This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
Giftwrapped
Copyright 2009, Kate Smith
Cover Art by KSeriphyn Designs
All Rights Reserved.
This book, or any parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without the permission of the author. The uploading and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the author is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights are appreciated.
For information: Katarr Kanticles Press, USA
admin@katarrkanticlespress.com
Jed Wolferton really shouldn’t be surprised that an offhand comment had the power to make him re-evaluate his decision making paradigm. Out of the blue was Blaise’s modus operandi. But every now and then his employer managed to turn his world upside down and shake out the crumbs along with the loose change and, Jed feared, his common sense.
Like when she’d suggested he sign on with her in the aftermath of their first meeting when he was out of a job and out of a family.
Or like three minutes ago when she’d casually started detailing what they were doing tonight after dinner while browsing the bookshelves at the back of the Op Shop.
Or one minute ago when she’d snapped her fingers and said that it all depended on Luke making the meet on time.
Jed grabbed her arm as she shrugged and started for the front of the store. “Why do we need him?”
“Because this is a script for three.” Blaise peeled his fingers away with exaggerated winces.
“Then use Halloran.”
More exaggeration in the patience-gathering sigh and the widening of eyes currently a vivid purple. “He’s underage.”
Jed stared, stuck somewhere between flabber and gasted before his brain jolted into coherence again, and cued his feet to follow the slight woman in a polka-dotted halter-neck dress. “This is a problem for the Queen of Disguise?”
Her majesty waggled her rear as she bent over a tub of various silks, sifting through the lengths until she found one that appealed. “Nope, because the boy is staying home with all the Bourne movies and the dog, and also because Luke is on his way.”
Coffee-coloured negligee draped over her arm, Blaise patted his cheek as she drifted into the hat section.
“Luke,” Jed repeated, unable to stop himself looming over her.
“He’s a friend.” Blaise dipped her knees to check the hat was sufficiently cute enough to join her collection. She pursed her lips, her eyes narrowed. . . she winked at him in the mirror. “Like you.”
Right.
Two months of working with her and they were friends. Never mind that his skin tingled if she touched him, never mind that he could pick her out regardless of how she looked at any particular time and with Blaise her looks changed hourly. Never mind that she’d just stabbed him with the existence of a male friend she trusted enough to take on a recovery.
Never mind that on the rare occasions she cooked, her pasta sauce could use more imagination and that he ate it anyway.
“Ooooh, gloves and mittens!” Heedless of the damage she’d inflicted, Blaise zoomed away to fuss through the plastic boxes.
Well, he’d give her this much. Her blind spot to romance as it pertained to herself was consistent. He’d also give her some space.
Jed felt for his wallet and approached the counter with due caution for its elderly guardian. Barely five-feet tall and garbed in layers, the little old lady teamed improbable red hair with enthusiastically blue eyeshadow and the striking speed of a king cobra. She grabbed Jed’s novel, flipped it, and sighted through her bifocals at the blurb. “One dollar. Is it violent?”
“Ahh, the first two in the series were fairly mild, but vampires, you know.” Jed resisted asking if she was sure about the price, having expected to pay twice that at least given the lack of creasing of the spine.
The granny waved the book about, trying to obtain the right angle for the shop lighting and her glasses to cooperate. Jed set the coin on the counter and considered rescuing the book out of her clawed fingers as it came closer to him. He just couldn’t shake his upbringing enough to be rude to the elderly. And look what that had got him into last time…
“Well, I won’t read it if it’s not violent.” The granny looked over her lenses at Jed reproachfully. “I need my daily dose of gore. Bring on the psychotic serial killers, an evisceration or a flaying, maybe decapitation with a nailfile. That’s always a good one; getting the little hook bit stuck in the gristle protecting the oesophagus is a real bugger for the protagonist. Is there kink?”
“I think the main character’s trying to minimise the gore as well as avoid inciting world war five,” Jed said, easing away from the counter.
“No kink, then.”
Jed held out his hand, brows peaking until she sniffed and let him take the book. He abandoned Blaise to the old witch’s claws and walked out, clutching the book to his chest, patting it gently. “There, there.”
Blaise caught up half a block down the street. She muffled her giggles against his bicep as she stashed her purchases in his jacket pockets. “Apparently I should snatch you up as based on your reading habits you probably know enough to please a woman and have enough kink to keep her laughing. When she isn’t panting, that is. I think Bernadette’s your new number one fan.”
There was that damn tingling, spreading from his arm to his chest like a premonition of a heart attack. Jed gathered up his dignity. “No wonder senior citizen is one of your favourite guises. I still owe you for the pinup-of-the-nursing home ploy you pulled on me.”
“That wasn’t a ploy.” Blaise strolled along, swishing her skirts lazily. “I really did email your picture to the girls at the home. They’re knitting you a jumper to match your eyes.”
There was no way to win with this woman, ever.
Jed glared a beseeching fundraiser at the intersection into silence. He immediately felt bad about it and went back to drop coins into the tin. So this was what he’d come to; intimidating college kids. Try as he wanted, he couldn’t pin that on Blaise, not quite.
“What’s tonight about?” he asked, lowering his sunglasses.
Blaise tucked her hand through his elbow and matched their paces as a breeze showered them in stolen cherry blossom. “Saving the world, of course.”
“Of course.”
* * * *
In style, Blaise amended, saving the world in style. Since Jed Wolferton had crashed into her world like a meteor he’d added quite a lot of dash to the derring do simply with his bearing. The broad shoulders, the hazel eyes sparking dry humour, the delightful derrière the Op Shop lady had approved with a thumbs up, the sheer competency he projected, they all helped too.
But it was pretty much Jed being just Jed that got to her at the weirdest moments.
Like now, strolling along on a sunny afternoon, arm in arm, as though there was nothing further on their minds than a latte, maybe a slice of lemon tart, followed by him reading that book to her in a bath full of bubbles.
Blaise peeked under her lashes at him. Oh yes, if he stayed around much longer she’d be tempted to dig out the cat suit and go all Emma Peel over the man. Instead she suppressed a sigh and reviewed her scheme. There was plenty of risk involved. The pay off was enough to make her jump up and down, the bonus was a sweet cherry on top, and the weather forecast was favourable. Even her horoscope was tentatively optimistic.
So why did she have the nagging sense of something overlooked?
Jed pried her fingers looser on his arm. “Problem?”
“There will be if Halloran hasn’t picked up my outfit from the cleaners,” she promised lightly.
“Blaise.”
“It’s a simple script. What could possibly go—”
“Jinx yourself if you really want,” Jed recommended, hazel eyes glinting as he looked over his sunglasses. “But count me out of that part.”
Blaise rubbed her lips over the palm he’d clapped across her mouth, admiring the brightening of those glints. And when she’d banished the feel of his skin sliding against her sensitive lips to the back of her brain for much later study, she bit him. Hard. Hard enough that he muffled a girlish squeal.
“I wonder what’s for dinner.” Blaise picked up her pace, savouring the clack of her heels over the footpath and the muffled muttering trailing her home.
* * * *
She was right, as usual.
This was no place for a teenage Goth Lord. Hell, it was no place for him and he’d hardly been a teenager. He’d skipped all that angst in favour of responsibility early on.
Jed collected his beer bottle from the remotely polite server with a swipe of a hand and plunked his arse down on a stool. Red leather and chrome dominated the bar area in some sort of art nouveau décor that went well with the drinks being sipped, swigged, and swilled by the clientele. Stemmed glasses dominated. Jed toasted his surly-looking image in the mirror running along one wall with the only long-neck in the place.
Blaise had pulled a number on him before kicking him out of the warehouse with instructions on how to find the rendezvous. She’d confiscated his jacket and threatened him at knife point out of his jeans. Under other circumstances he’d have appreciated it; okay, so he got a thrill out of pretending resistance. Who wouldn’t when a gorgeous quirky woman with a mind like a maze insisted he strip?
“Exactly,” Jed mumbled, shaking his head and smacking his beer bottle down a fraction too hard on the bar. He hunched his shoulders, brooding.
Then she’d had the gall to suit him up in charcoal slacks and black silk shirt and come at him with a fistful of jewellery.
And then she’d had the infernal nerve to send him here, to the Butterfly Sting, where the lights were rose-tinted and the music writhed between jazz and rock, where the serving of alcohol was the least of the services offered.
Jed knocked back a shot of the beer, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and glowered at the ring on his pinky. It matched the studs in his cuffs and, but for the grace of some overworked guardian fairy, didn’t match a stud in his ear though Blaise’s pet Goth had offered to fix the lack of a piercing.
“Never gonna get away with it, querida.” He narrowed his stare at the server drifting from one end of the bar to the other, shooting shrewd looks his way under the too-long fringe and noting the signs of trouble on the boil.
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