with the help of the case files to fill in some of the blanks.
Jude, born in England and heir to an old family with even older money, had chosen to receive his education in the U.S. He had met Grace while studying business at Stanford. They'd hit it off and while never becoming intimate, according to Jude, they'd remained friends and relocated north shortly after graduation to start what would turn into an internationally successful software development and design firm.
Wilmington Systems currently held contracts with various governments around the world, including Uncle Sam. They were also on the cutting edge, with their research and design division leading the way in a variety of areas of the industry.
Jude studied Noah for a moment, before deciding to allow his questions to wait. There was something in his oldest friend's face that made Jude uneasy. He knew that patience was the only way to deal with Noah when he was in this particular mood. Decision made, he grinned, his face suddenly looking years younger than the thirty that he'd earned.
“Okay, then. Let's go and I'll show you around the shack, as you put it. I haven't seen Grace yet, and she should be here by now. I can finally introduce the two of you. I'm sure she'd enjoy that immensely.” The last was said with an underlying sarcasm that Noah didn't quite catch. He looked down at himself and wondered what about him Grace could possibly dislike.
“What's wrong with me?” Noah asked, puzzled and a little offended.
Jude paused to study him. He was dressed in the unconsciously expensive wardrobe of someone who had always had money. His perfectly faded jeans were topped with a soft black pullover sweater that was snug without being tight. Military issue boots, shined to gleaming, and an understated, silver Rolex created a rather pleasing contrast. On another man, the outfit would seem drab, but on Noah it was a well fitted uniform and showed off his powerful chest and muscular thighs.
“You're fine, really. I mean we just can't change who we are.” He adopted a very wise look, slowly nodding his head as if thinking deeply. “I think it has to do with recessive genes or something. Don't feel bad, mate, we can't all be flawless.”
Noah narrowed his eyes at him, “Ha, ha. Funny. You're really very funny,”
“Come on, I'll take you around and show you why I have more money than you.”
With interest, Noah noted that the building they were walking was laid out in a large open format. The quasi-cubicles with their frosted glass walls were chest height. Each work space was laid out in a non regular pattern that managed to be random and still maintain a comfortable flow. The result was a very light and inviting space with privacy, but an overall sense of community.
Noah was suitably impressed.
As they came to a corner office, a shrill shriek reverberated from inside. Just at that moment, the door flew open and slammed shut again. A small black haired female leaned against it breathing hard, her eyes shut and her lips moving silently. The shrieking continued from the other side of the door, and another crash sounded from within. The small female continued to stand there and seemed to be counting under her breath. With a final deep breath, she straightened slowly and opened her eyes. Her quick gasp was followed by an attractive stain of color across her cheeks and highlighted the freckles across the bridge of her nose.
“Grace?! What in the world is going on?” Jude managed to ask before she launched herself across the space and into his arms. He hugged her tightly before she wrenched away from him and began to beat at his chest with her small fists.
“Where have you been?” she demanded between blows. “I have been stuck here dealing with this, and you took away my office and she’s in my chair and they changed the coffee and unplugged the Aliens and moved them into the storage room and where in the Hell have you been?!”
The last was said in a shriek almost as piercing as those that had been issued only moments ago from inside the office. There was a small silence, as all eyes turned to their small group standing in the corner of the large open office space.
Pulling her hands from his jacket, Jude held Grace at arm's length. He looked at her for a long moment in silence. It seemed, to her, that he decided something then and the scary distance she’d thought she detected left his face. He crushed her to him and she burrowed gratefully into
his familiar warmth.
“Where have you been?” she asked again, this time in a small and strangely broken voice.
“I think we have a lot to discuss, but that will have to wait.” Again he held her from him. “Do you trust me?”
“Of course,” she began, mystified, “but…”
“Then trust me to figure everything out,” he interrupted her, knowing that if he didn’t he would never be able to extract himself. “We'll fix everything, I promise, for now, just trust me. Okay?”
With a sigh and the beginning of a pout, which she would have vehemently denied, she nodded her head.
“Now, let me see if I can translate for our friend here,” his brow creased for a moment as he thought. “Someone removed you from your office, changed the coffee in the commissary, there’s a woman using your thinking chair and they put your video game in storage?” He looked at her for confirmation.
“Yes,” she said, “She…”
The word was lost in the roaring of the sudden silence as she looked from Jude to the tall stranger beside him. With wide startled eyes, she had a sense of falling while her vision seemed to expand slowly, her perception revealing one staggering feature at a time.
She was aware first of a deep and chaotic blue, with tiny flecks of silver that flashed behind soft lashes. A single lock of hair the color of deepest mahogany rested just above full eyebrows and teased her fingers nearly into action. She could feel each little digit clench with the desire to touch, tease and stroke. Angular cheekbones and a strong nose stood behind a day's worth of stubble. A jagged scar highlighted one cheekbone, while another, smoother scar, ran the length of a decisive jawbone. Full lips lifted in a crooked grin. It was only when she began to feel lightheaded that she realized she had forgotten to breathe and dragged in a ragged breath.
Amused eyes sparkled down at her … laughing … at her.
Oh my God, she thought mortified, jerking back only to realize that she had somehow taken his hand in hers. Feeling stricken and suddenly awkward she tried to extricate herself from his grasp. Her efforts made no effect and she slowly stopped struggling as she stood looking up at him.
“Hi,” Noah said, so softly that only Grace could hear.
“Hi.”
Lost now, she simply stared up at him.
“I know you . . . I mean . . . you're Noah, well, of course, you're Noah, you know that, but I know that too . . . I mean the picture in the office . . . ” Mortified, she trailed off as she was again overcome by her reaction to him.
He just grinned down at her, with the same crooked smile he had been wearing since she first gazed up at him. She blushed then, and he was completely charmed.
She finally managed to retrieve her hand. Stepping hastily back, she attempted to recover some of the composure that the last few moments destroyed. Taking a small breath she mentally shook herself. She glanced at Jude, and suddenly remembering, slanted her eyes and advanced on him, gaining speed in the short distance before she pounced.
“You,” and with that she poked him in the chest, “took away my office! How could you? I have been trying to hold this place together and you take away my office? William’s got me working on random bits of code; he's taken over my calendar and hired some piece of fluff and teeth to run MY division. He said that you wanted me ‘out among the masses’ where I would do the most good. ‘Inspire the troops’ you said, ‘keep the ball rolling’ you said. I have been waiting,” poke, “for all of this,” poke, “to become clear,” poke, “but I’m in a cubicle working in the dark and she changes my coffee, takes my chair and decommissions my God-damned aliens. Now I’m supposed to be somebody’s freaking idea of a mentor? A mentor! How the Hell am I supposed to work under these conditions?”
Grace turned her head and noticed Noah staring at her now, the perpetually amused grin still dancing around those lips. God, those lips would be the death of her.
For a moment, she almost seemed to stumble, as she stared back at him. He would have been amused at the goofy way she was looking at him, if he hadn’t still been feeling the shock of her electric green eyes.
My God, he thought to himself. So that’s how it felt. In a fraction of a moment, he knew he was lost. He ceded victory to her in a heartbeat and passed his soul along with it. She blinked and looked away. He shook his head slightly and looked around, dazed, for a moment. Narrowing his eyes as he looked at her again, and remembering his purpose, he stepped forward and held out his hand.
“Noah Jeffries.”
Grace looked down at his hand and held her own firmly behind her back. She didn’t want to touch him. She didn’t want to confirm what she knew, what she felt in that first moment. She didn’t want to admit defeat just yet. Tilting her chin up, she nodded slightly in his direction. Then turning her back on him, she dismissed him.
Noah stood there, hand still held out, baffled at the unexpected reaction. Slowly, he lowered his arm, the tic of the small muscle in his jaw the only outward sign of his slowly boiling temper.
“Now Grace, do play nicely,” Jude chided softly.
“Don’t you tell me to play nicely! I want to know what the Hell is going on, and I want to know right now.” She crossed her arms and spread her feet. The image was almost comical. Noah couldn’t help the tiny tug at his lips as he struggled not to smile at the militant picture she made standing before them.
Jude watched the two of them, noticing that the meeting was been unsettling for both of them. Suddenly, quite pleased with the situation, he decided to give them a little push.
“Grace, I can’t explain now, but I will get to the bottom of this, I promise. However, for now I need you to show Noah around.”
Holding up a hand to halt her budding objections, he waited for her mouth to slowly and stubbornly close again, a sure sign that she was once again listening. “I know that things are confused, but I’m certain we’ll sort everything out.” He paused then, angling his head to look into her now petulant eyes.
Knowing that he had won the battle, he swooped in for the kill. “Please Grace, be a good girl and show Noah around for me? It would mean the world to me if my two closest friends could become friends.” He looked at her steadily, consciously softening his gaze into the look that she had yet to resist.
The silence stretched out uncomfortably and Noah was sure that they were in for another explosion when she suddenly capitulated. Surprised, he shot Jude a look filled with respect and no little surprise. Jude simply flashed him a smug little smile, before quickly changing it back to the more successful hang dog face when Grace once again exploded into motion.
“Fine, but you do me a favor. Go in there and introduce yourself to Ursula the Venomous. Then, you’ll see what I’ve been dealing with. I want my chair back and I want it cleaned. Her highness bathes in some nasty French perfume and it makes me gag. I want my aliens back, too. Oh, and whenever you figure out whatever it is you need to ponder, let me know so I can kick William’s ass before you throw him out on it.”
With that she spun around and stomped in the direction they’d just come. “I’ll be drinking lousy coffee. You know where to find me.”
Then she was gone.
The space was strangely empty without Grace standing in it, Noah thought suddenly.
Jude looked over at him and smiled, clearly in a better mood. “God, it’s good to be home.” He pointed into the direction of the now silent office. “Shall we?”
The two men moved forward, steadily approaching the closed door to the now silent office, each uncertain as to what they’d find on the other side.
Glass crunched loudly underfoot as the two men entered the office. Noah had the brief impression of color, texture and movement, before throwing himself to the left and out of the line of fire as something colorful and obviously delicate hurtled past his face, just missing him. It hit the door frame and shattered into a million glittering pieces. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jude straighten from his crouched position where he had dropped upon seeing the kitsch grenade launch itself in their direction. They looked at each other silently.
Noah raised a brow, while Jude lowered his. The two men held each other's gaze steadily until Noah tilted his head with a knowing look. In the imaginary, but timeless paper, rock, scissors match, Jude lost by default. He sighed heavily and then gamely brushed the tiny glass shards from his shirt and hair.
Smiling cheerfully, Noah stepped further into the office, hands deep in his back pockets. He started to whistle softly as he moved to a corner of the room, leaning lightly against the wall. He settled in to watch the rest of the show. While he personally preferred to avoid conflict whenever possible, he wasn't averse to observing a good old fashioned drama when he wasn't directly involved. This promised to be a pretty good show.
“Excuse me, I was looking for Grace Mason. I believe that this is her office?” Jude’s face was perfectly straight as he faced the irate woman behind the desk. His accent suddenly very pronounced a sure sign of his tightly controlled temper. Noah's whistling became even more light-hearted as he recognized the signs of impending doom for Ms. Venomous, whomever she was. Jude ignored him, and advanced slowly on his prey.
The female under consideration gave each of them a quickly assessing look while she absently reached up to straighten her perfectly coiffed hair. Hard eyes lingered on Noah's lounging form, moving up his body with a cold calculating sensuality, before dismissing him with an almost absent regret, switching her focus to Jude's more immediate form, clad in an obviously expensive business suit. Unlike Grace, she wore her cobalt business suit short, tailored and spotless.
Noah found himself absently comparing the two. He preferred Grace’s rumpled and mismatched uniform. He found himself wondering what it would be like to separate it, very slowly, from those funky boots she seemed so firmly planted in. That thought caught him slightly off guard and with a grimace he turned his mind firmly to the situation at hand; watching Jude make mincemeat of the woman who had taken Grace’s aliens. He nearly smiled then and ruined the game.
“I’m sorry, but I don’t think we’ve met?” Smoothly she held out a perfectly manicured, sleek hand, which Jude ignored forcing her to retrieve it awkwardly. She recovered quickly, however, and slid herself behind the desk, her chin going up slightly as she placed the large desk between herself and Jude's enigmatic expression.
“I’m Veronica Rollings, the head of Research and Design here at Wilmington Systems, and you are?”
Her tone was conservative and brisk, but her gaze held a calculated amount of feline sensuality. She was obviously unwilling to waste her charm until she was certain it was absolutely necessary. Noah silently gave her points for her quick recovery; she had gone from spitting mad to sleek kitten in two seconds flat.
“Really. That’s funny, I was certain that Ms. Mason was the head of Research and Design. When did you start Ms. Rollings?” Jude asked smoothly, with a small smile.
Veronica didn’t notice the lack of warmth in his tone. She gave him an indulgent look and settled herself back into the black leather chair behind the desk.
“Ms. Mason hasn’t been head of the department for some time now. She’s a brilliant programmer, but…how shall I say, rather lacking in social skills. As a matter of fact, she’s wasn’t much of a manager. The department was all but run into the ground by the time I was called in to pick up the pieces. It's such a shame really, she’s not much use at all unless she’s handed things specifically. We keep her on a very short leash here. Some employees you just have to keep in hand or they’ll turn the whole company sour.” This last was said with what could only be termed a satisfied smirk.
Noah was fascinated by the woman’s performance. Glancing around, his gaze took in the bright colors on the walls, the framed photographs of a chosen few, the funky light fixtures and comfy fire engine red couch resting along one bank of windows. The desk was an extraordinary burst of color and movement. The top of the over sized cherry wood desk was covered in what looked like, he leaned a bit closer to be certain, yes, that was some sort of math. It looked like someone had ripped out the pages of a math text and pasted, then sealed them in somehow. The surface was glossy and covered entirely by a gleaming glass top.
Noah thought a moment and remembered that his crafty mother mentioned once a process that sounded similar. What was it called? Decoupage. That’s it.
He doubted that the prissy woman behind the desk, who upon up-close inspection did rather resemble a lipstick monster, would ever involve those expensively manicured hands in any process that would create that desk. They were obviously standing in Grace’s office unchanged from the time she had inhabited it, less a couple of kitschy figures that is. Interesting, he thought, rocking back on his heels, hands still resting in his back pockets. What was it with all of the lamps and lights in here?
He glanced back over at Jude, and was not disappointed to find him nearly ready to pounce. He brought his focus back to the drama unfolding between the two other people in the room.
“Is that right?” Jude replied softly, his accent now very pronounced.
Here it comes, Noah thought to himself, enjoying himself immensely now.
Obviously unaware of the danger she and her pointy-toed shoes were in, Veronica blithely continued.
“Absolutely. I’m not certain why we’ve kept her on at all. She’s some kind of pet to the founder of the company. He’s not likely to ever let her go, so I’ve bitten the bullet and handled her myself. But that is the price of business. She actually decorated this office and I haven’t gotten around to changing it. Dreadful, isn’t it?” she asked, blithely unaware that she had said anything amiss.
She absently ran a finger across the desktop, rubbing it together with another as if to remove a fine layer of dust, a delicate grimace indicating her level of distaste.
Jude tossed a disgusted glance at Noah, who merely raised an amused brow at him. Shaking his head he slowly moved around the desk, looking around the room with a speculative look on his face. Veronica, obviously unnerved by what she thought his strange behavior began to inch her hand toward the phone sitting on the corner of the desk. Jude continued, smoothly moving it to the far side of the desk as he continued forward, his tone almost conversational.
“Actually, I find it rather charming. It really does remind me of her, you know; colorful, delicate, and beautiful. Timeless, really. I remember when we were starting Wilmington Systems, I found it quite comforting to come in here after a long day. Grace used to sleep on that couch when she’d put in an eighteen hour day."
Veronica looked at him in dawning horror, actually shrinking back into the soft leather of the chair as Jude advanced on her. He continued, unconcerned with her discomfort. “That desk you are sitting behind is decorated with her calculus text. You see, when we were in college, painfully making our way through that very book, she swore to me that she would paper her office with it if she survived. Funny, isn’t it?”
He continued as if he didn't notice the stricken look descending on her face. “The chair that you are sitting on was flown in from Italy as a reward for our first year in business. The two glass dragons that used to sit right here, were gifts from me for her twenty fifth birthday, and the three colored glass balls that you carelessly tossed about were given to her as a thank you from a US senator for saving the government millions of dollars by catching a rather costly glitch in some security software that another firm botched up.”
Jude rounded the desk and was looming over her, one hand on either arm rest, caging her in. Her eyes grew large and it seemed that she was barely breathing. His eyes were hard and ruthless as he leaned in for the kill.
“I remember painting this office and I remember helping Grace choose each piece of furniture. I remember starting this company, but the funny thing is - I don’t remember hiring you.”
All color drained from Veronica’s face as the reality of whom she was facing settled in. She remained mute, staring up into his coldly furious face.
“Now,” he said through clenched teeth, “You will tell me exactly who you are and where in the bloody Hell did you put Grace’s Aliens.”
Grace’s hands trembled softly as she raised the over sized blue coffee cup to her lips. She took a long swallow and then lowered the cup slowly to rest in her lap. She sat nestled deep within one of the many overstuffed, over sized chairs that she chose for the myriad of alcoves and hiding places tucked throughout the compound. She had chosen all of the fabrics herself; each chair gifted a unique texture and color, a personality and secretly a name. While she loved sitting in different chairs at different times of the day; when she was feeling particularly rattled she always came back to the same alcove. The chair was a deep maroon brocade. The armrests were softly worn from the hours she spent absently stroking her fingers along its soft and subtle pattern. While this was definitely one of her thinking spots, this was not her thinking chair. With a sigh and a fond pat, she told herself that this would have to do…again.
The chair was tucked into a small pocket of space hidden in a quiet corner of the building. It faced the floor to ceiling windows that looked out into a similar pocket of the outdoors filled with a million shades of green reflected from the trees and bushes that ringed the small patch of grass that was tended just beyond. The chair and its mate, a deep turquoise velveteen, and mismatched ottomans were almost completely hidden by the lush potted plants and indoor decorative trees that she arranged around them. The soft, nearly sheer silk and brass screen that she had set up discreetly around them was almost lost within the greenery. She was practically invisible when she took refuge in the small space, and she found herself seeking it out more and more frequently of late. How many times in the past six months had she landed in this very spot?
With another long sip, she closed her eyes and relived her spectacular showdown with Veronica the demon lady.
“How dare you come in to my office and go through my desk!” Veronica had spat as she'd rushed in through the open door to find Grace kneeling behind the desk going through the bottom-most drawer.
“Point of fact: It’s actually my office and my desk,” Grace replied calmly. She continued to remove papers and office supplies. The large open box resting on the surface of the desk was bright and cheerfully crisp in the harsh light of the overhead neon lights. Grace never used those lights when she had been occupying this space. She had brought in a haphazard collection of lamps and lights; her wayward souls she called them. They were placed on every surface, or clung to the walls on free hanging shelves or sconces, a couple even dangled lazily from the ceiling on long rusty lengths of chain. She never turned them all on at once, instead she would mix and match, turning them on in an ever changing pattern that seemed to best suit her moods.
“This is most certainly NOT your office. Remove yourself immediately, before I’m forced to call security!” There were two bright spots of color high on Veronica’s slashing cheek bones. Grace hid her smile as she thought to herself that with all of the makeup Veronica wore it was a surprise that any of her natural color would dare to show through at all.
“No,” she said calmly but firmly. “I’m taking my office back. You, on the other hand, will remove yourself and your stench from my chair, my desk and my office.”
She looked up again and paused. “You can go now….go…fly and be free, oh Pointy-Toed one.” With a little shooing motion of her hands, she turned back to digging through the desk drawer.
The furious spluttering from behind her that was punctuated by an angry shriek merely caused her to shake her head. Grace hummed the theme for Darth Vader softly under her breath as she started emptying the next drawer up. She chuckled outright, when a few seconds later she heard Veronica seize the phone on the desk and angrily punch out four numbers.
“This is Miz Rollins. I need you to come immediately to my office and remove a trespasser and have her escorted off of the property. Excuse me?! Hello?! What do you mean there’s a bad connection? Stop that noise, this instant! No! Don’t you dare hang up on -.”
There was a sudden tense silence, as the handset was replaced with exaggerated care. Grace smirked into the drawer. Bill was still one of her favorite people. She really did need to pick him up another one of those boxes of chocolates that he tried to hide behind the water cooler.
“I see we’ll have to do this the hard way. You don’t want to play nice, then by all means, let’s get serious.”
Walking over to one of the floating oak shelves Veronica picked up a delicately colored glass ball. Even in the harsh overhead lighting, it shone from within in a million colors. Grace looked up then, eyes drawing to slits, her face very pale in the overhead lights. Seeing her reaction, Veronica smiled a slow, hateful smile that made Grace want to dive across the desktop and strangle her.
“You have been nothing but a nuisance from the day I arrived.” Veronica tilted her head, judging the damage she was doing to Grace's composure. “You just had to stick around, didn’t you, and for what? Hmm? I took your office and your precious things, and that ridiculous video game of yours. I’ve taken your work and everything that you’re proud of, so why won’t you just leave?”
She punctuated the last words with a few careless flicks of her wrist. Grace’s eyes went wide and were glued to the beautiful sphere of glass that Veronica was waving dangerously around.
“You wouldn’t dare,” Grace breathed, her breath going hot and angry in her throat. “Drop that and you will pay. I promise you.”
Veronica smiled another mean little smile and slowly turned her hand over. The glass ball dropped to the ground and exploded as it hit the hard wood floor. Grace gasped and shot out from behind the desk.
“You bitch! That’s it. You’re going to pay for that,” she said grimly.
She reached up to undo the buttons on her frumpy suit jacket, clearly preparing for battle, when Veronica pulled her other arm from behind her back. In her palm was an identical glass ball, the millions of colors dancing softly between her white fingers; a grotesque contrast with the blood red tips curled around it.
“No,” Grace whispered as the other woman, again turned her hand over and dropped the second ball onto the floor. Grace lunged at her then, narrowly missing the taller woman, her fingers grazing the back of her tailored suit jacket. Veronica raced around the desk, stopping to pick up two colored glass dragon figurines, holding one in each hand. Grace froze, silently daring her to throw them.
“You are going to regret ever coming here. You have no idea what you’ve done. I’m going to do you a favor.” Veronica merely lifted her chin and a ruthlessly sculpted brow as she snorted at Grace’s softly worded threats.
Grace continued steadily as if she hadn’t been interrupted, in her voice an exaggerated calm as she struggled with her anger. “I’m going to leave, because if I stay this couldn’t possibly end well for you. You may be taller, but I have more imagination. Right now I can imagine doing all sorts of unpleasant things, none of which would leave you with that perfectly straight, pert little nose. So, I’m going to back out of this door and you’re going to put those down.”
Putting action to her words, Grace started to back slowly toward the door. Veronica simply smiled, drew her arm back and launched one of the heavy figurines right at her head. Grace couldn’t help the squeak of anger as she ducked, and popped up again, spluttering in her fury.
“Ooh! You are so -” she broke off ducking as another projectile nearly missed her, grazing her hair on its way over her head.
She leaped toward the door, barely managing to grab the handle, wrench it open and pull herself through just as the last projectile hit the door frame.
That last missile could only be her final glass ball. It had rested on her desk, because of the three, it was the most different. While the other two were subtle and gentle, the third exploded with fire and violent color and seemed to roil as it rested on its carved wooden stand. She had loved that one most of all, and barely restrained herself from shooting back through the door and wreaking havoc with Miss Perfect's spindly limbs.
She stood propped against the closed door and forced herself to count. Keeping her eyes closed, she swallowed the stab of grief that losing some of her precious things unfolded in her chest. As she’d begun to collect herself she looked up and straight into another kind of attack. Bombarded with relief and happiness to see her dear friend Jude and it took a moment for her to notice the man standing so silently beside him. No, not silently. He seemed to hum, somehow, just there, just inside of his skin.
Grace could never explain her perceptions properly to other people, but they were very vivid. Her senses told her that Noah Jeffries’ soul hummed. It was a rich, full sound so deep that she could feel it even now. That, she thought, was why her fingers still shook, not her tiff with Veronica. No, her encounter with the tall, impossibly sexy, thrumming man had shaken her to her very core.
To her horror, she couldn’t wait to feel that hum again. Oh yes, she'd noticed his bottomless eyes, softly laughing lips, manly planes and angles and the obvious wealth that he wore as comfortably as that soft, sexy black sweater.
Damn it, damn it, damn it.
He just had to be filthy rich. The sexiest man she had ever seen up close and personal, and he had to have piles of money somewhere. He probably had stiff, programmed parents and a proper sibling or two to go with those money bags. Each kept properly preserved in a constant state of pampered well being, no doubt.
That sexy little grin, and the hand holding - oh God, she groaned softly dropping her head in her hands, had she REALLY stood there like an idiot holding his hand? She'd probably had her mouth open and her eyes glazed over the whole time. She groaned again. Letting out a slow breath, she thought ruefully it could have been worse. At least she hadn’t drooled all over herself, and him, while she was at it. In a moment of stricken panic, her gaze shot to the front of her shirt. She felt ridiculously relieved when she discovered that the gently worn white tee that she was wearing under her suit jacket was unblemished and thankfully, drool free.
What was she doing? Grace wrinkled her nose and shook her head slowly, annoyed with her silly thoughts.
She settled herself back into the chair, her legs stretched out before her on the matching ottoman. Her militant little boots usually never failed to cheer her, no matter the situation, but today they weren’t quite up to the task. Another weary little sigh and she’d begun to get sick of her own moping. Normally, while moody and tending toward dark and swirling drama on the inside, she didn’t pout and tried never to feel terribly sorry for herself. She may brood, or sink into a grand petulance, but she didn’t normally sulk. She shook herself slightly and reached over for her laptop. Pulling it onto her outstretched legs, she opened the lid and booted up the computer. After starting it up and opening her software, she decided to shake off her funk and drown herself in code. That, at least, never failed to brighten her outlook. She bent her head and her mind towards the sleek computer resting on her knees and allowed her fingers and her intellect to fly across the keyboard.
“I told you, I don’t understand what’s happening here.” Jude sighed as he ran his hand over his eyes, again, ruffling his pale blond hair. It was about three weeks past the need for a decent haircut. He sat behind his large oak desk, which was entirely too tidy for the CEO of a successful software development firm. He wore his expensive clothes carelessly, holding himself at attention from habit and long forgotten social training. At the moment though, that control was obviously wearing thin and the tired man underneath was becoming visible.
It hadn't taken them as long as Noah would have liked to return to Jude's office after confronting Grace's nemesis. He'd hoped for a little more time with Grace alone before confronting Jude with his task and his suspicions. Unfortunately for him, he'd run out of time. It would be best just to get straight to the point and deal with the fallout after. Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself for Jude's reaction.
“We’ve been following a series of thefts related to munitions and supplies from top secret locations all over the country. At first, we suspected an internal leak. Then we noticed a pattern in the execution of the thefts. In each instance, the facilities were compromised and emptied without ever setting off any alarms or alerting the guards on duty. After running various scenarios through our own computers, we think we’ve figured out how the thefts are being executed. We believe that they may be using equipment and software developed specifically to override the security systems that we have in place at each base. We have reason to believe that someone, working from this location, is involved.”
Noah paused, waiting silently for Jude to react. As he hoped he would, Jude sat quietly, obviously weighing the accusation in his mind. Then, shaking his head he rose to pace the spacious office.
“We do handle many government contracts, but our focus is research and design, not security. We employ some of the most talented programmers and engineers in the field, but none of them have given any signs of criminal activity. Because of the nature of our work and the government contracts that we earn, all of our employees are subjected to strict criminal background checks. In addition to that, anyone who is directly in contact with any of the more sensitive projects has to earn the clearance to work in that group. Besides, what you’ve described could involve a group of programmers, working together. That would make anyone here highly unlikely as a suspect. Unless the programmer had a specific skill set which allowed them to be able to bring a handful of lesser programmers together while maintaining the flow of the project, if the programmer was talented enough you could handle this with one main person, but I only have a couple of people with those particular skills here, besides they would need the highest clearances to be able to…” his voice trailed off suddenly.
“ Unless…” he broke off abruptly, understanding in his eyes.
“Now see here!” He stopped in the middle of the office and faced Noah. “You can’t possibly think that Grace would have anything to do with this!”
“Our intelligence department created a list of programmers capable of this level of programming. We’ve narrowed the list down to one possibility: Grace Mason.” Noah spread his hands in silent apology as he let that statement sink in.
“You're here for Grace.” Jude stated into the silence. Then with renewed conviction he began to pace again. “But that’s just not possible. Grace and I went to college together. We started this bloody company together. She was my first software designer, she's a full partner. She’s one of my closest friends . . . Hell, she very nearly is my closest friend.”
With an offhand gesture and an absent minded nod in Noah's direction he added, “Besides you and Gage, of course. She's family, Noah. You understand that. There is no way that Grace could do something like this; absolutely not.”
Noah recognized the stubborn set to his face and sighed.
“We have reason to believe that she can and that she has been involved. In the past three months, Grace hasn't accepted any of the usual projects that she normally completes here. As a matter of fact, there seems to be no record of any projects that she has worked on.” Noah raised his eyebrows slightly as Jude continued to pace.
“That’s not surprising. Grace has been handling things here at a managerial level. When Father's health began to decline, I took some time off and went home to care for him. When he passed away last month, I was so buried with all of the details that I didn't even think of checking on things here because I knew that Grace would have a handle on them. I’ve been settling the estate.”
There was a long pause, as Jude stood heavily with the remembrance of the last couple of months. The strong hand that Noah placed on his shoulder brought him more comfort than any other had been able to give. He took a moment to soak it in and then nodded.
“I'm so sorry about your dad, Jude.” For a moment Noah looked as if he would say more, but Jude nodded and straightened slightly. With a slight shake of his head he started pacing again. Noah settled back into one of the cushy chairs that Jude had arranged in one of the conversation areas. He knew that right now that was the only comfort he could give his old friend.
“I certainly didn’t intend to be gone so long,” Jude was saying, “But the company has been in the hands of my Chief Financial Officer, William Rhone. With Grace and William here, I knew everything would be fine,” he paused as a rueful look crossed his features. “Apparently everything hasn't been fine, after all.”
Noah continued to study Jude as he finally stopped to stand in front of the large bank of windows. “When was the last time that you spoke with Grace?”
“I don't know.” With another vague gesture, he continued to pace. “In an email from her last week, I think. She said that everything was great and that I shouldn’t worry. I assumed that she was telling the truth. I admit that I haven’t been very involved and I allowed them to handle things. Grace has as much invested in this company as I do. I refuse to believe that she is knowingly involved.” He finally sank into his favorite stuffed paisley chair, with an exhausted sigh.
“You will pursue your investigation with or without my help, won’t you?” he asked after a slight pause.
Noah didn’t hesitate to answer, nodding his head slowly, gaze steady. “Yes, I will. My team and I have a job to do. I'll get to the bottom of this,” he promised. “We'll figure this out.”
After a moment of silence, Jude let out a long breath and nodded his head slowly.
“You have my complete cooperation, but I have a condition of my own. I want you to get close to Grace. I know that she isn’t involved knowingly, but if she’s somehow being used by whoever is doing this, then she could be in danger. I want you to protect her. Grace is…” he paused, considering his next words carefully. “Different, she's special. She has the most brilliant mind I’ve ever been in contact with, but she’s … fragile. She’s sweet and kind and naive. But,” Jude’s face turned abruptly serious as he leveled a hard gaze at Noah. “If you hurt her in any way, I will make you pay for it, regardless of what government you work for.”
He stared directly into Noah’s light blue eyes for a long moment.
With the ease of long practice, the two men faced off, each face hardening into an indiscernible mask. Noah was the first to crack, with Jude following right on his heels. Within moments they had dissolved into easy laughter. Jude felt the tension that had hummed along his spine for the last three months begin to ease.
“You never could hold your own, could you Jeffries?” Jude said with a good natured punch to the arm.
“I'm just deferring to your old age. It's polite to let your elders win.” This was a long standing joke, as the two had been born in the same week. The three-day difference had created many heated discussions on seniority when they had been boys.
Jude snorted. “Same old excuses. When will you learn to take responsibility for your shortcomings?”
“Then what would you have to badger me about?” After a moment of comfortable silence Noah nodded, and with a sigh he straightened in his chair.
“I will get to the bottom of this, and if she is in danger, whoever is behind this will have to deal with me and my team. I'll protect her, as I would my own. But if she is involved, she goes down just like any other criminal. Understood?”
Noah stood up and held out his hand. Jude took it and smiled grimly.
“You won’t find what you think you will. But maybe you will be good for her after all.”
Jude changed the subject at Noah's uncomfortable look. He hid his smile with the practiced ease of long acquaintance.
“I was hoping to have a chance to go home and unpack maybe take a nap, but I can see that my day will be spent unraveling this mystery. I've never been able to sleep on a plane.” He rubbed his gritty eyes, and changed the subject again.
“William is brilliant with money. He's a bit difficult to handle in large doses, but he's a whiz with the market. Our portfolio has tripled in his hands. He hasn’t been with me as long as Grace, but I’ve never had any reason not to trust him. He might be the link you're looking for though. It's worth looking into. He’s always seemed a bit weak, but I never anticipated that he could be anything but trustworthy. I should have been more involved lately, but…” he trailed off, eyes unfocused, reliving the past three months.
With a small shake of his head he continued. “Whatever you need I’ll have at your disposal, just say the word and I'll have Margaret find it for you. For all intents and purposes your real reason for being here will be between you and I. Wilmington Industries will of course cover all of your expenses while you and your team are in town.”
“Thanks, but we're all set up with everything we'll need while we're here. Gage should be touching down the day after tomorrow. He's told me to tell you hi and 'you know' - his words.” The two shared an amused glance at the very Gage-like message.
Gage, Noah's younger brother, was the roughest and youngest. What he lacked in social skills and sensitivity he made up in sheer brute strength and power. As a marine, he had soaked up the skill and discipline, emerging a tough and seasoned warrior. Opting out of the last tour of duty, he currently freelanced for Noah's team, and Noah secretly hoped he would become a permanent member someday soon. The jury was still out on whether he would commit to a full time position or not.
"I'm going to go find Grace and work on getting closer to her." Noah shook his head in disgust at Jude's raised eyebrows. "Get your brain out of the gutter, I'm working." Jude just chuckled, managing to annoy Noah even more. "You're hilarious."
"I'll help you find her," Jude said rising. "She's probably holed up in one of her hiding places, and you'll never find her on your own."
Noah reached down to grab his soft black leather messenger bag as they rose to leave the office. He slung it over his shoulder, the laptop inside resting against his lower back. With a little sigh, he turned again toward Jude with an expectant look.
“It will be easier for me to work if my purpose here isn't too obvious.” He placed his hand on the door just as Jude reached to open it.
“Certainly. You're simply here to look into having some software created for a very important and hush-hush project and you just happen to be a little more eccentric about the background investigations than most. Margaret and I are the only ones who know your real reason for being here. Your identity, of course will remain. We handle so many government projects that there should be no reason for anyone to wonder why an FBI agent would be looking into our services.”
“Good. Lead the way, then, oh aged one,” Noah said with a smirk, and gestured to the door.
Jude looked at Noah for a long hard moment. "I’m leaving you with a rather difficult person on a good day. I just thought I’d warn you. But remember, be gentle with her. I won't have her becoming another one of your women.” Then he turned and strode out the door.
Noah followed thoughtfully a few paces behind. He didn't take offense to Jude's warning. He might have made it himself if the situation were reversed. He was known for his revolving list of women, but he knew that was harmless enough. His romantic exploits had been greatly embellished and he'd become the Romeo of their little group in the way that many tight knit units identified and labeled its members. He had never taken offense and often played up his role for a quick laugh.
Shrugging off the sudden introspection, Noah parked his hands in his pockets and lengthened his stride to catch up to Jude.
Jude and Noah discovered Grace still working in her chair in her cozy alcove. Jude gave him an encouraging smile before turning silently and moving back the way they'd come.
The light had shifted and while the morning had begun optimistically enough, the afternoon had brought with it dark gray clouds, blowing rain and dramatic shadows. The glass, that had been clear earlier, now had a marbled effect, distorting the view of the greenery outside so that it resembled a larger than life, broody, abstract watercolor in a hundred shades of water and green.
Against this backdrop her black hair shone and her fine skin was porcelain smooth. The hint of dark smudges, just beneath her eyes lent her face a soft and weary look. What should have been unattractive inspired an instant and fierce need to protect and shelter her. The combination of the now very rumpled suit and the ever-present black boots, primly laced up to her knees, sorely tested Noah's willpower.
He had to stop himself, he thought, somewhat surprised, before he got carried away completely.
Noah was shaken by his reaction to her. He'd never been referred to as cold, or calculating, but was always firmly in control. He dated often and with abandon, but never with his heart. He believed in immersing himself in another person while maintaining a firm time line and a strangle hold on his emotions.
In his experience, human nature dictated that men and women were typically migratory creatures. It was acceptable to graze, as long as the gate was left open to move onto the next pasture. Noah Jeffries definitely enjoyed his grazing and had known many pastures. Even so, he was always discreet and caring both with those he spent time with and those he moved away from. As far as he knew, there were no broken hearts in his wake.
He felt he had always chosen wisely, only becoming involved with women whose motives and outlooks were similar to his own. Grace may have been feisty and combative, wickedly intelligent and definitely offbeat, but she had vague mist of forever about her. It shone from her eyes when he looked deeply into them earlier. Grace Mason was definitely a forever kind of girl and deserved a forever kind of guy.
With an oddly wistful breath, he turned his mind to his next task. He was here to discover if Grace was involved in the thefts; end of story. Somehow, the question had quickly become not if, but how much did she know about the thefts and was she a knowing accomplice, or just a brilliant, slightly out of touch female, possibly being used in the worst possible way. He desperately hoped it was the latter, and that desperation, he knew, was dangerous.
He should back off and take himself out of the picture. His mind was clouded by the strange reaction he was having to her. Maybe he should call into the office and have them send a replacement. He could work from there as well as he could from the field. After all, the rest of the team was already here. They all had taken their positions and it would be nothing to get someone in to replace him.
Suddenly, Grace made a small noise from her chair. She still hadn’t noticed him, as he hovered just beyond her range of sight. In moments like these when she was submerged in the code and the puzzle of twisting it to her will, he had a feeling that she wouldn’t have noticed him if he had stood between her feet on the maroon ottoman in front of her.
She stretched and closed her eyes on a small sigh of pleasure at the slight release of the tension in her neck and shoulders. In mere moments she was pulled under again, and Noah was trapped. His mouth had gone dry the moment she'd uttered that tiny sound.
He knew in those seconds that he wouldn’t be leaving. Whatever it took, he would see this assignment to the end and keep her safe. His gut was telling him that she was innocent and his head was pleading with the universe to prove him right. He moved in closer and quietly lowered himself into the green chair next to her. She didn’t show any signs of sensing his presence and he relaxed into the soft velvety fabric of the chair. Crossing one leg carelessly over the other, he settled in to wait her out.
He watched the quick firing of thoughts as they chased themselves across her features and twisted behind her eyes. She was wearing a pair of delicate silver framed reading glasses. He absently wondered where she kept them when she wasn’t wearing them.
He hummed for a moment in thought, as interesting possibilities twisted their way through his mind.
Startled, she froze, her gaze flying to his in mute reaction to the sound. He smiled at her, waiting for her to break the thick silence.
Oh, my God. He was sitting next to her, literally humming. Damn it, damn it, damn it. Breathe, focus, breathe, focus, now swallow. Okay, now speak.
“Hi.”
Brilliant, Grace, you’re a real social dynamo, she chided herself. Closing her eyes in embarrassment, she cleared her throat and tried again.
“Did you talk to the witch, uh, I mean Veronica?” she asked instead. Oh, yeah, she thought, that’s so much better.
His smile grew even bigger and if possible, even more crooked, revealing perfectly straight, perfectly white teeth. The contrast between the lopsided grin and the perfect teeth was practically irresistible. What was wrong with her? She was attracted to his teeth? For heaven's sake, get a grip, she scolded herself again.
“I certainly did. Interesting . . . woman. Jude told me to tell you that he has taken care of the situation and that Margaret will have your office returned to normal by morning.” He could see some of the tension in her shoulders drain at his words. For some reason, she had been unsure of that outcome.
From what he had witnessed, Jude had no intention of allowing Grace to continue to be the brunt of that woman’s control and bullying. It was interesting that Grace seemed uncertain of his support. He needed to learn more about her and what she had been doing in the last couple of months. He needed to find out why she was suddenly so unsure of Jude’s welcome.
“What do you have there?” he asked, leaning towards her and the computer that she was still working on.
“I’m just running through one of the intern's programs. He made a mistake somewhere and I’m trying to find it and fix it.” Slowly she closed the lid on the computer and reached over to grab her messenger bag. It was lying open on the floor next to her chair. She slipped the computer into its padded pocket just inside the first flap. He noticed that she wasn't quite meeting his eyes.
She's lying, he thought, but why?
“It’s not difficult, just time consuming. I usually come across other things that could use improvement and get distracted by those minor issues. It tends to take me a bit longer than if I was strictly attending to the main issue.” This wasn’t exactly a lie she told herself, just not strictly the truth. Avoiding his eyes again, she fiddled with the bag.
Noah studied her for a moment. “I don’t know much about the industry, but that sounds like something a newer programmer would be assigned to do. I was given the impression that you’re at the top of your field. According to my research, you lead the competition by quite a margin.”
Grace blushed and busily closed, then secured her bag.
“My job description has shifted somewhat in the past couple of months.”
She would not be embarrassed. There was no reason for her to be embarrassed, she repeated to herself.
“Look, I have some things to do. I’ll have Jennifer from Administration come and show you around. She can give you the grand tour and fill you in on some of the products we develop here. I’m sure she’ll be a much better guide than I could be. I’ve been a bit out of touch. So, um, I’ll let her know your waiting for her.”
Grace had risen and was in the act of attempting to slip by him when he reached out and took her hand in his.
“Actually, I think that I’ve found my tour guide. I’m certain you could add a little something extra to the literature, Ms. Mason. I think you and I will be getting to know each other quite well in the next few days. Jude told me that you would be more than happy to be my guide not only to the company but to your fair city as well. I haven't spent much time here in Portland. I’m looking forward to experiencing it with a local. Something tells me that your point of view is going to be quite interesting.”
His thumb was running small, slow circles over her wrist.
Grace blinked at him, frozen, before she finally found her wits. “I’m sorry, but I think you’ll need to find someone else to show you around. I really don’t think I’m the person you want for the job.”
He gave her another devastating smile.
“Oh, you’re the one I want alright. You are definitely the one I want.”
“This is another basic utility closet. You’ll note the cleaning supplies on the left and the cleaning implements there on the right. As with all of the maintenance closets, you’ll notice the sign out forms and the cleaning logs there along the back wall. Replacement supplies are organized on the shelves and there is an initial lost and found box over there in the corner. Any questions? No? Okay, let’s move on, then.”
Grace shut the closet door behind her with an irritated snick.
It had been nearly three hours since Noah had surprised her in her alcove. In that time she had dragged him to each and every closet, drawer, desk, bucket and bathroom in the complex. She’d expected him to complain and give up after a few minutes, at which point, she would graciously ferry him back to Jude and be done with him. But no, he followed along with a pleasant expression and intelligent questions. His polite smile followed every appropriately polite little gesture. He held open doors for her and nodded knowingly when she’d explain how the vacuum system worked, or what route the interoffice mail took.
The fink.
She’d been trying to get rid of him all afternoon and the worse she got, the more pleasant he became. She was getting pretty damned tired of traipsing through the building, and if she saw the inside of one more closet, there would definitely be something to clean up.
With a muffled growl she threw up her hands and stopped in her tracks. He just looked at her, a smile hovering around the corners of his mouth. Slowly, he cocked a hip and folded his arms over his chest. For just a second, she was distracted by the flexing of his forearms as they locked together. Good gracious, first his teeth and now this.
Get a grip, Mason, she told herself sternly.
“Are you finished?” he asked quietly.
“Excuse me?” she asked, eyes narrowing dangerously with the promise of the explosion that he'd been waiting for.
“Are you finished with your tantrum? Pretty impressive, really. I didn’t expect you to last longer than a half hour at the most, but I think you actually managed to drag me through the entire complex. That takes you passed spoiled, right into dedicated. Nice job.”
His eyes glittered as he looked down at her, contradicting the bored tone he assumed, his jaw hardening in preparation for the battle to come.
“Spoiled!” she spluttered, “How dare you!”
“Yes, spoiled.”
He took one, then two, then three steps forward forcing her to move back until she felt the cold brick wall at her back. He was so close she could smell him; wood shavings and spice. The eyes that she had thought blue, were suddenly cold and metallic. Not cold, no, a molten, gun metal blue. She’d never been able to visualize that color until now.
“You’re not happy that you have to show me around, I get it. Big deal, grow up and act like a professional. You’re more than welcome to continue to waste my time and your own, but I promise you that I won’t be going anywhere until I have what I came for. If that takes me a day or a month, fine, it will be spent within a foot from your side. You can enjoy it, or you can fight it, either way, you’re mine until I decide differently. Understand?”
He moved in so close that she could count the places they weren’t touching on one hand. From this vantage point, his face had lost the easy humor it held all afternoon. How could she have thought him gullible? How could she have ever overlooked this strength? His body was as hard as the steel in his eyes, and she could almost imagine being taken by - oh my God, she was doing it again. What was wrong with her! Then her eyes widened as the harsh words he’d just uttered managed to sink into her poor fogged brain.
He knew the exact moment when she snapped. He was watching the tide of thoughts and emotions that moved in waves across her face. Even with his patience at an end, she fascinated and stimulated him like no other female ever had. My God, she was beautiful. He watched as she seemed enveloped with her desire, followed by puzzlement and soft feminine wondering, the abrupt reeling in of the desire came next and finally the explosion of temper when his words registered. Good, he thought, let’s see how she handles someone who pushes back.
Grace jerked her arms up from where his body had them pinned, and shoved at his chest with both hands. In a far distant section of her brain she filed away the feel of his muscular frame on her oversensitive palms. She stomped on the lingering desire, even now racing through her senses and spun away and out of his reach. She turned on him then and planted both hands on her hips. The Peter Pan pose nearly had Noah laughing out loud, but he managed to just catch himself and schooled his features into his earlier scowl.
“Look here, you …you…man.” Smooth Grace, she thought. Taking a deep breath, she began again. “I am not a babysitter, nor am I a tour guide, and in the last three hours you haven’t once asked me a question pertaining to anything that we do here. What do you want? How can I help you? I’m a programmer, not a God damned promoter. We have sales reps and company flutter bugs who wine and dine and dimple for all of the other over-sexed, over-funded, pampered rich boys who fly in on their private jet, looking around for a new toy for the company that Daddy bought and doesn't have the time to play with it. I cannot help you. Deal with it.” With an impressive flounce she turned on her booted heel and stalked away from him.
He followed, of course, though he did make certain to keep a few hundred feet between them. She was just angry enough that he wasn’t certain that she wouldn’t try to brain him with a handy stapler, or maybe even an office chair.
He wasn't concerned. He knew where she was going. She was on her way to see Jude, where she’d no doubt explain that in no uncertain terms would she continue to “babysit” him.
My God, he thought again, she was beautiful.
He allowed a small chuckle to slip through his stony facade and then gave up completely and allowed his face to rest in its natural state, the crooked smile blooming on his lips. He hadn’t intended to push her so hard, but he couldn’t resist throwing a well timed boot into her little tantrum. And tantrum it was. Miss Grace Mason was a spoiled little code monkey, who needed a bit of a tune up, and he was just the man to do it.
Margaret looked up as Grace threw open the door. She simply smiled at her and nodded in her efficient way.
“I’ve blocked out an hour for you and then scheduled him for dinner after that. He needs to eat, so you make certain your discussion doesn’t go any longer than that, dear.” She handed Grace a box of tissues and a thin mint, the two things that she’d been handing to her for every other calamity since she’d become Jude’s assistant a week after they had leased the building.
“Thanks, Margaret.” Grace didn’t bother to ask the older woman how she’d known when to schedule the time with Jude. Margaret had an uncanny ability to have what you needed before you knew you needed it. She was peppermints and dryer sheets, sunny coordinated work suits and institution shoes, and she was one of Grace's favorite people.
“In you go, and your young man with you, as well.” When Grace turned to argue, Margaret just shook her head and pointed. With the slumped shoulders and muffled huff of a teenager denied the use of the family car, she marched through the doorway to Jude’s office. Margaret winked at Noah as he passed and gave him a jaunty thumbs up. Slightly mystified by her obvious approval, he followed the direction Grace had taken to the inner office and found her inside, mid-tirade and fuming.
Jude sat behind his desk. He had leaned back in his chair, feet crossed at the ankles, arms relaxed on the wide cushioned arms of his chair. He wisely waited until Grace wound down to respond. There was a long moment of silence, while Jude decided his next course of action. Grace knew better than to breach what she knew was Jude’s thinking time and waited patiently. After a long, slow sigh, he finally responded.
“Grace, Noah is not here to research and commission another government contract. He is currently tracking a group of criminals who are stealing weapons from supply caches around the country. Apparently, there is code coming out of our company and you are his number one suspect. He is here to find out if you are an accomplice to the plot or not.”
Noah had thrown himself forward to the edge of Jude’s desk at the beginning of this announcement.
“Now, just wait a minute, Jude!” he started, appalled. Outraged, he paced to the window. His mind whirled furiously, planning his new strategy, now that Jude had broken his cover and betrayed his identity.
Damned, dirty Brit. He thought with a scowl. Can’t trust them as far as you can throw them.
“Noah,” Jude said quietly. “Trust me, please. It will be easier this way. Won’t it, Grace?”
Noah turned from the window to look at Grace. For the first time, he registered that there hadn’t been a reaction from her. In fact, she hadn’t seemed to move. She stood frozen and silent, her fingers clutching the hem of her jacket. Stricken, she stared first at Noah, then Jude.
“Oh, my God,” she whispered. She started to shake her head and then she seemed to deflate, sinking into one of the chairs in front of Jude’s desk.
“Oh, no.”
“Please sit down, Noah, and we'll see what has been going on. We are going to discuss this like adults, without skulking in the shadows and pretending to be spies.”
Noah shot him a sour look, but was entirely too interested in Grace’s reaction to refuse.
“Now, tell us from the beginning, Grace, tell us everything.” Calmly, he steepled his fingers in front of him and rested his chin on their triangle.
“I had no idea. I didn’t know, or I would never…” Catching herself, she corralled her scattered nerves with a small, shaky breath she tried again. “For the last two months, I've been writing pockets of code for Veronica and William. I haven’t written an entire program since you left for home. William brought in Veronica about a week after that. I received your email…or” with dawning understanding she seemed to calm, “what I thought was an email from you that stated you were leaving him in charge so that I could focus on programming. There were more emails from you, little by little, each one a little shorter and a little colder. Veronica slowly took over my duties, then my division, and then my office. They took my other projects and started delivering me these little pieces of broken code, and I was told to fix it and then turn it in. I always had strict deadlines and no additional information. Every time I would ask for details or more information, something would be removed from my office or taken away.” She paused to take a breath.
“Why would you take it?” Noah shot the question out between gritted teeth. “Why would you sit there and allow yourself to be treated like that for so long? You’re one of the most talented programmers in your field. You could have any position in nearly any company you threw your resume at. Why wouldn’t you just leave?”
His disbelief and frustration was a physical thing between them, and Grace was shocked by the intensity of his reaction. She stared at him, eyes wide and stricken.
“I wouldn’t ever just leave. I had to wait until Jude came back. I helped start this company. I couldn’t just let them take over. I had to stay. I couldn’t leave. I kept thinking that Jude was under a lot of stress, and mourning, and that as soon as he came back he would explain everything, but in the meantime, I just had to stick it out. I guess I let it get out of hand and maybe I started to believe the emails that Jude was sending. Maybe he was tired of me hanging around and he was getting ready to move on.”
“Don’t you ever say that again, Grace Elizabeth Mason! I am not Devlin.” This time it was Jude whose violent reaction caught her off guard. “You are my family and I will never get tired of you. You just erase that foolish thought right out of your head. For the record, I never once sent you anything like you’re describing. As a matter of fact, I was receiving emails of a similar nature from you. Obviously, someone was using that to keep us apart and occupied, while they were taking advantage of you here.”
He came around the desk to sweep her into a hard hug.
“Silly Muppet. How could you think such a thing?”
Grace closed her eyes against the uncharacteristic tears gathering at the corners, as the hope that had been steadily receding returned in full force. Grace had made few real friends in her life and the thought of possibly losing her most important friend had been weighing on her. She felt that weight lift with Jude's unconditional support.
Noah felt a searing pain in his gut and an irrational anger at seeing Grace in Jude’s arms. With his logical mind he registered that the bond between the two was obviously not a sexual one, while his more primitive instincts were raging with a white hot heat at the sight of his female in another man’s arms.
Wait, his female?
Standing hastily Noah moved to the window and forced himself to calm, literally and figuratively distancing himself from the two. He absently filled in the blanks in their conversation.
Devlin Renault had been the only relationship mentioned in Grace's file. They'd been together in college and briefly engaged before he broke it off shortly before graduation. There were no details to flesh out the story, and he found himself grimly looking forward to digging into that particular closet.
Think about the case, he told himself firmly.
Grudgingly, he admitted to himself that Jude’s decision to inform Grace of his identity and purpose was probably the most prudent course of action. If you discarded the minuscule, outside chance that Grace was really a cold, calculating terrorist, then it was obvious that she was being used by the criminals he was sent to find. It was also obvious that she was in it up to her expensive little hair cut.
It was also logical to deduce that by coming here and attaching himself to her like he did today, he was putting her in danger. If the criminals figured out his purpose, or were suspicious of his arrival, then Grace would become a liability.
His fists clenched as his mind made the next logical jump. His eyes shot to Jude’s, who nodded grimly, obviously coming to the same conclusion himself. If whatever program they'd been cobbling together was completed, then Grace was a liability already.
She was in danger, whether Noah was there or not.
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