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Knox Hilliard’s uncle murdered his father to marry his mother and take control of the family company. Now, he and his cousins Sebastian and Giselle are on a quest for justice and to restore Knox’s inheritance to him. None of them expect to find love along the way.
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AUGUST 2004
“Check out the way he walks. I wonder if he fucks as good as he looks?”
Miss Justice McKinley looked down at the textbooks on the desktop in front of her and felt violated by the predatory tone coming from the woman in the row behind her. Really, she’d thought she’d left all this junior high queen bee business when she graduated from college, but apparently, some girls just never grew up.
She was very beautiful, Sherry was, glossy black hair, very thin, very well dressed—and she knew it. She stood out in the lecture hall full of students who watched and listened to Chouteau County prosecutor Knox Hilliard’s bon mots in between student introductions.
Sherry’s worker bees laughed and slid comments back and forth about Sherry’s tastes, most of which, in Justice’s opinion, were unprintable. Justice even flinched at one particularly nasty remark that she couldn’t avoid hearing, then the back of her chair was kicked and she tossed a glance over her shoulder in irritation.
“Sherry,” Worker Bee Number One whispered, “stop it. She’s gonna get mad.”
“What’s she going to do, read me Bible stories? Look at her! She’s drooling all over her pretty little dress. She wouldn’t know what to do with him if she had him.”
Justice swallowed at the cruelty in the girl’s voice, the nanny-nanny-boo-boo singsong close in her ear, and she cringed at the whisper. “I bet she wants to fuck Knox Hilliard as much as I do. Pay attention, little girl.”
It was a good thing Justice was in front of Sherry and her courtiers because her face flooded with color. She averted her gaze from Professor Hilliard and tried to cool the hot rage and mortification that welled up inside her. It wouldn’t have bothered her so much if Sherry hadn’t cut so close to the truth.
Then it was the Queen Bee’s turn to introduce herself. She kicked Justice’s chair again and Justice blinked away stinging tears before looking up at the handsome attorney.
“Miss Quails,” Professor Hilliard said, his deep voice resonating from the front row of the lecture hall all the way to the most remote corners of the back. “Your turn. What kind of law do you want to practice?”
“Corporate,” she said shortly, “but what I really want to talk about is what you’re doing this weekend? All weekend?”
The room held its collective breath at her brazenness and the professor stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. Then a smile, quick and blinding, flashed across his face. Justice stared at him in awe, as she had for the entire two hours she’d been in this class. If Justice had ever needed to see an example of male beauty and masculine grace, Knox Hilliard was it. Too bad he was only subbing for the real professor.
He began to chuckle as he came closer to Sherry and therefore, closer to Justice. “See me after class and I’ll see what I can arrange,” he murmured, his predatory tone matching Sherry’s perfectly.
“Certainly . . . Knox.”
He still chuckled as he continued with the next person down the row. Justice averted her eyes. Soon she heard, “And what about you, Miss McKinley?”
Justice started, and looked up at him; he watched her expectantly. She could feel her face burn and she cleared her throat. Her nerve endings tingled and she felt slightly nauseated. “I—I want to be a prosecutor,” she said and then, to her horror, she added, “like you.”
Sherry and her clique snickered openly.
Surprise flickered in the man’s ice blue eyes and he smiled in kind bemusement. “Why?”
Justice swallowed again. She felt as if she were on trial, as if her answer would determine her whole future. In three years, half the people in that classroom would be competing for the coveted coup of being hired and trained by Knox Hilliard. Yes, her answer today would determine her whole future.
“I—I want to help people,” she began, caught up in the suddenly changing colors of his eyes and for a brief moment, she forgot all about Sherry. “I think that criminals . . . that they have too many rights. It’s too easy to hurt others for fun and profit.” She went on, gaining confidence in her opinion and strength in her voice as she always did when she spoke on something she believed in.
“There’s no sense of right and wrong anymore. Um, personal property rights—meaning oneself and one’s belongings—were meant to be held sacred. That’s what the Founding Fathers wanted. Life and valuables are cheap now, partly, um, because of the eroding family base and partly because the legal system doesn’t punish criminals well enough. I want to help make the law a deterrent again—to, oh, legally avenge those whose lives are violated by someone else.”
Silence reigned throughout the lecture hall, and Justice could not quite meet the probing gaze of the professor. She stared at her books and tried to hold back tears of frustration and embarrassment.
Then Sherry laughed. Her friends laughed. The room exploded in laughter—raucous, jeering guffaws aimed at Justice, who was only now aware that she had displayed an appalling naïveté for her entire class to see.
This was going to be a long three years.
“ENOUGH!”
The roar was violent, livid, and thoroughly effective as it echoed off the walls of the abruptly silent room. Justice’s head snapped up to see Professor Hilliard leisurely stroll across the dais away from her, his hands in the pockets of his fine gray suit. His face was hard as he glared up at the rows and rows of open-mouthed students.
“How dare you,” he murmured, his tone dangerous. His lazy syntax and country twang were gone. He spoke with precision, his diction flawless. His easygoing manner had disintegrated to hard cynicism in the blink of an eye and Justice stared at him, confused—his outrage had been so immediate, so effortless.
“How dare you denigrate the career goals of a fellow student. I daresay none of you have thought that deeply about what you want and why you want it. None of you have displayed that kind of passion or expressed yourselves so eloquently that the room was enthralled with what you said. None of you were courageous enough to say what you really thought. How dare you sit on your pretentiously cynical asses and laugh at idealism. Idealism is what created this country; it’s what drives it; it’s what allows you to be here on daddy’s money.”
He pointed to different sections of the room in turn. “You. You. You.” He began the trek back across the platform toward Justice. She caught the faintest whiff of an elegant cologne as he leaned alongside her toward Sherry. “And you, Miss Quails,” he purred, and it was not a nice purr.
Justice gulped, glad she was not on the receiving end of the latent violence in his voice. “You can go fuck yourself, because I certainly won’t.”
The collective gasp was palpable. Sherry stammered in confused outrage, even as Professor Hilliard’s regard softened and settled upon Justice who, with tears of mixed gratitude and mortification in her eyes, looked away from his large harshness and golden darkness.
Fingertips under her chin gently forced her face around and up. She blinked to get rid of her tears before his clever ice—no, now dark—blue eyes saw them.
“Do you believe in vigilante justice, Justice?”
She gulped. “No,” she whispered.
“What about theft versus crimes against the body?”
“Property is to be held as sacred as the body and vice versa,” she responded in a voice made stronger after clearing her throat.
“Revenge?”
“No excuse.”
“Biblical and all that.”
“Yes.”
“Black and white?”
“No. Right and wrong.”
Justice followed his line of reasoning without effort because she knew these things, believed these things, believed in the brilliance and genius of the Founding Fathers.
They had touched, somehow, this experienced attorney somewhere in his mid-thirties and Justice, a twenty-two-year-old (today) law student who’d been in classes for a whole five days.
His thumb drifted across her cheekbone as he stood looking down at her; Justice was only minimally aware of the lecture hall full of spellbound students. His mind connected with hers even as his fingertips connected with her skin.
“Very good, Justice,” he murmured.
She stared up into Knox Hilliard’s sapphire eyes and fell in love.
* * * * *
Giselle Cox reached out and brushed the girl’s shoulder. She started, turned, nearly cowering in fear of whatever cutting remark she assumed Giselle would make, her hazel, almost amber, eyes wide.
“You were very good in there,” Giselle said quietly, aware of the wary glances cast their way because she got attention wherever she went whether she wanted it or not. Today, she wanted it; no one who knew any better would bother this girl now that Giselle had marked her just by talking to her.
Giselle inspected Justice closely. Her appearance needed some serious help. She was taller than Giselle by at least three or four inches. An early ’80s-type shirtwaist dress made of printed chintz with a wide white collar hid a body type Giselle could only guess at, but if the legs were anything to go by, she had a lot of potential.
Her hair was a mess. It was a dull dark red mahogany color, frizzy, in a French braid that went to her waist and did nothing to contain the out-of-control frizz.
Her face was odd. That was the only way Giselle could describe it. She had a strange color of foundation on as if she were trying to hide acne, but the skim coat of makeup was smooth, so she must be hiding freckles. That’d go with the hair. Too bad, too, because the girl had exquisite bone structure. Giselle was tempted to take the girl for a makeover just because she’d been so fabulous in class, but cracking open her chrysalis and letting that butterfly loose would have some serious and long-lasting complications.
Heaven only knew, Professor Hilliard didn’t need any more complications at the moment, especially considering what had happened in class. For a variety of reasons, no one would believe for a moment his initial response to Sherry’s proposition had been anything other than an attempt to let her save face, but he’d be lucky not to get fired or sued—or both—over how he had spoken to her after that and then actually touched a student. The F-bomb in class, even.
Giselle snorted. Professor Shit-for-Brains.
No, better Justice look like this for as long as possible in case he was tempted to do something even more stupid.
Justice continued to look down and she mumbled something Giselle couldn’t hear, then her eye was caught just over Justice’s shoulder. Knox stared at her from a staircase across the hall. He slid a cold glance over to Sherry and her brood who huddled together, their outrage palpable. Giselle looked at them, looked back at him and raised an eyebrow. He nodded once and left.
Still mumbling. Dammit, she wished she didn’t have to talk to the top of the girl’s frizzy red head.
“Justice,” Giselle murmured, dipping her body down so she looked up into the girl’s face. She smiled gently as Justice raised her head. “You just go about your business. Believe in yourself and your opinions. Have faith. I don’t know you, but I’m very proud of you.”
Another encouraging smile, then she left the building.
To lie in wait.
“Sherry!” Giselle said brightly as the bitch came around a corner. “Can I, uh, talk to you a minute?”
“Sure, Giselle!”
Giselle’s lip almost curled at the girl’s delight at having finally caught her attention. There were only two reasons Sherry would know her name after only one week in class.
Ten years older than most of the other students, Giselle was a third year on the five-year plan. It wasn’t the most prestigious position to be in, that was for sure, but given her age, the fact that she already had a PhD, and, oh, the fact that she and Professor Hilliard clashed loudly, publicly, and often, she garnered a certain deference—even from other professors.
It also made her a target for crushes of both genders.
Leaving her giggling friends under a tree, Sherry followed Giselle eagerly to an out-of-the-way spot in a thick stand of trees. Giselle turned only to find the girl backed up to a big tree, preening for her. She smiled seductively and approached her slowly with a swing in her hips.
“I know what you want,” Giselle murmured.
Sherry sucked in an anticipatory breath. “Really?”
“You’ve made it clear enough all week.”
Giselle reached out a hand when she was close enough to touch, and Sherry closed her eyes, waiting for Giselle’s kiss.
Sherry couldn’t even screech when her head was snapped back against the tree, Giselle’s hand clamped around Sherry’s throat and squeezing just enough.
“I’m going to tell you this once and I want you to make sure it gets spread around,” she whispered in Sherry’s ear. “Leave. Justice. McKinley. Alone. If I hear even a suggestion of a rumor that you, your skank patrol, or anyone else not even associated with you are giving her a hard time, you’ll regret it. I think the last place you want to be for the next three years is on my shit list. You’re so not his type,” she muttered, and with one last look of sheer disgust, she let Sherry go.
She turned to run, but Giselle grabbed a handful of her hair and jerked her back, whispering in her ear. “You make sure now, to remind people that they are to be nice to her. How’d you like to be on his shit list, too?”
“No, no. I’m sorry. Please let me go,” she whimpered. “Please.”
And Giselle did. She ran crying back to her friends, but no one approached Giselle with accusations of what had happened in the glade.
Sherry left two weeks later, but Giselle continued to watch over Justice long after her impassioned speech was forgotten by all but three people.
SEPTEMBER 2004
The Kansas City crime scene unit had had to dredge Leah Wincott’s body from a pond, so the casket remained closed. There was only one reason any bride of Knox Hilliard—especially one who had a child already—would turn up dead.
Bryce knew he should probably stop sneaking glances at one particular mourner while his friend and client lay at the front of the chapel garnering her due respects. Leah’s death had too many implications to allow distraction, but he’d taken one look across the room and he could think of nothing but the woman who’d caught his attention.
She sat in a darkened back corner alone, her arms folded across her delectable chest. In one hand, she held a Dixie cup filched from one of the funeral home’s restrooms. She took a sip, then stared down into it. She looked good in black. No, she looked like a queen in black.
Anger, not sorrow. He didn’t know what kind of a relationship she had had with Leah, but he could feel the rage radiating from her in waves. By the time a funeral rolled around, most people had passed the anger stage of grief, or at least they hid it for the rest of the mourners. Not this woman; she seethed and her modest dress didn’t do a thing to mitigate her mood.
He studied her from where he stood in the midst of a cluster of people who had shown up at Leah’s visitation to witness the last event in the debacle of the most awaited and debated wedding on Wall Street.
Two weeks earlier, the OKH Bride, the woman who, with two tiny words would enable one man to inherit the majority shares of a Fortune 100 company, had been snatched from her dressing room and murdered just before she could say “I do.”
Still the woman he watched sat slumped in her chair, her expensively shod feet resting on the folding chair in front of her. Dull blonde corkscrews cascaded just beyond her shoulders. She had already plowed her fingers through them several times in a futile effort to keep them out of her eyes. Finally, she huffed, set her Dixie cup down on the chair next to her, reached up, and began to braid her hair back.
Bryce sighed. He wished she hadn’t done that. On the other hand . . .
The black velvet of her short bodice shimmered subtle gold and stretched over her breasts. His nostrils flared, just a bit, at the thought of stroking gently over one of them, pausing to flick at her nipple with a thumb.
Her knee-length silk-and-chiffon skirt had risen until the hem caught on something indiscernible about her thigh that was distinctly out of place. It took him out of the moment of sexual fantasy and into the realm of sheer curiosity at what would require one to wear a heavy black strap around one’s thigh. He couldn’t think of a reason at the moment, but it didn’t matter. She’d finished braiding and she returned to her previous attitude: slouched, her arms folded, scowling at the floor.
An older woman in black passed behind her, pulled her fingertips lightly across her back in what seemed to Bryce a loving caress, and said something to her when she looked up.
Now he could see her face in its entirety and he sucked in a breath. He’d seen her before, in a Pre-Raphaelite painting he remembered studying in freshman humanities more than twenty years before. Lilith, Adam’s first wife, who demanded equality with Adam and left Eden in a snit when he refused.
Bryce had never forgotten that tale, nor the painting. The idea that Adam had had a wife before Eve had shocked him to his core at the time. Further, the particular point of Lilith’s complaint against Adam had aroused Bryce painfully. As he watched the warm, breathing Lilith across the room from him, he didn’t have to wonder if she’d demand to be on top.
He wondered how she’d go about demanding it.
The older woman had stopped speaking and waited for Lilith’s response. Her mouth tightened and she looked away, off into nothing, thinking. Finally, she glanced back up at the woman, nodded once, and spoke. He could read her lips.
Okay, Mom.
The mother walked away with a pat on Lilith’s shoulder. As she arose, her full skirt caught again, on the chair this time, and he sucked in a sharp breath. More to the point, what would require a woman to wear a nine-millimeter semi-automatic pistol strapped to her thigh at a visitation, under a cocktail dress, with no other trappings of law enforcement? The black lace of the top of her stocking only added to the arousing effect of the odd juxtaposition of delicate lace and lethal steel.
This Lilith had him harder than Collier’s painting.
Dammit, she mouthed as she swept her hand down her body to straighten her dress and cover the gun. The black-and-gold fabrics flared and shimmered when she turned from him. Her ridiculously high heels forced the muscles of her legs into sharp relief and his eyes widened at the latent power he saw there when she strutted away into the dark recesses of the funeral home until she disappeared.
He hung back, loath to follow her. He raised his left hand to feel his face, the burn scars that disfigured him, mocked him, kept him from approaching women because he hated the flinching, the fake politeness.
Monster.
He’d overheard that frightened whisper long ago when the scars were still relatively fresh, and though it didn’t make him angry anymore, it did serve to remind him of his sin, the punishment for his sin.
The image of that woman, Lilith, dangerous, muscular, on her knees in front of him, his hand clutched in her hair, her mouth around him, flared in his mind. He thought he’d never catch his breath.
His feet took it upon themselves to trace her path, following a hint of a perfume he knew would belong to a Lilith: spice and flowers with a hint of sex. Far away from the chapel, toward a small, dimly lit room at the other end of the building, he rounded a corner and heard a delicate female voice, filled with anger.
He stopped, ducked back a bit, listened.
“Say it, Knox.”
A sudden whoosh of air. “Okay, okay,” came a man’s voice. Knox Hilliard’s—the fiancé of the woman in the casket. “You were right. I’m sorry,” he murmured. “Giselle, you don’t know how sorry I am.”
Giselle.
Not Lilith. His disappointment was deep and sharp, but she made it disappear with the unexpected sorrow in her whisper. “Oh, I’m sorry, too, Knox. I shouldn’t have said that.”
There was a pause, then the sound of rustling fabric. Bryce risked a peek around the corner and saw her engulfed in Hilliard’s arms, his face in the crook of her neck, her arms wound around his shoulders and her fingers curled into his hair.
“Come home with me tonight,” he murmured, one hand undoing her braid and the other splayed across her buttocks, crushing her to him. “Please. I need you.”
Bryce’s heart thundering in his chest, he pulled himself away from the tableau in front of him and dropped back against the wall. His mind churned through the implications of that even as the silence lengthened, only to be pierced with the soft sounds of kissing.
He didn’t wait to hear her response. Nauseated, he pushed away from the wall and stalked out of the funeral home.
That Leah Wincott, Bryce’s friend and client, had died for the sake of a man who had a mistress—it angered him.
That Bryce wanted a woman he didn’t know, who wouldn’t be interested in him anyway, the mistress of Leah’s groom—it enraged him. Lilith, succubus.
That the man between Lilith and Leah was Knox Hilliard, well . . . Bryce felt thoroughly, inexplicably, betrayed.
Again.
* * * * *
“One night,” Knox whispered into her mouth as their kiss softened.
In the aftermath of Leah’s death, with all the attendant guilt and grief, Giselle understood that he needed her. She couldn’t say she didn’t need him that way, too, but . . .
“You know what I’m going to say,” she murmured, pulling away from him. She placed her palms on either side of his tanned, ruggedly handsome face and looked into his ice blue eyes. She studied him and for the first time noticed how he had aged under the weight of constant stress. Thirty-five going on forty-five. “If we ever have sex, it can’t happen because of something like this. We’re not teenagers anymore and it’s about fifteen years too late for us. All you want right now is comfort sex and I won’t do that. I deserve more, especially from you.”
He sighed.
“Besides, what about last month?”
He pulled away from her and stared at her warily. “What about last month?”
Her mouth pursed. “You know what about last month. I was there, remember? You took one look at that girl and you were a goner. I don’t know how you planned to work that out with marrying Leah, considering your excruciating monogamy, but you weren’t subtle about it.”
“I am not going to discuss that with you right now. Maybe not ever.”
Giselle watched Knox pace in utter turmoil, but she had her own guilt to deal with; she could have prevented Leah’s death if she’d followed her gut.
Honey, thank you, but I don’t need a bodyguard. I’m the most high-profile woman in the country right now and Fen wouldn’t dare have me killed. Once I’m married to Knox, Fen won’t have any reason to try to kill you again.
Leah, I don’t have a good feeling about this.
Giselle! Put that gun away and stop pacing. If you can’t do that, leave. I’m about to get married in front of five hundred people. I don’t need your fidgets on top of mine.
But—
Out!
Okay, you know what? I’m going to go get Knox.
You do that.
Leah’s rich south Texas drawl still echoed in her head, even after two weeks. Giselle had no doubt that Knox loved the woman in the casket. She also didn’t doubt that his guilt over her death was now exponentially worse: not only had he taken Leah’s side of the argument but . . .
“Now you’re stuck with the added guilt of falling in love with a woman you weren’t getting married to and can’t have anyway.”
He flinched.
“And you want me to kiss your wittow owwie and make it all better.”
“Yes, I do,” he shot back. She found herself pulled into his arms again, his big hand wrapping around the back of her thigh, pressing her into his arousal, her skirt gathering over his wrist as he stroked upward. They kissed with the confidence and familiarity of thirty years of history.
Knox didn’t do much for her, but she had her doubts as to the existence of what she really wanted. Thirty-four and at the breaking point of her quest for celibacy, finally giving in and making love with the man who’d spent half his life being her boyfriend would be . . . convenient, an incredibly elegant solution to every issue that surrounded them.
Temptation rose within her, though only on an intellectual level. At this point in their lives, their circumstance, it didn’t much matter that his arousal for her was conditioned reflex. Why should she expect him to give her what she couldn’t give him?
“Now, see, that’s the answer to the problem right there.”
The kiss ended abruptly with that smug pronouncement from the doorway and Giselle groaned as she turned and walked away from Knox and the man who had sought them out.
“Fuck you, Sebastian,” Knox snapped.
“No, fuck her,” Sebastian drawled. “Marry her. Knock her up. I don’t care in which order that happens. Start adoption proceedings. Something.”
Knox sighed. “Dude, I don’t need this right now. I’m burying my fiancée.”
“Yeah, and we’re going to be burying you next since Giselle won’t actually die when she’s torched and shot.”
That prediction held quite a bit of truth, so Giselle said nothing. Knox, too, remained silent.
She looked at her cousin out of the corner of her eye as he stared between her and Knox. Sebastian, at thirty-eight, was six-foot-two of classic black Irish, his trademark scowl exuding darkness and danger. His handsome face did nothing to mitigate his sinister air.
“We’d kill each other before a year was out,” Knox muttered after a long moment.
Giselle nodded. “That’s true.”
“You two have been together on and off since before you knew what tongues were for. Lots of people get married with less than what you have. Fen’s never going to believe you won’t end up together, so the only way to keep Giselle safe is for you to marry her. If she’s married to you, he won’t be able to go after her again without getting the entire KCPD up his ass. You hide behind the FBI, so let her hide behind you. Everybody’s safe and happy until the turnover of OKH to you.”
Giselle’s throat clogged and she wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly chilled to her soul. “Sebastian,” she murmured over her shoulder, “just for one moment, think about the child we’d have to have to fulfill the proviso, will you? Leah came with a daughter, so that was the perfect solution. Marriage I could live with just to win the game because nothing would keep us from getting divorced as soon as possible. But a child? No. Whether we had one or adopted one would make no difference. It would bind us together for the rest of our lives. I love Knox dearly, but not that much and not that way.”
“That about sums it up for me, too,” Knox added.
“Oh, that explains the groping.”
“Let me put it this way,” Giselle said, her patience strained, “I refuse to have or adopt a child on such mercenary terms. It’s immoral and it would make both of us whores, so there really is no point to getting married at all.”
Sebastian said nothing for a moment, then, “Well. Now that you put it that way.”
“You know what?” Knox said. “Forget OKH. I don’t want it.”
“What do you mean, you don’t want it?” Sebastian asked slowly.
“I have no interest in it and it’s not worth the price.”
Giselle turned to gape at Knox.
“Uh, Knox,” Sebastian said after a moment of stunned silence, “you’ve spent your entire life preparing to take over that company when you turn forty. When, exactly, did you have this change of heart?”
“The minute I became the Chouteau County prosecutor,” he snapped. “I can’t manage shit. I put people in jail and I teach. That’s all I’m good at.”
“That was eight years ago. Could you not have told us this sooner?”
He groaned. “I didn’t know how much I dreaded it until I was waiting for the wedding to start. I never got cold feet about getting married. I had cold feet about having to take a job I’m not suited for and don’t know how to do. Now I have to take it because Fen’s killed two people to get it and keep it.”
Giselle raised her hand. “Uh, hello?”
“Suck it up, princess. You’re still alive.”
Sebastian’s mouth tightened. “There are exactly two immediate solutions to the problem, neither of which you—or Giselle—are willing to carry out. So, of course it’s up to me to bail your ass out.”
“Nobody asked you to, so don’t act like you’re the martyr of the piece.”
“Well, I’ll be damned if I sit back and let him continue to walk all over you two like he did Oliver and Leah without consequence.”
“Sebastian,” Giselle said, impatient. “None of this is Knox’s fault. I don’t understand why you’re taking it out on him. And he did try.”
Sebastian grunted. “Well, that’s true. Knox, I’m sorry this is happening to you. However, since it is happening to you, you now have two options: Cut and run or stay and fight. Staying and doing nothing isn’t an option because he will not trust that you don’t want OKH anymore. How you fight is up to you, but what you’re doing hasn’t worked, so think of something else.” Giselle leaned against the wall and closed her eyes. “Either kill the bastard or let Giselle do it. She’s earned the right to it at this point.”
She’d certainly fantasized about it often enough.
“Whatever gets done to him, I have to do it,” Knox muttered.
“But you’re not doing anything,” Sebastian returned. “That’s my point.”
Neither Knox nor Sebastian said anything for the longest time, which was uncharacteristic. Giselle opened her eyes and looked from one stubbornly set face to the other. Knox finally opened his mouth but when nothing came out, he closed it with a snap. Giselle watched him speculatively, wondering if he would tell Sebastian he’d fallen in love with another woman just a month before.
Knox caught her look and glared at her in warning. Sebastian witnessed the exchange and awaited an explanation, but neither she nor Knox felt like enlightening him. Yet.
Giselle huffed. “You,” she said, pointing at Knox, “go back to your crooked little outfit up there in Chouteau County and act like the corrupt bastard that you are. Whether you want your inheritance or not, the only way you’re going to get out of it is by being dead. You,” she said, pointing at Sebastian, “business as usual. Any which way this turns out, you win, so I don’t understand why you’re bitching and moaning over a smattering of extra paperwork that Jack’s taking care of anyway. You would’ve done this a long time ago if Knox had come to his epiphany earlier.”
“Congress.”
“Don’t use that as an excuse. There’s not enough brawn back there to string you up, much less brains. I daresay if you do get called up, you’ll find the whole thing a lark.” She pushed herself off the wall. “I’m going home. I’m tired.” Giselle strode toward the door, expecting that Sebastian would move out of her way. He did, but he raised an eyebrow in a futile attempt to intimidate her.
“And what are you going to do, my lovely?”
“You don’t need to know.”
* * * * *
“Don’t move.”
The distinguished silver-haired gentleman halted at the cold round pressure at the back of his head. He stiffened when Giselle wrapped her delicate hand around his throat, thumb and middle finger pressed just deeply enough into his carotids to keep him still.
She leaned forward so that her mouth brushed his ear.
“You are alive by the grace of Knox Hilliard, who has requested in good faith that I not kill you,” she whispered conversationally. “If you try to have me killed again, if you attempt to kill Knox at all, if you pull any more stunts like killing any future brides, I’ll consider that a breach of good faith on your part. I should blow your head off for murdering Leah.
“Consider: I didn’t die in the fire your goons set. I didn’t die when your goons shot me. I’m alive and both of your goons are dead and barbecued—and the prosecutor was happy I did him the favor of cleaning up after him. So instead of being in the ground, I’m here. With you. Your security hasn’t a clue and the only thing keeping me from putting a bullet in your head right now is Knox. Have you learned nothing about me over the last thirty years? Do you really think you can take me on and win?”
She felt his gulp against her fingertips.
“I didn’t think so. Good day to you, Fen. Oh, I almost forgot. Mom said to tell you Thanksgiving dinner’ll be at her house this year, two o’clock sharp, as usual.”
* * * * *
3: READY-MIXED CONCRETE COMPANY, 1935
“Bryce, are you okay?”
Bryce sat in his leather chair looking out over the city. High up in One KC Place, corner office, all glass, he could see for miles—so very apropos for a pit bull of a trial lawyer.
He pursed his lips as he held his fingers steepled under his chin, feeling more like a teenaged boy with his first crush than a thirty-eight-year-old mover and shaker.
“I’m fine,” he muttered, answering his assistant’s question without turning. He didn’t mind Arlene’s nosiness. It was nice to have a woman care about him, fuss over him, even if he did pay her to do it. His housekeeper did that, too. Her daily harangues about his need for a wife always made him smile and shake his head. This morning, however, he found no amusement in it whatsoever.
Lilith.
He’d spent the last two nights googling that damned painting, studying it, re-reading its history and provenance and myth, comparing it to the woman who’d made him fantasize about things he hadn’t bothered to fantasize about in five years. It was part of the permanent collection in a gallery in England; he knew he had no hope of buying it, but he’d sent an email of inquiry anyway. Just in case. No one had responded.
Giselle.
Arlene snorted. “Fine, my ass.” Normally that would’ve pulled a grin out of him. Today . . . no.
Knox Hilliard’s lover.
“Here’s your Wall Street Journal. Leah’s all over it.”
Bryce spun around and snatched it out of her hand, then snapped it open.
*
OKHE BRIDE MURDERED, GROOM SUSPECTED
*
He skimmed the first couple of paragraphs until his attention caught:
*
Fen Hilliard, current CEO of OKH Enterprises, was questioned in the matter of Wincott’s death, but released after several hours. No evidence has been found to connect either Fen Hilliard or Knox Hilliard to her murder, but investigations of both continue in light of Knox Hilliard’s questionable reputation in his community and Fen Hilliard’s apparent motive.
*
“I think Knox did it,” Arlene offered.
Bryce grunted. “He had no reason to,” he murmured, “but Fen sure as hell did.”
“Fen Hilliard would never do something like that,” Arlene said, low, her voice so full of anger it shocked Bryce. He looked up at her, puzzled. She went on. “Fen Hilliard signs the paychecks of half my family. He rescued OKH when we thought it was going to go under and he saved us. He’s a good man, a generous man.”
Ah, yes. Kansas City’s knight in shining armor. Fen had taken the rattletrap die cut and metal machining company his brother Oliver, Knox’s father, had built, saved it from failure, and turned it into a billion-dollar success. He’d also married Knox’s mother after a not-so-respectable mourning period, which always made Bryce’s eyebrow rise. The entire metro saw Fen Hilliard as a kind and caring man, and adored him for his generosity to his employees and the community—
—a modern version of Boss Tom Pendergast, straight out of 1930s Kansas City. Unlike Pendergast, however, Fen didn’t have a monopoly on government concrete contracts, nor could he use the Kansas City police department as his personal errand boys, nor did he have enough political power to put a man in the Senate.
Bryce did tend to forget that his opinion of the CEO of OKH Enterprises differed greatly from everyone else’s. Bryce shouldn’t have been surprised at Arlene’s vehemence. She idolized Boss Tom, too.
“And,” she added, “I would think you of all people would know better than to assume someone’s guilty just because everything points in his direction.”
His eyebrow rose at that, just enough to let her know she’d gone too far. Her mouth tightened and she turned to walk out of his office. He would’ve fired anyone else for saying that, true or not.
He went back to his paper.
*
According to the terms of the proviso Knox Hilliard’s father had secretly approved and slipped into the corporate charter just days before his death, Knox Hilliard’s inheritance of OKH Enterprises is guaranteed so long as he is married and has a child by his 40th birthday.
When WSJ asked Fen Hilliard what these terms meant for his leadership, he said, “It’s my great pleasure to safeguard my nephew’s inheritance for him. I’m looking forward to the handoff so I can pursue other opportunities and maybe go fishing.”
There is some concern that Fen Hilliard’s decision to take the company public some years ago has actually made an end run around the proviso, but legal experts who have studied the clause have come to the consensus that Knox Hilliard will be entitled to the majority shares the company holds for itself and will be its de facto CEO at that point, and that his claim would hold up in court if challenged.
However, if Knox Hilliard does not fulfill the terms of the proviso, Fen Hilliard will remain at its helm indefinitely.
To complicate matters, Knox Hilliard’s cousin, financier Sebastian Taight, suddenly began to acquire OKHE stock at a steady pace two years ago. Taight is known across the country for his “Fix-or-Raid” protocol with regard to troubled companies that hire his consulting services. What he plans to do with OKH Enterprises, whether Knox Hilliard inherits or not, is unknown and Taight has refused to comment.
To date, Knox Hilliard’s wedding and announcement of a birth are the most anticipated social events on Wall Street and financial quarters across the country, especially as the deadline, Knox Hilliard’s 40th birthday, looms. If he fulfills the terms of the proviso, his net worth could increase by as much as a half billion dollars.
*
Bryce didn’t think Fen should’ve been released so easily from questioning since he had so much to gain from Leah’s death. Lucky bastard. No, not lucky. Scheming, thorough, untouchable.
Just like Knox.
Bryce’s lip curled with cynical resentment. Bryce had spent days in interrogation for the murders of his wife and four children because he’d had so much to gain from his wife’s death. He’d been charged and his criminal trial docketed before the fire investigator had come back with the evidence that cleared him.
No, Knox hadn’t killed Leah; he had everything to lose, but it wouldn’t matter. Every lawyer in town joked that the FBI had been back and forth to the Chouteau County prosecutor’s office so many times, the Missouri Department of Transportation had to repave that section of highway every six months.
The successor to an already corrupt prosecutor’s office and blatantly continuing the tradition, Knox lived under the FBI’s microscope. Despite that, he had a reputation as the best prosecutor in the ten major counties that made up the Kansas City metro area. His true talent, though, lay in turning baby lawyers into courtroom lions; his name on an attorney’s CV guaranteed a stellar career path. Under Knox’s leadership, the Chouteau County prosecutor’s office had evolved into a residency program for litigators whose tales of corruption and dirty money had yet to be substantiated by the feds.
Knox Hilliard: Suspect Number One for his bride’s death on the basis of his reputation alone, which preceded him all the way to Washington.
In a sidebar:
*
Yesterday, OKHE stock price plummeted in the wake of another of Sebastian Taight’s mass buys. The SEC is expected to disallow any more buys by Taight if he does not account for his voting record as a majority shareholder. In addition, there are some murmurings on Capitol Hill about the legitimacy and legality of Taight’s raids.
Senator Roger Oth (R-Penn.), Taight’s most vocal opponent, said today, “He and businessmen like him need to be brought to heel by someone with some power. As far as I can see, Congress is the only entity with that kind of power.” Before being elected to office, Senator Oth was the CEO of Jep Industries, a company Taight dismantled after having been hired to restructure and streamline its operations. Taight would give no reason for his decision to break Jep Industries.
*
And Sebastian Taight was the monkey wrench in the power play between OKH’s current CEO and its heir. Venture capitalist Taight had his fingers in so many pies, nobody could keep track of them all; he even speculated heavily in art. Wall Street had given up trying to figure him out years ago. Though scrupulously honest, he had a reputation for taking any leverage where he could get it, being completely ruthless about it, and remaining silent to the press. The drumbeats on Capitol Hill calling for Taight’s head got a little louder every time he thumbed his nose at the SEC, every time he refused to explain his Fix-or-Raid policy. His aggressive takeover of OKH had sharply increased the Senate’s interest in hauling him before a panel hearing.
Taight had the power to crush both Fen and Knox Hilliard and to all appearances, he had begun the process. Until the night of Leah’s visitation, Bryce, along with the rest of the financial industry, had assumed Taight to be on the warpath with both Hilliards, but now . . .
Before Lilith—Giselle—had caught his eye, Bryce had observed Taight shouldering up with Knox, giving him support, not leaving him to face the cream of society (Bryce couldn’t really call them mourners) alone. The men were cousins, but they acted more like brothers. No, Taight wasn’t at war with Knox, which only left the question of why he wanted OKH so badly he was willing to destroy it to get it away from both Fen and Knox—and why Knox treated him like a brother anyway.
Fen Hilliard, Sebastian Taight, and Knox Hilliard, three of the most brilliant men in the Midwest, were a family very publicly at war. Whatever else had gone wrong in that family, their collective genius couldn’t be dismissed.
Bryce’s email dinged and he glanced at it to see if it required immediate attention. The art gallery that had Lilith. His eyes widened and he clicked on the subject line.
*
Subject: Lilith
Dear Mr. Kenard,
Thank you for your inquiry regarding Lilith by the Hon. John Collier. We regret to inform you that the painting is not for sale. Please let us know if there is anything else we may be able to help you with.
M. Stevens,
Curator
*
Though Bryce knew he wouldn’t have been able to have it at any price, disappointment still struck him behind his breastbone. He went to a website he’d bookmarked and pulled up Lilith. As he stared at it, he wondered what it would take to possess the real one, the one in the little black dress who answered to the name of Giselle.
* * * * *
OCTOBER 2004
Justice bounced along the rutted driveway toward the farmhouse, her old car’s struts unable to absorb the shocks. Truly, she didn’t know how much longer it could take the eighty-four-mile round-trip commute from River Glen to the University of Missouri at Kansas City three days a week. If she believed in a God at all, she’d be on her knees the other four days begging for its longevity, at least for the six semesters until she graduated from law school. With any luck, she’d continue to be able to arrange her schedule as well as she had this semester—
—even if that meant she wouldn’t have Professor Hilliard, who, she had learned, taught Tuesday and Thursday classes almost exclusively if he taught at all. She needed those two days during the week to work, to the point that it might be non-negotiable.
Once she had parked in her usual spot, she sat for a moment, taking in her lifelong home as if she had never seen it before, compared and contrasted it to the fine old neighborhoods surrounding UMKC. Then there were the relatively new subdivisions south of KCI airport along I-29 at the northern edges of Kansas City . . . fine new houses of the type she would never live in.
She sighed.
The dilapidated farmhouse, indistinguishable from any other plain white-clapboard-clad gothic farmhouse across the Midwest, listed on one corner. That could never be repaired without shoring up the foundation and she couldn’t possibly hope to raise that kind of money. The yard was barren, packed dirt bisected by a poorly maintained gravel drive; her father used it to park worn out and rusting farm machinery.
The corrugated steel barn to the east of the house displayed a lace of rust, the animals it occasionally housed their only real income.
The wheat fields would give a poor crop; Justice had wanted to plant corn, as she suspected a good yield could be sold to an oil company for ethanol, but her father had dismissed her idea. Those fields were worn out—and the wheat proved it—but her father also wouldn’t hear of letting her turn the cattle out into them. Certainly, it would be more economical to let them eat the wheat than pay for harvesting.
Very good, Justice.
She bit her lip, looked at the ragged wheat, then to the south where the cattle grazed, then back to the wheat and made an executive decision. She flipped open her cell phone and called a neighbor, explained what she wanted to do, and arranged to swap chores. She would mow his fields if he would combine and bale hers. Her father would have to live with it, though she knew she’d have to tread lightly and present him with a fait accompli.
That done, she mentally went over the list of other things she had to do this afternoon and evening, then sighed, seeing her future in the past that lay before her in all its pathetic glory. Hopefully, she could bring it back a little once she graduated from law school and had a regular income.
Justice got out of her car and walked into the house, hearing the familiar squeaks in the bare floorboards beneath her feet on the way to the kitchen. Despite what her father thought, it had not been foolish to spend so much money on the appliances that took up most of the otherwise primitive kitchen: a used Viking with six star burners, two ovens, and a warming drawer; an older Sub-Zero double refrigerator; and two fairly new freezers.
Her father’s anger had more to do with what she hadn’t bought than what she had, even though his complaints subsided when she demonstrated how fast they had paid for themselves. Still, he didn’t really know how much she made because she spent it as fast as she got it: tuition, books, cell phone, aircard, gas, car insurance and repairs. The beef sales funded the farm, but her meal delivery business funded her education.
She had very little left over and she couldn’t afford debt she wouldn’t be able to repay on a junior assistant prosecutor’s salary, much less as a defense attorney if she were forced to it. If she could get through law school without having to take out student loans, she would be very proud of herself.
No one else would be.
She filled a large pot with water and set it to boil, then turned on her mother’s old tape deck; the silence got to her and she battled it with the music she’d found in the attic, cassette tapes her mother had stashed away before she died. It was in those boxes Justice had found the music of her heart: Rush. Nugent. U2.
And the music of her memories of her mother: Earth Wind & Fire, Carole King, Doobie Brothers.
She pressed play and heard Bette Midler’s voice.
*
“Some say love . . . ”
Justice hid in the endless shadows of the barn listening to her mother sing a cappella while she milked cow number two. Justice would have helped her, but she would stop singing if she knew anyone listened and oh, Justice did so love to hear her mother sing.
She had never heard this song before, which she deduced from the lyrics must be called “The Rose.” She bit her lip at the words, suddenly feeling a sadness emanating from her mother in a thick wave. Where had it come from? Her mother was never sad; always light, always smiling, Justice’s mother was the prettiest woman Justice had ever seen.
Suddenly she stopped singing and murmured, “Where is that girl? It’s gone five.”
“Here, Mama,” Justice said, stepping into the barn proper, as though she had just come from the house. “I’m sorry I’m late.”
A smile, quick and warm, lit her face. “Good morning, Iustitia. Will you turn on the radio, please?”
She didn’t want the radio. She wanted whatever was in the tape player, which happened to be Hall & Oates.
“Thank you, baby. Cows three and four need to be milked yet.”
Libby McKinley didn’t see any reason to name any animal that provided food, money, or clothes. The dogs had names because Justice’s father had insisted, but the barn cats didn’t. The only animal Justice had been allowed to name was her own cat, Pontificate. She hadn’t known what that word meant at the time, but thought it a neat word when she’d heard her mother say it to her father.
He hadn’t known what it meant, either, so he’d stormed out of the house.
A week after Justice had heard her mother singing sad songs in the barn, she had almost tumbled over into sleep when she felt the familiar depression of the bed. Her mother snuggled up to her and it only vaguely occurred to Justice that she had been sleeping with her a lot more lately.
“Iustitia,” whispered her mother in the dark of her room, her body warm and soft against her, “you have no idea how badly I want you off this farm.”
Justice didn’t understand that. She loved the farm, the work, the chores, even the animals, though her mother didn’t know she thought of some of them as pets. “Why, Mama?”
“Because this is not the place for you. You have a keen mind and I want you to use it for something besides mindless, endless chores. You’ll be old before your time.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Of course you don’t and you won’t until you’re stuck where I am. I want you to remember this, Iustitia. I want you to remember that I wanted you educated, off this farm, doing something grand and making a mark in the world. That I wanted you to have a philosophy and stick with it, believe in it, even if it’s not mine.”
That struck Justice as a funny phrasing. “What do you mean, ‘wanted’?”
“Do you know how old I am?”
Of course she did. Everyone knows that about their parents. “Twenty-three.”
“Yes. Do you know how old your father is?”
“Forty-one.”
“Do the math, Iustitia. How old was I when you were born?”
Justice gulped. She would be fourteen in five years. Did that mean . . . ?
“That’s right. I don’t want that for you. I want you to understand that having children when you’re young is a trap—not that I regret having you because I love you dearly and I wouldn’t trade you for a seat in the Senate—but I want you to make a name for yourself, something grand and wonderful. The earlier the better. Promise me this.”
Justice didn’t understand her sense of urgency, her insistence. Thinking back, everything her mother ever did or said had paved the path to this moment.
Something bad was going on.
“What is it, Mama? What’s happening?”
“I don’t know, Iustitia. I just— I don’t feel well. I need you to remember this and remember that I wanted you to get an education, to leave here. Whatever you do, do not be stupid like I was and let a man sucker you. You don’t belong here. I don’t belong here. If I had listened to my father, well . . . ”
Upon looking at her mother in her casket two years later, it occurred to Justice that she had never looked prettier or younger: twenty-five and not a day older than that. Justice had never seen her like that. The doctors said she had a heart attack, but Justice didn’t believe that. Twenty-five-year-old mothers didn’t have heart attacks.
They do if they were born with a heart problem, one doctor told her bluntly when she had challenged him with an eleven-year-old’s certainty of medicine.
“Come, child,” said an old man she had never met, his hand heavy on her shoulder to steer her away from the rest of the mourners. “I want to talk to you.”
She wrested away from him. “Who are you?” she whispered.
“Your grandfather. Libertas’s—er, your mother’s father.”
“I don’t know you.”
“No, but you will. Perhaps I won’t fail you like I failed your mother.”
They sat together in a corner, talking. Well, not conversing: Her grandfather speaking, Justice listening. Absorbing the things he said, understanding more of what her mother had tried to teach her, but had not fully understood herself because she hadn’t had time to before Justice’s father had seduced her, gotten her pregnant, and been forced to marry her or go to jail.
Justice had known none of this until that moment.
And at that moment, her father chose to make a scene, yelling and screaming about what her grandfather had done to him, and how dare he attempt to glom onto Justice for his own evil purposes.
But Justice found comfort in her grandfather’s teachings and so she did chores in the barn and waited until after her father had gone to bed. Her grandfather would come to her in the dead of night with books of histories and documents and theories and fables. The hayloft became Justice’s classroom and her grandfather her professor.
Then he, too, died and left her with no one but her father, who didn’t know what she did when he wasn’t looking and didn’t care—as long as she wasn’t “messing around with books, because books don’t do nothin’ but put ideas in your head. This is your home and I’d just as soon you stay here and take care of it with me.”
“Okay, Papa,” she whispered, seeing all her mother’s and grandfather’s hopes burn off like an early-morning fog in ten o’clock sunshine. “I will.” He was all she had in the world now.
*
“That’s enough of you,” Justice muttered as she killed the sad music before her mood tanked. But she had to push the eject button on the tape deck several times before it would obey, and her humor gradually worsened each time it refused. She had very little patience with the thing, preferring instead to play the mp3 files on her laptop, but the tape player was one of few precious links to her mother.
Her plan was simple: Fulfill her mother’s and grandfather’s aspirations for her and still keep her promise to her father. She juggled so much now that having only one regular job to work around would be a respite.
She’d wanted to be a prosecutor because her grandfather thought it a noble profession, but in order to help with the farm after she got a job, she only had two counties to choose from: Chouteau and Buchanan. The Clay and Jackson County seats were too far to drive every day. She had always figured this reality into her plans and had known nothing about the Chouteau County prosecutor until that day two months ago, when he had defended her, validated her, touched her.
Even had she been inclined to think about breaking her promise to her father, leave the farm, go somewhere else, that was out of the question now. If the Chouteau County prosecutor wouldn’t hire her, she’d work in legal aid just to work in that courthouse.
I daresay none of you have thought that deeply about what you want and why you want it.
She swept her fingertips across her chin where Professor Hilliard had touched her so gently and smiled dreamily.
She turned on talk radio and knew by the voice coming out of the speakers that it was four o’clock. If she timed it right, she could cook all evening to get her week’s orders filled and write while chili and stroganoff simmered.
Her spirit lightened considerably when she sifted through the mail and found the latest National Review. She flipped through the pages quickly to find the article she had written and submitted on a lark, bolstered by one man’s faith in her opinions.
She had never expected it to be published.
She had also never expected to be asked to write more.
The water boiled and Justice got to cooking in earnest. She assembled a plate for her father, who picked it up, fished a can of beer out of the refrigerator, and walked right back out of the kitchen without a word.
How long Martin McKinley would pout about her schooling this time, Justice couldn’t guess. It had taken him three months into her undergrad for him to speak to her. She shrugged. Sometimes it bothered her that his silence, intended to punish her, didn’t bother her.
Two hours later she had enough of a break from cooking to crack open her laptop, make the rounds of her favorite political blogs, and post a few comments. Her email chimed.
*
Subject: Come aboard!
Reply-to: hhew@townsquared.org
Justice,
We’ve been following your comments for a while and we just read your piece in the National Review. We think you have a lot of potential as a columnist and we’d like to invite you to become a permanent contributor at TownSquared.
Let us know!
Cheers,
The TownSquared Crew
*
She gasped. Giggled. Squealed, even. TownSquared was the biggest conservative blog on the ’net and they wanted her to write for them?
Very good, Justice.
* * * * *
APRIL 2005
Giselle put her backpack on a remote corner of her desk, careful not to dislodge the piles of papers and microcassette tapes that littered it. She sighed. It just couldn’t happen that folks would respect her space and the clearly marked IN box she had set up to reduce just such clutter.
She hated clutter.
After collecting a bottle of water from the fridge, she set herself to putting her night’s work in order. Not as much as it looked, once it was in a nice, tidy pile, but it didn’t take into account the digital dictation on the server. If she finished early, she could go home to study or, more likely, sleep.
The clock read 4 p.m. when Giselle put the buds in her ears and began to type. Briefs, pleadings, letters, contracts—she could do them all by heart. One day, very soon, she would be the one dictating and not the one transcribing. She couldn’t wait to get the hell out of this cubicle, which she resented all the more after having built a business and nurtured it for so many years—
—only to watch it burn to the ground. Starting over again at her age and with her background really sucked.
“Thanks a bunch, Uncle Fen,” she grumbled.
Since it was still a half hour before the end of the workday, the office bustled with secretaries, paralegals, and lawyers going this way and that. Giselle sat off the beaten path, but that didn’t stop many attorneys from making pointed detours to her desk to drop off work, to chat, and every so often, in the case of the more persistent, to ask her out.
She’d typed for some time before she caught the sight of an approaching attorney out of the corner of her eye and sighed. That particular puppy had been hot to trot for a while now. She had politely declined numerous invitations, but that didn’t stop him from pursuing her anyway and making himself a general pain in her ass.
Ralph (who insisted everyone pronounce it “Rafe”) propped his hip on her desk and waited for her to finish typing a phrase. Though she would like to ignore him and work, she couldn’t. If the attorneys wanted to monopolize her time with chitchat, they could, though it threw her off her self-imposed schedule. It was now six o’clock. She wanted to leave by midnight.
“What can I do for you, Rafe?” she asked once she clicked the Dictaphone off, remaining polite but aloof, hoping he would get the hint.
“Go to the Ford exhibit at the Kemper Gallery with me on Saturday?”
Ever so thankful her weekends consisted of study groups, she shook her head. “I have plans this weekend.”
“Ford’s an artist. Have you ever seen his art?” he asked, sly.
She sighed. “Rafe, I really do have plans, but I’ve explained this to you before. I don’t date outside my faith.” That wasn’t exactly true, but it did provide her a convenient out.
“Right. How could I forget all about you nice little Mormon girls?” It was nothing she hadn’t heard before, with the same contempt, and from more interesting men than Ralph. “I think that’s just a bullshit excuse.”
Her eyebrow rose. “Oh? So are you saying that I’m using it as an excuse not to go out with you?”
His face hardened just a bit. She knew men’s moods, so she didn’t miss the change in demeanor. Ralph had always seemed relatively harmless, but now her annoyance turned to wariness. She kept her face carefully blank until—
He leaned into her personal space and murmured, “I could make things very difficult for you here.”
She stared at him a minute before she burst out laughing. “Is that the best you can do?”
Ralph drew back at that, his surprise evident. His lips thinned and the rusty cogs in his head ground to come up with a reply. Giselle chuckled. “I thought so. If you have work for me, please drop it in my box and I’ll have it done by the time you come in in the morning.”
His nostrils flared at having been dismissed. “I don’t think you want to cross me, Miss Cox.”
“Ralph,” she said slowly, pronouncing the “lph” sound with great precision. Rising from her chair, she closed the gap between them until her nose nearly touched his. “I am not going to fuck you.” Her husky whisper made his breath shorten. “Not today. Not tomorrow. Not in a thousand lifetimes.” Adrenaline pulsed through her arteries even as Ralph’s humiliation visibly warred with his arousal. “You go on with your threats and intimidation. Go to Hale. Tell him whatever you like. I dare you.” She smirked. “I guarantee you won’t like the consequences.”
She rocked back on her heel and crossed her arms over her chest, one eyebrow raised. He gulped, but attempted to save face: “You’re going to be very sorry about this, Miss Cox.”
“Ralph.” Giselle and Ralph both started at the deep, hoarse male voice behind them and turned to see who had spoken with such ice. She felt Ralph tremble as she gaped, up up up, at the most beautiful man she had ever seen. She felt a jolt of desire as she stared at him, her body tingling for a real man the way it had only once before, long ago and far away.
He continued, “When you’re feeling froggy, you just go ahead and jump.”
“Hey, buddy!” Ralph said, his bright tone manufactured and patently false.
The stranger’s bright green eyes flashed fire and his lips pressed together in a thin line. His big body radiated tension and a hint of his divine cologne wafted her way. Intimidating under any circumstances, the burn scars that matted the left half of his face and disappeared down into his collar made him fascinatingly ferocious.
Black hair. Fair skin that would tan easily and probably very dark in the summer sun. Chiseled features on the unscarred side of his face. She couldn’t place his ethnicity, but he was extraordinarily exotic to her.
Those eyes, that face: Perfect weapon.
Giselle felt the heat between her legs, the wetness, as she examined him head to toe, shameless in her inspection, wondering what lay beneath all that finely tailored silk, wool, and cotton . . .
. . . wondering how long she’d remain a “good little Mormon girl” if that man had the good sense to ask her out.
She reluctantly drew her gaze away from him to look over her shoulder at Ralph, who had lost all color. He stood to his full height, though it gave him no advantage against this beautiful stranger’s height and mass.
“Pack up your desk, Ralph,” the man rumbled.
“You don’t work here.”
“I’ll inform your boss I’ve invited you to hand in your resignation. I don’t think he’ll mind.”
“Aw, man,” he whined, but forced a laugh. “It’s just a little running gag Miss Cox and I have some fun with, right, Giselle?”
“Pffftt. Nice try.”
“Your office better be cleaned out when I leave here tonight.” His order, so final, so threatening, made Giselle want to take another quick glance. Her breath caught at his power.
“You can’t prove anything.”
The man crossed his massive arms over his broad chest and drawled, “Can’t I.”
Ralph’s lip curled and he glared at Giselle before stalking off, as if it were her fault. She supposed that in his mind, it was.
“Thank you,” she said with her most flirtatious smile. She looked at him wide-eyed, wanting—begging—him to invite her to . . . something. Dinner, maybe. Ballet-theater-symphony-opera, preferably. She would love to dress up for this man. “I was afraid I’d have to take him out back and give him a good spanking.”
He didn’t laugh at her dumb joke. “You’re welcome,” he said tersely, turning to go.
Damn!
“Well, wait,” she said and offered her hand for him to shake. Her flirting lacked finesse because she was too direct, too open, too . . . unpracticed. It had never mattered to her before this moment when she needed to stall him long enough to figure out how to keep his attention. “I’m Giselle Cox.”
His eyebrow rose and he stared right back at her, ignoring her hand. “Miss Cox,” he murmured with a slight sneer and a curt nod. His disparaging glance swept her from head to toe, then he turned again to walk away.
Her breath caught and her chest hurt right behind her sternum the way it had the only other time a man had left her breathless. She could only stare after him, stunned, speechless, moisture stinging her eyes.
She recovered herself in time to snap, “So I guess I did something to deserve that.”
He stopped short and she studied him further while awaiting his apology.
A custom-tailored olive silk/linen blend suit accentuated the perfect musculature of his torso. The hems of his pants cuffs gathered artfully upon the leather of his Italian loafers. His sleek hair just brushed the collar of the white shirt peeping up from his lapel. Precisely half an inch of snowy cuff appeared from the sleeve of his coat. His left hand—as scarred as his face—bore no ring and contrasted sharply with his cuff. Diamond cufflinks sparked tiny rainbows in a random stream of last-gasp sunset.
Turning halfway, he pinned her with that weapon he had. She felt dizzy under that stare, his disfigured beauty radiating raw sex and power. His expression remained stony. “I’m sure,” he replied, his tone measured and precise, “that you think you’re entirely blameless.”
Her eyes widened and her nostrils flared. Oh, no. No. Men did not talk to her like that. She drew up every bit of her five feet, four and five-eighths inches, done with her starry-eyed infatuation. “’Scuse you. You don’t know me from Eve.”
His eyebrow rose at that. “Lilith, maybe?”
With that, he continued on his way, leaving her dumbfounded, breathless, and thoroughly aroused.
* * * * *
What the hell had made him say that?
Shock.
Shock at seeing her, of actually meeting her. Here. In his own lawyer’s office. Working as a second-shift transcriptionist.
It hadn’t occurred to him that Knox’s lover might work for a living. Knox always took care of his women well; he could afford to with all the untraceable money that ran through his office. Certainly, Leah had had the best of everything.
He fought the urge to turn around and walk backward just so he could inspect her more closely: faded Levi’s, white tee shirt, and flamboyant vest that looked like a refugee from a Mardi Gras rag bag; rich golden-red hair—why had he thought it dull blonde?—in a ponytail, bound with a pert yellow ribbon and dripping those large, loose corkscrews down to her nape.
If only he didn’t know that she wore a gun under cocktail dresses at funerals.
If only he hadn’t heard her say I am not going to fuck you with the bored amusement of a woman who knew what to do with a man who couldn’t understand the word no.
If only she hadn’t turned on the charm once Ralph had been disposed of and looked at Bryce like that.
He sucked in a sharp breath and it caught.
Women just didn’t look at him like that anymore and hadn’t since the fire. More than one who’d found his wallet intriguing had spoken to his necktie in an effort to avoid looking at his face. Most children scrambled to stay away from him, the combination of his big body and scarred features overwhelming.
Monster.
He almost laughed. He could afford to now that he knew that the woman who’d tormented him for the last six months, a woman he’d assumed would react the same way the rest of the female population did, had found him attractive enough to let him know exactly what she wanted from him and how she wanted it, Knox be damned.
He must have imagined it.
Deep breath. He held it, then puffed it out again in a whoosh. She’d completely blown his mind.
Again.
All the way through the meeting with his attorney he felt distracted, scattered.
“Bryce? You with me?”
He shook his head to clear it. “That typist you have out there—the redhead—”
“Giselle? What about her?”
“Your idiot attorney Ralph ‘Call Me Rafe’ hit on her as I was walking in. He’s a walking sexual harassment suit. He threatened to get her fired if she didn’t sleep with him.”
Geoff Hale’s eyes narrowed. “I’m going to get rid of that son of a bitch.”
“I suggested he have his office cleaned out by the time I left here tonight. I hope you don’t mind me stepping into your business like that, but he was a little too pushy for my comfort.”
Hale’s eyebrows rose. “Oh. Well thank you, then. I’ll send a quick email to HR.” He turned to his computer for a moment and as he typed, he continued, “You know, he’s been nothing but trouble from day one. Giselle’s more valuable to me than three of him.”
“Oh?” Bryce kept his voice casual to invite more comment, the perfect way to glean more information about her without arousing suspicion.
“Brilliant woman. Going to law school on the five-year program and she’s interning for me this summer.” Bryce hid his surprise. “She’ll be a good trial attorney. Enough ego and charm to pull anything off and the brains and wit to back it up. I’m just hoping not to lose her to Hilliard’s office, since that’s where everyone wants to go. Not that I’ve asked her, come to think of it,” he added absently while finishing his email with a flourish.
Bryce’s heart quickened, but he controlled his expression. “Ah. Does she, uh, have any connections to any local attorneys?”
“Not that I know of. Why?”
“Curious is all.”
For some reason, Bryce kept what he knew to himself. Mentioning her intimate involvement with Knox Hilliard would definitely get her fired, but he didn’t know why he felt compelled to protect her.
“Is she married?”
Hale glanced at him then and his mouth twitched. “I forgot to mention that she’s pretty,” he said, “but I see you noticed that.”
Bryce kept his expression carefully blank. “I’ll take that as a no.”
“I can, uh, put a bug in her ear as to your interest.”
“I’m not,” Bryce murmured, his tone carefully masking his frustration with himself for going too far. Hale was no fool, but he said no more about Giselle Cox, and for that, Bryce was grateful.
“Oh, by the way,” Hale said as he shook Bryce’s hand at the office door once their annual meeting had come to a close, “my condolences on your client. Leah Wincott, was it?”
The mention of Leah’s name was enough to bring back some of the anger that had dissipated with the discussion of other matters. “Yeah,” he muttered. “Very nice lady.”
“I wish I could believe Knox killed her,” Hale said, “but he’s got too much to lose.”
“That’s kind of the way I figured it,” Bryce said, then continued, “I don’t know why Leah finally agreed to marry him, but she must have had her reasons. For what it’s worth, she was very happy; he treated her well.”
Hale looked thoughtful. “Fen’s the most likely suspect, but nobody’d believe it.”
“Agreed,” Bryce said, then started. “Hey, isn’t Fen your client?”
“Oh, no,” Hale returned. “I haven’t met a Hilliard yet that I liked and that includes the old man. Fen and I had a couple of meetings before I decided I didn’t want to do business with him.”
“Why?”
“Don’t know. He’s honest. Smart. He’s good to the community, good to his employees. There’s just . . . something. I’d trust Knox before I’d trust Fen. At least with Knox, you know exactly what you’re getting. And that proviso? Taight? That whole situation’s a nasty tangle.”
And your “valuable” typist is intimately mixed up in it.
“I’m going home,” Hale said on a yawn. “What time is it anyway?”
Bryce looked at his watch. “Twelve-thirty in the morning. Geez, Geoff, I’m sorry.”
He waved a hand. “No need to apologize. It’ll be in your statement at the end of the month.”
“I’m sure,” Bryce returned.
As Bryce walked to the elevator, he couldn’t help but cast a look toward Giselle Cox’s desk. Her empty chair, blank computer, and tidy desktop all bespoke the end of her shift. He felt a great disappointment settle in the region of his solar plexus, but he only sighed and continued on his way.
He stopped cold when he got to the parking garage and stared at the occupant of the only other car in the lot besides his.
She couldn’t see him from the angle at which her car, an older model generic Chevy, sat. From what he could tell, she might be asleep or she might be hurt, for her head tilted back against the seat rest.
Refusing to think about the consequences of his actions, he walked across the lot and noted her open car windows. The April breezes that wafted through stirred her ponytail and the ends of the ribbon just a bit.
Once he got within speaking distance, he could see her dozing, a thick textbook open and lying face down on her chest. Even as he watched, her head lolled to the right so that he caught sight of the underside of her jaw and throat.
He imagined all the things he wanted to do to that throat; remembered her as she had been that night six months ago with her skirt pulled up enough for him to see the top of her black stocking; needed to see the rest of her body stripped bare for his pleasure.
Bryce squatted down beside the car and just watched her for a moment. “Miss Cox,” he murmured, then found himself nose to nose with a very lethal woman—and she had the barrel of that gun bored right in the middle of his forehead.
She flipped it up and away from him once recognition dawned, but her face still held that tense, wild look of someone startled out of her wits.
“I’m so sorry,” she murmured, her voice husky with sleep. His cock strained at his fly and he gulped. She rubbed her eyes, shoved her gun in the waistband of her jeans, and put the textbook in the backpack next to her, then stretched as far as she could within the confines of her car.
He said nothing as he watched her. She had taken off her vest and the thin white tee shirt did nothing to hide the lacy nearly-nothing bra she wore underneath it. Her nipples had hardened in the cool night air, begging for a nip, a lick, a tug.
A bite. Bryce released a strangled breath.
She came down from her stretch with a hard glint in her eyes, an ice blue that could probably sear a man in half. He had the oddest feeling that he had seen those eyes somewhere before.
“What do you want.” Clipped, hostile. Not a question.
“I wanted to tell you how foolish it is to sleep in an empty Plaza parking garage in the middle of the night with your windows rolled down, but I see it’s occurred to you.”
“Indeed,” she said, tight-lipped. “Anything else?”
Neither her expression nor her tone held any hint of desire or anything remotely complimentary—just anger with a great deal of contempt thrown in for good measure. He shouldn’t be surprised. He’d burned that particular bridge behind him.
And rightly so! Another man’s lover, even. Although . . . from looking at the car, it didn’t seem as though Knox took care of her very well and certainly not as well as he’d taken care of Leah.
“I wanted to know if you’d like a late dinner,” he said, shocking himself.
She blinked. “’Scuse me?”
He’d boxed himself in well. “Dinner. Or breakfast. Whatever.”
“Oh, I don’t think so,” she sneered. She shoved her car key into the ignition and turned the engine over.
“I saved your job.” Lame. True, but lame.
“Lame,” she snapped. “Whatever you assumed about me? Dead wrong, so keep your derision to yourself. I don’t know who you are or who you think you are, but I assure you: You have never met a woman like me, and you never will again.”
So saying, she reached over and grabbed the knot of his necktie to pull him to her. Surprised, he didn’t fight, but when her lips touched his and her tongue swept his mouth, he returned it with the same fire.
Then he wrapped his hand around the back of her head, crushed her to him, and took the kiss away from her.
Directed it.
Deepened it.
Lengthened it.
He opened his eyes to watch her. Her face was a study in desire, her eyes closed, her breath ragged, her tongue matching his stroke for stroke, shift for shift. She sighed into his mouth and released his tie to caress his neck, the scars there, her thumb stroking his jaw line while their tongues mated.
Suddenly she sucked in a deep breath and her eyes popped open, staring at him as if she’d lost herself somewhere inside him. She had. He’d surprised her, taken the power position away from her and she didn’t know how to take it back.
He knew this as surely as he knew his own name.
She jerked away from him, her breathing heavy and her eyes wide. “You—” She stopped. Swallowed. “I—” Bit her lip. Fumbled for the gear shift.
Bryce stood, then wrapped his hand tightly around her chin. He tilted her head up until she looked up at him, an odd mixture of panic and passion in her expression.
“Be careful what you wish for, Miss Cox,” he purred. “You might get it.” Then he turned and strode toward his own car without looking back, wondering what she’d make of that.
* * * * *
AUGUST 2005
“Ah, Sunday again,” Sebastian intoned from the sofa where he watched a movie and drank a bottle of wine. “I don’t even know why you bother going to church. You’re not the most sterling example of Mormon womanhood ever.”
Giselle went into the kitchen to mix up her sugar-free pink lemonade electrolyte booster, then cut ham and cheese into cubes to snack on before going to church. “Technically, I am.”
“With your mouth? And your penchant for killing hitmen?”
She went into the living room to eat and Sebastian put the movie on pause. So. He wanted to actually . . . talk? And he’d downed nearly a whole bottle of wine; he must have as much on his mind as she had on hers.
“You know as well as I do that cursing and killing in self-defense wouldn’t keep me from being able to go to the temple if I wanted to.”
“I’m pretty sure threatening to kill a man in cold blood would get you that excommunication you’ve been bucking for for the last couple of years.”
“Threatening and doing—two different things.”
“That’s rich, coming from a woman who’s never made a threat she hasn’t carried out.”
“Okay, look. Say I go to the bishop and say, ‘Ready to go to the temple now’ and he whips out the list of questions. I can answer every single one honestly. I pay my tithing. I don’t drink, don’t smoke, don’t do drugs. I’m honest, I believe in Christ, I don’t batter my spouse—”
Sebastian laughed.
“—I support the prophet. I’m still a virgin and I’m thirty-five. I’d say that’s a pretty decent track record and oh, guess what? Instant temple recommend. And there I go, off to St. Louis or Nauvoo or wherever and make my covenants with the Lord. My mom would be so proud.”
“You forgot that general and all-encompassing unresolved issues question.”
“I have no unresolved issues. Just because I’m not exactly, you know, leadership material doesn’t mean I don’t qualify as a Good Girl. And what do you mean, bucking for an excommunication?”
“You know exactly what I mean. Your opinions’ll get you in trouble faster than murdering Fen will.”
True. Giselle had always been different; she knew it, everybody at church knew it. She garnered respect and friendships across various social strata in the ward, but everyone knew she’d eventually say or do something scandalous because she managed to do it with amazing regularity—usually without meaning to.
“I don’t spout false doctrine.”
Sebastian grunted. “No, I know you don’t. Your problem is you’re as attracted to the profane as you are the sacred. You can’t bring yourself to pick one and stick with it, so you straddle the fence between them.” She fidgeted at his usual perception. “As far as I can see, there’s no reward in sticking with the sacred. So tell me something: Would you tell your bishop why all the double-A batteries in this house disappear so fast?”
Heat rose in her cheeks. “Digital camera, asshole.”
Sebastian smirked. “So technically, you aren’t. He’d laugh you out of his office with a ‘Stop doing that and come back to see me again in six months.’ Speaking of that, buy your own batteries or do it the old fashioned way ’cause I’m not supporting your habit anymore. And oh, let’s not forget your pièce de résistance. Would you tell him about that?”
Something had changed inside Giselle once she’d turned that corner into territory that few people would understand. She had killed—and she felt absolutely no remorse.
“No,” she admitted. “’Specially after what happened to Knox.”
“Well. That’s apples and oranges, but I see your point. And do you actually plan on going to the temple?”
“I would never go alone,” she murmured, looking down into her glass at the pink concoction she drank by the quart. “If I happened to find a dude I liked who could marry me in the temple, I’d go then.”
Sebastian snorted. “You aren’t going to find Hank Rearden at church.” Hank Rearden, the fictional narrator of a political fable by a fringe political philosopher. Patheticpatheticpathetic.
“I’m not holding out any hope, no. But I’m not cluttering up my life with a string of almosts and maybes and potentials, and I’m not interested in random fucking. If I can’t have exactly what I want, I’ll go without.” She paused when she caught his upraised eyebrow and slid down into the upholstery. “Mostly,” she grumbled.
“If your collection of erotica is anything to go by, you don’t know what the hell you want. Some of that shit’s not so fun when you try it and the rest of it’s just not worth the trouble. Ask me how I know.”
She was too old and too honest with herself to say that she was still technically a virgin because it was what she’d been taught all her life: No sex before marriage. Don’t put oneself in temptation’s way. Avoid the appearance of evil. Marriage to a worthy member of the priesthood—
—in the temple, where the words “’til death do you part” were not part of the ceremony; marriage was for eternity.
Giselle had always wanted that, a good LDS man with a sexually adventurous streak.
Yeah, but how would you know? People lie.
She’d prepared, been obedient, but her childbearing years were fading fast, even as her libido ramped up on her way from thirty-five to forty, and all the while, the pool of desirable Mormon men dwindled to nothing. She personally knew ten other never-married women in the same boat and unless she ran into some smart, educated divorced man or widower (probably looking for a mother for his kids) who might not be thoroughly disgusted by what she’d ask for in bed, she was shit out of luck.
“Quite frankly, Giz, you’re not going to find Rearden outside the church, either. Quit waiting for—” He waved a hand. “—fantasy man and let me fix you up with somebody. I know half a dozen CEOs who’d fall in love with you, respect you, treat you well. So they aren’t members of the church, but they’re good men. If you want to get married and have kids before your eggs dry up, you’re going to have to figure out what you’ll give up for it. Forget the temple marriage and settle for walking down the aisle like normal people.” He chuckled. “Or marry Knox. That’d solve his problem, my problem, and yours.”
Giselle’s lip curled, but she had begun to consider it lately as she got another year older—and a lot more tired.
Tired of going to church and hearing about how to be a better wife and mother, being asked to take on extra tasks because she didn’t have a family to take up her time, feeling the outsider not because she had unorthodox opinions, but because she was a single woman in a church that was all about family.
“Celibacy’s not natural at our age, Giz. We’ve had this conversation before.”
Tired of not having a warm, breathing, naked man in bed with her every night, a man who would understand her and love her in spite of the sharp edges she didn’t want dulled, a man who would make all these years of celibacy worth the wait.
Giselle closed her eyes and took a deep, soft breath now that she had a face and a body to go with her yearning—that beautiful man with the burn scars and the magnificent green eyes who exuded sex and power, who had disapproved of her for reasons she didn’t know. She remembered his face and wondered how she could be so stupid as to allow herself—again—to fantasize about a man who was unavailable to her.
“Okay, out with it. Who is he?”
Damn Sebastian, his eye for detail, his unerring gut instincts. “I— I don’t know,” she admitted.
“What did he do to you?”
He took my breath away.
She looked down at her scarlet linen skirt and picked at a piece of nonexistent lint. “He was contemptuous of me,” she murmured. “I don’t know why. It made me mad and then we had an argument and then I— We . . . kissed.”
“That’s—uh, different,” he said finally, surprise heavy in his voice. “You let a strange man in your personal space long enough for him to kiss you?”
She could feel the flush creep back up her face and deepen at the memory of that kiss. She cleared her throat. “Um, well, I— I, uh . . . Actually, I kissed him.” Sebastian stared at her as she haltingly told him what happened, his astonishment growing with each word.
“When did this happen?”
“In April. At work. Hale’s client.”
“So that’s why you’ve been moping around for the past four months like a kicked puppy.” She said nothing. “He was contemptuous of you but he wants to fuck you.”
“I think so, yes. I don’t understand.”
“So find out who he is from your boss and ask him.”
Her head snapped up, her eyes wide in horror. “Oh, I don’t think so. The man dresses more expensively than you do.”
Sebastian said nothing to that. She knew he would empathize with any man of wealth beset by women whose interest in him was driven solely by his net worth.
“I can’t— There’s just no way I could work that out without looking like a whore.” Especially with that face, which must make it exponentially more difficult for him. “Besides, he made it clear what he thought of me.”
“What makes you think he’s a Rearden?” Sebastian asked slowly.
“He’s a warrior. You can tell. He’s bigger than you. He’s— The way he looked at me?” She sucked in another deep breath and released it slowly.
Sebastian pursed his lips. “You better be careful with that, Giz. Not many men could throw a woman on the bed, fuck her until she can’t walk, make her do exactly what he wants her to do—and then not carry that outside the bedroom. Bigger than me, huh? I can pick you up and toss you over my shoulder.”
“Yeah, a lot of guys could do that. No one’s ever had the balls to try. That’s my point.”
“No, no LDS man has ever had the balls to try. You haven’t given anyone else half a chance.”
She said nothing else for a moment. There was that other thing—
“He, um . . . he called me Lilith.”
“So he knows his art well enough to catch the resemblance.”
“That’s not the way he meant it, Sebastian. It wasn’t a compliment.”
He gave a Gallic shrug. “That only means he definitely wants to fuck you.”
“And that he’s pissed about it,” she said, trying to be matter-of-fact, to recover her nerves. “It doesn’t make any difference. I’m not going to throw myself at a rich man, much less one who doesn’t like me.”
“Would you fuck him if you got the chance?”
She looked at Sebastian without seeing him, her tongue running over her teeth in thought. Finally, she drew in a deep breath and whispered, “In a heartbeat.”
Sebastian’s eyes widened and he pulled away from her, blinking. “Giz,” he murmured, “that’s— Uh— Wow. You’re about at the end of your rope, aren’t you?”
“Yeah. I am.” She glanced at the clock and saw that she should have left fifteen minutes ago.
Sebastian relaxed again, took a sip of his wine, savored it, then lapsed into brooding. Giselle said nothing for a long while, too engrossed in her own thoughts to care much about his, but the lengthening silence finally caught her attention.
“Okay, I spilled my guts to you, but you’re the one swilling expensive wine like it’s orange juice. What’s your problem?”
Sebastian’s mouth twitched in thought and he still wouldn’t look at her. He took another sip. “Same as yours. I want a family. A wife, kids.”
That startled her. “Where’s this coming from? You’ve been a libertine since you decided proselytizing was for the birds halfway through your mission.”
“I haven’t fucked a woman since Vanessa left. Three years ago.”
She knew that; it was downright noteworthy. Possibly worrisome.
“I’m almost forty. I’d like to have someone at my funeral besides you and Knox—provided Fen hasn’t managed to kill either of you by then. I don’t know. Maybe I’m just getting too old to be that profligate, plus I think I maxed out my condom budget.”
Giselle chuckled.
“Ah, I don’t even know why I think I could have a relationship that lasts longer than a week and doesn’t crumble the minute I get out of bed.”
“You were with Vanessa for three months. That’s a record for you.”
He shrugged. “You notice I didn’t beg her to stay or chase after her when it was time for her to go back to school. And I sure as hell wasn’t interested in playing house with a twenty-year-old who was in love with someone else anyway.”
“Did that bother you?”
“Of course not. I’m an opportunist.”
“Was. Talk about my celibacy being unnatural.”
“Okay, so that makes me more pathetic than you are. What am I missing, Giz? I’m not hideous. I’m semi-literate. I have a fairly decent job and I can pay my bills.”
She pursed her lips. “For you, it’s all about the clothes. You go around in your cutoff jeans seven-eighths nekkid, strutting around like a Parisian peacock without a dime to your name, you’re relaxed, funny, having a good time. It rains women. I’ve seen you break out that freight train mojo, French accent optional, and damn, it works like a charm—and it would get any other man thrown in jail for assault. So you pick one or two, fuck ’em, send ’em home, and everybody had a good time.
“But then you put on a suit or a tux, you turn into cool King Midas and everything is Serious. Business. You don’t smile or laugh. You rarely speak. You’re totally unapproachable. The minute you put on that black suit—you need to find another color, by the way—women become the enemy and Versace is your suit of armor.”
“Giz, that’s not fair. I never wear Versace.”
“You need to find some way to mix the King Midas with the Freight Train, some workable concoction of your multiple personalities. Oh, I know. Buy some khakis.”
“Money and sex don’t coexist in my brain, Giz. You know that. It’s either one or the other and society—society functions—all about money. And I’m sure as hell not thinking about money when I’m up to my eyeballs in burnt umber and beautiful women.”
Giselle thought about that a minute. “Well, what about one of your clients? Don’t tell me you’ve not run across one tall, curvy blonde CEO somewhere out there?”
“I’m Satan, remember? The minute a CEO figures out she has to call me to come bail her out, my chances are reduced to less than nil.”
She sighed. “If that reputation bothers you so much, stop being so subtle. Stop coddling people, letting them think they’re doing all the work and all you’re there to do is milk their bank accounts. Every time you go into a company, they see what they want to see—and you let them. You lead them gently to their enlightenment, you don’t force them to face their weaknesses head-on, then they think they did it all themselves. You’d never let me get away with that. All I ever hear is ‘Suck it up, princess.’”
“Well, of course. I don’t have time to be your invisible hand. Besides, people who can’t face their weaknesses are boring and I refuse to live with a boring woman.” He paused. “So are you going to church today or not?”
She sighed. “Not, I guess. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go today anyway, so I got Sister Evans to substitute teach for me.”
“Why? You like to teach.”
Giselle pursed her lips. “This week’s topic is the law of chastity.” Sebastian gaped at her for a split-second before he burst out laughing. “Me teaching a bunch of married women what does and does not constitute chastity is about as fun as going to church on Mother’s Day and being asked to babysit since, you know, I must not have anything better to do.” She scowled at him. “Shut up. It’s not funny.”
“Yes it is.” He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms, still laughing. “Okay, well. Since you’re not going to church, come play tennis with me. That ought to make you feel better.”
“All right, but put a shirt on. I get tired of wading through the drool you leave in your wake.”
“Heh. Cheesecake after?”
“Absolutely not.”
“They have the low-carb version now.”
“Oh? Well, okay. You’re buying.”
“I always do.”
* * * * *
7: WHOSOEVER LOOKETH ON A WOMAN
When is this going to end?
Bryce looked at his watch. Ten more minutes of home and family. Why had he come to church today?
To purge Giselle Cox.
He closed his eyes and swallowed. He could only hope that the subject of chastity wouldn’t rear its ugly head, but the second it crossed his mind, the speaker referenced cleaving unto one’s wife. He hadn’t cleaved unto any woman in years.
An ache grew like a cancer behind Bryce’s breastbone.
Chastity was relatively easy, self-stimulation notwithstanding, when a man had a burnt-to-a-crisp face that made women flinch.
Until her, the Chouteau County prosecutor’s lover. No flinching there—just raw lust.
Brains. Muscle. Weaponry.
That kiss, the one she’d initiated, the one he’d taken away from her, the one she couldn’t control or take back.
Bryce knew what he wanted from a woman. He’d come to terms with it halfway through his marriage, but went mostly without because he wouldn’t beg for bad sex. Good thing, too, since Michelle had had a habit of indiscriminately fucking anyone else who appealed to her.
He looked around at the chapel, which was not that different from the one he and his family had attended when they lived just a couple of miles away, across the Missouri-Kansas state line in Mission Hills. Fundamentally identical to any Mormon church building, it was comfortable and spartan in its bland décor with no crosses or crucifixes. No distractions.
Bryce hadn’t set foot in one but a few times since the fire. Had he expected anything to change in the past five years?
He bowed his head for the closing prayer, feeling nothing but bitterness and anger at the abandonment of a God he’d served so faithfully for over three decades.
He’d subverted his nature and quelled his base desires.
He’d followed church teachings to the best of his ability, all the while ignoring philosophies that called to his intellect.
He’d fulfilled his father’s expectations as a good and righteous priesthood holder in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—
—and spent every day of it in absolute misery.
He should have listened to his best friend, his college roommate, the only person who had ever told him the truth.
*
“You don’t want Michelle! You’re marrying her because your father bought her act and you’re going along with his program—as usual. She’s lying to you.”
“I think I’d have been able to figure that out by now.”
“You’re too invested in being pure and righteous to give a shit. What you are is pressured. The minute you got off the plane from your mission, your dad started in on you, hammering you to find a nice girl to take to the temple. Well, I’m here to tell you, pal—Michelle. Ain’t. It.”
“There’s nothing wrong with her.”
“Oh, other than that she’s a promiscuous, manipulative, deceitful cunt?”
“She’s not a c— That’s not true.”
“Cunt, Bryce. Say it. For once in your life, call it what it is. Cunt.”
Bryce said nothing, but he felt sick to his stomach for even hearing it, much less that his best friend had said it—about his fiancée.
“Don’t you walk away from me. Someone has to give you the facts of life and I’m designating myself the official bad guy. Your father is too damned myopic to see her for what she is. Great guy, your dad, but unbelievably naïve.”
Bryce’s mind had tied itself in a knot by this time and his soul hurt. “You have never been able to back up what you say about her.”
“You know what? You’re exactly right. So let’s talk about you instead. I notice the women you like to talk to: Smart. Edgy. I notice the type of women who catch your eye: Muscular. Solid. A woman you can throw at a bed and fuck. Hard.”
Bryce stared at him, shocked. “I can’t believe you said that.”
“Oh, what? That I actually noticed it or that I called you on it? You’re not exactly the mild-mannered and slow’n’easy type of guy. Peter Priesthood? Not you. You play football like a savage. No one on campus will play racquetball with you anymore. You’ve publicly humiliated more than one of your professors and then forced them to defend the grades they gave you in retaliation.”
Bryce didn’t see himself that way. The man his best friend had described was . . . horrible. Not a nice guy. Totally not worthy of holding the priesthood.
“But get you to church or with your dad and your spine melts. You just can’t admit that the women you like are the ones who’ll go toe to toe with you intellectually and make you work to get them backed in a corner—and then you go in for the kill every single time. Funny thing? They like it. They come back for more, stronger, better, to throw it right back at you and the harder you have to work, the more you like it. They probably like sex that way, too. I’ll bet you’ve wondered more than once what it’d be like to slam one of those women up against a wall and fuck her.”
Bryce couldn’t breathe. How had he known? He fought those images constantly, the ones that came to him unbidden when in the company of women he found smart and . . . a little dangerous. He wrestled with those temptations and had gone so far as to stop talking to women he’d thought about in that way. He knew he couldn’t resist them if he spent any time with them, especially the brunette starlet who’d propositioned him with an explicit description she must have pulled straight out of his fantasies.
He gulped at that memory, at his desires, at his shame—because he’d had to stop and think about whether he wanted to say no or not.
“That’s who you are. Accept it, grab it, enjoy the hell out of it, go on with your life. There is no reason for you to deny who you are. You can still go to church and be a good person. The church doesn’t care how you like sex as long as you’re faithful to your wife. Face up to who you are and what you want, find a woman who wants the same things you want, who can match you in brains and in bed and you’ll be just fine. There is no sin in that.”
“No, I— That’s not me. That’s not who I want to be.”
“You’re never going to be your dad and there’s nothing wrong with that. Fuck him if he can’t appreciate you for who you are.”
Bryce’s jaw ground and his hands clenched as he fought the urge to plow his fist in his roommate’s face.
“Gah. Fine. Whatever. Go ahead and marry Michelle. I’ll support you, I’ll be your best man, and I’ll never speak of it again once the vows are said. But I’m telling you now, you’re lying to yourself. Even if Michelle isn’t what I think she is and you have a nice, quiet little life together, it’ll still be the worst mistake you ever make—and you’ll live with it every single miserable day, wondering what else you could’ve had if you’d had an ounce of common sense and half that much courage.”
*
Bryce bent over and buried his head in his hands, shuddering from the agony of that conversation ringing through his head even after twenty years. Recalling it was a fairly frequent ritual by now.
Now, on top of everything else, he lived with the anger and bitterness of a disillusioned zealot: the irreconcilable differences between what he wanted and what his father had expected of him; Michelle’s infidelity and public piety; Michelle’s war of manipulation and deceit against which he had no defenses—
—and most especially the deaths of his four children and in such a catastrophic manner.
Bryce had no place in these pews.
Yet . . .
This was his cultural identity, a good portion of his own identity and what made him him. This church, this lifestyle, was all he’d ever known, all he’d ever wanted to know. He’d done everything asked of him, but now he felt empty, abandoned, unloved—and had since the week after he’d walked out of the San Diego temple at twenty-four a married man.
Bryce went home after sacrament meeting unable to stomach any more.
Nobody had approached him to say hello. He’d attracted some glances, but mostly of the preoccupied type, as if they had so much on their minds that they didn’t see him. He understood that. He remembered those days, his years as a lay clergyman on the fast track to bishop, when Sunday meant meetings from dawn until dusk, when he had had too much to think about to welcome new people. He didn’t want to have to introduce himself and then explain where he came from and his presence there.
The few people he recognized hadn’t recognized him. He didn’t mind. He didn’t want to have to talk about where his family went, what happened to his face.
As for the people who had noticed him and shied away, he couldn’t judge them any more harshly than anybody else, since he had that effect on everybody—
—but one.
Miss Giselle Cox.
Knox Hilliard’s lover.
Who had made herself very clear about what she wanted from him, what she knew he could give her.
He’d never known temptation like her, not even as a young man. He lusted after her and his breath shortened at the thought of her body, naked under his, what he wanted to do to her, what he wanted her to do to him.
He wondered if could bury his pride enough to pursue her, to seduce her away from her lover. Bryce didn’t care that she obviously had a great deal of experience; he minded that her experience included Knox Hilliard.
No, he decided, he did not want to go where Hilliard had been.
* * * * *
NOVEMBER 2005
Giselle and Sebastian sat at the conference table, Giselle studying and Sebastian tapping away on his laptop. Fox News blared in the background. Knox came through the front door and up the four steps to the conference room, dumping his briefcase and computer on the table. He, too, sat down to work without a word.
“Feds finally decide you didn’t kill Leah?” Sebastian muttered after a while.
Knox grunted. “Don’t even know why they bother investigating me anymore for anything. Over a year. Waste of taxpayer money.”
*
“Breaking news this afternoon from Kansas City, Missouri. OKH Enterprises CEO Fen Hilliard has announced the formation of an exploratory committee for a possible run for the Senate seat that will be vacated at the end of this term—”
*
All three of them turned toward the TV and gaped. Giselle’s breath caught in her throat and she felt the blood drain from her face. Knox dropped his head in his hands.
“You have got to be kidding me,” Sebastian whispered, eyes wide. “FUCK!” he roared, slamming his hands on the table as he got up and started to pace, his hand rubbing his mouth. “I gotta go make some calls,” he muttered finally, his long legs eating up the distance from the dining room to his office. Giselle winced when the door slammed.
She and Knox traded sober glances. Fen had put Sebastian in check brilliantly, thus setting Knox and Giselle back in play if he decided to call Giselle’s bluff. Giselle never bluffed. Though she dreaded the consequences of taking Fen’s life, she would see it done.
“Murder doesn’t wash clean, Giselle,” Knox offered softly, reading her expression with the ease of a lifetime spent together.
She looked away, biting her bottom lip, nauseated.
*
“Should Democrat Fen Hilliard win the seat, he will tip the balance of power in the Senate. Some on Wall Street speculate that he would bring the necessary leverage to pass legislation that would force his nephew, financier Sebastian Taight, to cease his takeover of OKH Enterprises. How such legislation might impact the financial landscape is unknown at this time.
“Taight, infamous for his Fix-or-Raid policy, has been accused by various corporate executives and members of Congress of deliberately sabotaging companies that have hired his services. Though no fault has been found in various audits across the spectrum of companies Taight has taken over, a Hilliard win in the Senate could trigger long-anticipated hearings on Capitol Hill to call Taight to answer these allegations and account for his business practices.
“On a related note, another of Hilliard’s nephews, Knox Hilliard, Chouteau County, Missouri prosecutor and heir to OKH Enterprises, was only recently cleared of last year’s murder of his bride. No other suspects are in custody at this time, but investigations into the allegations of corruption in his office are ongoing.”
*
Knox snorted. “They make us sound like a couple of thugs.”
The office door flew open and Sebastian was even more angry. “Gets worse,” he snapped, leaning over the table toward Knox. “Kenard’s on the guest list for the fundraiser next month.”
Knox paled underneath his perpetual tan and he wiped his hand down his face.
“This is what’s going to happen,” Sebastian said. He took up pacing again, his hands on his hips and the expression he got when he had to churn through thousands of possibilities to deal with a problem. “You— Giselle—” She started, but he went on. “You are going to go to that fundraiser with me next month and if Kenard shows up, you are going to keep him away from Fen. I’ll attempt to keep Fen away from Kenard.”
“Are you out of your fucking mind?” Knox demanded.
Sebastian stopped and stared at him, an eyebrow cocked wickedly. “Are you concerned for Fen’s life or that—Bonus!—Kenard will love her?”
Knox looked at him stonily.
Sebastian smirked. “That’s what I thought.”
“Okay,” Giselle said, “I missed the boat. Who is this person and what am I supposed to do with him and why am I doing it and why doesn’t Knox want me to?”
“Bryce Kenard,” Sebastian explained, “is the most powerful tort lawyer in Kansas City. Possibly in the Midwest. He’s filthy rich—like, maybe he has a couple bucks more or less than I do—and he has influence. He keeps his politics to himself, and for Fen to court him means that he can’t come up with enough campaign money from amongst his cronies. Kenard’s support could be the difference between his running for Senate and not. Giselle,” he continued, his tone urgent, “it is imperative that you keep him away from Fen. If Fen doesn’t get Kenard’s support that night, he’ll have to work that much harder to drum up the kind of cash Kenard could give him.”
“That makes no sense. Why couldn’t he get it any other time?”
“Kenard gives people one chance to pitch ideas at him. If they don’t get him in the first thirty seconds, they don’t get him at all. You know Fen likes to put on a show and he’ll think that’ll impress the hell out of him without having to say a word.”
“Okay. What am I supposed to do with him?”
“All you have to do is be yourself,” Knox mumbled. “He’s brilliant and he likes nothing more than erudite conversation.”
“Your job is to lead him away from Fen—preferably out of sight and as far away from the party as possible—and fuck his mind. He’ll forget everything else but you and Fen will know that he was singularly unimpressed.”
“I don’t like this idea,” Knox pronounced.
“Of course you don’t,” Sebastian snapped. “Pee on her leg before she leaves for the party, whydontcha?”
Giselle looked at Sebastian. “Why is Knox being pissy?”
Sebastian looked at Knox and smirked. “Ask him. If he tells you the truth, I’ll give you three months’ rent free.”
She looked at Knox, who sat stone-faced. “Well?”
At which point, Knox whipped out his checkbook and wrote a check to Sebastian for three months of her rent. Sebastian howled and Giselle decided she didn’t care why Knox was upset; she’d take the money and keep her curiosity to herself.
Once Sebastian had calmed down enough to get back to business, he leaned across the table and got right in her face. “This is very important. You must have scared Fen enough to get him to back off you two, but now he’s coming after me. There’s just too much anti-Taight sentiment on Capitol Hill. He could easily get me shut down—and he’d most definitely be able to haul my ass in front of the Senate. Wouldn’t Fen love to have me and Knox sitting at a table in front of him and the nation, grilling us like we were teenagers again.” He dug a credit card out of his wallet and flipped it at her. “Go get a dress. Make sure you have cleavage.”
* * * * *
“Very nice,” Sebastian drawled with appreciation when Giselle emerged from her bedroom on the evening of Fen’s exploratory fundraiser.
The strapless dress, reminiscent of 1950s Hollywood glamor, had two layers. The pencil underskirt of white brocade was beaded and sequined along the edges of its floral motif and the hem just kissed the toes of her black sling-back heels. A long slit up the right side allowed Giselle her full stride and relatively quick access to the gun strapped around her thigh without marring the skirt’s narrow lines.
The full black silk taffeta overskirt had a slight train. The front of it parted in an A shape from waist to floor and flared out like a cape when she walked. It framed the white underskirt with stark elegance. A small decorative pouch hung from an inconspicuous strap on the inside of the skirt to function as a pocket or, should she care to wear it on her wrist, a reticule.
Above her skirts, a lightly silver-embroidered and jet-beaded black velvet corset hugged her torso well enough to guarantee that just the right amount of bosom blossomed over its top so as to tease without being vulgar.
She’d dressed her hair in a modified, messy chic Gibson girl style. A diamond and ruby bracelet, borrowed from Sebastian’s mother, sparkled loosely on her wrist and Giselle’s own diamond earrings dangled from her earlobes.
“Rubies,” Sebastian said once he’d carefully assessed the details of her presentation. “Wear your ruby drops. Are you sure about going strapless?”
Giselle glanced down at the puckered indentation in the soft hollow just under her left shoulder. “Fen needs to see it so he can commence kissing my ass.”
“Make sure you don’t let Kenard wheedle the story out of you.”
“Pffftt.”
“I’ve heard he’s clever like that.”
Once she’d changed her earrings, Sebastian held out a white mink bolero jacket for her, also borrowed from his mother.
“This is what you need to know,” Sebastian told her in the limo on their way to the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art. “Kenard’s a widower. He’s an honorable man and a consummate gentleman. He’s also a member of the church—”
“Really?” Giselle perked up, suddenly a lot more interested in this project.
“Don’t. He’s apparently one of those super-strict letter-of-the-law Pharisee types. You know, the kind you don’t like, and he was on the fast track to bishop before his wife died. He won’t appreciate any seriously heavy flirting—not that you know how to do that anyway. Talk about philosophy, art, literature, music. If you end up talking about the church, keep your heresies and sacrilege to yourself. No profanity. Whatever you do, do not talk about politics. Don’t give him any reason to ditch you and go back to the party. If he shows up, it’s because he thinks Fen is an honorable man and he’s seen no evidence to the contrary. Don’t begrudge him that.”
“What’s Knox’s problem with him?”
Sebastian slid her a look. “He paid your rent, so he must not want you to know.”
“Yeah, that was his transaction. This is yours. Two completely different obligations.”
Sebastian laughed. “I really am a bad influence on you. Knox and Kenard have history that involves Kenard’s late wife and they haven’t spoken in ten, twelve years. Something like that. Either Kenard didn’t want to face reality or he didn’t get the memo about Knox’s taste in women.”
“Which does not include married ones.”
“Better. Young married anorexic blonde ones.”
“Ooh. Four strikes, he’s out.”
“I don’t know anything other than what I’ve told you, but there’s probably a lot more to the story. Knox is pretty tight-lipped about him.”
No wonder he had reacted so vehemently to this little scheme. There were few things Knox wouldn’t share with her, but if he didn’t, it had hurt badly enough that he’d buried it. Once Knox buried his pain, he didn’t dig it up if he could help it.
“I haven’t felt inclined to socialize or do any business with him because of that. I’ve seen him around here and there, but I’ve never met him.”
She looked out the window, her fist clenched between her mouth and the cold glass.
“Hey, Giz.” Sebastian snapped his fingers in front of her face. “Do what I told you to do and don’t let your outrage on Knox’s behalf get in the way. Shit, I shouldn’t have said anything at all, ’cause now you’ll wear it on your sleeve and fuck it all up.”
She sighed, unable to deny the probability of that. “I’ll try.”
The limousine came to a halt in front of the art gallery’s great wrought iron doors festooned with enormous lit Christmas wreaths, their windows aglow with the lights of a grand party. Sebastian swept her into the building and checked her jacket.
Kirkwood Hall, the heart of the gallery, was marble-clad, four stories high, and punctuated by twelve enormous marble columns. In the center of the hall stood a twenty-foot Christmas tree decorated with white lights, enormous silver and gold glass balls, and red velveteen ribbon. To their right lay the Rozzelle Court restaurant, a faithful replica of a fifteenth century Italian villa courtyard. Inside, a catering service had prepared a feast of hors d’oeuvres. In the open gallery above the courtyard, a chamber orchestra played Christmas carols.
Many important people milled about, all dressed in high fashion, all vying for attention. Giselle wasn’t particularly impressed, considering she had arrived with King Midas. The place echoed with the sounds of titters and guffaws, murmurs and bluster, and the click-clack of women’s heels.
“So, where is he?”
“I don’t see him. It’s possible he won’t show. Let’s go find Fen.” She trembled. “Make nice, now, Giz,” Sebastian murmured. “You hurt his feelings at Thanksgiving this year, ignoring him like you did. You were downright rude about it, too.”
“Oh, fuck him. I haven’t heard any apologies coming my way, and until I do, he’s not funny.” After wandering a bit, they found him almost where they came in, going from one cluster of chatting people to the next, shaking hands, laughing, introducing Trudy. Giselle had to admit that Fen was a handsome man, as tall as Knox, his near-white hair coiffed with refined elegance, his face pleasingly carved, his nose perfectly straight and patrician. Incredibly fit, he wore his tuxedo with aplomb. Charismatic, generous, and blessed with a silver tongue, he was the perfect picture of a senatorial candidate and cameras adored him. He turned the heads of women a fraction his age.
Knox would look exactly like Fen in twenty years, a true Hilliard but for the blond hair and blue eyes Trudy had given him. Not for the first time, Giselle wondered if Fen was Knox’s father, but she said nothing. The three of them had worn that topic out years ago.
Knox’s mother was exquisite as usual, her blonde hair swept up in a chic knot and her slim figure wrapped in a mint silk ruched gown that had a few too many ruffles for Giselle’s taste. She resisted the urge to rip one or two of them off to streamline the damn thing, but as she and Sebastian drew closer to Fen and Trudy, she contented herself with one disparaging glance down her aunt’s body.
Giselle curled her lip slightly, just enough for Trudy to see her contempt, and Trudy clenched one fist at her side, as if she wanted to hit Giselle. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t before, but now Giselle wasn’t an awkward thirteen-year-old slavishly devoted to earning the approval of her beautiful aunt, and Giselle raised an eyebrow, daring her to say a word. Trudy looked away.
“Ah, Sebastian, Giselle.” Fen greeted them expansively, as if he hadn’t tried to kill Giselle twice and threatened Sebastian with a seat in front of a Senate panel. “So glad to see you here. I didn’t realize you would be interested or I would have invited you myself.”
“I’m always intrigued when the CEO of a company I have a controlling interest in decides to run for Congress.”
“Come, come, Sebastian. I’m sure nothing will change for you when I win a Senate seat.” His voice held the slightest hint of a threat, detectable only to people who knew him very well. “Giselle,” he murmured, taking her hand and kissing it. “How are you?”
“I’m just fine, thanks; haven’t seen any goons lurking around corners lately.” She smiled sweetly.
Fen leaned toward her. “You just can’t help getting your digs in, can you?” he gritted, his mouth locked into a grin. “One of these days, I’m going to slap the teeth right out of your smart mouth, little girl.”
She turned her head so that she could whisper in his ear. “Aw, I did hurt your wittow feewings.”
He drew away from her slowly, still in candidate mode, all four of them still smiling. His gaze caught on her shoulder then and he sucked in a breath. When he swallowed, Giselle chuckled and a faint flush rose in his cheeks.
“Is that remorse I see, Unk?” Sebastian drawled. “And you didn’t even send her a get-well card.”
Fen’s jaw clenched behind his smile. “Move along, you two. I don’t want to babysit you all night, particularly since you insist on acting like children. I’d prefer you leave altogether.”
“No can do, Fen,” Sebastian replied with an entirely fake chuckle. “We’re just here to eat your food, drink your booze, and be a general pain in your ass.”
“As usual.”
They left him there fuming. Giselle still chuckled, but Sebastian’s body radiated tension and his muscular arm felt like wool-and-silk-covered cast iron under her hand. He picked up a glass of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray and downed it in one swallow.
“I gotta figure out how to get out from under Fen’s thumb,” he muttered. “Remember when he caught you, me, and Knox blowing up frogs with the bike pump when we were kids? And threatened to tell my dad? I feel like that right now.”
“I’ve been thinking about this since he announced last month,” Giselle murmured, disengaging from him to snag a waiter to request ice water. Sebastian looked down at her, his eyebrow cocked, waiting. “It’s a threefer. First, you need to block as much of Fen’s fundraising as possible, like tonight. I’m sure all your friends feel just as threatened by whatever Fen plans to do to you.”
“Already done. Next?”
“You need a Truman.”
He stuck his tongue in his cheek. “Raise up a rival candidate. Wouldn’t that be hilarious? Senator from Taight—but I’d rather not back a Democrat if I can avoid it.”
“Kevin Oakley.”
Sebastian started, his eyes widening. “Isn’t he the prosecutor who decided you’d done him a favor by taking out the assholes who shot you?”
“Yes, he is and there are rumors around school he’s itching to get on with the next step in his career. He and Knox are friends, so there’s your in with him.”
Sebastian rocked back on his heels, his hands behind his back, and stared off into the distance.
“And did you read the National Review article I left on the conference table?” At his absent nod, she said, “The one on intellectual property rights? Byline Justice McKinley?”
“Yes, and it gave me some ideas on a few tech pies I could put my fingers in. I googled her, read some of the stuff she’s been writing on some of the smaller conservative blogs. She’s like a baby Thomas Sowell.”
“Baby’s about right. She’s twenty-three.”
“How do you know?”
“I go to school with her, that’s how I know.” Giselle kept the other little piece of information concerning Justice McKinley to herself for now, since Knox still refused to talk about that. “She’s a regular little political prodigy, all strict constructionist pro-life atheist. People are starting to listen to her and talk about her and—” Giselle couldn’t help a wicked chuckle. “—she’s tying the religious right up in knots.”
“Shit. I could barely spell my name when I was twenty-three, but now that you mention it, she is a bit irrationally exuberant.”
Giselle chuckled, then continued, “My thinking is if Kevin could speak with her, they may be able to help each other further their own careers. He’s not quite her brand of politician, but she won’t be happy until Thomas Jefferson rises from the dead.”
Sebastian pursed his lips. “Even if he wins, he’ll be powerless to help me. Fen has no such problems because he wants my head more than the rest of the looters and he’s the only one who can actually deliver it via the SEC. He’ll have instant clout.”
“All Oakley needs to do is give Fen a good fight. The Senate’s not going to want to yank your chain too soon and show its hand if there’s a good chance Fen’ll lose the election. It’ll buy you enough time to get through the transfer or takeover of OKH.
“After that, if you do end up sitting in front of Fen and his newfound senatorial friends, it’ll be a whole different fight that you can win on your terms without the distraction of OKH or the threat of the SEC, especially considering your attorney—you know, that poor young man who was cheated of his rightful inheritance on his wedding day when his bride-equipped-with-child was tragically and mysteriously murdered. That evil Fen Hilliard, just like OJ Simpson. Ya know he did it, but the glove doesn’t fit.”
Sebastian actually smiled in public, which made Giselle blink. “Go on, Giz,” he muttered over another glass of champagne. “I’ve always admired your deadpan delivery.”
“The trick is when Kevin should announce his intentions. Fen needs to get comfy and spend a bunch of whatever cash he manages to scrounge up. Once Kevin announces and it becomes known that you’re backing him, Fen’s going to have a hard time replenishing whatever he spends because nobody’s going to want to throw good money after bad.
“Third. When reporters start calling you for comments on Senator Oth’s anti-Taight bitterness, refer them to Knox. He can hem and haw like the good ol’ boy redneck he pretends to be—now, y’all know this is off the record, mind—mumble a few things about how he doan know nuttin’ ’bout nuttin’, but seems to him maybe Oth either wasn’t a very good businessman—and what does that say about his leadership in the Senate?—or Taight caught him with his hand in his employees’ cookie jar. Oopsie. Maybe compare Jep Industries to Enron, Tyco in passing. Jep employees lost their jobs, yeah, but that Taight, you know, he made sure they got to take their 401(k)s with ’em. That should make that rabid skunk back off and Knox could make you look like a martyr once he gets through working that shucks-n-p’shaw mojo he uses on his juries.
“You cannot get into a full-on war with Oth while Fen’s in the picture, but you do need to get him to quit riding you. The publicity is what’s going to kill you if you don’t answer it. Kevin can make Fen retreat and Knox can make Oth shut up. Once Oth is questioned, the deal you made with Hollander Steelworks will come out. You’ll end up being the sainted hero and savior of the pensions and jobs of twelve hundred people—not to mention what it’ll do for Hollander. Between Kevin and Knox, you should be able to stay out of Washington for the next three years until after OKH is no longer an issue. If it doesn’t work all the way through Knox’s fortieth, hire a Washington-savvy publicist to take you the rest of the way.”
Sebastian stared at her without speaking for a while. “Bless your little politico heart, Giz,” he said slowly. “You do come in handy occasionally.”
Giselle took the opportunity to preen a bit. She very rarely impressed Sebastian because he expected her to function on his level all the time. She continued,
“The only downside of that is if it makes Fen feel totally irrelevant—which it very well could—he may go off his rocker and three years is long enough for him to devolve back to primordial ooze. I wouldn’t put it past him to do something devastating to me, Knox, you—or all three of us—if he thinks he’s going to lose everything any which way he looks at it. He’s already gotten somewhat unpredictable and that makes me nervous. He has a taste for killing when he can’t get his way and the fact that we can’t prove anything only feeds his arrogance.”
Sebastian grunted. “I trust the next time he tries to kill you, you’ll find him up in Chouteau County somewhere and put him out of our misery.”
“I plan to, but that might wreck my newfound ambitions if it comes to light.”
“What newfound ambitions?”
She didn’t bother to suppress a nasty snicker. “One of the Jackson County APs, Craig Wells, the one who wanted to throw me under a bus to cut his teeth on Knox? He’s been sniffing around Oakley’s job.”
“Knox says he’s been sniffing around your leathers.”
“Oh, good heavens, yes. A codpiece would be less obvious than his hard-on. He just magically happens to show up places I hang out, like the law library and the grocery store. He never talks to me, pretends he doesn’t see me, but really. How stupid do you have to be to stalk a woman who you know for a fact carries a nine-mil and uses it? I’ve considered kicking his ass just for daring to think about me nekkid, but I’m not sure Kevin would forgive me for that. So my little revenge fantasies have morphed into a run for Jackson County prosecutor as a possible career move some time in the distant future once I’ve got some serious time in a courtroom under my belt.”
“Yesterday I would’ve mocked you for that. Today, not so much. You going to have Knox train you?”
“Please. Which one of us do you think would end up dead first? I’ve had quite enough of Professor Shit-for-Brains, thankyouverymuch. I don’t know what curve he grades me on but it isn’t the one he uses for the rest of the class.”
“You got him back for it on his student evaluations last year. He was pissed.”
“Did he think I’d sit still for that?”
“Apparently so.”
She huffed.
“Well, thank you, Giz. Sometimes I forget just how damned smart you are.”
“I noticed,” she muttered.
He paused to think, but his attention caught elsewhere. “Oh, damn. I almost forgot why we’re here. There’s Kenard,” he said, turning toward the south end of the hall where there were more clusters of people chatting. “He’s the man with the burn scars on the left side of his face.”
* * * * *
Bryce hadn’t wanted to come to this thing, especially considering how he felt about Fen Hilliard and what he suspected about the man’s involvement in Leah’s murder, but curiosity won out. He’d spent every other weekend the past two months playing golf with Fen and various other business leaders about town just to see how Fen played chess.
Fen had treated Bryce like an old friend without once mentioning his campaign. He was likable, suave, and not in the least bit slick or smarmy. No hint of good ol’ boy politics. Not a whiff of courtship. He had his act down cold and Bryce could appreciate Fen’s patience, shrewd strategy, and forethought.
In all that time, however, Bryce hadn’t said much, preferring to listen instead, to observe Fen’s modus operandi, to wait for the thirty-second pitch that never came. Even the invitation to this little get-together had no hint of political purpose in it, but Bryce laughed when the courier delivered it. So. This was the thirty-second pitch.
At least now he knew Fen intended to carry his personal philosophy of philanthropy right on into Congress with him and Bryce had no intention of backing that with either his checkbook or his influence. Giving away money as a private citizen or a corporation was Bryce’s idea of generosity of spirit and community service. Using taxpayer money to do it was bullshit.
In addition, though Bryce didn’t know Sebastian Taight personally, he definitely didn’t like the witch hunt Fen’s announcement had triggered. It would’ve happened eventually, but if Taight went down, half the extraordinarily successful entrepreneurs in the country would go down with him. That didn’t bode well for anyone, not to mention what it would do to the economy.
Fen’s campaign had less to do with political ambition and a need to protect the public from rampaging capitalist pigs, but more to do with Taight’s takeover of OKH. Bryce wouldn’t trust Fen Hilliard to hold his nine-iron for him.
Bryce sighed as he returned to nursing his Perrier, disengaged from the people who had clumped around him. The company he kept at these inane functions was the most amusing he could find, but some evenings, like tonight, that didn’t say much. Bored out of his mind, he wondered if this was preferable to knocking around a dark, silent, empty house at Christmas time.
Absorbed in watching the play of light on the surface of his sparkling water, Bryce thought he saw a head of honey-colored hair in his periphery and his gut clenched.
Only one person he had ever met had hair that color, subtle in its blondeness and its redness at the same time. No hairdresser, no matter how talented or expensive, could duplicate the complicated highlights of commingling blonde and red strands.
He turned and looked for her, unable to credit that she might be here. His breath caught in his throat when he saw her. When she turned a bit, he realized that she went about on Sebastian Taight’s arm and a pain struck him behind his sternum as she chatted amiably—almost familiarly—with Fen and Trudy Hilliard.
First Knox, then Taight and the rest of the Hilliards. It stood to reason that if she was fucking Knox, she would know Taight and definitely Knox’s mother—but what kind of typist and law student had these kinds of connections? He knew no one in society by the name of Cox or who had ties to a Cox family.
Bryce drank in her appearance more fully, able to take his time and notice small details that pleased but did not surprise him. She had such an air of understated elegance, he had to wonder if she had a gun strapped to her thigh.
Her black and white dress showed off her pale shoulders to exquisite advantage and gave her hair a subtle brilliance. He liked the red earrings.
The slight plump of her breasts above the black corset caught his attention. His mind filled with images of them bare, flushed with passion, her nipples begging him to lick and suck them. He drew in a sharp breath and his erection strained against his fly. She turned away from him then and he studied the delineation of well-developed muscles in her arms and upper back. He remembered her legs the night of Leah’s visitation.
Collier’s Lilith was soft, round, lush.
Giselle Cox was most definitely not.
I notice the type of women who catch your eye: Muscular. Solid. A woman you can throw at a bed and fuck. Hard.
Brilliant woman . . . She’ll be a good trial attorney. Enough ego and charm to pull anything off and the brains and wit to back it up.
I notice the women you like to talk to: Smart. Edgy.
I assure you: You have never met a woman like me, and you never will again.
Taight led Miss Cox away from the Hilliards and she strolled about on his arm for a moment before they came to an abrupt halt. She began to talk and gesture, a highball glass of something clear over ice in one hand, while Taight listened intently. He sipped at his champagne, never taking his eyes off her, then he grinned at her. She returned it, but began to speak again and did so at some length. Taight’s expression gradually transformed from amusement to— Respect?
He wondered what Giselle Cox could possibly have to say that would have a notorious and semi-reclusive billionaire’s rapt attention. Taight very rarely attended society events and if he did deign to grace an affair with his presence, he mingled very little. He rarely spoke and he never showed any emotion.
Taight’s presence at a party for a man he had declared war upon, a woman on his arm, and his uncharacteristic public display of humor—incredible. Quite a few of the gathered shot intermittent glances at the pair, no less intrigued than Bryce.
And her! No anger tonight, no rage. Just amusement. He remembered her clumsy attempt at flirting, her straightforward charm, her obvious hope for him to ask her out—possibly more. He’d insulted her and her anger had resurfaced. He’d kissed her and she’d sunk into desire. He’d called her out and flustered her. Her moods swung wildly and she made no effort to hide them.
He could only see Miss Cox in profile, but he could read her amazingly expressive face from where he stood. She smirked once at something Taight muttered, and though she didn’t show any other overt signs of humor, Bryce could feel her amusement in palpable waves across the distance between them and pulse through his body. Whatever she said had been funny enough to make Taight nearly laugh and Bryce heard one woman actually gasp.
Jealousy, hot and vicious, seized his gut and his lip curled. Knox Hilliard knew her intimately. Sebastian Taight treated her as an equal, though not as a lover—at least, not as Bryce would have treated a lover—or would have treated her if she were his lover.
What did a second-shift transcriptionist and over-age student have to offer that she could capture two brilliant men’s attention? All his adult life, he’d known women who craved attention and did anything they could to get it. He knew when a woman faked obliviousness to attract more attention. Giselle Cox, absorbed in her conversation with Taight, either hadn’t noticed the attention they garnered or didn’t care.
She had Bryce tied in knots, a room full of men watching her with speculation, and a room full of women studying her as if to learn something.
A lovely peal of laughter rang out from her vicinity and Bryce looked up from her breasts to find himself staring into those ice blue eyes that seemed so familiar as to be eerie.
She blinked, and held his gaze. She blinked again, but had turned her attention back to Taight with a smile of genuine warmth. As if she hadn’t recognized Bryce. No, more than that—as if he didn’t exist.
Regret, deep and sharp, joined his jealousy and rode him hard. His jaw ground and he looked back down into his glass. He had blown any chance he might have had with her and he flinched at the way he had dismissed her with such finality. All he’d had to do was ask her out for dinner when she’d begged him to—before he’d pissed her off.
One hand stuffed in his pocket, he looked down at the floor and tried for all the world not to let her get to him the way she did.
That kiss. It tormented him, now months after it had happened, but she must have forgotten it. Such a fool. Between Hilliard and Taight, why would she remember Bryce at all?
Bryce looked up again just as Taight bent to murmur something in her ear, then left her standing there, striding away from her and toward the owner of a foundering company. Once alone, her palpable humor vanished. The people who observed this grew puzzled, Bryce no less so.
After a couple of seconds of looking down into her glass, she closed her eyes and breathed deeply, slowly in her nose, then out through the O of her lips. She did that several times, her breasts swelling with each inhalation. His own breath caught in response.
Suddenly he found her looking straight at him again. Deliberately, this time, and she held his gaze. Her mouth—that cherry-kissed mouth with full lips that could probably work miracles on a man’s anatomy—twitched. A corner of it turned up; not quite a smile, not quite a smirk.
Oh, no. She hadn’t forgotten at all.
Adrenaline surged through him as he returned her stare. The fantasies of his youth, the ones that had tortured him with their wickedness, the ones he’d tried so hard to quell at such great cost, curled around him. The predator in him surged and howled, all traces of regret and jealousy gone. Bryce cocked an eyebrow at her and she acknowledged him with a miniscule shift of her shoulders and lowered eyelids.
Miss Giselle Cox, whoever she was, promised the fulfillment of every one of his long-denied yearnings. She was dangerous—and he knew he’d give up everything he had to have her:
His pride.
His net worth.
His salvation.
She put her glass on a passing waiter’s tray, then turned without warning and sashayed, not toward him, but across Kirkwood Hall to Sculpture Hall. She disappeared behind the Christmas tree, then reappeared, her steps slow and studied, her back straight and head high, as if she had all the time in the world and nowhere in particular to go. He watched her progress across the marble floor, deftly and graciously weaving through clumps of chatters without fanfare.
He followed her at some distance through the grand hall, then through the sculpture room that was littered with clusters of chatting people who stilled slightly as she glided by. A couple of men started to follow her but happened to glance up at Bryce; he merely had to raise an eyebrow at their impudence to send them scurrying back to their cliques.
A corner of his mouth turned up, grateful for his scarred face for the first time ever.
Then his eyes narrowed as he tracked her with a hunter’s skill. Sebastian Taight had just become mistressless. He’d deal with Knox Hilliard later—and Knox would lose.
Finally she reached the staircase that led down to the Bloch building, the hideous modern addition that marred the landscape and lines of the original gallery. She smoothly descended to the wide landing, but instead of going down the next set of stairs to the new building, she turned right to go up the dimly lit stairs to the European exhibits. Those collections were not on display at this time of day and technically, people were not allowed to go wandering the gallery at will, although they often did.
She unhooked the velvet rope that blocked off that section of the museum, which didn’t surprise him. A woman who was so sure of herself that she’d kiss a man she didn’t know and then be surprised when it got turned back on her would do exactly what she pleased, regardless of the obstacles.
She stopped then and looked over her shoulder at him, that same not-smile-not-smirk on her face. She raised one eyebrow and deliberately dropped the rope on the floor. He ached in ways he hadn’t since before the fire and his breath caught.
Bryce stood transfixed as she ascended the staircase step by deliberate step, her white skirt held in her right hand. Her hips swayed. The short train of her black skirt slithered behind her. Her delicate hand slid up the copper banister and though half the room watched, as riveted as he, no one tried to stop her.
His feet moved of their own accord. He absently excused himself through the crowd, irresistibly drawn after her as if she were Calypso, ensnaring him with his own lust—
—then found himself detained by some policy wonk who not only didn’t notice that Bryce had other plans, but felt entitled to the contents of his brain.
Left or right? A few more of the terminally clueless gathered around him. Which way would she go and would he see her with all the people suddenly demanding his attention? How would he find her? His jaw ground at the thought of losing her to the labyrinthine hallways and myriad exhibits because people he didn’t know wanted a piece of him.
“Excuse me,” he barked, interrupting someone who purposely stood in his way to spout drivel, then plowed his way out of the committee of vultures around him to find her and catch her.
She had turned left.
* * * * *
Over a fifth glass of champagne, Sebastian watched Giselle walk across the room. Kenard had a hunger, a raw lust, in his face that was unexpected, given what little he knew. Sebastian studied the room’s male occupants as a full half of them turned to watch her cross the floor.
Perhaps he’d underestimated Giselle’s appeal. On any day Sebastian thought about it and felt generous, he would classify Giselle as passably cute.
He saw two men start out after her, tongues dragging the floor. Kenard’s snarl quelled them instantly and it hadn’t gone unnoticed by the milling partygoers. Sebastian pursed his lips. The man had marked Giselle as his territory like the alpha wolf he was reputed to be, though his reputation with women could most kindly be described as . . . nonexistent.
Better than Sebastian’s, anyway.
He followed the two of them into Sculpture Hall to see what would transpire next and he leaned against a wall somewhat out of the way, his arms crossed over his chest.
Kenard got caught in a web of moochers who gathered around him, clamoring at him for his time, his attention, his money. It took a great deal of rudeness and strength for the man to break through that to follow her. He clipped down the first staircase, bounded up the next one three steps at a time, then disappeared in a flash around a corner, his tux coat flaring out after him.
Sebastian was very pleased. Not only had Giselle neatly mapped out the next phase in their war with Fen, she’d caught Kenard’s attention as he’d asked her to and with wild success. For the rest of the night tonight, Kenard wouldn’t be thinking about campaigns, money, or politics and from the look of things, Kenard’s mind was the last thing he wanted fucked.
He wondered if perhaps he’d gotten Giselle into a wee bit more trouble than she could handle herself, but she had her Glock and she loved a challenge. On the other hand, considering her desperation to hold onto her oh-so-precious virginity(however inefficiently), her behavior surprised Sebastian. Giselle had never had talents toward seduction, so where that femme fatale had come from tonight, he didn’t know. Further, considering he’d specifically told her not to use it as a diversionary tactic and why, it completely confused him.
Unless . . .
. . . she wanted whatever Kenard would give her.
Would you fuck him if you got the chance?
In a heartbeat.
Sebastian’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened.
The man dresses more expensively than you do . . . He’s a warrior. You can tell. He’s bigger than you.
Kenard?!
Now, that man would give Giselle exactly what she thought she wanted and a whole host of other things that would blow her little virgin mind. Stunned for a moment, Sebastian could only look at the now-empty staircase and turn that over in his head.
He was contemptuous of me . . . It made me mad and then we had an argument and then I— I . . . kissed him.
Giselle had unintentionally made her thirty-second pitch in a fit of anger and Kenard had bought the store.
He called me Lilith . . . It wasn’t a compliment.
Then Sebastian began to smile. Whatever else he could say about Giselle’s half-baked philosophies and inability to choose between the sacred and the profane, she did her best work by instinct—and her instincts had led her straight to Kenard.
He turned to see if Fen had observed this vignette and as he expected, Fen hadn’t missed a second of anything. His jaw worked in his cheek. Though he mingled and smiled and shook hands with everyone who grabbed his attention, he watched Giselle lure Kenard, his biggest chance at campaign funding and support, away from the party that he’d intended as a four-hour thirty-second pitch. He had no way to salvage that without making a complete fool of himself and ruining his credibility by begging. Trudy Hilliard murmured something to Fen and he nodded, his lips tight.
Fen caught Sebastian watching him. The subtle anger in Fen’s face made Sebastian grin and salute. Then he burst out laughing, startling most of the people there who knew him only as a dour and self-contained corporate raider.
* * * * *
Where would she go? On a hunch, Bryce followed his nose, her perfume as distinctive as she. He turned to take another set of stairs, hitting two landings in quick succession. The gallery, immense and only very dimly lit, had innumerable nooks and crannies in which to lose oneself by choice or by accident.
As he gained the top step, he turned immediately right to go into the Asian collection, then left, but stopped. He knew she’d passed by here; her scent lingered and drove him mad. He would not leave this museum tonight without a piece of her, if not all of her.
The trail stopped at the immense Chinese Temple room, two stories high, and, as always, even during exhibition hours, dimly lit. A section at the farthest end of the room was nearly closed off by a richly carved mahogany wall that looked Moorish in design. He could see the bodhisattva prominently displayed on the back wall, framed by the threshold of the wooden partition. As his eyes adjusted, he saw her silhouette where she sat on a Barcelona ottoman the size of a twin bed in front of the statue, very still, her back to him.
Then she turned her head and spoke over her shoulder. “Gorgeous, isn’t he?”
He started at the sound of her voice, so smooth, so calm, so . . . fragile. How could a woman who brimmed with such decadent sexuality have such a fragile voice?
“Not sure I’d use that term, no,” he murmured vaguely as he began his trek toward her.
She chuckled, then looked up at him once he reached the bench. “This is my secret place, where I come to get away from the world and meditate.”
Her humor pulsed through her voice and radiated from her like a shimmering silvery heat wave off hot asphalt.
He sat next to her, throwing one leg over the ottoman, then turning so he, too, faced the bodhisattva and knew he would never reach that state of enlightenment. He searched for words and felt her steady gaze on him as he did so. He didn’t know what to say to a woman he resented for her sexual relationship with Hilliard and possibly Taight, but still wanted for himself. He couldn’t rid himself of the sudden visual of actually stripping her naked and laying her down on the ottoman right then and there.
Behold, I say unto you, wickedness never was happiness.
Whatever. Righteousness sure as hell hadn’t been a picnic. Wickedness couldn’t be any worse.
He hooked one heel on the edge of the upholstery and laid his arm over his flexed knee. He leaned into her just enough so that his lapel touched her bare shoulder. Watching her, daring her to say a word or make a move, he planted his left hand on the leather behind her, sliding his fingers underneath her, his thumb caressing her backside. She sucked a sharp breath in through her nose and her eyes widened slightly, but she held his gaze and stayed right where she was even though he continued to caress her fabric-covered buttock and made it clear he had no intention to remove his hand.
She reached out. The pad of her right thumb just brushed his forehead between his eyebrows, a gesture that startled him. He wasn’t used to a woman’s touch. “I apologize for nearly killing you,” she murmured.
She laid her warm palm flat on the scarred half of his face, nearly covering his eye, and her fingers furrowed into his hair. She continued to stroke the spot where she had bored the barrel of her gun the night she’d kissed him. He had never received a touch so intimate—an intimacy far beyond sex—from any woman, not even his wife.
“I was very tired that night and you startled me.”
“I doubt I was in any imminent danger,” he murmured as she took her hand away. He wished she would continue to touch him. He wished she hadn’t touched him at all. “You seem to be a woman who’s almost always in control.”
Miss Cox smiled then, a wide smile that made her amusement more than clear. The corners of her eyes crinkled merrily. “Oh, always. And some people think that’s a bad thing.”
“I suppose it depends on context.”
That comment hung in the air as he began to inspect her face, her straight nose and full mouth, her throat, her breasts, her—
“What’s this?” he breathed and touched a quarter-sized round indentation puckering the skin below her left shoulder. On her back, just over her shoulder, was another puckered scar, much larger and jagged around the edges. He looked into eyes that had darkened from ice blue to gunmetal gray. “Someone shot you.”
She flashed him a wicked grin. “Two someones, actually.”
He opened his mouth to ask the next logical question, but—
“Why did you follow me up here?” she asked in a rush, her gambit clear.
“Why did you want me to?”
She laughed then, a laugh that sparkled with delight. He reached for and gripped her chin in his palm, bringing her to him. His mouth captured hers, startling her into opening for him. Her eyes were wide for a moment, then he felt her sigh into his mouth and fall into his kiss. Her eyes closed, her mouth followed his lead; he felt her hand on his face again.
His thigh brushed a metal-hard bulge along hers, through a layer of fabric, and at that moment, he knew exactly what he wanted to do to her and how.
* * * * *
Kenard’s strong hand, huge, rough, heavily calloused, held her jaw with just enough force to keep her where he wanted her. His hand lay perilously close to her throat; she didn’t know whether that terrified her or excited her. But his kiss . . .
Ohhh.
Giselle had never been kissed so thoroughly, so expertly, so without inhibition.
Harshly exquisite, his mouth took hers with a confidence and experience that intimidated and exhilarated her beyond all reason. She touched his face again, felt the burn scars. Her arousal increased. Nearly painful sensation rolled through her when his tongue found hers, and the feel of his hand almost right there bordered on sensory overload.
She wanted more.
She opened her eyes to find him watching her while he kissed her. With a little shake of her head, she easily dislodged his hand to wrap her arms around his neck. Her fingers in his silky hair, drawing him close, she kissed him heatedly, but she couldn’t direct it. He overpowered her too easily.
Giselle sighed when his mouth left hers to explore her cheek, his now-free hand cupping her breast, that thumb caressing the skin at the top of her corset.
Just then, the hand that teased her buttocks swept up her back and curled around the curve of her waist. His mouth kissing, licking, nipping the column of her neck, he pressed her downdowndown slowly, carefully, until she half lay on the bench. He rose then and caught her behind her knees to pull her legs up onto the bench.
He had kissed her again before she realized he knelt over her, his hands bracing himself on the upholstery on either side of her face, his knees similarly situated on either side of her hips.
Bryce Kenard, conquering lord. Conquering Giselle.
An odd and unexpected pleasure at being at this great man’s mercy shuddered through her. He could do any number of wicked things to her right here, right now—and she’d let him.
She closed her eyes again, needing to just—feel—everything he did to her. She wound her arms up and around his forearms to clutch his arms, large and tight, covered by the fine wool-silk blend of his tux coat. He returned his attention to her neck to tease and nip. Her breath came hard and fast, short and ragged when he slowly worked his way over her collarbone, laved the indentation that marked her, then down over the skin of her chest.
She gasped and arched her back when he tucked his mouth in her cleavage, licking, kissing. She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe when he began to undo the buttons of her corset with his teeth.
Suddenly embarrassed that she had lost control with a stranger so completely and voluntarily—so much so that she would allow him to undress her—she made a weak move to dislodge him. He ignored her. Four, six, eight buttons down, her corset fell open, baring her to the waist.
He rose up a bit to study her torso, his breathing strained to its limit, and she swallowed. Overwhelmed, saturated with adrenaline and desire, she whispered,
“Let me go.”
Kenard’s gaze met hers then, his emerald eyes hard, an eyebrow cocked. “No.”
Her eyes widened and her mouth dropped open and she suddenly didn’t know what to do. No man had ever dared cross her, to completely disregard her wishes.
He took advantage of her confusion and kissed her again, his mouth and tongue hard, pressing her into the upholstery. His hand swept up her ribs to cup her breast, his thumb stroking her nipple until she could only think of what he was doing to her, what else she wanted him to do to her.
“Giselle,” he whispered harshly in her ear, “come home with me. Now. Tonight.”
If this man was a member of the church, he was most definitely not on the “fast track to bishop.” And if she did what she wanted to do, she’d be on the fast track to a broken heart with nothing to show for it.
Would you fuck him if you got the chance?
In a heartbeat.
Or . . . not.
Pressing her hands against his chest, she shoved at him, surprising him with her strength and nearly knocking him off the wide ottoman. He struggled for balance long enough for her to roll out from under him, desperately clutching her corset, and bolt across the room to one of the glass cases. Her chest, damp from his tongue and brushed by the cool air of the vents overhead, heaved as she looked at him warily, trying to button up her corset, wondering what the hell had just happened.
Her fingers didn’t work because she trembled too badly, and she couldn’t suck in her breath long enough to close it all the way. She watched him rise from the bench and walk toward her slowly, carefully. She was vaguely gratified to note that his breath came as hard and fast as hers, and sweat dotted his brow. He wiped his hand down his face as he approached her.
“This is insane,” she murmured, her back pressed into a corner of the pillar behind her, her hands still struggling with her buttons as she watched him warily. He stopped when he was within an arm’s length and gently brushed her hands aside to button her corset up himself.
“Isn’t this what you wanted?” he asked, gruff though not unkind. “Suck in a breath.”
She somehow managed to do that. “I—” But what could she say? That it was the only thing she wanted at the moment, and she knew she must not have it? That she felt embarrassed at having this sort of intimacy with a stranger, and, moreover, liking it? That she liked the way his knuckles caressed her as he re-dressed her? That she wanted to take him home and keep him forever?
That she felt more powerful at this moment than she had in her life, like a goddess with the world at her feet?
That her purpose was to distract him enough to keep him away from Fen, and therefore, nothing between them could ever come to fruition because it was all a lie?
She cleared her throat. “I, um, I— It was more than I expected, I think.”
“Frankly, it wasn’t nearly enough for me.”
“I don’t know you,” she whispered.
“Ah, but I wasn’t the one who issued the invitation, was I?”
Her breathing had calmed little by the time he had almost finished buttoning her up and her mind still whirled. “I think— Um— I think I need to go home.”
“Let me take you there.”
That was out of the question. Her nerves couldn’t take much more of this without giving him everything he wanted. Now. Tonight. As he’d demanded.
He was a stranger.
She’d lied to him.
She did not want him to know where she lived.
In twenty-five years of on-and-off with Knox, she had only once felt so out of control and so eager to give herself over to a man—on one glance, fifteen years before—and the wedding ring on that man’s finger had curtailed that in two seconds flat.
Knox didn’t do this to her; he never had. This was something she had never truly believed existed and, at the same time, always wanted.
“I don’t think that would be a good idea.”
He said nothing for a moment; then, having finished his task with her only vaguely noticing, he pursed his lips. “Not in control now, are you?” he drawled, smug.
She gasped in outrage, but he shut her up with a harsh kiss, taking whatever she had to give and a whole lot of what she hadn’t intended to give him at all. It took a few seconds for her to decide whether to break the kiss or not.
Finally, Giselle pulled away from him with some difficulty and only succeeded because he’d once again underestimated her strength. “I don’t—” She hesitated and flinched at how it would sound. She cleared her throat again and said it anyway. “I’ve never done this sort of thing before.”
His eyebrow rose and he smirked. She flushed, mortified at what he must have already assumed about her. With that, she turned on her heel. She strode through the room and away from him without another word. Embarrassed, aroused, confused, and completely disoriented, she headed out the door and ran to the right.
“Giselle, wait!”
She heard his commanding roar, but she did not heed it. If she could make it out of the gallery without his catching her, she’d be lucky. However much of the rest of the evening was left, Sebastian was going to have to do his own distraction. She couldn’t take another second of this.
She clicked down the stairs, but stopped to hop and take off her shoes. She hiked her skirts over her knees, her Glock and stocking top clearly visible. Fen would have a heart attack that she’d come to his party armed and he’d make sure to inform her of his displeasure.
Away. She had to get away from that man, away from that room where she could never go back without memories of being half undressed and so almost taken on a Barcelona ottoman in an art museum by a stranger—a stranger who could’ve forced her.
No, no force necessary. She had a nine-millimeter strapped to her thigh that she’d completely forgotten. She could’ve wrapped her legs around his hips with it on and she still wouldn’t have remembered she had it.
That was a man who’d fuck her the way she wanted, until she begged for more. He’d taken her on—twice now—and completely overwhelmed her both times.
Feeling very vulnerable and very afraid of her own lust, of what was happening to her, of what he did to her, she ran through the European exhibits, down the second staircase and up the third, sprinted straight through Sculpture Hall, then Kirkwood Hall. Her stockinged feet slid on the polished stone floor when she took the ninety-degree turn to the north exit, and she had to touch the floor with her fingertips to keep both her speed and her balance. She looked over her shoulder to see him closing in on her. She burst out of the art gallery winded and ran halfway down the drive to the limousine. The driver recognized her and her distress, and quickly caught up with her. She didn’t give him enough time to get out to open her door; she threw it open and scrambled in. She thought she may have shut the door on her skirt. “Go, go. Go, please.”
The limousine had pulled around the horseshoe and down the drive when Kenard burst out of the gallery. She looked at him through the back window. Bent over, his hands on his knees, his chest heaving and his breath white in the frigid December air, he watched her leave.
* * * * *
JANUARY 2006
“ . . . Changed my focus and didn’t get a chance to copy the new text list . . . ”
Unlike the rest of the class, Justice didn’t have any reason to groan at this news. She never bought textbooks until she knew what was absolutely necessary to her success in a class, so she had no books to exchange.
Her constitutional law professor droned on and she glanced down at the sheet of paper, scanning it to calculate an approximate cost. Her eyes widened in shock at one particular author’s name and she swallowed heavily, blinked, looked again. No, that couldn’t be. He would have told her . . .
Wouldn’t he?
Juell Pope, JD, LLM, PhD, author of half the textbooks on the list in her hand.
“ . . . Dr. Pope’s constitutional theories more in-depth this semester . . . ”
The lecture went on, but Justice barely heard it for the buzzing in her ears and the blurring of the titles in front of her.
“ . . . country lawyer up in River Glen, just north of Chouteau City, but died about six years ago. One of the greatest legal minds of the twentieth century. Ms. McKinley, something wrong?”
She looked up slowly at her professor as if in a daze. “No,” she croaked, cleared her throat. “No, I’m fine.”
But she wasn’t. Deep betrayal cut through her soul. Why had she had to go to law school to find out her grandfather had been such a well-respected scholar?
Snatches of her grandfather’s teachings flitted through her mind. When her professor asked her a question meant to stump her, she answered it by rote, only vaguely aware of the semi-tense silence her answer had garnered.
Then, “Ms. McKinley, how did you know that?”
I know this material better than you ever will.
“Um, I— I don’t know. I, uh—” Justice panicked, trying to think of an answer that didn’t include because Juell Pope is my grandfather and he drilled this into me in my hayloft. She cleared her throat. “I happened to have read that for an assignment last semester, is all.”
“Really! Stay after class, please. I’d love to talk to you about it.”
I wouldn’t.
“Sure. Okay. Uh, no problem.”
Her after-class interview with her professor went more smoothly than she had expected, given her state of total shock and her instinct to keep her identity and accomplishments separate from her grandfather’s. The professor seemed impressed with Justice’s answers and requested that she email that particular assignment to her as soon as possible. With a lump in her throat, Justice agreed, though the assignment didn’t exist and it was just another fire to put out, albeit more emergent than the rest: Around campus, where everyone had laptops and every square inch was hot, ASAP meant, “by the time I get back to my office.”
She did have one paper, though, that she had written long ago under her grandfather’s direction; he’d decreed it adequate but certainly not up to her capabilities.
It would have to do.
Justice trudged out into the bitter January air in the direction of the student union to eat and get the books on her list. She drew wary glances and whispers as she passed clusters of law students here and there, but no one spoke to her. Mindful of the attention, she clutched her backpack straps more closely in front of her and pretended not to see.
At least no one mocked her to her face as Sherry had and the whispers she’d caught here and there contained no ridicule of her.
It was almost as if people were . . . afraid . . . to speak to her, but she had no idea why. Justice wasn’t particularly shy; she spoke in class, but took care not to dominate the discussions. She didn’t sit on the front row and she made sure to make herself as inconspicuously conspicuous as possible. She thought she successfully projected the image of ambitious law student without being completely obnoxious about it.
But the fact was that she had no friends here. She couldn’t even count Giselle Cox, who flew from classes to study groups to the cafeteria and back again before she left campus around three. Justice was completely alone and except for the occasional murmured comment or question in class, almost no one had spoken to her in three semesters. She didn’t figure this semester would be any different and if anyone had connected her physical presence on campus with Justice McKinley, political commentator, she didn’t know it.
She bowed her head, as much to shelter herself from others’ observation and lack of camaraderie as from the sharp wind. Not for the first time, she wished she could do this law school thing online, where she felt safe, comfortable, confident, where no one could watch her and point at her and whisper about her.
Once in the warmth of the cafeteria, she fumbled with her burdens in front of the microwave, found a secluded spot after she’d sufficiently nuked her food, opened her laptop, and sent the paper her professor had requested. She dug into her lunch then and began to cruise her blogs.
It had only taken six months as a regular blogger at TownSquared for her to come to some national attention, augmented by the two articles she’d published in National Review; because of that exposure, other blog owners had reached out to her, requesting columns here and there, then more regularly. The blogging position at TownSquared overflowed her schedule, but with each new request came an offer of payment and that she wouldn’t refuse.
Conversation swirled around her as she began to write a new article. Her sudden brush with her grandfather’s greatness not an hour ago still rattled her, but as she thought about it, ideas for future blog posts inundated her. Her fingers burned through the keys as she typed, vaguely aware that the din and crush of lunchtime diners swelled.
“ . . . Hilliard’s not teaching in the fall.”
Justice stopped typing immediately, but attempted to disguise the fact that she’d begun to eavesdrop on the conversation behind her.
“I heard he’s taking a sabbatical for the next three, four semesters.”
“Shit.”
No kidding. Well, now at least Justice wouldn’t have to agonize over how to take one of his classes and pay for the extra gas, ever hoping her car didn’t simply expire on the highway somewhere. It didn’t matter anyway; Justice had a plan. She had no doubt that her CV would get his attention and earn her a coveted position in the Chouteau County prosecutor’s office.
“I wouldn’t take a class from him. I don’t like him, don’t like his opinions, don’t like his politics or the way he runs that county up there.”
“You believe all that bullshit?”
“Look, where there’s smoke there’s fire. There’re plenty of lawyers coming out of that office talking about the mysterious cash that gets passed around. If one person calls you an ass, you figure they’re having a bad day. If three people do it, buy a saddle.”
Justice’s breath caught in her throat.
She’d heard the rumors, of course. Of that and other things, but she actively avoided such nonsense because, in her opinion, if he were guilty, he would have been arrested and put in prison. That was the way the system worked.
“Fucking Republicans. The only reason he keeps getting elected is because he killed that guy.”
Justice choked.
“Bullshit again. He wasn’t even charged for that, much less convicted.”
“It’s a racket. He’s a racket. One big fucking conspiracy and all the rednecks up there love him for it.”
“So do the women.”
“It’s that fucking bad-boy bullshit they like. Leaves us nice guys out in the cold.”
Justice shoved her earbuds in her ears and cranked up the tunes—she didn’t care what—unable to listen to such gossip one minute longer.
So do the women.
And how well did she know that! Half the women who walked around the law school halls bemoaned the fact that they hadn’t been quick enough during registration to get in his class that semester. Justice couldn’t stand to hear that many smart grown women squee like prepubescent girls over a boy band and she refused to play the adolescent games, even in private. No googling, no listening to gossip, and, since no one talked to her, no contributing to gossip, either.
Justice’s grandfather had taught her the value of dignity and in her opinion, that extended to the collecting of information about the object of one’s affections. It should happen organically, over time, with exposure.
Not with Google.
There was nothing anyone could say that would diminish the impact Knox Hilliard had made on her that day almost a year and a half before, but she didn’t want to take the chance. Plenty enough time to get to know him after she’d acquired the job that would give her daily access to him.
Her email chimed. The professor who had requested the paper her grandfather had thought merely average:
*
Justice, please come to my office at your earliest convenience. I would like you to submit this to the law review.
Dr. Smythe
*
Justice gulped, again unable to believe the words in front of her, but her attention caught when the diners around her stirred a bit. She looked to the door to see Giselle Cox walk in—well, strut, really—with Neal, an older (rather unattractive, in Justice’s opinion) law student with whom she ate lunch every day.
Justice wasn’t the best judge of appearance, but it seemed to her that Giselle was . . . average. If that. Curly dark blonde hair usually in a ponytail, light eyes, pale skin, and orthodontic-perfect teeth. Short, compact body dressed in the same sorts of things everyone else wore: faded jeans, a heavy yellow sweater, hiking boots. Really the woman was wholly unremarkable to Justice’s eye, except for a mysterious . . .something . . . that made people notice her and defer to her. It wasn’t just her age, although Justice figured that contributed to it; no, it was something more nebulous, some sort of intense energy.
Half the people Giselle and Neal passed stared at them openly, but neither noticed as they continued to talk and laugh on their way to get food.
Justice sighed, pulled the earbuds out of her ears, and began to shut down her laptop. She’d eaten well, written well, and generally done well today, not to mention the fact that she had learned she carried the DNA of “one of the greatest legal minds of the twentieth century.” It might take her a while to get used to the idea, to get over being angry with her grandfather for keeping that from her, but it did bolster her confidence.
“I wouldn’t touch Giselle Cox with my ten-inch pole and I don’t care that she’s cute,” came the voice of one of the men behind her. “She’d kick my ass.”
Believe in yourself and your opinions. Have faith. I don’t know you, but I’m very proud of you.
“You know,” replied his companion, “it’s not like she’s hot or anything, because she’s not, but there’s just something to be said for a woman with power.”
“And a gun stuck in her jeans.”
“Fuck, yeah.”
Justice gulped.
Power.
How Giselle got it, who gave it to her, why she deserved to have it, Justice didn’t understand, but she wanted to.
She just had to figure out how to go about getting some of it.
* * * * *
MARCH 2006
MEET ME AT TASSO’S TONIGHT AT 9:30
The terse email from his best friend—the one who’d pegged him so neatly so long ago, the one he hadn’t considered any kind of a friend for over a decade now—danced in front of his mind’s eye like the snowflakes under the street light in front of him. As he sat in his car in the restaurant’s parking lot, his vision blurred by the March late-season sleet collecting on his windshield, he didn’t have to wonder why he’d actually shown up.
Giselle.
Naturally, she would have shared what had happened in December with Knox, and Knox wanted to stake his claim.
The clock read 9:39 p.m. and still he debated whether to go in or not. The pain of betrayal had lessened with time, distance, and doubt, but had sharply resurfaced almost a year and a half ago at Leah’s visitation.
He braved the cold and ice to get to the door of the restaurant, his collar up and his scarf around his face. He didn’t really want to be seen with the Chouteau County prosecutor, but this was a good place to meet: dark and neutral. Plus, he loved Greek food, which was probably why Knox had picked it in the first place. Knox would have remembered that. Knox remembered everything.
Small lanterns on the tables in their private cubbyholes punctuated the dim interior. A floor show of belly dancers was in full swing and the waitstaff yelled enthusiastically back and forth at each other. Bryce knew no patrons would notice or identify him, but the staff here knew him all too well.
“Hi, Bryce,” said the hostess. “Come with me.” It vaguely disturbed him that she knew who awaited him. She led him to a dark corner. He didn’t sit.
“You’re late.”
“I’m always late.”
“I hate late. So. You want to make love to her and I’ve wanted to make love to her since before I knew what that was, and she chose you. Are we even now?”
Bryce didn’t pretend ignorance or misunderstanding, though that was not quite what he’d expected Knox to say, heavy sarcasm notwithstanding.
“I don’t want to make love to her,” he found himself replying.
Knox looked up at him, surprised.
He leaned down, his fists on the table, and got right in Knox’s face, his voice hard. “I want to fuck her.”
Knox stared at him and Bryce took a second to thoroughly enjoy his shock—then he noticed that Knox’s eyes were the same ice blue as Giselle’s. And Taight’s. Shit. Bryce sighed with an odd combination of confusion, relief, and guilt, then shook his head at himself.
Resignedly, he cast a glance askance at the carafe of orange juice and signaled a waitress. “Sandra, please take this back,” he muttered, swiping it off the table and ignoring what Knox would want. “A steak and a salad for him, the usual for me and a big bowl of tzatziki. Water. Lots of it. Please.”
“Thank you, Mother,” Knox sneered once she’d left. Bryce slid into the seat across from Knox. “I see you’re on a first-name basis here.”
Bryce ignored that and grabbed a sugar packet to have something to occupy his hands. “You have a lot of explaining to do and I don’t need you passing out before you answer all my questions.”
“Screw you. I don’t owe you anything.”
Bryce’s jaw worked in thought and he stared down at the table. He said nothing because he couldn’t dispute that. Strike two. How else had he willfully misjudged the only man who’d ever told him the truth, no matter how nasty or painful?
“Michelle lied to you,” Knox groused. “I never touched that crazy fucking bitch you married. You know that and you always have. It was just easier for you to blame me than your own shitty judgment in women—especially considering the fact that I hated her and I specifically told you not to marry her. And on top of all that, she was a blonde and skinny as a rail.”
“You’re right,” Bryce admitted with a heavy sigh. “I knew. I didn’t want to disbelieve her and . . . I’m sorry.”
Knox grunted. “That’s a helluva way to split that hair. I’m the one who should be holding the grudge. Do you actually know how many other men she was sleeping with?”
“No. What I do know is that the men she liked were a lot smaller than me.”
Knox looked at him for a moment and then murmured, “Tell me something. If I could’ve proven it to you, would you’ve listened to me?”
Bryce looked off toward the belly dancers without seeing anything at all. “No. I was too invested in avoiding the kind of women I like.”
They sat in companionable silence for a long while, their friendship having begun in college and never really waning except for Bryce’s determination to be angry with Knox for something he hadn’t done. And, as he always had, Knox promptly forgave and forgot.
“You and Taight are related to Giselle,” Bryce finally said.
Knox barked a laugh. “Don’t tell me. It’s the eyes, right?”
Come home with me tonight . . . Please. I need you.
“I’m going to assume, for the sake of my own sanity, that neither of you is her brother.”
“Cousin,” he confirmed with alacrity. “Close enough to be creepy, not close enough to contaminate the DNA, and legal to breed in twenty-three states.”
“So Fen—”
“Fen’s her and Sebastian’s uncle by marriage. Our mothers are sisters.”
Their food came then and conversation ceased as they ate. Knox’s grumpy mood changed markedly once he got some real food in him and the orange juice wore off. It’d always been that way, Bryce remembered absently, thinking that they’d taken up where they’d left off. Nobody would have guessed that they hadn’t spoken in a dozen years.
“I want to know about Leah Wincott,” Bryce finally said, when it was clear that Knox had given all he intended to give him concerning Giselle. At least for now—and at this point, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know anyway.
“Well, I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“I never thought you did.”
Knox’s fork stopped halfway to his mouth as he stared at Bryce. “You didn’t?”
Bryce had never seen Knox so shocked so many times in the course of an hour. “No,” he replied warily, wondering where Knox’s mind had gone. “Fen’s the only likely candidate.”
“What do you know?” he demanded.
“I don’t know anything,” Bryce returned, irritated. “You’ve got no reason to kill her; he’s got every reason in the world and I don’t know anyone who really thinks you killed her. Your problem is your reputation versus his reputation. It’s not like you don’t have a track record.” After a minute, he gestured at Knox with his fork. “I’m listening. Start talking.”
“Fen killed my father. Insulin overdose. Obviously looks like natural causes for an old diabetic with heart disease.”
Bryce’s eyebrow rose.
“Remember I told you my mom kicked me out of the house when I was fifteen because I accused her of having an affair with Fen? And I went to live with my aunt and cousin?” Bryce nodded, recalling his shock over finding out that his roommate was the heir to a fortune and how that had come about—
“Giselle was the cousin?”
“Yes. Well, the proviso is dated just about a week after Trudy kicked me out, and then my dad died the week after that. I tell you what. That proviso’s been the bane of my existence, stuck in professional limbo, never feeling like I had a place in life until I turned forty. And hell, when I was fifteen, forty-year-olds were damn near on their deathbeds.”
—and all the sleepless nights when the nineteen-year-old heir had paced their dorm room trying to figure out how to pass the next twenty years or how to weasel out of the course his uncle had set for him. “What was your father thinking?”
Knox sighed. “I don’t know.”
“So . . . how do you know Fen murdered your father and why haven’t you had him investigated?”
“After you and I parted company, Giselle and I were over at the estate clearing out my old bedroom. We went to Fen’s office to ask him something and overheard him confessing to his bishop. I’ve had him under investigation ever since. Short of exhuming my father—and insulin is damn near the perfect weapon, so I haven’t bothered—I can’t find anything.”
“Did you confront him?”
“Yes. He didn’t deny it.”
“So he’s had it in for you since.”
Knox waved a hand. “He likes me and he’d rather not kill me. First, I’m the heir. That just looks bad. I’m the most conspicuous person in ten counties and the FBI camps on my doorstep. I disappear, Fen’s suspect number one. Second, I have a reputation that he doesn’t dare breach since, you know, the entire city thinks I’m capable of murder.” Bryce smirked and Knox rolled his eyes. “Fen doesn’t have the balls to come after me, vicariously or otherwise. Third, he’s squeamish and he has an unfortunate tendency toward half-assed contrition: He won’t dirty his own hands; he’ll confess to the bishop and get excommunicated—but he won’t give any of it up. Fourth, after Giselle and I confronted him about killing my dad, he got scared we’d just get married to fulfill the proviso and that’d be that.”
“Would you?”
“No. I don’t give a fat rat’s ass about OKH and Sebastian’s welcome to it.”
“You found your place in life.”
“Sure did. You know Fen had me chasing my tail all those years, telling me to go here, get this degree. Go there, get that degree. ‘Prepare for the handoff, son. I’m just holding OKH for you to take over.’ And he meant it. He flat-out told me he wasn’t going to let me be a trust fund frat boy who couldn’t be trusted to drive a car, much less run a company, and he was going to make sure I knew how to do that job.”
“And got pissed off at you for wanting to be a prosecutor instead of learning how to take care of OKH,” Bryce muttered.
Knox nodded. “Or at least get a job making some real money. I had another offer in the Clay County prosecutor’s office, but Nocek found out, came courting. Fen blew his top when I told him, said Nocek was bad news and I’d get stuck in that cesspool. It was the last place Fen wanted me to go, so naturally, that’s where I went.”
Bryce cast back in his memory, years before when they had just graduated from law school and settled into their new jobs, how tense Knox had grown, how closed-mouthed he had been about his boss and the rumors of corruption in the Chouteau County prosecutor’s office. Knox had walked out of Bryce’s life not long after that, so Bryce had never known what happened. “You were miserable.”
Knox nodded. “I was young and dumb. Flattered. See, Nocek thought I had a trust and unlimited access to OKH funds that he could squeeze out of me, but I didn’t, which pissed him off—and then I realized I couldn’t get out of that office any way but in a pine box.”
“You’re kidding.”
Knox shook his head. “Bad things happened to people who left or talked. Nocek used the sheriff’s department as his personal thug patrol. So I bided my time, cut my teeth on the hardest cases they could foist off on me, and found out I really liked the job.
“Nocek made his money fixing cases, which I didn’t know for a couple of months. Then he informed me he expected me to contribute to the widow’n’orphan fund like the rest of the crew. There were three attorneys in that office who didn’t, but they were so subtle, Nocek didn’t know they weren’t on the take. I latched on to them, but I wasn’t very successful at hiding my winning streak. Nocek rode my ass constantly because I wasn’t bringing any money into the office. Then after I ki—”
Knox stopped abruptly. Took a deep breath. Gulped down his water.
Bryce began to laugh and Knox glared at him. “Shut up. Anyway, after—well, after that was all over with, he left me alone for another couple of months, but it was too late. I’d had enough of his bullshit, so I forced him to resign and name me as his successor.”
“And the untouchable Knox Hilliard was born, all with the tacit approval of the federal prosecutor.”
“Well, you know. You turn vigilante—”
“Twice.”
“—and you get the undying loyalty of every cop in the state. So now I’m happy with what I do. I know as well as I know the penal code that I’m not cut out to be a CEO of anything. I’m not a manager. I don’t even manage my own staff; my executive AP does that and I don’t know how I got anything accomplished before he came to work for me. I’m just a redneck lawyer in a backwater of a county that’s still a cesspool. And I like it that way.”
“Doesn’t hurt that you have your pick of the brightest legal minds coming out of every law school in the Midwest, either, corruption be damned. How’d that happen?”
Knox grunted. “Lucked into it. About five years ago, a friend called me, said she needed a sub for her class for a week and then my name got passed around when somebody needed a fill-in. One semester, one of the emeritus professors died the day before class started and I got called. I guess a few of the students were impressed enough to drop their CVs at my office after they graduated. Kinda bloomed from there.”
“You’re faculty now, though?”
“Part time. One class a semester is the most I can squeeze in, if that. I don’t even bother to keep office hours. Obviously the county takes precedence and if someone needs a face-to-face conference, they have to come up to Chouteau City to do it.”
“So you and Taight are working together to take OKH?”
“I wouldn’t call it working together so much as trying to get the other one to do all the heavy lifting. The irony is neither one of us wants it. We just want Fen not to get it because he killed one person to have it and one person to keep it. And it all started when he tried to kill Giselle to keep her from marrying me.”
Bryce’s gut clenched. “He what?”
“Mmmm, that’s right,” Knox said around his bite. “The first time, he burned her bookstore. She lived in the apartment above it and she would’ve died in it except she couldn’t sleep that night and just knew something was wrong. Girl has the instincts of a she-wolf. The alarms had been disabled and she barely got out with her purse and her laptop and that was it. Fortunately, she was the only one who actually lived in the building.”
Bryce thought his heart had stopped at the word “burned.” Knox looked up then and breathed, “Oh, dude, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”
He shook his head to clear it. “I—” He gulped. “It’s an excruciating way to die,” he whispered, hoarse.
Knox sighed, but didn’t speak again until Bryce had recovered himself, cleared his throat again, and said, “Go on.”
“Well, anyway, when that didn’t work, Fen sent a couple of hit men after her.” He stopped and ate some more.
“That explains the bullet holes,” Bryce muttered.
Knox speared him with a glance. “Holes? Plural?”
“The ones in her shoulder?”
He snickered. “Hole. That was a through-and-through. They had to dig the other one out of her hip.”
It was just so . . . wrong . . . that Bryce found that arousing.
“So they’re still out looking for her?”
“Naw. She killed ’em, one gun in each hand. No hesitation. No remorse. It was a regular little shoot-out, but it put her in the hospital for a few days. Then he went after Leah instead. Giselle put a gun to his head, told him that if he did it again, she’d take him out. Of course, Giselle can get a little out of control now and again, and she never makes threats she won’t carry out. Fen knows she was serious and he won’t play chicken with her, but if he pushes her to it, I hope she has the good sense to do it in my county.”
Bryce’s eyes widened and he didn’t know what to do, what to think. What he did know was that he was very, very hard.
“Obviously, Fen doesn’t want me to fulfill the proviso. He hasn’t decided yet if he wants to test the limits of Giselle’s patience, but I wouldn’t put it past him to try if he manages to cozy up to her again.”
Bryce’s brow wrinkled.
“Fen and Giselle have a very strange relationship.”
“Strange how?”
“They amuse the hell out of each other. Always have. If it weren’t for the whole killing thing, they’d be best buds. Every so often, Fen gets comfortable with her again and forgets that she doesn’t play games. He’ll drop his guard, do something that pisses her off, and then he’ll spend the next little while kissing her ass until she cools down. She hasn’t cooled off since he had her shot and that’s the longest she’s ever been mad at him. I think she hurt his feelings.”
Bryce stopped chewing and stared at Knox. “Hurt his feelings?”
“Because she doesn’t find him amusing at the moment. Don’t feel bad; Sebastian and I don’t understand it, either. Anyway, after Leah was killed, I finally decided that I don’t need OKH so badly I’m willing to put another woman in front of him, especially the woman I want.”
Bryce looked at him carefully. “The woman you want,” he said slowly, “which is not Giselle?”
“Hell no.”
That tore it. “Oh, so she’s just a booty call for you.”
Knox’s jaw and fork dropped at the same time. “What the fuck?”
“I overheard you at Leah’s visitation. You took her home.”
Knox stared at him, the tic in his cheek working. “You know,” he said, “you’ve always been stupid about women. First of all, if you were eavesdropping, you deserve what you hear. Second of all, if you’re going to eavesdrop, you could have the courtesy to stick around for the whole conversation. Third, didn’t you learn your lesson about assuming the worst about my sexual habits the first time I was accused of banging a woman you thought belonged to you?”
Uh oh.
He threw his napkin on the table and started to rise. “You know what, Bryce? Fuck you. I’m tired of being the one getting the shaft when a woman’s got you in knots.”
“Siddown,” Bryce growled and wasn’t surprised when Knox looked at him expectantly, waiting. It was a familiar exchange. “I’m sorry,” he muttered when he looked down at his plate, thoroughly abashed. “Again.”
It took a moment before he heard Knox settle back into his seat. “Yeah, I asked her to go home with me,” Knox said low, his voice unusually raspy. “Don’t tell me you’ve never needed to hold on to somebody when your life’s been ripped out from under your feet.”
Oh. Bryce swallowed.
“But wait. I forgot. You don’t have anybody you can beg comfort sex from who’ll still love you the day after whether she gives it to you or not.”
He flinched.
“She said no. Happy now? Again?”
Yes, but . . . He decided to keep his curiosity in check for the moment.
Knox drew in a deep breath before continuing a moment later. “So here I am, four serious girlfriends and a dead fiancée later, barely thirty-seven, still not married and with no child on the way, the clock ticking—and it’s because of all this that Leah’s dead. And make no mistake. Whatever you think about me or my relationship with Leah—oh, look, more assumptions—I loved her.”
Bryce’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t assume anything about Leah. She told me what you did to her.”
Knox rolled his eyes.
“You blackmailed her and manipulated everything around her so she’d have no choice. I can think of at least three felonies you committed to get her into bed.”
He speared Bryce with a glance. “Did she tell you she had no choice? In those words?”
Bryce pursed his lips.
“Yeah, I didn’t think so. She had a choice. She was just more willing to bail her daughter out of a homicide charge than she was to keep her virtue intact. Not my problem. The deal was she had to sleep with me a week and—Surprise!—she loved it. Rachel found out, threw it back in her face, and disappeared. After that, Leah figured she had no reason to go back to Houston at all except to pack up her shit and put her house on the market. She was back in bed with me in two weeks flat and she was there for five years, saying no every time I broached the subject of marriage.”
“Well,” Bryce conceded, “she did tell me she didn’t want Rachel to have squatter’s rights to OKH.”
“I didn’t either, so I didn’t push very hard.”
“So that was why Leah wasn’t as threatening to Fen as Giselle.”
“Exactly. He saw Giselle as a way-too-convenient solution to the problem that I could leverage at any moment, Leah or no Leah. Giselle’s loyal to me and she’s low profile, so no one would connect her death to me or OKH if he hid it well enough. Leah finally decided that she’d best marry me to keep Fen off Giselle’s back, so fuck you very much. Again.”
Well, he did have a point.
“Giselle was so nervous before the wedding she was radioactive, so Leah told me to make Giselle stay away from her. Stupid shit that I am, I decided that Leah should have her way on her wedding day.”
“Is that why she was so mad at Leah’s funeral?”
“That and a shit load of guilt for not following her gut regardless of what Leah wanted. I should have trusted her instincts, but I didn’t want to upset Leah. If Giselle had been with her . . . ” His voice, heavy with regret, trailed off and Bryce said nothing. Another moment of silence passed before Knox collected himself enough to continue. “So now here I am, a year and a half later wanting to be free to pursue this other woman without having to fulfill anything, without putting her in Fen’s line of fire. She’s too young to have to deal with that and I’m not that selfish.”
That jolted Bryce. “Young? Except for Giselle, you’ve never liked young. You were dating post grads when you were a freshman.”
Knox didn’t say anything for a while. Then, low, “She’s twenty-three.”
Bryce pulled back a bit. “Whoa,” he breathed. “That’s a serious change for you. Don’t tell me she’s blonde, too.”
“Oh, no. She’s a redhead. I haven’t gone completely nuts.”
“What’s so special about her that you’d go from Mrs. Robinson to Lolita?”
“You ever heard the name Justice McKinley?”
Bryce choked on his water. “You’re kidding me.”
“Nope.”
“Does she even know you exist?”
“She has a crush on me.”
“Oh, shit. You were her professor.”
“Substitute professor. For one week. And don’t think that doesn’t give me the willies.”
“You haven’t had her in any of your classes since?”
“Once this semester ends, I won’t teach any more classes until she graduates. After I turn forty, I’ll go find her and hope like hell she’s not attached by then.”
“She’s an atheist, isn’t she?”
“Why would that make a difference to me? I’m not allowed to step foot in the only church I have any interest in.”
A companionable silence descended as they ate. After a bit of the edge had been knocked off Bryce’s appetite, he said,
“So . . . the takeover.”
Knox pursed his lips and thought for a long moment. “Sebastian hates Fen,” he said finally, “always has, and the feeling’s mutual. But he kept his mitts off OKH in deference to me until Fen went after Giselle.”
“Really. Why?”
“Sebastian thinks his sole purpose in life is to be Giselle’s mother. A few days after her fire, he told Fen if I didn’t have OKH on my fortieth birthday for any reason, he’d take it. If I were dead, he’d take it. If he did anything more at all to Giselle, he wouldn’t wait until I was forty to take it. Fen loses the company to Sebastian, no question. If I fulfilled the terms of the proviso, he’d lose it to me, no question. Giselle was fine with that.”
“Fen thought he was bluffing.”
“Well, you know. Sebastian does bluff a lot, so it wasn’t unreasonable of Fen to assume that. So after Giselle got shot, Jack Blackwood summoned Fen to New York—”
“Jack Blackwood? Jack the Ripper?”
“Yeah, him. Blackwood Securities. He and Sebastian go way back.”
“Shit. Even I would think twice about crossing that bastard.”
“Exactly. Fen wasn’t sufficiently cowed by Sebastian’s threat, but he wasn’t going to ignore an invitation from one of the biggest power brokers in the country. When he got there, Jack plunked down solid numbers for him. He told him Sebastian was not only prepared to take it, but he was prepared to burn it down to the ground, to boot. Every last employee, every last nut, bolt, and washer. Sebastian had OKH’s parted-out resale value calculated to within ten bucks.”
Bryce’s eyes widened. “He wouldn’t,” he breathed. “Thousands of people?”
“No, he wouldn’t,” Knox drawled. “Another bluff, but enough of one that Fen wasn’t going to chance it. Having everything you’ve built and love taken away from you by someone who would take care of it is one thing; seeing it completely destroyed for no reason other than revenge is another. And having Blackwood as your enemy just isn’t good business. It didn’t occur to Sebastian—nor would it have occurred to me—to threaten him if he touched any other woman I wanted to marry.”
“And then Leah suddenly stepped in front of Giselle, too, so she became the priority threat.”
“Right. The day after the funeral, Giselle told him she’d kill him regardless of what I wanted.”
“What do you want?”
“I want Fen on death row. I’m not interested in having him dead before the world knows what he did. I’m not going to hide behind Giselle’s skirts and I’m not going to let her have her head. Whatever happens to Fen, I’m the one who needs to do it.
“After Giselle got shot, Sebastian doubled his stake in OKH and began going to the shareholder and board meetings just to make sure Fen knew he was on the warpath. Sebastian’s blocked a couple of major business decisions just by having such a large voting share.”
“Causing the stock price to fall.”
“And Sebastian picked up more shares. The SEC got very upset with him when he refused to explain and stopped approving his buys. Everybody in the country’s selling OKH short now.”
“So Fen decided to run for office and put Taight’s head on the block since Roger Oth is already running his mouth about the way he shut down Jep Industries.”
“Right.”
“That’s what I figured. After Leah was murdered, Wall Street pretty much gave up on you fulfilling the proviso. How much does Blackwood know?”
“Not sure. Sebastian usually doesn’t explain anything to anyone ever, but Jack’s the one steering the takeover because it’s just so complex. He’s taken out long odds in Vegas on me actually fulfilling the proviso, so I suspect Sebastian hasn’t told him anything. He has a reputation for being crazy like a fox. Nobody’d bet on me at all if Jack hadn’t.” Knox harrumphed. “Not that it’d do me any good.”
“So what was Taight’s next move or has he made it yet?”
Knox paused for a moment as if trying to decide how to articulate it. “This has thrown Sebastian for a loop. He doesn’t think politically because he’s never had to. He thinks in terms of the principles of capitalism and he’s always had the money, power, and leverage to do what he wants without really coloring inside any line he doesn’t like. Too, he has people to clean up after him when he goes a little too far. He doesn’t know what to do when he runs into someone with more authority and power than he does, because there just isn’t anyone like that. The only idea he could come up with was to block Fen’s fundraising efforts as much as possible.”
“That’s weak.”
“Yep.”
“So he has no plan.”
“Oh, he has one now. Blocking Fen’s access to money is the first part. Second part: Kevin Oakley’s going to run against Fen on Sebastian’s dime.”
Bryce chuckled. “Sebastian Pendergast. Okay, next?”
Knox smirked. “Have you been watching the news? Oth has been forced to start answering questions about why he called Sebastian to fix Jep Industries in the first place. Sebastian’s people refer the reporters to me and I very subtly imply that once Sebastian got to Jep, he found that the employees’ pensions were at risk. He rode to the employees’ rescue and, being the longsuffering and altruistic citizen that he is, decided to take the publicity hit instead of embarrassing or otherwise demanding Oth account for himself. And, oh, damn, I said too much and this is off the record, right? Oth’s going to have to shut his fat mouth about Sebastian’s villainy if he wants to save himself, but by then, the bell will have been rung.
“Add me to the mix as the attorney representing the man who’s trying to rip my inheritance out from under me, and the whole thing becomes this tantalizing mystery. Either way, it’ll start to make Fen stink to high heaven, not to mention Oth and any of the other five senators who have it in personally for Sebastian. By the time the handoff rolls around, I’ll look like the underpaid little public servant and college professor who was almost cheated of his inheritance by his evil uncle-slash-stepfather.”
“And Taight will look like the genius saint who decided that if you couldn’t have it, neither would Fen—and spent millions of his own money to take it down.”
“Yes. It won’t keep Sebastian out of the hot seat forever, but it only needs to work until after OKH is settled for good. Once that’s out of the way, Sebastian can recruit his similarly disenfranchised pals to help him fight any future anti-Taight legislation on their terms instead of letting Sebastian try to do it alone under the Senate’s terms—and with one hand tied behind his back, to boot. Obviously, none of them can step in while OKH is smack in the middle of it because they’re as in the dark as everyone else is, but that won’t keep them from contributing to Oakley’s campaign.”
That made Bryce burst out laughing. “What do you mean he doesn’t think politically? That’s brilliant.”
Knox looked up at him sharply. “Sebastian didn’t come up with this. This is Giselle’s brain child.”
Bryce stared at Knox for a moment, his mouth open, before he closed his eyes and sat back, taking a deep breath. He could feel every last drop of blood in his body rush to fill his cock. He didn’t even care enough to keep his reaction from Knox’s not-so-observant eye and he figured he deserved it when Knox started to laugh at him.
“Heh. She just gave your IQ a blow job and she’s not even here. Priceless!”
Bryce couldn’t deny that. On the other hand, he wasn’t sure why that surprised him once he’d finally figured out she’d dropped from that particular family tree. Bryce took another deep breath. “Okay, so you can cross me off your list of people you need to convince to stay away from Fen.”
Knox grimaced. “Yeah. About that. You got crossed off the list at Fen’s fundraising party. That’s why you’re here wanting to know if Giselle and I are lovers—besides the fact that you stuck your ears where they didn’t belong.”
It took him a couple of seconds before he understood, before anger exploded in his gut. His jaw clenched. His nostrils flared.
“Oh, simmer down,” Knox drawled. “It was the only idea Sebastian could come up with on short notice. All he knew was he had to keep your money and Fen separated. I didn’t think you’d take a call from me and you’d be suspicious of Sebastian calling out of the blue. Given that you were the only serious money possibility he couldn’t talk to personally beforehand, he sent Giselle in to get you the hell away from Fen and fuck your mind. She didn’t know your name and we didn’t know she’d met you before. How was I supposed to know you’d evolved from Peter Priesthood into alpha male? You haven’t talked to me in, what, twelve years?” He shrugged. “You were my best friend and you know my history. Sebastian respects your reputation. We didn’t know you’d figure out Fen killed Leah and that I didn’t.”
“There are a lot of things you two don’t know,” Bryce said, his eyes narrow.
“Yeah,” Knox snapped, now obviously impatient. “Like, we don’t know what happened that night between you and Giselle because she hasn’t said a word about it. Sebastian said you followed her like a wolf in heat and made sure every male in that room knew she was your territory. Then a half hour later, she came flying through the gallery looking like she’d been thoroughly fucked. You ran after her, missed her, and went back in so pissed that you punched Sebastian when he wouldn’t tell you where she went. Since she didn’t shoot you, we figured there was something else going on.
“What we do know is that something happened between you, what—a year ago?—you kissed her or something? And she was fidgety for months. We’ve never seen her like that before. When she came home alone from the Nelson that night, she was a hot mess, and she’s been a hot mess ever since.”
Bryce thought about that, thought about how fidgety he’d been after that kiss in the parking lot, the mess he’d been when he’d gotten home from the gallery. Thought about the fact that she wanted him as badly as he wanted her and had from the moment they’d met at Hale’s.
He needed to know.
“So have you fucked her?”
Knox looked at him speculatively and waved his fork, not answering Bryce’s question. “What happened to you? You’re dropping the F-bomb like it’s the Word of the Day and you took Giselle on and won, which is—amazing—especially for the Bryce Kenard I knew way back when.”
Bryce grunted. “I don’t know why you have to ask. Michelle. Then it was the fire and my kids dying.”
“I can understand that, but I think there’s something else. What?”
Bryce paused for a long time, then said, “I don’t know. I lost some memories after the fire; don’t know if it was the fire or the coma. I think something happened early in my marriage and I think it was significant.” He shrugged. “Then I read Atlas Shrugged.”
Knox burst out laughing and he laughed until he was coughing and wiping tears from his eyes. “Oh, damn. That’s our family manifesto. If I’d known you were going to go that nuts, I’d have shoved it in your hands in college. You were a downright prude.”
“I would’ve been horrified. Attracted, but horrified. It took what little sex I got—all of it bad—and no outlet for my anger with Michelle to make me accept that you were right.”
Knox, still chuckling, said, “The sweetest sentence in the English language: ‘You were right.’ Congratulations on getting in touch with your dark side and for picking the right woman.”
“I didn’t pick her,” Bryce admitted after a long silence. “She picked me and she made sure I knew it. Well?”
“No, I haven’t. Neither has anyone else, might I add.”
“Don’t split hairs with me. You’re a prude of a different color and I know how you differentiate.”
Knox snorted. “Okay, no. No making love, no having sex, no fucking, no whatever you want to call it. Not even close. Bryce, she’s my cousin. We grew up together. We’re all members of the church or used to be. What, you figured out we were related, but it didn’t occur to you she might actually be sitting in church on Sundays?”
“Neither you nor Taight are in there with the program and she hangs with you both. Why should I believe she’s any different?”
“Well. I see your point, but Sebastian just up and left.”
Bryce raised an eyebrow. “And you were excommunicated.”
“Yeah, so I didn’t feel obliged to sleep alone anymore for the temple marriage I wasn’t ever going to get. Giselle does what she wants and what she wants is to save it for marriage like she’s supposed to.”
“And she’s how old?”
“Thirty-six.”
“I call bullshit.”
Knox paused, his tongue in his cheek. “Well. She’s not pure as the wind-driven snow, no. She owns stock in Duracell and has a shelf full of erotica—and her taste runs to kinky.” He shuddered. “But for a woman her age with raging hormones, she’s holding out as well as can be expected. Whatever happened at the gallery with you was completely out of character for her. Sebastian was shocked. Now he’s just seriously annoyed.”
Bryce had ceased to think. It was too— Too much. Too good, too bad, all at the same time.
I’ve never done this sort of thing before.
So she hadn’t—and not only had he not believed her, he’d thrown it back in her face for daring to say it. No wonder she’d looked so horrified. He sure as hell hoped he’d made no other dead-wrong assumptions he’d be obliged to account for.
“So are you done with the church?”
“Maybe,” Bryce answered slowly, low, “I don’t know. I think so. I don’t fit. I never did.” Knox sighed, but said nothing. He didn’t have to; Bryce knew his opinion and it wouldn’t have changed in twenty years. “Do you really expect me to believe Giselle’s a virgin?”
“Yes, I do. If she’d have given it up for anybody, it’d been for me—” Bryce flinched. “But no. She’s been . . . how do I put this? . . . waiting for someone to sweep her off her feet.” He waved a hand. “Congratulations.”
“She ran away from me.”
“You scared the shit out of her, and not your face, either. She’s always been too invested in her fantasy man to know what to do with a real one. She’s had the law of chastity beaten into her for the last thirty years, same as we all did, but she also has a turbocharged libido and she’s heading to forty. It’s not like there are a lot of single LDS dudes her age who know the drill and would keep their hands off, right? So she doesn’t date outside the church much at all in case she falls off the deep end with the first guy who strokes her just right who would then treat her like shit in the morning. She has almost no control and she knows that.”
So do I.
“She doesn’t know I’m a member,” Bryce muttered.
“Yeah, she does. She went in thinking she’d get a nice evening of philosophical discourse with an unthreatening male about her age she could relate to on a cultural level.”
Bryce couldn’t help his wry chuckle. “Now, if you and she are that close, why haven’t I ever met her?”
Knox abruptly stopped chewing and stared at him for a moment with an expression Bryce couldn’t decipher, which was rare enough that it made him uncomfortable. “Huh,” he said after another few seconds. “Well, you were married by the time we got to BYU, so what difference would it have made? She’s exactly what you’ve always liked in women, and I wasn’t about to put her between you and Michelle, since I wasn’t having a picnic being between you. Not to mention what that would’ve done for the state of your soul. You’re welcome.”
“I hate it that you know me that well.”
“And I hate it that you didn’t know me well enough when it counted.”
That found its mark and Bryce’s mouth tightened with guilt. He looked at the tablecloth and fiddled with a fork. “I’m sorry,” he said for the umpteenth time tonight, not knowing how he could really make it right.
“Look,” Know finally said. “It’s done, gone, kaput. Ding dong the bitch is dead. I’m just glad you’re talking to me again. I wasn’t sure you’d show up at all.”
“And you’re not with Giselle.”
“No. So are we square now? I’m in love with a twenty-three-year-old rising star conservative pundit-cum-kingmaker and I’m pretty sure Giselle’s in love with you.”
Bryce’s gaze snapped up to Knox’s, feeling as if his heart had stopped. “What did you say?”
“Dammit, I feel like I’m in junior high again. Do I stutter? You want her. She wants you. Figure it out.”
* * * * *
It was early morning before Bryce got home and stepped into a very hot shower. He leaned on the wall, took his hard phallus in his hand, and thought about Giselle, that night in front of the bodhisattva, what he’d wanted to do to her then, what he still wanted to do to her.
This is Giselle’s brain child.
What he wanted to do to her mind.
His head back, hot water streamed down his face as he thought about her, her brain, her body—
One gun in each hand. No hesitation. No remorse . . . They had to dig the other one out of her hip.
His breath came harder, faster.
She just gave your IQ a blow job and she’s not even here.
He wanted that woman, her mind, her expressive face, her gestures and the humor that radiated from her body like her sweet perfume—hell, the entire gamut of her mood swings—across a dinner table from him, sitting beside him.
Talking to him.
Making him laugh.
Fucking his mind.
She put a gun to his head . . .
He wanted that woman, her warrior’s soul, her fearlessness, her ferocity—in his bed and underneath him.
In front of him.
On her knees.
Sucking his cock.
The way he’d fantasized the first time he’d seen her.
He sagged against the shower wall, his head low and his chest heaving, his orgasm having left him drained.
This just wasn’t going to work for him anymore. It wasn’t enough. It had never been enough and masturbation definitely didn’t qualify as a component of a chaste lifestyle—
—not that he had any reason to care anymore.
In that entire conversation, Bryce had learned only four things that actually meant anything to him: Giselle had very little experience with men; she had a brilliant mind; she had a dark soul like his, which she displayed like a trophy; and
I’m pretty sure she’s in love with you.
Bryce couldn’t think, could barely move, and only did so enough to slide down the wall and sit on the floor of the shower, knees bent, legs spread, arms crossed over them, head back against the wall. He stayed in the shower until the hot water ran out, then let the cool water sluice over him.
She owns stock in Duracell and has a shelf full of erotica . . .
He took a deep, shuddering breath and released it on a groan.
. . . her taste runs to kinky . . .
He didn’t care about Fen Hilliard. Didn’t care about Knox’s predicament—tragic, but oh well. Didn’t care about Taight’s war or that Bryce had nearly broken the man’s jaw. The only thing about Taight’s political problems he cared about was that Giselle had laid out an ingenious strategy for him. He didn’t care about anything in that whole saga except Giselle—and he didn’t even know why.
One overheard proposition and the glimpse of a nine-millimeter strapped around Lilith’s thigh; one kiss in a parking lot; one rendezvous on an ottoman at an art gallery: Why? Why had those few moments been so profound and why did he keep churning them over in his mind now eighteen months later?
She’s been . . . waiting for someone to sweep her off her feet . . . Congratulations.
Bryce snorted.
Giselle had grown up in the church and, according to Knox, still attended regularly. She also knew Bryce was a member of the church, although since he’d undressed her and propositioned her (assaulted her, you mean—no wonder she ran), she’d probably deduced a few truths about his state of mind.
At least he wouldn’t have to explain anything to her, nor she him. The goal of any dating relationship in the church was marriage; one didn’t waste time dating for any other reason, especially not at their ages. Chaste, thus rapid, courtship, then marriage in the temple for eternity. They could both recite the drill by rote, and in that context, her inexperience didn’t surprise him in the least.
Too bad for her, then, if she’d held out for a temple marriage all these years. It didn’t matter how badly Bryce wanted her; if he pursued her and she made that a condition of any kind of relationship, he’d walk away.
Bryce had mentally broken his covenants time and time again since he’d come home from the hospital alone, without his children, without his face. But without his face, he’d had no chance of finding a woman fascinating enough to break them in deed. He didn’t know how to charm, how to seduce, how to do what ordinary looking men knew how to do. He’d never had to learn.
Shit, Bryce, have you ever had to work to get a girl you wanted to go out with you?
No. His face had done all the work for him; he couldn’t remember ever having asked a girl or a woman out in his life. After he’d come home from his mission and gone north to UCLA, he’d had his pick of the most beautiful women in southern California. There was no shortage of beautiful women in Kansas City, either, so the invitations hadn’t stopped just because he wore a wedding band.
Monster.
He could let his wallet do the work for him now, he supposed, but that was no better than paying for sex and that he wouldn’t do.
Eventually, Bryce arose, turned off the water and stepped out of the shower. He roamed naked through his bedroom, nearly oblivious to the cold, and rummaged around for his wallet. Then, with it in hand, he went downstairs to the kitchen. Over the sink, he unfolded the leather and retrieved a small piece of paper that proclaimed him a church member in good standing: His temple recommend, his pass to the Holy of Holies, the House of the Lord, the Temple of God. It had expired, but no matter.
He searched for and found an ancient box of matches. He lit one corner of the paper and held it while he watched the flame catch and flare.
* * * * *
16: THE ISLAND OF THE DAY BEFORE
MAY 2006
Giselle walked out of the law building into the gorgeous May Friday after she’d finished her last final, headed for her car. Her arms wrapped around the books clutched to her chest, she breathed a sigh of relief. She didn’t know how she’d survived the semester, really. It was bad enough that she had to listen to people wax poetic about Professor Hilliard’s brilliance and marvel in scandalized whispers about his reputation up in Chouteau County for murder and corruption. That only made her roll her eyes and snort a lot, and amongst Giselle’s study buddies, the inexplicable hostilities between her and Professor Hilliard had turned into a running joke. But . . .
Like a new word that she’d learned and kept hearing in conversation, Bryce Kenard’s name had haunted her all semester. Snatches of overheard conversation here. Classroom examples of exquisite courtroom strategy there. Her malpractice professor had even made him the subject of an assignment, which had required an unbelievable amount of research.
Before it had come out of Sebastian’s mouth in November, Giselle didn’t remember hearing his name at all. Now she knew almost every professional thing there was to know about the man.
Bryce Kenard: A god at the UMKC School of Law—
—a god she’d experienced intimately, a god who wanted her. With every mention of his name, with every telling of the tales of his genius, his cunning, his ruthlessness—pain, sharp and hot, sliced her deep in her soul.
Giselle . . . Come home with me. Now. Tonight.
She wished she had; at least she’d have something more of him to keep in her heart than she had now.
Giselle wanted to lie on her bed curled up into a ball and stay that way all weekend.
By the time she’d finished her Bryce Kenard malpractice assignment in late March and had almost grown used to hearing his name wherever she went, her mind started playing tricks on her. She saw him everywhere, usually at the courthouse. Just glimpses, nothing solid. One day she could swear he was trying to catch up with her to speak with her, only to be waylaid by people needing his attention. The next day she would chastise herself for thinking such thirteen-year-old-girl things. Why did she think he would come to her? Why did she hope? She had run away from him; no man with an IQ point to call his own would pursue a woman after that.
She swallowed the gob of ick that collected in her throat.
It had occurred to her (mostly only every other day) to go to his office and explain that she hadn’t wanted to run away from him, to explain why she had shown up at the gallery, apologize, then let him decide what to think. But a con was a con, and she knew what she would think and do if someone had deceived her that way, destroyed her trust, made a fool of her.
The bottom of her world had dropped out and she didn’t even know why. What was it about him that made her do crazy, risky things she’d never considered doing before? And with a stranger?
At church, she had learned not to put herself in temptation’s way, so she hadn’t.
At karate, she had learned not to put herself in danger’s way, so she hadn’t.
Then a man she didn’t know had hurt her feelings, so she’d kissed him in retaliation and then she’d put herself at the mercy of the same man, with little more information than she’d had before—
—except that he knew the rules of engagement for faithful members of the church as well as she did. Clearly he had left the church behind, and she couldn’t say she didn’t want to follow him right out the door and into bed.
That scared her to death.
“First rule of karate,” she whispered to herself. “Don’t be stupid.”
She reached her car and sagged against it, her eyes closed, to relive that night: his tongue in her mouth, his mouth on her breasts, his lips surrounding the hole in her shoulder, his voice in her ear—hot, insistent, demanding.
Not in control now, are you?
His sardonic challenges of her power. She could feel her body’s arousal at the thought of how brazen it had been to take him up the stairs and lie under him half naked in a public place: how wonderfully, deliciously wicked.
“Giselle.”
She gasped and whirled, embarrassed that whoever had said her name might read her mind, see her arousal. The wind whipped her hair across her face so that she couldn’t see, and when she pulled it aside, her eyes widened.
She gulped and backed up, closer to her car, even though he kept a respectful distance between them and she didn’t fear him.
Shame. The only emotion she knew at that moment was shame for her deceit.
The true crime? She’d gone ahead with the plan even though deceiving him would mean the end of any hope of a relationship with him.
“Giselle, I—”
Giselle couldn’t read the expression on his face. A hodgepodge of things flitted across his carved-and-scarred features that she didn’t understand.
“I— I, um— Please go away,” she blurted. “It was a mistake; I’m sorry.”
Don’t cry. Don’t cry don’tcry dontcrydontcry
He looked at her with that same unreadable expression and spoke carefully. “Sorry for what?”
Frustrated, she let out a whoosh. “Just— Everything, okay? I’m sorry I yelled at you, sorry I put a gun to your head, sorry I led you up the stairs and gave you the wrong idea about me.”
“What idea do I have?”
You think I’m a slut.
She gritted her teeth to keep the tears at bay and snapped, “Didn’t anybody ever tell you it was rude to answer a question with a question?” She turned and opened the door, threw her books and her purse across to the passenger seat, and dropped behind the steering wheel.
“Giselle, please wait.”
“I can’t,” she answered as she started her car and put it in reverse, though she didn’t lift her foot off the clutch enough to actually move. What was she waiting for?
“Please have lunch with me. Talk with me. That’s all. Please.”
And have him excoriate her for lying to him in the middle of a restaurant? No thanks.
“I can’t,” she said again, too ashamed now to even look at him. “I— I have plans.”
After that, he caught her when he saw her; not often, usually at the courthouse and apparently only when he had a free moment.
“Giselle, please,” he said every time. “One meal, please. I just want to talk. That’s all.” He didn’t bother to hide the pleading in his voice and it broke her heart, made her breathless at what she had done to a god.
In late June, he found her at the library, standing in the fiction stacks, perusing Christopher Moore. Incredibly intimidated, achingly aroused, still ashamed and embarrassed, frightened and hurting more than she thought possible, she snapped, “Stalking me?”
His nostrils flared and his eyes blazed. Without saying a word, he turned on a heel and left.
She stepped out into the aisle to watch him walk away, anger in every long step, in his back, in the shake of his head, in the violent punch of the elevator button. He looked back at her then and stared at her until the elevator arrived, his mouth tight, his jaw clenched, his gaze hard.
Ducking back into the stacks, she put her forehead down on the bookshelf to cry.
* * * * *
AUGUST 2006
“Good luck,” said Miss Logan’s attorney as he squeezed her upper arm lightly, then disappeared through a set of courtroom doors to give her a moment to prepare.
She glanced in a mirror that added to the décor of the quaint mid-nineteenth century American county courthouse, and sighed at her reflection. Taken as a whole, she was entirely underwhelming. Taken in parts, she was even less interesting than that.
Her hair: Dirty-dishwater blonde, slicked back into a tight French twist at the back.
Her eyes: Brown.
Her face: Plain, though perhaps sporting a little too much makeup.
Her body: Tall, big boned, nearly five feet eleven inches barefoot. She classified herself as less than svelte on days she felt generous. Though she had to admit that her breasts had a nice shape, the DD cup dismayed her. Her belly protruded enough to make her look about six weeks pregnant, but all her attempts at flattening it failed. Her hips—a particular point of David’s ridicule—matched her breasts.
Her outfit: Ridiculous. No Audrey Hepburn or Jackie O., she didn’t carry the classic Chanel look well. The color, Pepto Pink, would have washed her out but for her makeup. Sensible low black pumps did nothing for her feet or calves.
She had crafted every detail of what she saw in the mirror, so her sudden melancholy over it irked her. What she looked like at home, in private, shopping, attending the occasional society soiree—well. She did the best she could with what she had. She used to think herself passably pretty for an Amazon, but then she’d married a man who disagreed.
As she intended, the world took her as she presented herself without question as to what lay underneath. She relied on her talent and her ladylike mien to carry her through her workday and to garner the respect she required to do business. Once she got into character each morning, she fooled the world and relied on her persona to lessen her insecurity and sharpen her advantage—
—and she had done this for twelve years. She had the act down cold.
So now here she loitered in the foyer of the Chouteau County courthouse waiting to hear her fate. Her persona gave her no advantage today; she dreaded whatever the prosecutor had decided to do with her.
She turned and gracefully sat on a bench by the courtroom doors, as ladylike as ever. She stared across the foyer to the grand walnut staircase, lost in her thoughts.
“Miss Logan?”
She turned, startled. The time had come; they would wait for her no longer. She cleared her throat, calmed her heart, and arose from the bench. Slow. Easy. As if she were the most gracious hostess of the most magnificent mansion on Ward Parkway.
The almost ridiculously young underling sent to fetch her smiled.
“Thank you,” she murmured, her tone perfectly modulated. She stepped through the door he held open for her. Thank God, no trembles and no squeaks, though her life’s work hung in the balance.
She couldn’t help the pace of her heart, the dryness of her throat, the fear that ran through her as she took measured steps down the aisle of the courtroom toward the prosecutor and the judge who awaited her.
She could help how she reacted to it all.
Calm, poised, gracious as always, she stood at the defense table by the chair meant for her, but she did not sit. It finally occurred to her attorney to arise and pull it out for her. She nodded her thanks as she sat.
It never failed to surprise men when she refused to pull out her own chair. Most had forgotten what a real lady was, if they ever knew in the first place, the etiquette lost to history. She used that to her advantage, without fail and without mercy.
“Thank you for joining us, Miss Logan,” Judge Wilson began. “Let’s recap for the court reporter, shall we?”
No, let’s not.
He looked down at the papers in front of him.
“You are the founder and CEO of HR Prerogatives, a human resources outsourcing company.
“In May of 1999, you hired David Webster to be the chief financial officer. You and he never had any relationship other than work until you were in New York on a business trip on September 11, 2001. You witnessed the planes crashing into the World Trade Center, and under the stress of that, you married him. During your marriage, you were raped and beaten, but his behavior at home was so at odds with his behavior at work you became suspicious of him.”
He should have won an Oscar.
“Then you realized he had been embezzling from you his entire tenure at your company. You felt the only way you could prove it was to stay in the marriage.”
Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.
Judge Wilson looked over his spectacles at her. “You should’ve called the police.”
When have the police ever helped me?
She kept her face expressionless with the ease of twelve years of practice.
“He had access to your cash reserves and offshore accounts set up to receive the transfer of your employees’ 401(k) funds, which you found out only an hour before all the transactions went through. You hacked into your own computer system from a remote location and killed the pension transactions, but he did manage to take your reserves and left your company deeply in debt.”
He paused and still she remained silent, impassive.
“You realize, of course, any other prosecutor in the metro would’ve charged you as well.”
“Your Honor,” Knox Hilliard said with a bit of impatience, “she doesn’t need to be sent to her room to think about what she did.”
The judge glared at the prosecutor. “One more crack like that and I’ll send you to your room to think about a contempt citation.”
Hilliard’s cough didn’t quite disguise his laugh.
“Miss Logan, Mr. Hilliard has a proposition I hope you’ll be agreeable to.”
She had no choice and the implication that she did was insulting. The man she dreaded most in the world right now—for more than a few reasons—rose from the prosecution’s table.
To his credit, Hilliard seemed to take no pleasure from this, despite his reputation toward the corrupt and sadistic. During the three years of investigation into David’s embezzlement schemes, hours of testimony prep, and a year-long trial, he had never treated her with anything but excruciating politeness, if not downright compassion.
“Eilis,” he addressed her then, respectfully and, as always, pronouncing her name precisely: EYE-lish. He had used it from the very first, never asking her her preference. Such behavior by any other man would have warranted a cold, ladylike set-down, but not for a man significant to her in ways he would never know. And after the stress of her four-year journey with him, her name on his tongue had become a comfort to her.
Until today.
“I would like to propose putting HR Prerogatives in receivership.”
She started and looked at him sharply. Receivership! The man whose judgment on this issue she’d dreaded so much might have just saved her, depending on whom he appointed as her trustee.
That was a double-edged sword.
He went on. “I’m not here to destroy you or your company, or to put all your employees out of their jobs. Should you agree to receivership, your appointed trustee will be Sebastian Taight.”
She swallowed a gasp, kept her composure—but she fought for it. Her attorney nodded sagely. That certainly tarnished her favorable opinion of Mr. Hilliard. How had he suddenly turned into her enemy?
Nauseated, she wondered if he’d uncovered her connection to OKH Enterprises and Fen Hilliard, and decided to take his vengeance upon her now. Of all the consultants available, he had chosen the only one who could put her out of business completely or hand her over to Fen on a silver platter:
King Midas.
Sebastian Taight in charge of her company frightened her. His close family ties to both Knox and Fen Hilliard terrified her. She quelled her instinct to shudder.
She spoke finally. “Is that the best offer I can expect?”
The prosecutor nodded solemnly. “Yes.”
The judge broke into her silence and said, not unkindly, “Mr. Taight has never before agreed to be the trustee for a receivership and I’d take it if I were you. You couldn’t be in better hands.”
Still silent, Eilis studied the ogee edge of the table. Yeah, she could just bet why he’d agreed to take her receivership as his first ever. She finally nodded because she had no choice.
“That would be acceptable. Thank you.”
* * * * *
King Midas walked in like a medieval marauder, his stride long and arrogant. He carried nothing in his hands or over his shoulders: no legal pad, no briefcase, no laptop, no manpurse. With every step he seemed to take inventory of her company as if it were about to become his.
She hated him for that.
Eilis had never met him, never seen him. No one, woman or man, had ever told her how tall, lean, and achingly, heart-stoppingly handsome he was. Because she’d only heard the horror stories, she had conjured him up in her mind as an aged Quasimodo with a God complex.
His slightly salted raven hair gleamed and his ice blue eyes shimmered so light against his hair and his suit, she could see them from a distance. Sebastian Taight, classic black Irish, who had made her immediately, unexpectedly, shockingly breathless and aroused on first sight.
She hated herself for that.
She knew what he’d do first and she dreaded it. He made a fortune speculating in art and he would have been apprised of her assets. Boxed in as she was amongst the Chouteau County prosecutor, the Midwest’s most notorious financial guru as her babysitter, and the CEO of OKH Enterprises, she didn’t have a chance.
The news reports of the OKH Proviso Instrument were vague enough that no one knew quite how the three players were allied, if at all, though everyone had their hypotheses and theories. Before yesterday, she could have drawn no conclusions other than the obvious one everyone drew: Taight had positioned himself to take OKH Enterprises away from both Fen and Knox in a hostile takeover on or just after Knox’s fortieth birthday, despite what the proviso stated explicitly.
Eilis sucked in a deep breath, her lungs expanding almost beyond capacity. With one bad decision, albeit made under extreme circumstances, she had gone from frying pan to fire to ash fertilizer. No one but Eilis knew that she had become wrapped up in that OKH proviso mess the minute Knox had appointed Taight her trustee. She could only have faith that if infamously thorough Knox Hilliard hadn’t stumbled upon her secret by now, he wouldn’t. No one would.
If either Knox or Sebastian Taight found out, she would lose everything—Fen Hilliard had promised her that.
Truthfully, Eilis didn’t want to hate King Midas, in the abstract or otherwise. She had observed the OKH debacle from afar and without comment to her CEO colleagues ever since the man had begun purchasing its shares. She had cheered quietly, hoping he would win it in the end. When Knox announced his engagement to Mrs. Leah Wincott, a widow with a daughter, Eilis breathed a sigh of relief.
Leah Wincott’s murder—on her wedding day, yet!—shocked the financial community to its core. The Street rumbled and cracked with the not-so-hushed rumors of Fen’s involvement. No one wanted to believe it (least of all Eilis), but there could be no other explanation and suddenly, Taight’s war became important to Eilis. She, along with the rest of the country, needed him to take OKH away from Fen.
Unfortunately, Knox was a complication. Collateral damage.
Now, though, she found herself at the mercy of the man the financial community feared for his eccentricities, obscure reasoning, and unpredictability. She swallowed a sharp pang of regret that she’d not met this brilliant—and most definitely beautiful—man before Knox had made him her enemy.
Scylla, meet Charybdis.
Eilis took a deep breath. Where had her Inner Bitch gone now that she needed her so very badly?
From where she stood behind the all-glass walls of her office suite, she could look down onto the labyrinth of cubicles filled with people whose livelihoods depended on her. For now. They knew nothing of the details and they were jittery. Many had left for other, more stable, positions. If the deal with Midas worked out, those who remained would survive this storm and their lives would go on, their nerves calmed when stability reigned again.
He walked down the main aisle alone, unnoticed it seemed, though how such a man could go unnoticed was beyond her. If he looked up, he would see her there, but he didn’t. His initial inspection over with, he stared straight ahead, his long-legged gait eating up the yards between them as if he knew exactly where he was going—which he probably did.
He disappeared underneath the glassed mezzanine that was her office and she knew it wouldn’t be long before he was there, with her. Sure enough, his steps echoed on the stairs. She kept her back turned when he reached the reception area of her office and then her door, being deliberately rude to him. Watching him in the reflection of the glass, her breathlessness increased as he entered her office and came closer and closer to her without speaking.
He stood beside her and looked down at the patchwork of cubicles without speaking. She was very aware of his presence, his fragrance, his height.
This would be so much easier if she weren’t so unexpectedly attracted to him.
“You’re not a good gambler,” he said finally. Eilis hid her reaction. Whatever she’d expected, his mild manner was not it.
“I built this company. How do you think I did that?” she asked, her voice, as always, perfectly modulated.
“And you lost it. How do you think you did that? It’s not the making of a company, Mrs. Webster. It’s the keeping of it and the growing of it that counts.”
She did not flinch, though she wanted to. Becoming Mrs. Webster, that which had been her biggest—gamble? Was that what he thought it was?—and one she would pay for for the rest of her life.
No, Eilis was an excellent gambler.
When backed into an emotional corner, however, she invariably zigged when she should have zagged. Not that she would tell him that.
“Believe it or not, Knox did you a favor,” he added, as if for good measure.
She resisted the urge to snort, instead calling up her persona from years of practice. She said calmly, “I’m quite sure you both think you’ve counted quite a coup.”
He slid a glance at her and she was unaccountably pleased that she didn’t have to look down at him. “I don’t have to do this, Mrs. Webster. I can find someone else to do it if you’d like.”
“Would it make any difference?” she asked, still calm.
That was the way she always was. Calm, quiet, unassuming. She’d begun her career hard, ruthless, but as her reputation for such grew, her enemies used it to sabotage her business deals. Forced to abandon that approach, she had concocted Miss Logan, splendidly, flawlessly ladylike.
She hated it, but it worked exponentially better than she could have ever dreamed. The intimidation and discomfort men felt when she forced them to pay her homage as a lady never went away and its element of surprise was ever present.
Oh, yes, it was a power play of immense proportions, but it had taken a heavy toll on her over the years.
He turned back to the window and said, “You know better than that.”
As raiders went, he was better than most. She couldn’t lie to herself—if he had no ulterior motive, he would do a good job with fairness and honesty. If his track record held, she would have her company back in less than the three years the receivership was slated to run, unless he chose to buy her out. He could do anything he wanted with her as long as the bills got paid.
She resented him just for being called in to do what she could have done herself had she had time and briefly resented the prosecutor for not asking her her opinion.
“Mrs. Webster—”
“I no longer use that name,” she murmured, struggling to keep her composure, to keep her tears at bay at the tone of sympathy she had heard in his voice. “Miss Logan, if you please.”
“Miss Logan.” He complied so easily. Why did that irritate her? “Shall we get started?”
* * * * *
Miss Logan’s obvious distrust of him annoyed the hell out of him, but he couldn’t say why because this was the way it always was.
Sebastian was sympathetic to her situation; he was sympathetic to all situations. He too would be resentful if he were the one staring a court-ordered receivership in the face.
The barely veiled venom of the beginning of his relationship with this woman was mild compared to most, and she had more reason than anyone else in the world to hate him. It wasn’t as if she had called him to come rescue her, and anyone could’ve made the mistake of hiring a thief as one’s CFO. Senator Oth’s entire executive staff had been a den of thieves.
Of course, Oth hadn’t married his CFO, either.
Damn Knox for badgering him into being this woman’s trustee, and damn that judge for being such a good friend to Knox that he’d ordered it. In Sebastian’s opinion, his relationship to Knox made this whole thing one big fat conflict of interest.
“If it makes you feel any better,” he heard himself saying as, together, they moved away from the glass toward her private office, her inner sanctum, windowless and clad in maple, “I don’t want to do this any more than you want it done. I do have better things to do with my time than rescue a company that doesn’t interest me.”
He felt her surprise and relief, but she only said, “I see,” without emotion.
Stifling a sigh, he went through her office to her desk, sat in her chair, in front of her computer, to gain access to her company’s records. Being considered a villain on first sight was so common in his life as to be a cliché.
He was surprised when she spoke again, her voice still measured and perfect. “I’m curious, Mr. Taight. If this is such a burden to you, why did you accept?”
He grunted. “Family. Loyalty. Trust.”
She showed no emotion at that and, unsatisfied that she hadn’t cracked, he turned back to the computer.
He clicked through her computer files. He made note of spreadsheets and databases, mentally mapping out matrices and indices to begin his work, all too aware she stood only a few feet from him, watching. Silent, impassive. He’d never before been a trustee for a company in receivership, but he had hauled enough companies out of bankruptcy by a breath to know what he needed to do and what to look for without preparation.
That could be the only reason why Knox had asked him to do this. Of course, Knox probably had other, more sinister ulterior motives, but he didn’t know what they were and he didn’t care. He’d find out eventually because Knox never did things the easy way.
Eilis Logan’s company was very well positioned for salvation and Sebastian was curious as to why she hadn’t taken the obvious steps to do so herself. She was certainly capable of it.
He happened across a file of digitized documents that hadn’t been in the paperwork he’d been given and saw why Knox had asked him to do this. He sent an email: FOUND THE FORDS. THX.
“Mr. Taight—”
“Sebastian, please.”
“Mr. Taight,” she went on in that same ladylike moderation, not a shred of passion in it. “Are you going to need me for anything here? If not, I would like to take a vacation.”
Sebastian stilled and looked up at her and allowed himself to see her as a man saw a woman. It wasn’t that he didn’t notice beautiful women, because he did. On a detailed, aesthetic level, he very much noticed and appreciated every woman’s beauty, but he had learned through the years that he couldn’t seduce any woman when he was thinking very left-brain things. Unless a woman was thoroughly entranced by a discussion of the inflation-proof bond, nothing would happen while he was in a suit.
He’d tried that. It had gone very badly—several times.
It wasn’t even as if he hadn’t already carefully cataloged this woman in his mind, head to toe and she was beautiful—but she hid it very well and very deliberately.
No matter what she did, she wouldn’t have been able to hide her very aristocratically sculpted face, with the exception of the nose that had obviously been badly broken and never set straight. She had high cheekbones, a fine forehead, and strong-but-not-masculine jaw. Her mouth was full, though she wore a color of lipstick designed to hide that fact. She wore brown contact lenses—why?—and there was something under all that foundation that looked like a thin scar running from eyebrow to jaw.
And her body—Sebastian shocked himself with his very right-brained thinking about the perfection that was Miss Eilis Logan. Tall and lush, she was a Viking queen. The Chanel made it perfectly clear that this woman was built like a fertility goddess. In Sebastian’s estimation, she was flawless, and Sebastian knew he had good taste in women.
“I would prefer you stay involved in the process, Miss Logan,” he said slowly, not really sure how to deal with her request, because no one he’d worked with had ever made such an outrageous one before. “Your employees will need you here to give them confidence and you might learn something you could use in the future. I’ll also need your input and assistance with things I can’t know, such as employee issues.”
“I have a cell phone,” she said levelly.
That was a bluff. He knew he’d won the battle with his deliberate mention of her employees. If for nothing else, she had a reputation for how much she cared about the people who worked for her.
“Okay, if that’s how you want to play it,” he said flatly, unaccountably angry with her now. “The answer’s no. I’m not going to let you walk off the field just because I’m the one quarterbacking now. If this is going to be a problem for you, you can take it up with Knox.”
That got a reaction. Her nostrils flared a tad and her jaw clenched only the slightest bit. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound. If that got a reaction from her, he’d go for broke.
“One of the things I’m going to do,” he continued, with that same flat, heartless tone that should tell her his patience had run out, “is sell off every Ford painting this corporation owns. I’m requesting, nicely, that you hand them over so that I can start building your cash reserves. Together, they’re worth tens of millions of dollars, which will be a good head start.”
Her silent stoicism told him everything he needed to know. She had expected this; she had probably even thought of doing that herself and hadn’t been able to bring herself to.
“If you had done that six months ago, I wouldn’t be here,” he said, now thoroughly pissed off that she hadn’t blinked an eye. Taunting a client was uncharacteristic for him and he didn’t like the fact that he wanted to get a reaction from her so badly that he was willing to grind it in.
He stopped and took a deep breath before he really let loose and mentioned the second, third, and fourth things she should’ve done. That would be downright mean.
Sebastian had a speech he had perfected over the years that he used without fail. He didn’t want to break people’s spirits; he didn’t ridicule their choices and he was always careful to maintain respect for them and sympathy with their situations. Once these people in distress got to know him it seemed, oddly, that his presence was of comfort to them in their time of greatest stress and grief.
Not that anyone ever actually noticed that. They never saw what he had done to salvage their companies the minute he left for good, check in hand, and only knew what they had done. He always pulled his punches, handled everyone with kid gloves, hoping they would learn from their mistakes and from changing their business strategies. Today, though, he hadn’t used his normal speech on her, and he didn’t know why other than that she was so damned uncrackable.
“I love those paintings,” she finally admitted with great dignity.
“Sentiment has no place here, although I will admit that if you had sold them off one at a time for a quick fix, you’d be worse off now than you are.”
He saw a split-second flash of heartbreak in her face that must have been extreme to be seen through her mask of makeup. She turned away. Finally, she said, “May I keep one? It’s not on the books.”
“Does the corporation own it?”
“Yes,” she said, her voice tinged with a nearly imperceptible despair.
For reasons he didn’t understand, instead of the same flat “no” he would’ve normally given anyone in her position, the same one he’d given her about a vacation, he asked, “Which one is it?”
“Morning in Bed.”
He sucked in a breath and his eyes widened. “You own Morning in Bed?”
“Yes.”
That painting was worth tens of millions by itself. If she sold that along with the rest of them, she’d be more than half salvaged. Still, he hesitated. “Let me think about it. In the meantime,” he continued briskly, “I would like you to go to the Ford exhibit with me Saturday evening so that you can see for yourself the value of letting them all go.”
“I can’t,” she said smoothly. “I have other plans.”
Sebastian was immediately suspicious. A woman who owned nine Fords, including the most notorious one, hadn’t planned to attend the Ford exhibit where a new painting would be unveiled? Did she hate his presence so much that she would give that up rather than go with him? It wouldn’t be the first time that had happened, though, so it was entirely possible. He figured if he couldn’t get a date with her under cover of business, he may not be able to get a date with her at all.
He inclined his head. “As you wish, Miss Logan.”
Then he walked out of her office and out of her building, now even more pissed off that Knox had badgered him to do this for one entirely different reason. He wanted Eilis Logan in his bed. Badly—
—but he didn’t know how the hell he was going to get her there.
* * * * *
19: CLINICAL, INTELLECTUAL, CYNICAL
Giselle sat on a picnic table by Brush Creek just off campus, feeding bread to the ducks and geese. She couldn’t take this much longer. Sebastian, irritated, had accused her of “moping around the house like a love-struck sixteen-year-old girl for the last seven months.” Knox was angry because she had assiduously avoided him. She hadn’t returned her mother’s phone calls or emails in two weeks and Lilly had resorted to hounding both Sebastian and Knox as to Giselle’s state of mind. She hadn’t shown up at any of her extended family’s frequent functions because she just couldn’t take Fen on any level after he’d called her in the middle of class to yell at her for going to his party armed.
She just wanted to be alone for a while with no one jabbering in her ears, making demands, lecturing her on propriety, threatening her life and livelihood and grades, or shaming her for a heinous breach of trust.
She knew Bryce’s office address: downtown, in a prestigious skyscraper convenient to the Jackson County Courthouse. She still had no idea what to do with that information or if she’d do anything at all.
“Boy, you just don’t know a good thing when it steps right in front of you, do you?”
“Go away,” she muttered. “Don’t you have fathers and fiancées to avenge, women to marry, and children to sire?”
“You’re a hot mess. Move over.”
She did and he climbed up onto the table beside her.
He leaned in to kiss her and she leaned away from him. “No more. I’m done with this.”
“Done with what?”
“Done with you.”
Knox said nothing and she dared not look at him. He could tease her out of her funk now, but it would come back the next day anyway. She was worn out and overwhelmed and very unhappy.
“I’m done with this semi-incestuous relationship. Done with the Shakespearean tragedy that is your life. Knox, I have no stake in OKH, but because of it, everything I had has been taken away from me except my life and that’s only because I got lucky. Twice. I’m tired. I want— No, I need a resolution.”
He handed her a bottle of cold water, which she took. “I’m sorry,” he said.
“I know,” she replied with a sigh. “Me too.”
He caught her mouth then and coaxed her tongue to play, twenty-five years of familiar, so very comfortable. She sighed into his mouth, fell into the kiss, closed her eyes—
—and found herself comparing him unfavorably to Bryce Kenard. She opened her eyes then and pulled away from him. “That wasn’t fair. What if somebody saw us?”
“Oh, it’d just give your reputation another layer of mystique.”
“Pffftt. Professor Hilliard is pissing me off.”
“Miss Cox yanks my chain plenty, too, so don’t act like you’re all lily white.”
She sighed. “I’m guessing you’re here because Sebastian bitched at you to bitch at me?”
“Yeah. You’re not home enough for him to kick your ass and when you are, you’re sleeping. He thinks I know all your little hiding places.”
“Well, you don’t.”
“You’re right about that. I’ve been to every shoe store in town.”
She cracked a reluctant smile.
“Lemme guess. Bryce Kenard.”
She swallowed.
“Talk to me, Giselle.”
“He, um— At the gallery, he—” She stopped. Took a deep breath. “He wanted— He asked me to go home with him and— Um, and I wanted to, but I was there to trick him. I mean, I couldn’t— Not on a lie.”
“Oh, is that what this is about?”
“That and the fact that he thinks I’m a slut,” she said in a rush. “I’m mortified.”
He said nothing for a moment. Then, “So tell him the truth. Throw yourself on his mercy. You’ve got nothing to lose.”
“Like I want to invite someone else to read back my pedigree for me? I think not. Sebastian takes care of that quite nicely, thank you.”
“That’s a dodge. He intimidates you and you don’t like it.”
“Fuck you.”
Knox took some of her bread to throw to the ducks. Neither of them spoke for a long time, then he said, “I’ve been wanting to ask you something. Was I that obvious?”
“When?”
“That day in class last year, that week I subbed for Grady.”
Giselle had to cast back in her memory a bit before she remembered. “I thought you didn’t want to discuss it?”
“I do now. Talk.”
“Hmm. Well. It was obvious to me. I think the rest of the class was just too shellshocked to notice.”
“Shellshocked?”
“Knox, you were . . . enraged. I haven’t seen you that angry since you tried Tom Parley and you’ve never shown that side of you in class. You turned from hottie heartthrob law professor into badass Chouteau County prosecutor. And how you looked at her— I have never seen you look at any woman that way, not Leah, not me, not any other woman you’ve ever loved.” She paused. “By the way, did you get in trouble for that?”
His eyebrow rose. “Giselle,” he drawled.
“Of course not! Untouchable Knox Hilliard strikes again.” Giselle huffed. “So if Leah hadn’t been in the picture, would you have nabbed her after class and taken her to the Den of Iniquity? ’Cause that’s what it looked like you wanted to do.”
His silence told her everything she needed to know.
“Oh, Knox,” she sighed. “More guilt?”
“I went home that day feeling like the worst bastard who ever lived. I could barely look at Leah. Then she died—” His mouth tightened. “I know you haven’t told Sebastian any of this because he hasn’t cracked my head open.”
She waved a hand. “I’m torn. I see your point and I agree with it, but this really is your fight and Sebastian has a right to resent that you want to abandon ship now that he’s steering it. Why don’t you seek her out and tell her how you feel, lay it all out for her, and let her decide whether she wants to be with you or not? She’s in love with you.”
“She wouldn’t understand it even if I recited it line and verse. And even if she did, no woman in her right mind would step into my mess voluntarily. You know I don’t like women not in their right minds and, aside from her crush on me, Justice McKinley is in her right mind.”
“I don’t think that’s fair. I mean, if I were her, I’d want to know that the man I wanted actually wanted me, too. I wouldn’t want to live my life wondering and dreaming and wishing.”
“Giselle, she’s fourteen years younger than me. She’s not old enough to know what she wants. I’ve never been one of those professors and I don’t like younger women. Forty-year-old women are hot to trot. You have no idea.”
Giselle’s mouth dropped open.
He caught her look. “Oh. Right. I guess you do know. The point is, this is killing me. She’s young enough to be my daughter; hell, I’ve raised a girl her age. What am I supposed to do with her? By the time she turns forty, I’d have to pop Viagra like they’re aspirin just to barely keep up. And then there’s the perv factor. As in, ‘Oh, gee, I was fourteen when she was born.’”
“And Leah was fifteen when you were born.” She paused. “All you’d have to do is have your executive give her a little ringy-ding, ask her to come in for an interview. Everybody would assume that you’re courting her name just as much as every other office and every other think tank in the country. Her name would skyrocket if Knox Hilliard, Trainer of Baby Litigators, sought her out and nobody would ever have to know that all you want is a little redheaded teddy bear. Keep her as an AP, train her, wait until after your birthday and then explain it.
“Or, in the alternative, hire her, train her, and let her go none the wiser. She needs a backbone and it would take her six years to get where you could get her in six weeks.”
“My world would crush her,” he murmured so low she could barely hear him. “I would crush her.”
“Knox, you gave her name to her. Do you not get that? She’s well respected across the country and powerful people have begun to court her opinions. Every time you hear her quoted on talk radio, every time you read her blog posts, every time you open a magazine or a newspaper and see her byline—you did that. You validated her, gave her some confidence.” Giselle paused. “Online and in print, anyway.
“She hides behind her computer. She still walks around school like she deserves nothing, like she’s only there by the grace of God and Knox Hilliard—and that might get taken away any day. She should be walking around like the genius that she is, but— In two, three years, you could turn her into a real power player in politics or law or both. At the very least, finish the job you started.”
Knox said nothing for a long while, then, “Her CV is on my desk. I was going to have Eric interview her and then send her on her way.”
Giselle gasped and her eyes widened. “She came to you?” He nodded morosely. It took her a bit of thought and silence to work that through; she had never expected that the girl would have the guts to seek Knox out herself.
“Oh, I get it. You think that once she sees you in your world—not as knight-in-shining-armor Professor Hilliard—she won’t look at you the same way she did that day and you don’t want to watch her get disillusioned with you.”
“I find it inconvenient that you can read my mind.”
That made Giselle laugh. “Master of the overstated understatement.”
He flashed her a grin. “Did you like that?”
“You dumbshit,” she said and pushed him off the table.
That made him laugh in turn and he hopped back up on the table. He sobered then. “Me, my name, my office—it would taint her, not make her. Her career would be over before it really began and could kill Oakley’s chances, to boot.”
Giselle couldn’t deny that. Kevin Oakley would have enough to answer for if his long friendship with Knox came to light. Now that Justice had agreed to endorse Kevin as a senatorial candidate, her employment in a corrupt prosecutor’s office would cast doubt on her character and, by extension, diminish Kevin’s credibility.
“I just want to see her again, let her go, and then find her when this is all over with. Maybe she needs the world to knock her around a little bit—and I refuse to put her where Fen’ll feel obliged to kill her. If it weren’t for his unpredictability, I’d do it, but I can’t take that chance.”
Giselle sat and thought about that for a while. “You do have a point,” she said slowly, looking off into the distance. “Well,” she finally said, “I can appreciate that you want to take the high ground, so I’ll not argue with you about it.”
“Giselle, do you know why I’m so good at what I do?”
“Not really, no. I don’t think of you that way.”
“Huh. Well, I’ll tell you why. It’s my memory. So this is what I have to say to you: ‘If it were me, I’d want to know that the man I wanted actually wanted me, too. I wouldn’t want to live my life wondering and dreaming and wishing.’”
Her breath caught in her throat. “Bastard,” she grumbled.
“Coward.”
* * * * *
Giselle lay awake all night with Knox’s parting shot ringing in her ears.
Coward.
Her situation and his weren’t perfectly analogous, but he’d used her own words against her. Did they apply any less to her and this man, this Bryce Kenard (whose very name screamed testosterone) with whom she’d spent so little time, and every second of it in intensely erotic foreplay?
That’s a dodge. He intimidates you and you don’t like it.
Knox was right and she hated when that happened, especially when Sebastian agreed, since they so very rarely did. Knox had wasted no time in tattling on her to Sebastian, who said, “So? It’s not like you pulled off some elaborate scam and made a fool of him. But,” he added, “you need to get the monkey off your back first so you can have a fresh start. Kenard doesn’t need to be mixed up in this. He’s done nothing to deserve it.”
Knox agreed with that assessment, too. She had no chance when both of them ganged up on her.
She made up her mind and she wouldn’t wait until the family’s Labor Day barbecue to have her say, so she went to Fen immediately. Once having made the decision to seek Bryce Kenard out, she wouldn’t let it lie one more second.
Giselle didn’t dare go unarmed. She also didn’t bother to stop at the guard’s desk or pause when the metal detector shrieked at her, or in any way acknowledge the men who hollered behind her and scrambled to keep her from going any farther into the building.
“Stand down, gentlemen,” boomed a deep voice from the mezzanine above the massively expansive terrazzo-and-marble front lobby of OKH Enterprises. “Everything’s fine. My wayward niece just wants to throw a little tantrum at me.”
Protests followed her as she took the stairs of the grand staircase two at a time, her strong legs eating up the distance between him and her. She ignored everyone but the man she had come to see.
She had a strange balance of power with him that she’d had since she was a child. She didn’t always understand it, but occasionally it proved useful.
Yes, he’d tried to kill her twice, which had bankrupted her and obliged her to undergo emergency surgery, respectively.
Yes, she’d calmly and deliberately threatened to kill him, a hand on his throat and a gun to his head.
Yes, he felt as free to dress her down as any of her other aunts and uncles.
Yes, they usually had a good time together once he made her laugh again.
“Come in, Giselle, come in,” Fen Hilliard said graciously. He held the door to his office suite open and guided her through the floor of assistants’ desks arranged as if it were a bank lobby. They all looked at her warily, this sacrilegious woman appearing at the CEO’s office wearing tight leathers and boots, with a Glock stuck in the back of her waistband. She smiled slightly at one young male assistant who couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She winked at him and he blushed.
“Stop flirting with my people,” Fen hissed once he had ushered her into his private office and closed the doors behind them. “You dare come to me armed?”
“Pffftt. I’d be a fool not to.”
“I wouldn’t be stupid enough to kill you here, Giselle.”
“There is that. You don’t have the stomach to do it yourself.”
He ignored that and rocked back on a heel to rake her with a glance and gesture at her clothes. “And—and this,” he sneered. “You couldn’t have dressed properly? You disrespect me in my own house?”
“Oh, do you mean the house that Uncle Oliver built?”
His jaw clenched. “Oliver built a shack. I razed it and plowed the fields and built a plantation.”
“Wasn’t the only field of his you plowed, was it?”
He slapped her then and she retaliated immediately with the back of her closed fist, striking him with double his strength. It forced him to stumble backward, and he held his nose as blood gushed from it. Though as big as Knox, he was weaker than she and she had made sure to remind him of that fact, in case he’d forgotten.
“Well,” she said, breathing heavily and watching him warily in case he decided to finally show a little courage, but the flow of blood from his nose kept him occupied. “Now that the niceties are out of the way, I’ll state my business.”
“Make it snappy. I don’t have time for your little-girl shenanigans.”
“That’s rich, coming from a guy who murdered his brother to fuck his wife—and killed an innocent woman who never did anything to him. And by the way, I’m still mad about that second hit you put out on me.”
“Yes, and you’ve been sulking about it for the last three years, so stop it. It annoys me when you sulk.” He stared at her stonily, waiting, holding a handkerchief to his nose.
“I want to go about my merry business without having to look over my shoulder. You leave me be. Today. Forever.”
Fen looked at her speculatively. “Kenard.”
She started. “How did you know that?”
“Please. After you pulled a Cinderella and he rearranged Sebastian’s face? Half of Kansas City’s moneyed thinks Bryce Kenard is fucking Sebastian Taight’s mistress, and isn’t that deliciously scandalous. I actually wasn’t sure you wouldn’t go down that road with him, since you don’t seem terribly invested in a temple marriage anymore and he is completely disillusioned with the church. So since you’re here, I’m going to assume you’re not sleeping with him. Yet.”
“No and I don’t know if I’ll ever get to, considering why I was at your party that night.”
He waved a hand. “Oh, I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” he murmured, still dabbing at his nose. “Deceit’s not your style.”
“Huh. He doesn’t know me, so that’s not the way he’s going to see it.”
Suddenly, Fen laughed. “Believe me, he’ll forgive you for it. Seduction’s not your style, either, though you did display amazing potential. I knew the minute you led him around that corner you weren’t playing any game at all, much less the one Sebastian wanted you to play.”
Giselle huffed. “Look, Fen, I don’t want you wrapped up in any relationship I might have with him. You and I are not a package deal and I want your word.”
“If I honor your request and if he doesn’t work out the way you hope, then you end up with Knox again— All bets are off. I’ll go back to seeing if you can be killed. Color me curious.”
She looked at him for a bit, more than willing to let him think she’d marry Knox in a heartbeat when it came down to the wire. She nodded. “I’d agree to those terms. But. What I told you after you killed Leah still stands. Any more of Knox’s women die, you die. And oh, in case you are elected—not likely—and the ATF or whoever pulls a Waco on Knox and he dies ever so conveniently? Being a senator won’t protect you from me.”
He pursed his lips and held his nose and stared at her, not speaking for a long time. She waited for him to close the deal, but he didn’t.
“Why,” he finally said, slowly, “couldn’t you have been my daughter?”
Giselle’s breath caught in her throat and her eyes widened. “What?”
Fen gestured to one of the wing-back chairs in front of his desk. He sat in the other once she took the seat he offered.
“Didn’t you ever wonder why I took such an interest in your life?”
“I thought you just wanted to boss me around the way you bossed Knox around.”
Fen grunted. “No. I wanted to be the father of a girl who took life by the throat and throttled the hell out of it.”
“I had a father.”
“Who died too young. I will admit, though, that Sebastian did a very good job of raising you. If he ever has children, it’ll be interesting to watch him raise them as an adult and not as a child himself.”
“Sebastian was never a child. He was a man by the time he was ten.”
He nodded. “That’s true.”
“You wanted to send me to a girl’s school and turn me into a debutante. If you like me for who I am, if you like how Sebastian trained me, why would you want to change me?”
He thought about that for a moment, staring off into the distance. “Sebastian went on his mission when you were fifteen. You’d learned all you could from him and I thought you could use a little balance. I just assumed you’d hit your sweet spot on your own, which you did. I didn’t know Knox was already teaching you those things.”
Neither said anything for a moment, then Giselle asked, “Fen, I’m curious. How long have you and Trudy been lovers?”
“Since 1964. Oliver was gone to ’Nam. She was lonely. I was available and all too willing to climb in bed with a beautiful woman who wanted me there. Then I went in ’67 and that was about the time Oliver came home.”
“So, Knox . . . ?”
“Not my son. Wasn’t possible because I was in Vietnam then.”
She sat quiet a moment, trying to digest that. Then,
“Why’d you have to kill Oliver? That was dirty pool.”
He looked straight at her and said, very deliberately, “Giselle, there comes a time in a man’s life when he has to protect the people he loves. You of all people should know how that feels. And if you ever repeat what I’m about to tell you, I’ll put you in the ground myself.”
Giselle smirked. “I’m listening.”
“Oliver was a bastard. He had fists like hams and he used them.”
Giselle gaped at him, her mind suddenly whirling. She had never seen evidence that Knox’s father had been abusive and Knox’s only complaint had been Oliver’s distance and unavailability while he was busy building OKH.
“Did you see this for yourself?” she asked carefully.
“No, Giselle,” he drawled as if she were slow. “A man doesn’t beat his wife in front of witnesses if he can help it. Trudy was terrified.”
Giselle’s confusion cleared immediately. Trudy. That explained everything, but she didn’t dare cast aspersions on her aunt. Trudy was Fen’s line in the sand and Giselle didn’t want to give him a personal reason to kill her.
“I see,” she finally said. “I didn’t know.”
“I’m not sure anyone does; if they do, nobody’s talking. Killing Oliver wasn’t about my affair with Trudy and it wasn’t about OKH. It was about keeping Trudy safe and I didn’t feel Knox needed to know what his father was doing to his mother. When she kicked him out of the house, it was to protect him in case Oliver got it into his head that Knox was my son. There were no DNA tests at that time, remember.”
Oh, that was just too much.
“Fen, you know that’s bullshit. She’s always thought of Knox as a nuisance. You didn’t want Oliver to come down on you if he caught wind of your affair.”
He shrugged. “Okay, point taken. But,” he added, spearing her with a glance, “if you’d kept your mouth shut, it would’ve ended with just Oliver dead, no one the wiser, and no proviso to fight over.”
Giselle ground her jaw, but didn’t say anything, because that was absolutely true. She’d spent the last two decades carrying the guilt of a fourteen-year-old girl’s mistake.
Walking in on Aunt Trudy making love with Uncle Oliver’s brother, “Uncle” Fen.
Throwing up on the carpet.
Covering her ears while Aunt Trudy yelled at “Uncle” Fen to get out.
Getting slapped halfway across the room by an enraged Aunt Trudy, cowering in front of her, crying, “I’m sorry, Aunt Trudy, I’m sorry” over and over again.
Telling Knox when he found her hiding, crying at the back of the estate because she was too shocked he’d tracked her down to think up a good lie.
Reluctantly stumbling along behind Knox as he stormed into the mansion to confront his mother.
Walking off of the Hilliards’ Ward Parkway estate with Knox, frightened by Aunt Trudy’s violence and ashamed that she had caused Knox to be cast out of his home and lose everything he owned and loved.
Riding the bus all the way home to the east side, silent, clinging to him and he her.
Lying to her mother about how she’d gotten a bruise over half her face, afraid her mother would say she got what she deserved, only to get wept over and hugged and rocked like a little baby when Knox made her tell the truth.
And then years later, finding out that Fen had killed Uncle Oliver because she had opened her mouth . . .
“Ah,” Fen murmured, suddenly smug, “I see you’ve been flagellating yourself for this entire fiasco. Good. Keep at it.”
She sighed. “Why didn’t you tell the bishop all this when you laid it out for him? Why didn’t you tell us this when we confronted you? It’s not like we wouldn’t have understood, all things considered.”
“By then it was irrelevant. I didn’t feel guilty for killing Oliver. I felt guilty for taking his company and liking it and resenting a fifteen-year-old kid for that damned proviso Oliver slipped in when I wasn’t looking. Why do you think I paid for Knox’s education? It wasn’t his fault and I daresay it’s as burdensome to him as it is to me.”
“But you didn’t feel guilty enough to give it up, and now you’ve sunk to the level of murder to keep it. There’s no honor in that.”
“True.” He rose then, which cued her to do the same. “It’s a deal, Giselle,” he said, offering his hand for her to shake and she did, firmly. “As long as you and Knox don’t get back together.”
“You understand this doesn’t nullify my warning.”
“Yes. And you understand you keep your mouth shut about Oliver. I think you’ve learned your lesson about speaking out of school.”
Her mouth tightened. “Done.” She turned to go.
“Giselle?” She looked over her shoulder at him and he had that hard gleam in his eye again. The wannabe father had vanished. “Don’t ever come back here armed. And next time? Wear a damned dress.”
She flashed him a wicked smile, winked, and walked out, unwilling to let him see how his chastisement had shaken her. Fen was right; she’d definitely learned her lesson about keeping her mouth shut.
* * * * *
Once Giselle told Bryce’s frigid assistant her name, she warmed instantly, eager to tell her where he could be found. Giselle found that encouraging and very . . . amusing.
Half of Kansas City’s moneyed thinks Bryce Kenard is fucking Sebastian Taight’s mistress.
She chuckled.
Giselle patiently subjected herself to the search at the courthouse, surrendered her weapon, and resentfully dug out her permit when demanded. Frisked, wanded, and all but tossed on the x-ray conveyor belt, she was finally allowed in the courthouse.
All the way through the building, up stairs, through doors, she garnered stares. Some of these people knew her from law school and gaped at her leathers, her intensity. Kevin Oakley saw her, tried to catch her attention, but she ignored him. Though she hadn’t spoken with him since the day he’d declined to charge her with homicide, he could wait. Politics could wait.
She got to the right division before she slowed at all. Her heart pounding and her mouth dry, she ducked into the restroom to calm herself a bit before getting on with her business here. Leaning back against the wall, she bent over and took some deep breaths, not thinking about what she intended to do. If she thought about it at all, she knew she’d change her mind and then she’d regret it for the rest of her life.
She looked in a mirror once her breathing had slowed and she felt more capable of acting like a civilized human being. Her face was red, as she had expected, thus hid any marks Fen’s hand might have made. She bent down to splash cold water on her face and gargle some of it to ease the dryness of her mouth.
The restroom door opened suddenly and though Giselle took no real notice, a flash of dull, frizzy, indeterminate red did catch in her periphery and she looked up into the mirror.
“I’ll be damned,” she breathed when she caught Justice McKinley staring at her, frightened determination written all over her face.
Giselle locked glances with her in the mirror, wondering if she knew or suspected what Giselle had done for her or if she knew about her connection with Knox. She couldn’t think of any other reason the girl would detain her, now of all times and here of all places.
Couldn’t she have done this at school, when she had unlimited access and time?
“Can I help you, Justice?” she asked gently.
Justice, looking very young and naïve, swallowed a bit. “I— I want—” She pursed her lips and looked away, shaking her head. “Never mind. It’s stupid.”
Giselle turned, leaned back against the sink, and crossed her arms over her chest. “Say whatever you have to say to me, Justice,” she demanded not-so-gently this time, impatient to get on with her goal. She wouldn’t suffer being waylaid too long, even by this girl, especially when she could talk to her any day of the week.
Justice started and opened her mouth. “I want to be like you,” she blurted finally.
Giselle blinked. “Why?”
“You— You’re powerful and—” She looked at the floor and whispered, “I want to learn that.”
Let Knox teach you; he’ll show you the power you don’t know you have yet.
Giselle watched her for several long seconds before Justice raised her eyes to find out why Giselle hadn’t answered.
“I can’t teach you how to be that,” she said once Justice had fully concentrated on her face. “You have to come to it on your own, through hardship and fear. You have to know who you are and what you believe and you have to take stock of that every day. You have to walk barefoot through fire on broken glass. You have to stand up to people who frighten you under conditions that terrify you. You have to be honest with yourself about what you really want. You have to be willing to fail.
“Power is acquired, earned. You’ll have many opportunities in your life to earn bits and pieces of it. You’ll make bad choices; learn from them and do the best you can with them. Do not, under any circumstances, dither over what the right choice might be every single time you’re presented with one. It won’t teach you anything and you’ll be a bore at cocktail parties.”
Justice’s hazel eyes had widened and Giselle smiled, reaching out to rub her shoulder, surprising both of them. Giselle almost never touched people she didn’t know, or allowed them to touch her. On the other hand, she’d touched this girl once and at that moment had become vested in keeping her safe, in smoothing her road for her, in helping her travel the path that led to Knox.
“You’ll do fine. Now,” she said briskly, turning away from Justice and back to the mirror to do some last-minute primping, “I need to go take some of my own advice.” She caught Justice’s look of confusion when she turned to walk toward the door. She opened it a crack and then looked back over her shoulder. “Acquiring power is a never-ending process, Justice. Every day you have to wake up and prove to the world all over again that you deserve it. There should never come a day when you wake up and say, ‘Okay, I’m powerful now; I’m done.’ Never.”
With that, she left the restroom and found the correct set of courtroom doors. She opened one quietly, tiptoed in and stood silently against the back wall to watch Bryce Kenard do what he did that made him the god of the UMKC School of Law.
* * * * *
Bryce had used the architecture of this closing argument so often he could recite it in his sleep. It wasn’t that he didn’t believe it—no, he believed every word of what he said and because of that, he could sell it to the jury. Every time. Sadly, he had too many cases that required this closing argument; thus, he had to deliver his closing by rote. Otherwise, he could make himself insane with the grief of his own loss.
“This trial is not and never was an issue of suing a poor, hapless doctor who tried his best yet lost the struggle between life and death. It’s about a little girl who had a bad doctor and died as a direct result of his incompetence.” His client had bowed her head and her tears fell slowly and silently. That wasn’t an act on her part, and he felt her pain acutely for a moment before forcing himself to shake it off.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said as he placed his hands on the jury box and leaned into them, making sure they could all see his scars up close and personal. “The medical community saved my life; I’m grateful every day that I have my life because of a team of brilliant surgeons, specialists, nurses, and therapists. I’m immensely grateful that my caretakers are so competent and dedicated to their art and their patients.
“I’m not here to ask you for money for my client. I’m not asking you to pass judgment on the medical community. I’m not even asking you to send a message to it that it should police its own so that people like us, you and me, don’t have to. I’m just asking you to help me clean it up one bad doctor at a time, and maybe, just maybe, let Melissa Hawthorne’s mother sleep a little better at night.”
He nodded his thanks to the jury and walked to his chair. There weren’t that many people in the gallery, so the woman who stood against the back wall was hard to miss. His eyes widened as he stared at her for the split-second before he turned to sit. Soon, the jury left to begin deliberations and he rose, clutching his sobbing client to his chest.
He knew only too well how it felt to be suddenly childless.
Bryce released her after a while so she could leave and turned back to the table to gather his papers and laptop and Blackberry, to put his briefcase back together before he confronted Giselle. He talked to his interns, piled his things into the box one of them carried, and gave them instructions.
He took his time, sorting through the remnants of his closing argument, feeling his client’s grief and his own wrapped up in it, but now . . .
She was at the back of the room and he didn’t seem to hurt quite as much. “Stalker,” he muttered, still feeling the sting of her parting shot at the library. He’d be damned if he appeared too eager to talk to her after that.
She awaited him patiently as he dawdled, then strolled up the aisle toward her, the very last person out of the courtroom. He never imagined she could look like that in a million years and the thought crossed his mind that he could certainly stand to look at her for the rest of his life.
Tight oxblood leather pants clung to her legs like a second skin. She had heavy Doc Martens on her feet. Though a voluminous white cotton blouse floated around her torso, he could see the curve of her breasts through the laces that held the front together. Her honey corkscrews fell to her shoulders, a wide fringed-and-beaded black scarf from her forehead to her crown holding her hair away from her face. A small dog could’ve jumped through the golden hoops that hung from her ears. Her face was slightly flushed and whatever way she’d made up her eyes—he didn’t remember the name of that stuff—only enhanced her exotic look.
She might intimidate him a little if he didn’t know how she responded to him.
He stopped in front of her, glaring at her. He smelled her perfume and felt the amusement that rippled his way. “Stalking me?” he snapped
She pursed her lips and thought about that for a few seconds. “You tell me. Your secretary all but drew me a map once I told her my name.”
His jaw clenched. Of course she’d have noticed that.
“I want to talk to you,” she continued, somewhat breathily. “I’ve needed to say something to you since December and I— I just haven’t been able to.”
“So say it.”
“Mmmm, that’s going to take a while. Tell you what,” she said, pushing herself off the wall. “How about you meet me at Kauffman Garden at six?”
He considered. Finally, he figured that if this was all he would ever get from her, he’d take it and tuck it away in his memory.
“Fine.” Unwilling to leave her, her scent, her humor, but needing to make his point, he walked away and didn’t look back.
* * * * *
Giselle stood in the V between her open car door and her car, facing west and watching the sun on its course toward the horizon. Waiting.
She had dressed carefully in a sundress of navy linen with white polka dots. The modest bustline fit closely and didn’t show a hint of cleavage between the triple spaghetti straps. Over that, she wore a light white short-sleeved shrug. The full bias-cut skirt fell from the empire waistline to her knees. Navy sandals gave her another four inches of advantage.
She’d replaced her black hair scarf with a white one. She’d removed the kohl and kept the makeup to a minimum. She’d changed out her gold hoops for pearl studs.
This was her Sunday best.
Though she had invited Bryce to wring her out and hang her up to dry on her own sins, she refused to look and feel like a ragamuffin during the ordeal or give him any more reasons to think she would use her body to get something from him.
Six o’clock came and went. Her pinging nerves settled into acute disappointment. So, he had decided to show his contempt for her by standing her up. Well, she supposed she deserved it. Twenty minutes later, she still waited because she didn’t know what else to do. Her nose stung. She blinked back tears. She chewed on the inside of her bottom lip. Several cars turned in the lot, but she couldn’t see them, wouldn’t look, and didn’t know when he drove in and parked, or if he drove in at all.
She only knew when he appeared next to her and settled himself back against her car. She couldn’t see his face because she didn’t turn toward him, embarrassed and deeply regretful that she had ruined her chance to be with this man. He would not look kindly on her deceit, but at this moment, she only cared that he’d shown up after all.
“You rang?” he said after a moment. Ooh, still angry.
She pursed her lips, screwing up her courage to say what she had to say.
“I lied to you.”
She felt his body shift against the car as if she had startled him. He said nothing for a long time. “Is that why you’ve been brushing me off?” he asked, his voice grainy and hoarse.
“Mostly, yes.”
Another few seconds ticked by in silence. Silence was good, she guessed. At least he hadn’t raged at her, run her character into the ground. Yet. And he hadn’t asked her what she’d lied about. Interesting.
She glanced over her shoulder at him. He wore the same clothes he’d had on in court today, with the exception of his suit coat. The sleeves of his white dress shirt were folded and bunched at his elbows, he had no tie, and the two top buttons at his neck were undone.
“Has anybody ever told you that you’re too hard on yourself?”
Where did that come from? “No.”
“They should’ve.”
She didn’t know what to say. He seemed to want to talk about something completely different from what she had meant for them to talk about.
“I’m not as honorable as I should be. Why should anyone cut me any slack for that?”
“Is that what you want to be?”
“Honorable? Of course.”
“Define it.”
She turned then and looked up at him sharply. “Define it?”
“Define honor. What it means to you.”
Huh. “What do you want me to say? It’s whatever that’s noble and virtuous that I’m not.”
“Surely you have your own definition.”
She barked a humorless laugh. “There are no words to describe what true honor is. I only know I don’t see it in my mirror.”
He fell silent. A good span of time passed before he spoke again. “What happened between June and today that made you finally willing to talk to me?”
Though determined not to lie to him again, she still needed to keep some things to herself for now. “I had to tie up some loose ends before I sought you out.”
“I see,” he said, though clearly he didn’t. “I don’t really recall that we’ve had enough conversation for you to have had the opportunity to lie to me.”
“It wasn’t what I said. It’s what I did.”
“Okay. So—talk.”
And there it was. Her gut clenched and she felt as if she had jumped out of a plane without a parachute. “I went to the Nelson that night specifically to keep you engaged and distracted, away from Fen Hilliard and the party. The goal was to occupy you so Fen wouldn’t be able to find you. I—” She stopped and took a deep breath. “I didn’t know who you were when I went there. Bryce Kenard was just a name to me—a favor for people who respect you enough to want to protect you.”
“But then you knew.”
“Yes. And I did it anyway.”
“What actually happened, on the bench—was that part of your master plan with this Bryce Kenard whom you didn’t know?”
“Ah, no. Most definitely not. I’d been told you enjoy good conversation.”
“Would you have done that if you hadn’t been on orders to distract me?”
She pondered that, because it hadn’t occurred to her to ask herself that. Finally, she shrugged. “I’m sure something would’ve happened between us somehow.”
“Okay. So what’s the problem?”
She turned her head and looked at him carefully, cautiously. His tone was too casual, but he still didn’t look at her. “What do you mean, ‘what’s the problem?’”
“I mean, a year and a half ago, you and I met at Hale’s, I insulted you, you put a gun to my head and told me I was six kinds of a bastard, then I kissed you. And you ran away.”
She sucked in a long breath.
“Eight months after that,” he continued blithely, “not only were you not mad at me, you lured me to a dark and quiet place where I had my way with you. And you ran away. I’ve tried to talk to you several times since March. And you’ve run away. Was there more that happened any of those times that I didn’t notice or don’t remember?”
He knew. He knew what he did to her, taking her power away from her, overwhelming her, keeping the upper hand with her. Taking her on and making her back down. He wanted her to acknowledge it, give it words, make it real.
She declined to answer since she would let him take only so much.
“I just wanted to talk to you, Giselle,” he said after a moment, weary now. “I thought I made that perfectly clear.”
“I was ashamed because I’d deceived you,” she said, low.
He looked at her sharply. “You should’ve just told me that up front. Then I would’ve told you that I didn’t do anything to you that I wouldn’t have done anyway.” Her eyes widened a bit and she swallowed; she could feel the heat rising in her as he held her stare, one eyebrow cocked at her as if to dare her to comment. Then, casually, “Does your boss know you’re Knox’s cousin?”
Giselle’s mind went blank. “Excuse me?”
He grinned suddenly, wickedly, his teeth flashing white, pretty against his dark face. Giselle’s heart picked up its pace. “I’ll take that as a no.”
“It’s the eyes, right?”
He barked a genuinely amused laugh and wiped a hand over his mouth, then his amusement seeped away. After a very long silence, he murmured, “I . . . have my own confession to make.” He took a deep breath, stuffed his hands in his pockets, and bowed his head. “I saw you at Leah’s visitation. I overheard Knox ask you to go home with him.”
Her eyes widened and she swallowed. “Oh,” she breathed, her gut churning, “so that’s why you were angry with me at work.”
“Yes.”
“I haven’t— I didn’t—”
He held up a hand. “You don’t owe me an explanation for anything, Giselle. I was wrong and I was wrong to take it out on you.”
“Did you think—” She almost didn’t want to know. “At the Nelson, did you think I was sleeping with Sebastian, too?”
His hesitation was all the answer she needed and her nose started to sting again.
“I see.” She paused. “I suppose I can’t blame you. Apparently, the rest of society thought that, too.”
“Well, I wasn’t sure, really. You didn’t act like lovers and he’s not known for his prowess with women, so it was actually quite shocking that he showed up with any woman at all, spoke, and then laughed. The Junior League nearly had an orgasm.”
That did pull a tiny smile out of her, but . . . “I knew that’s what you thought of me, but I thought it was because of what I did with you, on the bench.”
“That’s really why you were avoiding me, isn’t it?” he asked quietly.
She shrugged and looked away. “Mixed bag.”
“The look on your face was— When you ran out on me, I knew I was off base somewhere. I didn’t care who you were sleeping with, Taight or whoever or how many—it was that it was Knox.”
Her brow wrinkled and she looked back at him. “I don’t understand. Why Knox but not any other man?”
He sucked up a deep breath. “Knox is my best friend from UCLA. My wife told me she’d been having an affair with him and I— I didn’t know what to believe.”
Giselle’s mind spun at those not insignificant pieces of information. “I guess I can understand that,” she muttered finally and lowered her head to stare at the ground and think. “Caught between your best friend and your wife. Loyalty’s dicey sometimes.”
“Knox made the choice for me. He walked away.”
“I don’t blame him.”
“So after Fen’s party, he and I had dinner, at his request. Well, to be more precise, he summoned me. He told me the whole shebang. Fen, the proviso, Taight.”
“When did this happen?”
“In March.”
“Knox doesn’t usually meddle,” she mused, almost to herself, “so Sebastian must have been hammering him to do something. Why did you bother going?”
“You. I needed to know for sure. He knows my taste in women and he knows me well enough to figure out I’d be stewing about it. He gave me the answers but he refused to give me your phone number, tell me where you live, set up a date. Nothing. He said he wasn’t going to make it easy for me and I needed to pay penance for being a bastard to you both. That I needed to work for it so I’d value it.” He paused. “Hence, stalking. I knew where you worked and I knew you were in law school, so . . . ”
She wrapped her arms around herself, even though she had no reason to be cold. “I’m assuming he did tell you what he and I haven’t done?”
“Yes. He was very clear on that point.”
“So now I don’t know if you pursued me because Knox redeemed your low opinion of me or if you want me in spite of your low opinion of me,” she muttered. Dammit. She was going to cry. “That’s just so . . . flattering. I should’ve got a clue when you called me Lilith.”
He sighed. “When I first saw you, before I overheard your conversation— You look like a painting.”
“But you didn’t mean it that way and you weren’t subtle about it.”
“Giselle, I’m sorry,” he breathed. “Is there anything I can do or say so you’ll give me a chance?”
She laughed without humor. “I came here thinking you were going to truss me up like a Christmas goose for conning you and send me packing. Now I’m offended and you’re the one repenting. I’m a little discombobulated right now, so forgive me if I don’t know what to say.”
He remained silent for a bit. Then, “Why did you haul me into your car that night?”
She looked up at him sharply. “Because you hurt my feelings. Would you rather I have slugged you? I have a hell of a right cross.”
His mouth quirked then and she suddenly saw the humor in what she’d said. “Do you do that to every strange man who hurts your feelings?”
That pulled a puff of laughter out of her and she couldn’t help the beginnings of a smile. “Well.” She cleared her throat. “Men—strange or otherwise—don’t dismiss me out of hand. You got my point, didn’t you?”
“Oh, I most assuredly did,” he said with a smirk, “and you got mine.”
She studied him, his face. Intellectually, aesthetically, she understood that his burn scars made him ugly, but to her, he was beautiful. Powerful. He’d attained godlike status in the courtroom despite scars that should frighten juries. Most people would have taken their money and hidden away from the world, but not him. Oh, no. He’d set out to conquer it and he’d succeeded.
He pushed himself away from the car and strode around the back to the passenger side. “I’m hungry. Find us a place to eat.”
It occurred to her to protest his abrupt, imperious command, but it had unexpectedly made her breathless and somewhat tingly between her legs. She figured this was a battle best left un-picked and dropped into her seat, though she didn’t bother to start the car. She watched him get in and, once he’d settled and looked straight back at her, she said, “Apologize.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but then he did a double take. “Who hit you?” he demanded, instantly ferocious, lethal. A panther.
She had forgotten that the evidence of Fen’s slap would be visible on her fair skin. A chuckle escaped her, then it turned into a rolling laugh. “Doesn’t matter, but if it makes you feel any better, the other guy looks worse.”
With the back of his hand, he reached up and gently caressed that cheek. Her breath caught. “I’m sorry, Giselle,” he whispered. “For my assumptions, for my anger. All of it, everything. And I’m sorry for being late; I had an appointment I forgot about and I didn’t know how to get in touch with you. I was so glad to see you—” He took a deep breath. “Can we start over? Where we should’ve started a year and a half ago if I hadn’t been an ass? Please?”
His dark tan made him seem much more dangerous than at Christmas and made his vivid eyes gleam with a magical green fire. Giselle found herself entranced.
“I’d like that,” she breathed.
He flashed that pretty smile for her again and said, “So are you going to drive or are you going to let me starve?”
She laughed then. “Now, you know I’m going to pick the most expensive restaurant in town, right?”
“I was counting on it. Plaza III, I’m guessing?”
“Absolutely.”
Still chuckling, she started the car, then drove them to the steakhouse on the southwestern corner of the Country Club Plaza. They said nothing on the way. Although only a mile away from Kauffman Garden, the silence during the drive had made her a nervous wreck by the time she found a spot on Ward Parkway.
She turned off the engine and bolted out of the car as fast as she could, needing to be on her feet and away from him and his largeness, his power, his raw sexuality. Her back to him, she heard and then felt him come up behind her and splay his large hand across her back, and that—oh, that was electrifying.
His momentum took him around her and she looked up just in time to close her eyes as he kissed her. Softly at first, and then a little deeper. Her hands—she didn’t know what to do with her hands and her arms, and she oh, so wanted to touch him. Hesitantly, lightly, she furrowed her left hand in his hair and laid her right hand on his chest, her thumb on the little nub of nipple through the fabric of his dress shirt and undershirt. He sucked in a breath and she stopped thinking, stopped caring about everything as his tongue found hers.
They kissed. Long, slow, lazy. Giselle heard herself hum her desire into his mouth.
He pulled away from her finally and she opened her eyes to again find his green gaze studying her. “I’m hungry,” he repeated softly, though this time the words held so much, much more. “Come eat with me. Talk with me. Laugh with me.”
* * * * *
While awaiting a table, the conversation started hesitantly, Giselle unsure what this evening would bring. Having dinner with him—being kissed by him—had not been on her short list of possible endings to her confessional. Hearing his confession . . .
He set her at ease by keeping his distance, asking her questions that made her think, listening to her answers, and making it clear that whatever evil she thought she had done him, he thought it nonexistent at best and irrelevant at worst. He made her feel honorable—
—and he obviously wished to redeem himself in her eyes.
“How did you come to work for Hale?” he asked suddenly.
She shrugged. “Answered an ad. It’s a good job while I’m in law school and I needed the money and the benefits. Transcribing has always turned out to be my fallback position. I don’t like the work itself, but it’s a good position and I like my boss. And no, he doesn’t know about Knox, so I’d appreciate it if you kept it to yourself.”
“I could’ve busted you out on that that night if I felt like getting you fired.”
She inclined her head. “Then thank you.”
Once seated, they warmed to an easy repartee, talking and laughing without touching. It didn’t occur to her that that might be odd, considering the months and the hours, the information and the foreplay that had led up to this.
It didn’t matter that she’d drawn him into her zealously guarded personal space, wanted him to be there. At this moment, it was enough to look in his eyes, see them focus on her face; to look at his mouth, see the liberally flashing grin; to look at his brow, see it wrinkle intensely as he listened to what she said and prepared his own argument.
“Sebastian told me you’re a member of the church,” she said.
“I figured you were, considering your family.”
“So in the context of what’s passed between us thus far, does this mean we’re both a tidge left of expectations?”
“Way more than a tidge. Do you care?”
She hesitated. “Um, yeah. A little. Not as much as I should, I think.”
As the evening deepened, she relaxed completely. They ate together easily, as if they had eaten together their whole lives and nothing was a surprise anymore, and she ate as she always had without shame.
He seemed not to care that she put away a tartare appetizer, a pound of fine rare prime rib, a pitcher of water, and a dinner salad at one sitting. She blithely told him about her lifelong struggle with her weight and that Leah, a registered dietitian, had taught her how to eat. He remarked that he couldn’t argue with the results and eagerly complied with her request that he take her dinner rolls as well as his. He, like her, preferred his salad last.
“So, where’d you get your salad-last habit?” she asked with a smile.
“Scotland. You?”
“Your mission?” He nodded as he chewed. “I picked mine up all over the rest of Europe.”
“Your mission?” he returned once he’d swallowed his bite.
“Absolutely not. That’s not my gig. Sebastian lived in Paris for years and I went to visit him the summer between my sophomore and junior years at BYU. He took me all over.”
They explored each other intellectually, philosophically, spiritually, and aesthetically, bouncing back and forth from the sacred to the profane, the profound to the absurd, and touching all points in between.
“I keep hearing Senator Oth and his cronies backpedal their anti-Taight rhetoric,” Bryce said coolly, trying to stifle a smile.
Giselle laughed. “Oh, you know about that.”
“That was brilliant. I’m very impressed.”
“Don’t be too impressed. I wasn’t sure any of the parties would react the way I hoped and too much depended on decisions other people had to make.”
“When’s Kevin going to announce?”
“Not sure. September, possibly October. I’d rather he wait until he finds out whether Justice McKinley will endorse him or not. I’d also like to know how Fen’s fundraising’s been going. I know he’s spent quite a bit of money, but not as much as I wanted him to by now.”
“Justice McKinley—she’s the girl Knox is keeping on ice?”
“Oh, yes,” Giselle said with a smirk. “She shook him up but good and she has no idea.”
All four elbows shamelessly on the table, they leaned over their plates toward each other, hungry for more of each other’s minds. She had never been so engaged and entertained in all her life. She couldn’t stop smiling and laughing, and she could feel the heat rise in her face. She imagined that her eyes must be what they called “sparkling” in books, although she wasn’t sure how eyes could sparkle, really. She certainly felt sparkly.
“What’s your middle name?”
“Giselle.”
He chuckled. “Okay. What’s your first name?”
“Celia. My mother insisted I be named after my four-greats grandmother—but so were six of my cousins, which is why my father insisted I go by my middle name. What’s yours?”
“Duncan.”
“You’re a Scot through and through, aren’t you?”
“Not quite. There’s some Apache floating around in there somewhere, but I’ll be damned if I know where.”
“Ah, that explains the tan,” she said and he laughed.
Gradually, the conversation turned silly. “I,” she said between bites, pointing her fork at him imperiously, “saw Mötley Crüe in concert on their Dr. Feelgood tour. That’s how much of an eighties hair band relic I am.”
He laughed yet again, another in a long series of laughs, chuckles, and grins. “Yes, but I,” he said, mimicking her fork gesture, “caught Metallica when nobody had heard of them yet.”
“Impressive!”
“But I felt guilty about it,” he muttered wryly and she laughed.
“I lift weights to Rob Zombie, but I run to Beethoven and Tchaikovsky.” And they went on with their game of one-upmanship of esoteric and closeted musical tastes.
“Are you from here?”
“No,” he said. “I’m from San Diego and met Knox at UCLA after my mission; we were roommates in the freshman dorm.”
“Did you room with him the whole four years?”
“Yeah, he and I got along fairly well—wasn’t hard since he spent most of his free time surfing and I spent mine dating—so no point in changing anything. I got married right after I graduated, then we both went to BYU for law school. I got a good job offer here straight out of law school, liked it, and stayed. I’ve lived here since ninety-three and I have no plans to go back to California.”
“Surely you had job offers elsewhere?”
“None where I had friends who could introduce me to the city.”
“Ah. What was your major?”
“Finance. When were you at BYU?”
“Eighty-eight. Knox and I overlapped two years and I practically lived at his house. I’m surprised I didn’t meet you then.”
He looked at her strangely for a moment, then blinked and shook his head. “I was married then.” Ah, yes. That might have been awkward, all things considered. He paused for a long time, studying his plate, then, “I’m glad I didn’t. I was a different person then and you’d have scared the shit out of me.”
Giselle laughed. “And now you’re not quite as scared of me as I’d like.”
“Ah, you noticed.”
“Anyway,” she said in a rush, redirecting the conversation and he chuckled at her. “I graduated and came home for my master’s.”
That quelled his laughter and his brow wrinkled. “Master’s?”
With a sardonic grin, she said, “I’m way too old not to have been around the graduate school block a time or two. I have a PhD in English lit.”
“Really! So . . . law school—?”
“I owned a bookstore for seven years,” she said matter-of-factly. “I shared space with a patisserie on one side of me and a confectionary on the other. Maisy and Coco weren’t my business partners, exactly; we just figured if we knocked down our walls and unified our décor, we’d all make more money and it worked.
“But it burned—Knox probably told you some of that. It bankrupted all of us because we’d taken on new debt to expand and our insurance policies didn’t cover that. We all had to start over again because we couldn’t rebuild. There’s not much else out there for an English degree that I actually wanted to do—and certainly nothing that makes any money. I don’t want to get caught up in university politics, either; I’d rather teach than publish and that’s a no-no. After I’d spent about six months curled up in bed, Knox and Sebastian kicked my ass to do something and I decided to be a bit more practical in my education than I had before.”
“An indie bookstore’s risky, with the discounters and big boys; I’m impressed you kept it open that long.”
Her brow wrinkled a bit. “Bryce, Decadence wasn’t a bookstore with food. It was a destination. I stocked romance novels of all kinds. Couple that with Maisy’s gourmet chocolates and wine, and Coco’s pastries, the events we put on every weekend . . . I was doing very well; we all were. I was never going to be independently wealthy, but I made a lot of money doing something I loved.”
“Decadence?” he murmured.
She could feel herself flush a bit, but ignored his invitation to banter; she wanted, no, needed to explain. “We were going to open locations down in Olathe and up in Chouteau County, and we gambled everything we had to get the loans we needed.”
His expression changed from sensuous to pitying in a heartbeat, which she felt deep in her soul. Sometimes it was nice to be pitied as long as it didn’t last too long; her family would not be so indulgent of her. “So . . . do you want to be a lawyer?”
Her mouth tightened a bit as she looked down. “It wasn’t my first career choice, no, but Knox had always thought I’d be good at it, and I was intrigued enough that it was a distant second. I didn’t have the luxury of doing what I wanted to do after we were burned out.” When he opened his mouth to ask the next of about a dozen logical questions, she stiffened and he stopped, understanding that that topic of conversation was closed for now. She’d explained. The loss of her bookstore was not something she wanted to revisit any further.
He had his own off-limit topics of conversation, which happened to be his wife, his children, and his own fire. Other than telling her that his wife and children had died in that fire and trading the odd fact that their respective fires had happened the same night, he closed himself off about that.
“What about your family?”
He waved a fork. “I’m the youngest child of three in a family with not too many people in it to begin with. My sister, the sibling right before me, is fifteen years older than I am. My brother is almost twenty years older than I am. Most of my nieces and nephews are older than I am. My mother had cancer and died about four years ago and my father died soon after that. I was in the hospital then and didn’t know for a while.”
“Oh, that’s horrible.”
He shrugged. “My mother was forty-five, my dad fifty-five, when I was born—and I wasn’t a welcome surprise. They thought they were finished. My dad had climbed pretty high up in the church hierarchy and he was not prepared for another child. I didn’t see him much because he was always at church meetings, so I didn’t get to know him as well as I’d have liked. And I always knew they wouldn’t be around as long as other people’s parents.”
After an interval during which their plates were cleared, coffee and dessert declined, Bryce relaxed back in his chair and studied her. While somewhat uncomfortable with that, Giselle was all too willing to have the excuse to study him right back.
Finally, he said, low and way too casually for her comfort, “Wasn’t your bookstore fire meant to kill you?”
Giselle blinked and her gut began to churn. “Yes,” she said, wary. “How much has Knox told you, exactly?”
His emerald gaze bored into her, his face inscrutable. “One gun in each hand,” he murmured, his jaw clenched. Her eyes widened and she sucked in a long breath of air. One of his eyebrows rose. “Two bullet wounds. Threatened Fen at gunpoint. You were armed at Leah’s funeral and at the gallery.”
Giselle didn’t understand where this had come from or what it meant to him. Well. She supposed she’d rather they’d parted company at the garden than have to account for herself to him here, now, after a nice dinner and several hours into intellectually orgasmic conversation. She didn’t want him to know how much she craved his regard, his approval, but she’d be damned if she’d apologize or feel shame for who she was or how she lived her life.
She took a deep breath and notched her chin up a bit. “How did you know I was armed at Christmas?”
But she caught her breath when a slow, predatory smile began to spread across his face. She could smell his sensual cologne and his eyes were unblinking.
“Did you think I wouldn’t be able to feel it?” he purred. “Are you armed? Right now?”
Biting on the inside of her lower lip, she watched him carefully. “Do you want me to be?”
“Yes.”
Giselle’s heart began to race at his tone and she felt the lava between her legs. The focus had turned; he was seducing her now and she wanted to be seduced. She sat up and leaned as far across the table as she could without actually standing. “I’m always armed,” she said on a husky whisper, startled when she found him immediately nose to nose with her.
“I like that,” he whispered back, never dropping her gaze. “I like it a lot.”
Bryce reached a hand up to her face and softly cupped her chin in his hand, his thumb drawing lightly across her bottom lip. Her body responded to the caress, as light as a feather, as devastating as his kiss that night in the parking lot. Without thinking, she touched her tongue to his thumb and it was his turn to draw a sharp breath.
“Who slapped you?” he asked in that same whisper, still touching her mouth.
“Fen,” she breathed, unable to do anything but follow wherever he led.
“You said he looked worse.”
“I broke his nose.”
Bryce burst out laughing then and all the people at the tables around them looked up to see what was so funny. He sat back and gave her a lopsided grin. Bemused for a moment, her mind cleared and she smiled as she relaxed back into her chair. He liked that, and her heart lifted.
Want me. Need me. Love me. Beg me.
A Cheap Trick song suddenly played in her head, and she knew she’d fallen in love—but not tonight. Long ago, that night in the parking lot, when he took her kiss away from her and turned it on her.
“You went to see Fen today?”
“Yes.”
“What was with the leathers?”
Giselle laughed then, startled out of the intensity of her thoughts. “That’s my kickin’-ass-and-takin’-names outfit. Fen hates it, so I wore it to annoy him.”
“I thought you were mad at him?”
“Oh, yes. He accused me of sulking for the past three years.”
“Not that you have no reason to,” he muttered sarcastically, but switched gears before she could reply. “Where do you live, by the way?” he asked conversationally, as if he hadn’t just shattered her world, as if he hadn’t just snatched her soul and wrung it out. Made her like it.
But she kept her cool and her mouth twitched. “Seven blocks from here. With Sebastian.” She couldn’t help but laugh at the look of shock on his face.
“How did that happen?”
“I moved in with him after my fire. He came and got me that night and pretty much took care of me and I just never moved out.”
“What about your parents? They seem absent in all this.”
“My father died when I was three. My mother’s had a hard life, being a young widow with nothing, and now she’s enjoying retirement with my Aunt Dianne—Sebastian’s mother. Sebastian and Knox, my mom, Aunt Dianne, they’re my immediate family. My Uncle Charlie, Sebastian’s father, was my father figure, but he died about ten years ago.”
“And what does your mother think?”
“My mom keeps her opinions and speculations to herself, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s figured some of it out. My Aunt Dianne’s a genius with money and she would’ve been following Sebastian’s takeover of OKH. We told them my bookstore fire was ruled an accident and that I got caught in a drive-by shooting. I’m not sure they believed us and between them, they probably have a couple of close theories.”
“Why don’t you just tell them?”
“I have a very large tribe and we all get together constantly. They’re smart; I’m sure a few of them suspect Fen murdered Leah, but most wouldn’t believe it and they certainly wouldn’t believe what else he’s done. Fen’s charming and generous; he spreads the love and money around—and he’s not insincere about it. Most of my family don’t see him any differently than the rest of the city does. If they do, they aren’t about to say so. It’s one thing for people to have their private suspicions, but another to split the tribe down the middle.”
Bryce’s face cleared in understanding. “Fen Hilliard to the rescue,” he muttered.
“Exactly.”
“I watched Knox dance to his tune when we were in college. I never trusted him, even though I’d never met him. Knox said you find him amusing.”
She shrugged. “I have a twisted sense of humor, but for us, it’s not personal. It’s business. I get that.”
“Why do you live with Sebastian and not your mom?”
“It’s convenient to all the places I really need to be. I can walk to school and work if I want or need to, not to mention the Nelson. She lives north of the river pretty close to Knox, and my car can’t take the punishment of that commute. She’d rather I live with her because she thinks Sebastian’s a bad influence on me and that I’m just way too brazen to be allowed out in public.”
“Is he? A bad influence on you?”
“He’d corrupted me by the time I was six.” She grinned at the confused look on his face. “We grew up together, in the ghetto. My mom and I lived across the alley and up three doors from Sebastian and his parents. There were a lot of . . . older single white men that lived along our route to school.” His face cleared in understanding.
“And Sebastian was a pretty boy.”
“Very. It only took him one very close call to figure out he was going to have to find some way to deal with it himself, so he had a gun by the time he was eleven. He’s lucky he didn’t kill himself—or me—trying to learn how to use it.”
“Did he ever have to?”
She tried not to smirk and her eyebrow rose a little, then he laughed. “I’ve been Sebastian’s sidekick since before I could walk. Once he started making serious money, he needed someone at his back he could trust. Knox was too busy squiring debutantes on Trudy’s command and being her perfect country club trophy son to be available when Sebastian needed him to be. That left . . . me.”
“He was a loan shark,” Bryce breathed. Giselle could feel the awe in his voice and she smiled. “So that’s how he made his money.”
“He’ll tell you it’s because he’s never borrowed money in his life.”
“Good point.”
“So my mother thinks that Sebastian taking me in hand so early has left me completely unmarriageable. Add in his blatant promiscuity and all she really expects of me is to stop sleeping with Knox.”
He laughed. “Well, I know you’re not unmarriageable nor sleeping with Knox, so why haven’t you married?”
“I have a philosophy: If I can’t have exactly what I want, I go without. I didn’t have anything left after my fire. No clothes, no money, no furniture, no credit, no—” She caught the flash of pain on his face and stopped. “Well,” she murmured, “you know more about that than I do. So I decided to go with that and stay as uncluttered as possible. I still don’t have much. I choose my jewelry, my perfume, my clothes, based on my opinion of its worthiness to be in my bedroom and I have very stringent criteria. I choose my men the same way.”
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