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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


He sat behind the defense table, staring at
the girl being sworn as a witness in his divorce hearing. A nudge
from his lawyer, who'd been watching his face, interrupted his
thoughts.

"What does she know?" Jacobs inquired.

"Know about what?" Alix asked.

Jacobs' eyes bored into his client's in
silent demand. It went unheeded as the other man's attention never
left the girl, following her hands as they smoothed her skirt over
her hips before she bit her lower lip and sat down in the witness
chair. The lawyer watched his client shift in his seat as his skin
tightened over his prominent cheekbones. Alix's dark sparkling eyes
and slightly ruddy complexion told the rather portly, balding
attorney things he didn't want to know. Under the surreptitiously
surveying gaze, Alix moved to straighten the suddenly tighter fit
of his pants.

"How far has it gone?"

"What?"

"How far has it gone?" Jacobs repeated the
demand that went unheeded a second time.

As Alix's wife's dapper young lawyer, Darby
studied his legal pad, Rachel looked up at the familiar black eyes
and the courtroom and lawyers disappeared. Her eyes worshipped as
his devoured.

"Damn," mumbled Jacobs, shooting a glance at
Sue. Alix's soon-to-be ex wasn't the brightest bulb in the pack,
but how could she miss this? She didn't even look up, absorbed
again, as she had been for most of the trial, in the lengthy
financial declaration of the Greek billionaire trying to leave her
with a prenuptial agreement giving her measly two million. Her mind
was so full of dollar signs that she missed the path to her goal
for a much higher settlement currently sitting on the witness
stand.

Alix mouthed, "It'll be okay. Don't worry.
I'm here."

The Judge tilted his head and looked
interested.

Jacobs' whisper turned into a hiss. "Damn
it, stop it."

With a slight shrug and a wry,
self-deprecating grimace, the whispered reply came, softly,
tenderly. "I can't."

Jacobs watched his sturdy case tremble on
the brink of collapse. At the sink-or-swim moment, Lynch, a young
up and comer in the firm, earned himself the partnership that years
of work hadn't brought. With a glance at his counterpart at the
other table, Lynch observed, "Adam sure seems to have a hard for
this witness. Wonder if he's still fishing or has he already cast
his line?"

The observation jolted the client's
attention to the associate who'd been leering at Rachel since she
entered. Tenderness evaporated, replaced by tight anger as the
young lawyer winked at the witness. Alix started to rise only to be
jerked back down by his attorney's clutching hand.

"Get a grip!" Jacobs instructed.

Angelis subsided to seethe in his seat.

The Judge's shoulders relaxed, though he
cast a warning glance at Jacobs who felt his own tension ease. The
lawyer suspected that the rage surging through his client was pure
green jealousy over the unusually mature teenager, poised
ever-so-slightly on the wrong side of eighteen. But the associate
sat beside Sue, and the Judge saw one pissed off soon-to-be ex
spouse casting angry glances at another. That sight in this venue
was so commonplace as to be expected.

Sue's lawyer, Darby, started his
examination. "Describe your and your sister's standard of living in
the Angelis home over the last two years."

"Sue is my half sister and I haven't been
there the whole time. I only lived with them for a little over a
year."

"Then describe the standard of living during
the time you were in the home."

"I'm not sure what you mean exactly, but
Alix treated us very well. He gave me much more of his time and
attention than I'd ever expected, especially for a man in his
position."

"His position?" Darby asked.

"He is quite wealthy and business takes a
lot of his time."

Growing exasperated, Darby asked a pointed
questioned. "And did he share that wealth with you and your half
sister?"

"Yes. We had everything we needed."

"How about everything you wanted?"

"Mostly, I just wanted..." Rachel's voice
trailed off, her pupils dilated, her face grew pink and she began
to tremble again.

Darby paused to read a note from his pushy
client but Judge Arlington missed nothing of the girl's adoration,
and he turned experienced eyes to the Greek who balanced on the
edge of his seat. Dots of sweat beaded on his forehead despite the
overly cool room.

The unsaid completion of the sentence filled
the mind of the man who shared the sentiment. Had he been anywhere
alone with her he would have cast aside the damnable fetters
imposed by his conscience and taken the lips he starved for but had
never tasted. His face tightened more, his gaze heated, and his
breathing grew erratic. The Judge missed none of that either.

"Didn't he give your sister carte blanche to
buy anything she wanted? Didn't he allow....no, no, encourage her
to live a very expensive lifestyle?"

Jacobs rose. "Objection. Your Honor, counsel
is leading the witness and..."

Alix half rose and leaned over to whisper.
"Shut up. Let him lead. I don't give a damn. I just want her off
that stand. I don't want them to put her through this."

"Get hold of yourself. If the Judge throws
out the prenup then he will look to how much Sue needs to maintain
the lifestyle you allowed her to live. We can't allow this to go
unchallenged."

"Withdraw the objection," Angelis said in a
level tone belied by the snapping anger in his eyes, "or you're
fired."

"Counselor?" Judge Arlington inquired,
hating to terminate the fascinating colloquy but noting with innate
Southern chivalry the growing discomfort of the polite young lady
on the witness stand.

With a sigh, Jacobs replied, "Withdrawn,
your honor."

"So noted. The witness will answer."

"I don't think he even noticed anything Sue
bought," Rachel replied.

Casting a look at his unnaturally tolerant
colleague, Darby continued. "So you're saying that Mr. Angelis
encouraged his wife to spend anything she wanted, at anytime, with
no limitations? He never complained about her spending at all, did
he?"

Starting to rise again, the iron grip on his
arm restrained Jacobs who turned rather imploringly to his client.
"Alix, for the love of God..."

"No. Let it go," the Greek instructed.

Drowning again in the gaze of the only
person in this room who mattered, Rachel answered the question in
the easiest way possible. "Yes."

Quickly, Darby said, "No further
questions."

Jacobs rose before his client could stop
him. All the billions in the Greek's bank account couldn't replace
his reputation. " Good morning, Miss Rollins. You mentioned earlier
that you came to live with the Angelis family nearly a year after
the marriage. Before that you were in a foster home, weren't
you?"

"Yes. Mother passed away several years
ago."

Alix thumped a pencil on the table, giving
an audible warning that his patience was short and growing
shorter.

"Didn't Mr. Angelis arrange for you to come
and live with them?" He blocked her view of his client because the
Judge looked interested again.

"Yes, Alix came and got me. Sue didn't want
me at all." After a quick glance at her half sister, she added,
"Not that I blame her much. I've been a lot of trouble."

"How do you know Sue didn't want you?"
Jacobs asked, maintaining his blocking position with growing
difficulty as the pencil tapping grew louder.

"When we pulled up to the house, she
said..."

"Objection, Your Honor, hearsay," Darby
shouted.

"Present sense impression and admission of a
party," Jacobs responded.

"Overruled, continue, little lady," the
Judge said, then paused to look over his shoulder as Alix stood and
cleared his throat. "Did you need something, Mr. Angelis?"

"A brief word with my lawyer, Your Honor,"
Alix said, with a benign expression that preceded an explosion.

The lawyer hurried to his client's side.

Through gritted teeth, Angelis snarled the
order. "End this now."

"Almost finished," the lawyer replied and
started to walk away but halted when his client grabbed the
expensive navy material of his jacket in a grip that didn't care if
it tore.

"Get between me and Rachel again," Alix
said, "and pro bono clients will start to look like a good
way to rebuild your practice."

Startled at the open threat, and more than a
little surprised at the degree of possession in the statement,
Jacobs nodded and walked to the other side of Rachel to continue
the examination. He didn't know whether the girl or his client was
more relieved.

"Can I answer now?" She asked, her voice
stronger, as her eyes focused again on her lifeline.

"Yes, ma'am," Judge Arlington replied.

"Before Alix got me in the house, Sue said
he'd insisted I come to live with them, so I was his problem and
she washed her hands of me," Rachel said, her sparkling turquoise
gaze firmly affixed to the dark chocolate one a few feet away.
"Alix said family came first. He never seemed to mind having me
around. He was the first one in my whole life who didn't treat me
like a problem. He treated me like I mattered."

Now Jacobs moved to block the other table's
view of the openly tender look Alix gave the girl. He couldn't leap
on top of the bench to block the Judge's view, no matter how much
he wanted to.

“No further questions,” he said, deciding
that ending this now was his only option.

“Any re-direct counselor?” The Judge asked
Darby.

“Only a couple of questions. Rachel, how did
you feel when Angelis abandoned you?”

On his feet before Jacobs saw the threat,
Alix exploded at the obscene question.

“I never abandoned Rachel. I left the unholy
belle bitch I stupidly married.”

“Counselor,” came the amused drawl from the
bench, “control your client.”

“Alix,” Jacobs requested, “If you’re going
to hand them the gun, could you at least hide the bullets?”

He subsided with difficulty, and felt
suspicious moisture in his own eyes when Rachel’s tears accompanied
her answer. “Nothing ever hurt so much in my life.”

“One more question. Before Mr. Angelis left
you and Sue, were you employed?”

“No, sir.”

“And now?”

Alix stiffened.

“I work as a waitress,” she replied, drawing
her dignity around her like a cloak as she hid from the intent
chocolate eyes.

He felt her withdrawal as a physical blow,
compounded by the emotional one of her last response. Rachel
worked? He was one of the richest men in the world. Why should she
work? And how could she have something so important in her life
that he knew nothing of? What was she hiding?

Darby walked to the table to check of his
legal pad and looked back to say, “Nothing...”

“Ask her where she works,” Sue insisted,
with angry eyes focused at the man who’d given her everything and
then jerked it all away. “Make her say where she works.”

“There is no purpose...” he began to
explain.

Her words cut him off. “It will drive Alix
out of his tree. That is purpose enough for me.”

With a raised brow, he turned back around.
“One more question. Rachel, where do you work?”

She stared down at her fingernails, not
risking a look anywhere else. The silence stretched until she
looked at the Judge. “Do I have to answer that?”

“Is there some reason you don’t want to
reveal where you work, ma’am?” The Judge inquired.

“It will upset Alix,” she responded with
quiet dignity.

Jacobs had his hand on his volatile client’s
shoulder before the words left the girl’s mouth.

“You have to answer the question,” Judge
Arlington instructed.

Alix hunched his shoulders and scooted to
the edge of his seat.

“I work at Toot's,” she said.

“WHAT?” The shouted question came across
more as a vehement protest as Angelis surged to his feet. It
shattered the quiet of the courtroom and echoed, along with Sue’s
whinnying laugh.

“No further questions,” Darby shouted into
the raucous din.

“No questions,” Jacobs stood and added.

“Ten minute recess,” Judge Arlington
proclaimed. As the din subsided, he added, “And counselors, no
outbursts in my courtroom. During the break, pull out a dictionary
and review the definition of the word decorum with your
clients.”

The Judge wasn’t out the door before Rachel
vaulted off the witness seat, barely managing to get past the
attorney’s table before Alix surged into the aisle to try to stop
her. When he made a brisk gesture his assistant, Niko Pagonis,
produced a cell phone, speaking into the receiver just before he
handed it over. “Here he is now.”

“Chad Campbell,” He said, overlooking
Jacobs’ mild surprise at the speed with which they’d gotten the
owner of the company on the line. The Angelis wealth and power
meant everyone took his calls, but neither got him to this business
owner so fast. Chad was an old friend who had some questions to
answer.

Less than five minutes later, Alix stalked
out of the courtroom. As he entered the hall, a maid flew to his
side, enveloping him in a hug and showering him with a multitude of
blessings that he could really use about now. Jacobs watched him
shuffle his feet and shift. Niko leaned over to confide that
Angelis just funded a scholarship for the maid's son. “He hates
being thanked for those sorts of things as much as he loves doing
them.”

The second the maid walked away he resumed
his quest single-mindedly, a hunter intent upon his prey. He
ferreted her out at the end of the hall, trying to hide on a bench
nearly obscured by a large fern. He headed that way, ignoring
Jacobs’ calls until the man planted himself in his path.

“Not now,” the lawyer urged.

“Get out of my way,” he replied, his eyes
never leaving his quarry, and narrowing dangerously as the overly
friendly associate approached her hideaway. When the man stretched
his arm out along the bench behind her, he said, “He’s got about a
minute to live.”

“We’re about to nail Sue. Keep your eyes on
the goal. Rachel’s a pretty girl. So the associate flirts with her
and a few restaurant patrons get an eyeful of the way she fills out
a tee shirt. None of that matters.”

With a long sigh, Alix admitted his
attorney’s caution was well founded. If he got within touching
distance of Rachel right now, he wouldn’t be using his mouth to
form words. “I won’t talk to her but I will get that damned vulture
to leave her alone,” he said, his voice laced with the silk coated
steel that business adversaries learned to respect.

He paced to the end of the hall and planted
himself a few feet from the pair, his unblinking regard never
shifting. The nonverbal threat was unmistakable even before he
pulled out his cell and dialed the bar association. Rather louder
than necessary, he asked for the ethics committee and inquired
about the bar’s position on attorneys socializing with witnesses
during a trial. The associate jumped up and scurried away.

He remained in the same position, leaning
against the wall opposite the bench where she sat. The threat faded
to tenderness, warmth and a nearly hidden glimmer of something far
deeper than both. She basked in his regard like a cat in a window
seat on a sunny day.

“What the hell is he doing?” Jacobs asked.
“For the love of God, she’s not even important.”

“She’s important to him,” Niko said,
spitting the words like they tasted foul.

"Shit," The attorney headed to the end of
the hall to drag his client back to the courtroom while he still
had a case left. He retrieved Alix and paused for Niko to join
them, which he did after pausing to make a single comment.

"Gonna be a lot of that," Niko said.

“What?” Alix asked.

“Shit,” Niko answered. “We were watching you
and bitch junior and placing odds on the future.”

"I wonder if it tastes any better if you
chase it with champagne?" Jacobs speculated.

With a grin at himself as he darted one
final look at Rachel, Angelis replied, “If I ever have to find out,
I’ll surely let you know.”

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Darby rested Sue’s case after the break and
Jacobs called a reply witness. A buff, blonde Sun God entered,
looking a bit naked without his surfboard. He winked at Sue as he
waited to be sworn. She looked like she had just been flattened by
her former doublewide.

Springing to his feet, Darby objected with a
vehemence that made Judge Arlington smile like a tiger toying with
a mouse. This case would close with a bang, provided he let Randy
Jacobs pull the trigger.

“Your Honor, this witness was not disclosed
during discovery. We have had no notice of his testimony and no
opportunity to prepare. This is exactly the kind of unfair surprise
that the rules are designed to prevent.” The objection showed Sue’s
lawyer ignorance of how little the rules meant in the South
Carolina Family Court system where Judges decided what the rules
meant, based largely on how far they seemed to be in any given
situation. The transplanted Yankee wasn’t from around here and just
now it showed.

“Judge, we had no idea that Mr. Roderick
Bell’s testimony would prove necessary. Mrs. Angelis has built a
mountain of lies and perches at the pinnacle daring the Court to
call her on them,” Jacobs said. If his navy jacket held a white hat
he’d have pulled it out and slapped it on his client for good
measure.

“Very eloquent, counselor. Now, perhaps you
can advise of the general subject of this witnesses' testimony so
the Court can determine its relevance and,” Arlington hefted his
impressive gray brows as he leaned forward, “its
admissibility.”

“Judge,” Darby’s rapid nasal accent surged
in before the other lawyer could answer, “perhaps you didn’t
understand my objection. Under the rules, regardless of what this
witness might know, his testimony can not come in. In the last case
I tried in New York an attorney attempted this very maneuver. The
Judge excluded the testimony and sanctioned the lawyer.”

Rarely did a lawyer win a case-making ruling
without saying much of anything but Jacobs knew he just won this
one. He bit his lower lip to prevent the victorious smirk that
wanted to crawl across his mouth. His first year law school
professors told him that if a Judge argued his case, a smart lawyer
should shut up. The red tide that swept across Terry Arlington’s
face announced he was about to do just that.

“Mister Darby,” Arlington’s said in a
pronounced drawl that stretched out until it dripped with grits,
cotton and Carolina pride. "It is surely kind of you to come here
to Horry County to teach us poor Southern folk how they do it up
North. However, I’ve got to tell you that we don’t much care. In my
courtroom I am the rule. I am the law. And I don't feel at all
inclined to sanction Attorney Jacobs. In fact, I’m inclined to tell
him what he wants to hear. Objection overruled. The witness may
testify.”

Darby’s ire threatened to overcome his
survival instinct. “Judge you can’t..,”

Moved to compassion by his victory, Randy
walked over to the other lawyer. “I wouldn’t finish that sentence
if I were you.”

Showing he wasn’t entirely stupid, Darby
stalked over to counsel’s table, scraped his chair back and sat
down. He tried not to appear frantic when the zeroes started
scampering off the end of his fee check as Jacobs began his
examination.

“Mr. Bell, are you acquainted with the
parties to this case?” Jacobs asked.

“I’m know both but I know her a lot better
than I know him.”

“How did you meet Mr. and Mrs. Angelis?”

“I’m a mechanic at Professional Imports. We
fix high class foreign imports, like Sue’s Jag and Mr. A’s Rolls or
Mercedes. They came in together one day to drop off Sue’s machine.
She was eyeballing me that very first day.” Bell looked like he
enjoyed the memory.

“Eyeballing you? What do you mean?”

The witness reached for his water glass
slowly, displaying his tanned, muscular forearm. He tilted his
throat back so that his long blonde locks swept his shoulders and
took a deep swallow. He caught a stray droplet with his tongue as
he replaced the glass and surveyed the slack-jawed appreciation
from most of the females. “Eyeballed, counselor. You know, looked,
leered, lusted. I been reading those signs most of my life.” He
gestured around the room. “Sue looked then a lot like she, and the
other ladies look now.”

Jacobs surveyed the women. His eyes came to
rest on the single exception. “Most, but not all, right?”

The baby blues on the stand followed the
lawyer’s gaze to the honey-haired, turquoise-eyed exception in the
back row. “Yes, sir. I wanted to do Rachel. I offered but she
turned me down cold.”

Alix held his composed mask and managed to
appear calm while his gut percolated like a brewing coffeemaker.
After a brief, piercing glance at Rachel, he forced himself to
return his gaze to the legal pad. Sue was too self-involved to see
how he yearned for her half sister, but this witness would not miss
or mistake his helpless interest in the girl.

“So Sue eyeballed you. Did anything come of
it?” Jacobs asked, correctly interpreting his client’s stiff
posture and wanting to move the testimony along before his client
choked their star witness to death on the stand.

“She called the shop and asked me to deliver
her Jag to the house and said I should go inside for the check. My
boss handed me the keys and told me to keep Sue happy but not to
get caught,” Bell answered with a smirk.

“What happened when you delivered the
car?”

“OBJECTION,” Darby shouted. “Relevance.”

“Relevance?” Jacobs queried
incredulously.

Still smarting from the Yankee boy who
thought he could teach this old Rebel anything, the Judge said,
“Overruled counselor. If your client paid the bill the way this
fellow is indicating might have happened, I can promise the Court
wants to hear about it. Answer the question Mr. Bell.”

“The door was unlocked and I walked right
in. Sue stood at the foot of the stairs wearing a red silk robe
that weren’t belted real tight. I had on my jeans and my work shirt
was open ‘cause it was a mighty hot June day. She looked me up and
down real good and told me to take off my shirt. Right then, I knew
she liked to run the show. That was all right so long as she knew
too, and I could tell she did.”

“Knew what?” Jacobs asked.

“That she had to pay to play. Still, I like
to be sure. Don’t want to run the risk of giving it away. So I
pushed my shirt back to let her see my nipples had perked up for
her and told her personal service would cost more than the car
repair. She figured her husband’s bank account could stand it. So,
I took off my shirt, real slow like, taking my time, and slung it
over one shoulder. She just stood there, eating me clean up with
her eyes. Then she opened the front of her robe and commenced to
playin’ with herself. When my… stick shift was so hard the knob
poked over the top she said for me to come there.”

“Objection, your honor,” Darby whined. “I’ve
read better fantasies in those confession magazines.”

Arlington grinned widely. “Unfortunately for
you counselor, I haven’t. My wife doesn’t hold with such in our
house. This’ll do though. Continue, Mr. Bell.”

“I strolled over, taking time to unsnap my
jeans on the way. When I got there she was ready all right. She
spread her legs and pointed to the floor and I knew what she
wanted. I didn’t mind. It’s the only altar I visit anyway and
that’s what she wanted, a big strong man worshipping at her feet.
Even that, most of ‘em want a little bit slow, a little bit easy.
They want you to work up to it. So I started licking and nibbling
her ankles and she growled and said, no, she wanted it now, right
now. She was paying so I gave it to her, right there. The front
door wasn’t even locked. I think she liked the danger of that.”

“What happened then?”

“She came faster than old #3 taking the flag
at Darlington. Purely embarrassed herself she did. Came so fast, I
felt sorry for her and gave it to her again. After the second
round, she told me that she needed it from somebody because she
wasn’t getting it from her husband. Then she unzipped my pants and
took it out. She held it like a leash as she led me upstairs.” Bell
shifted a little in his seat as he spoke, addressing Sue like he
told a love story.

“Where, upstairs?”

“To her husband’s bedroom. Queer as it
seemed to me, turned out she and Mr. A had separate bedrooms.”

“Why her husband’s bedroom? Why not hers?”
Jacobs asked.

“Objection,” Darby said, figuring anything
was worth interrupting this skewering. “He’s asking the witness to
speculate.”

“He can answer if he knows,” Arlington
ruled.

“I know. It was his bedroom, every single
time. She said he deserved to have another man fu...” Roddy
faltered at the Judge’s throat clearing, “screwing his wife in his
bed. Said the Greek in him would hate that, if he knew.”

“So what happened when you got inside his
room?”

“She stripped her robe off and laid back on
the bed with her legs sprawled out real wide and told me to strip,
which I expected. Then she told me to go to his closet, which I
didn’t expect. She pointed to a black suit and a shirt and told me
to put them on. I was already hard from tonguing her twice and the
whole time I dressed she rubbed herself. When I got into Mr. A’s
suit she told me to come over there and sat up on the edge of the
bed. She had me spread my legs so she sat between them. Then she
played with my hard until I came, all over that suit,” Roddy said.
“That first time, it was only once. Then she paid me five hundred
dollars.”

“Did you see Sue again after that?”

“At those rates? I saw her whenever she
wanted,” Bell replied with a self-interested grin.

“Did you ever have intercourse with her? And
were her husband’s personal belongings ever involved again?”

“Oh yeah. I screwed her in near ‘bout every
way I know, which is a whole bunch of ‘em. She couldn’t get enough
of it. We used his stuff all that time. She loved that almost as
much as paying with his money. Of course, I had to screw her. That
was the biggest part of her plan. She wanted to get knocked up,”
Bell's last syllable pursed his lips like a kiss. Sue looked like
she'd like to rip it off his face.

“She wanted you to get her pregnant?
Why?”

“To beat the prenup. She talked about that
all the time. Said she would never walk out of the marriage with a
paltry two million. She figured she’d have him and his money for
years to come with a kid. It tickled her that he’d be paying for a
brat that wasn’t his,” Bell replied, a twinkle in his eye warning
he knew more than he had yet said. “She studied up on it and said
that the more he made the more child support he’d have to pay.”

“I thought she complained that he wasn’t
doing his husbandly duty by her. If she had gotten pregnant, how
would she have convinced him the kid was his? Did she say?”

Alix’s eyes shot up from the legal pad and
veered back to where Rachel sat up straighter in her seat. Shit. He
hadn’t lied to her about not sleeping with Sue. Not really. He
never did it voluntarily, but Rachel wouldn’t understand that you
could get a man past the point of saying no; that you could get him
to a point where yes was the only possible response.

“Sue said she could get it from him
sometimes, if she was sneaky. She waited until he returned from one
of his business trips, dead-dog tired. In the wee hours of the
night she would sneak in, strip back the covers and put her head
between his legs. By the time he woke up, she had him. She’d be
straddling him and she’d ask if he wanted her to leave. Course, by
then, he didn’t,” Roddy said. He took another fetching drink of his
water before continuing, “Sue’s scheme never would have worked but
I didn’t tell her that.”

“Why wouldn’t it have worked?” Jacobs
inquired.

“Child support would eat into my side income
too much. I’ve been fixed,” Roddy said with a grin, meeting Sue’s
eyes for the first time.

She sprang to her feet. “You son of a bitch.
You lying, no good son of a bitch.”

Darby popped up to hold her back from the
stand. “Judge, could I have a ten minute recess?”

Arlington was about to gavel the break when
Jacobs stood. It took a few minutes to replay the last bit of
testimony in his head so that Alix’s distressed expression made
sense. Recess? So his client could go panting after his pissed off
virgin?

“Judge, I would oppose a recess. I think
we’re finally near the end of this thing and if we can skip breaks
we should finish early. It’s a mighty nice day too.”

Arlington looked out the window and checked
his roster. This was the only matter scheduled today. “We can
finish up in time to get in nine holes. Let’s proceed counselors.”
The Judge turned to his clerk. “Call Judge Bennett and see how near
he is to finishing and if he might be ready to hit the links in
about an hour and a half.”

Now impatient, he prodded Jacobs. “Any
further questions, counselor?”

“No, sir,” he replied, deciding to let
opposing counsel stumble into the icing on their cake. A little
buttercream on the face of the lawyer who wanted to educate him
would brighten up Arlington’s day – and his disposition toward
Jacobs' case—at just the right moment.

“Mr. Darby?” The Judge inquired.

“Just a few questions, Your Honor,” Darby
replied, his clipped accent straining beneath the weight of the
drawl he tried to emulate.

The Judge couldn’t choke back his laugh,
although his face reddened with the effort. In a noble act designed
to save the ears of all the Southerners in the room, Arlington
said, “Counselor, it annoys the immortal crap out of us to hear
actors trying to imitate our accents and Mr. Darby, you’re no
actor. Cut it out.”

“Yes, sir,” replied the lawyer, with as much
dignity as he could muster. He tried not to think about the fact
that this story would make it round the whole Horry County bar
before happy hour ended tonight.

Then, obligingly he rushed. He was sped
along by his desire to lick his wounds over several cocktails. He
didn’t know what his poison would be but he was damned sure that
today it wouldn’t be Southern Comfort. “Mr. Bell, while your
testimony has been entertaining, isn’t it a fact that you don’t
have one shred of proof of any of it?”

“I have this,” the witness replied, reaching
inside his jacket to draw out a DVD. “Sue wanted to play with her
new video camera one day. See she’d gotten this tripod that allows
you to...”

“I am familiar with the devices, Mr. Bell.”
He rushed on. “But you don’t have an iota of proof of any of these
supposed cash payments do you, sir?”

Even Alix experienced a moment of near
sympathy for the lawyer when Roddy replied, “Yes, sir, I do.”

Knowing he didn’t want to ask as surely as
he knew he had to, Darby plunged forward. “And what proof might
that be?”

“It’s on the tape, sir.”

Jacobs had allowed his duly chastened
opponent to dangle long enough. “Your Honor, if this tape is of
such relevance, I move that it be played now, unless Mr. Darby
wishes to concede the truthfulness of Mr. Bell’s testimony?”

“Counselor?”

“Angelis bought him off,” Darby accused.

“If my client scripted the witnesses’
testimony there should be nothing incriminating on the DVD.”

“Truth or consequences, Mr. Darby?” Judge
Arlington inquired, for all the world like he hadn’t made up his
mind to play the thing the second Bell produced it.

“I can not concede the truthfulness of this
testimony, Judge,” Darby replied.

“Then play the tape, Charley.” The bailiff
opened a cabinet in the front corner displaying a screen angled
towards the room. Arlington swiveled his chair to face the screen
just as a naked Sue waltzed over to the closet, producing one of
Alix’s Armani suits and a custom tailored silk shirt. She dressed
Bell, distributing teasing caresses with each button, and a lengthy
one to his engorged phallus as she slid the zipper up.

A small sound drew Alix’s attention only
because he was so attuned to her every breath. Rachel. Every other
eye in the room watched the screen, but he turned sideways,
dividing his attention between her and the screen where the images
taunted him to imagine that all the damnable waiting was done and
he cavorted there with Rachel. She turned rosy and fanned herself
with a folded sheet of paper.

On the screen, Sue’s fingers wandered over
Roddy’s Armani cloaked erection. Alix watched Rachel as he dug his
digits into his palms and shifted in his chair. When Rachel’s
fanning opened her jacket to show peaked nipples, he fought the
desire, the urge, to claim her here, now, in the courtroom where
everything he’d spent a lifetime building dangled just out of reach
of the belle bitch.

He felt a hand on his shoulder as Jacobs
leaned over. “Damn it, man.”

When his client didn’t respond, Jacobs
swiveled the chair around. Alix nodded, and tried to focus on the
screen where Sue freed Roddy’s member and proceeded to wake it
again before she positioned herself for his thrust. As he watched
the man pounding it into his wife, Alix couldn’t help wondering
what was wrong with him. Shouldn’t the fact that another man was
screwing his wife upset him more than the fact that they did it in
his bed? Try though he might, he couldn’t summon the slightest
morsel of jealousy. His marriage had been DOA and the only reason
he hadn’t pronounced it earlier sat a few rows back.

Onscreen, in the wake of the frantic
coupling Sue lit a cigarette that she and Roddy shared. They smoked
quietly until her gaze darted to the bathroom door and her feet
soon followed. The mechanic finished the cigarette alone and
moments later, Sue danced out of the bathroom, veering over to the
dresser, where she snatched up something. She sidled over to the
bed, holding both hands behind her. Roddy raised a brow and tried
to see what she held.

She held out her right hand, producing a
navy toothbrush. Alix straightened in his chair, his gaze
narrowing, wishing he'd watched this earlier instead of taking
Jacobs' word that this would win their case. At the time, the
thought of seeing Sue naked had just made him nauseous. Onscreen,
the Sun God showed he had more of a conscience than the belle bitch
because he shook his head, refusing her suggestion. Sue raised a
brow and showed her left hand, fanning out, not five but ten one
hundred-dollar bills. Bell’s eyes veered between the cash and the
toothbrush. Anyone who didn’t know his response hadn’t been
listening to his testimony.

Sure enough, he nodded yes. Sue tossed the
cash onto the bedside table as she gave the man an instruction. He
spread his legs obscenely wide and Sue knelt between them. She
lifted his phallus and held it against his abdomen with one hand as
the other scraped the toothbrush across his balls. She kept up her
play until the balls were rigidly full and the man writhed on the
bed, trying to rub his engorged member against the hand still
restraining it. Moments after she turned her attention and the
toothbrush to it, Roddy’s dick exploded. The belle bitch aimed her
stud’s milky white emission straight for the bristles.

Alix turned green and muttered, “Son of a
Bitch.”

Judge Arlington had been eyeing Sue
speculatively before the toothbrush. Now he felt what he’d sworn to
himself at the start of this case he could never feel – sympathy
for the billionaire. The drunken man must have concluded a big
night on the Vegas strip with a wedding to a coquettish kitten. The
sober man must have woke to a hissing, rabies-infested feline.

Bell left the stand and Arlington took a
deep breath to fight his squeamish belly. His eyes were steady and
hard when he asked the lawyers if they were resting their cases.
Both said yes but only Darby’s tone indicated how very finished he
felt. Even with snow, congestion and crowds, New York seemed very
alluring and very far away on this muggy late September day. Heat
gave up slower than he did in the Carolinas and as he awaited the
ruling, he knew he was finished even if the summer refused to
die.

The belle bitch had sauntered through her
entire repertoire. Well, not sauntered exactly. When the Judge
first cast interested male eyes at her during Roddy’s testimony,
she started at a sultry strut that sped to a frantic trot as the
damning video played. By the end, the Judge was green and the brief
arousal that raised her hopes had vanished. Now the harsh angle of
the formerly seductive tilt to her head, the whirlwind speed of her
eyelash fluttering, and the aerobic pace of her leg crossing gave
Sue all the allure of a frantic hummingbird. The ruling jerked off
her wings.

Judge Arlington upheld the prenuptial
agreement and awarded Alix his freedom.

It was almost enough to make the Greek break
out into a chorus of “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down.”
But only almost. He adored the Grand Strand area of the South
Carolina coast. Still, today he could imagine how some of those
freed slaves must have felt after the War of Northern Aggression –
as folks around here recalled it.

The belle bitch didn’t take it well, of
course. Sue snatched up her purse, leapt to her feet and brushed
right by the professional vultures whose bill just shrank
considerably. Their fees would now come from their client instead
of the deep pockets of her billionaire ex-husband.

The head vulture grabbed her arm. “We will
appeal.”

“What good would that do?” She asked in the
high pitched tone that meant reason was beyond her. “Likely, he
bought those Judges too.” She strode out of the courtroom, passing
her younger sister without a thought, as she generally did. After a
single sideways glance, wishing she could share the happiness of
the man she adored. Her tenuous ties to him were just severed so
Rachel dashed out the door, trying to catch up to Sue.

Surrounded by frightful apparitions - a
horde of happy lawyers - Alix didn't see Rachel’s exit but he felt
it. His connection to her had been like that from the beginning.
She had somehow rooted live wires into his heart, his brain and his
crotch. The innocent lass who thought Alix all-powerful could jerk
those wires singly or in combination. She pulled on at least two of
the three as she dashed out after the half sister who rarely
acknowledged her existence.

Ignoring his common sense, Jacobs shouts,
and Arlington’s vastly amused chuckle, he ran after her. “Rachel,
Rachel, damn it stop.”

He missed her at the elevator and dashed
down the stairs. He panted when he arrived at the ground floor but
caught up to her as she stepped through the doors. He placed his
arm around her waist to guide her through the crowd. “What is your
hurry, exactly?”

“I have to go to work,” she said and braced
herself as his complexion darkened and his eyes narrowed. As it
generally did, his face remained composed. Only that narrowing and
the slightly ruddy hue warned of his anger. Those who didn't know
him well would have missed it altogether, as his lawyers did when
they surged around them on the front steps.

“Shall we go celebrate, Alix?” Jacobs asked
jovially, his joy missing the lovely honey hued lass trying to jerk
free of his client’s arm.

“Great work, Randy,” he said, as he
reluctantly released Rachel to give his attorney a handshake and a
pat on the back.

“She never saw it coming and I have to
admit, I feel more than a little sorry for poor Darby.”

“I don’t,” Alix said flatly. “He should pick
his clients more carefully.”

His gaze darted over when he heard Rachel's
exclamation. “Adam, how lovely.”

The still-enthralled associate had vaulted
over after a quick visit to the flower vendor operating on the
corner opposite the courthouse. He handed Rachel a single red rose.
She kissed his cheek while his eyes filled with white picket
fences. The whole blasted scene was sweet and touching and set
every possessive Angelis instinct on high alert. Adam. His name was
Adam. A phalanx of reporters swarmed just after he heard Adam tell
Rachel he’d drive her home. The presence of the reporters and the
television cameras running the scene live forced him to restrain
himself. He couldn’t dismember the man now, but he would in a
moment.

He kept his comments for the media as brief
as possible but stood politely while they spoke to Jacobs. The man
had done an outstanding job and deserved his moment in the sun.
Alix kept repeating that to himself like a mantra while the
associate drove away with Rachel.

It took a good half-hour to break away and
he only made it then because Max brought the limo around front. In
the midst of yet another comment to the reporters, Jacobs halted
when Alix leaned to his ear and said, “The car is here. Lets go and
I’ll drop you by your office.”

A single glance at the barely restrained
fury on his client’s face had Jacobs following without protest. As
they drove away from the building, he asked a single question.
“What’s his last name, Randy?”

“You’re free of them. Let her go,” Jacobs
urged.

“His name?”

With a sigh, Jacobs replied, “Adam
Maggio.”

“His firm?”

“Richards and Johnson.”

With a nod, Angelis picked up his cell
phone. Several calls later, he put it aside with a satisfied click.
Dismemberment didn’t have to be physical.

“Tomorrow morning young Mr. Maggio will
discover that he has a choice between his job and Rachel. Tomorrow
afternoon he will learn that if he chooses Rachel, he should change
careers because no other firm will hire him. Tomorrow night, he
will learn that his unemployment benefits better stretch to cover
his family, for if he chooses Rachel his father in New York will
loose his union job and his pension. I suspect, I will have no
other problems with that young man.”

Randy didn’t chase his tail by chiding his
client. “The other call?”

“To my dentist. I explained why I need an
emergency cleaning,”

The car pulled up in front of his office and
Jacobs retrieved his briefcase, but before he got out he turned to
his client. “Now will you go home?”

“Actually,” Alix said, “I have a craving for
chicken wings.”

“Have your cook prepare some,” the lawyer
suggested.

“I hear that Toot’s wings are the best. Or
so Chad tells me.”

“Stay away from her,” Jacobs urged,
suspecting he fought a battle he couldn't win.

“Don’t you think I would if I could?” Alix's
tone was barely a whisper as he faced the surrender of his will to
the need that was the first thing to best him.

“She brings Sue with her. After today, the
belle bitch’s hatred of you will be deep and consuming. She will
want revenge and if you stay in her world long enough, she will get
it,” Jacobs cautioned.

“I’ve taken on Trump and bested him. I’ve
taken on Gates and bested him. You think I should fear Sue?”

“Don’t underrate her,” Jacobs got out of the
car, but leaned in to finish, “Redneck revenge is nothing to sneeze
at.”

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Alix stopped by the Angelis to change into
black shorts and a matching polo shirt. He snatched his car keys,
tossing them in the air as he headed towards the door. They slipped
out of his hands and clattered against a golden tray holding a
crystal vase of flowers on the foyer table. He bent to pick them up
and caught a glimpse of the man in such a hurry in a mirror as he
straightened. Who was this person?

The man in the mirror looked like a pirate
planning to abduct a fair maiden. But this pirate wore his face.
Had the buccaneer seized his soul too? One look at a honey-haired
temptress walking down ramshackle stairs of the foster home from
hell could not have changed him so drastically. But it had – a
single look and she stole his heart and his soul. He hadn’t even
kissed her but still he had courted her, claimed her and fenced her
away from the world. She claimed him without even trying, which
hadn’t been difficult. He was so much hers that he didn’t even know
himself anymore. He tried hard to look less dastardly than he felt
when his cousin arrived.

“Why don’t we head to Amornos? Some time on
the island may help you put things in perspective,” Niko
suggested.

“You’re too diplomatic,” Alix replied. “What
you want to say is that perhaps a trip to the island would restore
my sanity.”

“That too,” the other man agreed as he
poured two goblets of Mavrodafni. “We must toast.”

He accepted the glass with a raised brow and
a question. “To what?”

“Freedom from the belle bitch, her family
and her state.”

He raised his glass obligingly but before it
connected with the other he modified the toast. “To freedom from
the belle bitch.”

The glasses clinked and the men toasted but
one of them looked far from satisfied.

“Aunt Ana called to check on how the hearing
went. She is preparing the house for your return and she selected a
host of potential brides for you – women fit to bear the Angelis
name. All are Greek, all are pure. Several have been raised in
convents.”

Alix strolled to the patio window. Feeling a
need for the warm Atlantic breeze, he slid the door open and
stepped onto the balcony. His self-appointed conscience followed,
awaiting a reply.

“Mother means well,” he said.

“You never introduced her to Sue or
Rachel.”

“I wouldn’t inflict Sue on Mother and I
wouldn’t inflict Mother on Rachel.”

“You know that she would discern your
feelings for Rachel. She would wonder at your hypocrisy.”

“My hypocrisy?”

“During our last trip to Amornos before the
yacht made its ill-fated voyage to Charleston Harbor, Aunt Ana
invited a potential bride to stay for several days. When we left,
you told your mother that the girl was too young for you. She was
twenty two as I recall.”

“You think I don’t have guilt because of
Rachel’s age? Yes, damn it, I feel guilty that I feel so much for
someone so young.” His words were as sharp as his expression but
his cousin knew him well enough to ignore both.

“Then walk away.”

Ignoring the interjection, he continued. “My
guilt is why Rachel remains a virgin.”

“But not pure.” Niko’s sneer gave way to
amazement when Alix whirled on him, an instant away from throwing a
punch.

Only an inborn respect for family forced him
to rein in his temper and settle for a series of shoves. He pushed
until he'd trapped his cousin in a corner. Then he seized Niko's
chin in a grip designed to inflict pain. “I have not touched her
yet. When I do, and I will, I advise you to never, ever denigrate
her. Cast a slur on her again and kinship will not save you from
hobbling to the unemployment line – if you’re lucky.”

Alix backed off while his cousin weighed his
words. With the killer instinct that made him fit for right hand
duty, Niko honed in on his Achilles’ heel. “I don’t understand,” he
said. “You have had other women since you met her. She may matter,
but she can’t matter that much.”

Turning away to hide the shame he couldn’t
conceal, he answered slowly. “Not many and not often but I admit
that I have not been completely faithful.”

“Faithful?” The assistant asked, surprised
at the word. “To a virgin you say you have never touched?”

“My only excuse is that my need for her
consumes me but my guilt over her age prevents me from touching her
for fear that she doesn’t feel the same way – that she is too young
to feel the same way – that I won’t be able to stop. After I’ve
held out as long as I can, longer than I should, I have
occasionally turned to other women.” Alix turned suddenly,
certainty firming his jaw. “I only cheated technically. I never
cheated in my heart.”

“I don’t even know what that means,” Niko
said.

“The other women were always Rachel,” Alix
confessed. “I took them with my eyes closed and pretended it was
her every time. It was the only way I could do it.” His words
quivered just a bit under the weight of his emotion. Most people
wouldn't have noticed, but Niko wasn't most people.

“Alixander the Great,” Pagonis pondered his
cousin, considering his next question for a long moment before he
asked it. “Has she conquered you then?”

“Oh yes. She cleared the castle walls before
I could raise a defense,” Alix admitted. “She conquered me, and she
doesn’t even know it.”

Niko strode to the table to refill his
goblet and turned to his cousin. “Another?”

“No, thank you. I better pass because I hear
that beer goes with hot wings better than wine, even of the lovely
Greek variety.”

That stopped the other man cold. “Hot wings?
You’re joking, right?”

Alix smiled at himself. “I’m prepared to
make any sacrifice and note that I didn’t include almost in that
sentence.”

“Cousin, if you’re eating hot wings, it must
be love,” Niko said, chuckling despite himself at the image of his
sophisticated cousin gnawing on a chicken wing.

Alix was nearly out the door before he
leaned back in. “Did you ever doubt it?”

He didn’t wait for a reply. The tourist
traffic around Ocean Drive was still heavy. Despite weaving in and
out of traffic, he didn't forget to salute the near haunted
environs of the former Pavilion. Still, at the speeds he drove only
a few minutes passed before his navy Mercedes pulled into the
parking lot on King's Highway besides one of many area beachwear
stores. He didn’t get out immediately. He sat for a few minutes,
assaulting the steering wheel of his convertible while he tried to
calm his rage. A minute earlier, as he pulled into the space, three
frat rats climbing out of the jeep parked next to him had been
speculating about dining on the new honey girl’s hives. Chicken
wings were the least of his worries.

How could he explain all of this to Rachel?
Chad said if he wanted her fired, he’d have to do it himself. He
hoped to find a way to tell her without making himself look like
the bad guy. He even hoped to do it without having her guess his
true reason.

Maybe he could tell her that he'd called
Chad and arranged her immanent departure for reasons of conscience.
He could say that she should think more of herself than to sell
glimpses of her body for tips. Yes, that was a sound reason, but
when he’d tried it out on Chad, the other man had dropped the phone
laughing. Working at Toot’s was a highly sought after job that paid
well and often attracted the attention of local media types casting
for print or television advertising campaigns. Local ladies lined
up to try out for jobs as waitresses in the restaurant that,
despite its image, catered to families as well as to the randy men
who came in to leer and dream.

Still, he might be able to sell her on that
one. It would work better than the truth.

Damning himself for cowardice, he got out of
the car and walked to the building. He tried not to look at the big
photo splashed on the side. It told passers by to “Blow Your Way To
Toot’s.” Okay, the bagpipes meant to convey a musical message but
it wasn’t music that the horny guys lined up for tables dreamed of
blowing.

He’d already made Chad laugh his gullet out
once, but his hand curved around the cell phone tucked in his
pocket as the line moved at the speed of a particularly well-fed
snail. He held out until he heard the hostess snap at one of the
rowdy blokes ahead of him. “I know you want Rachel’s section. All
of you rough and ready lads want her section. You'll have to
wait.”

The hostess noticed him at the rear of the
line about then. His age put him apart from the eager beavers, but
that wasn’t what had her walking towards him the second she spotted
him. To the well-trained lady, his posture shouted “I have money”
and his demeanor insisted, “I have power.” Both told her that this
customer would tip well to be seated quickly.
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