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Jitterbug
Holly H Kincaid strolled through the crowded reception rooms with the single-minded intent of a top-of-the food-chain predator.
As of three minutes ago everything had upped tempo, switched into a higher gear, a hyper-real state where colours took on a glassy sheen. Holly H liberated a glass from a tray-concealed butler, hoping the bubbly would tone down the fizzing in her bloodstream. She sipped as she zeroed in on the tall blond in the killer suit with a potted palm on his right and a dazzled D-cup brunette on his left.
Then a schmoozing Senator of Something seized advantage of a slight pause in her momentum and latched on to her elbow. Holly H pasted a smile on her face, her twin’s caution to be diplomatic hijacking her first, second, and third impulses.
“Sweet Goddess, thou art an oasis to a man parched of thirst in the desert,” the Senator babbled. “You are inspiration personified, of epic proportions and lyrical curves…”
Holly H blamed the dress. Then she blamed Zac for choosing the dress. She would’ve been happy with basic black and even happier in jeans and a knit top. But her twin had pointed out the advantages of generating as much attention as they could for their fledgling company. Hence the ruby red strapless mini-dress and the matching knee-high boots. And Holly H had managed the attention bit. It happened a lot when you were a six-foot blonde. Add the dress and the height-boosting heels and suddenly Holly H was magnetic.
She briefly considered snapping the fingers on her elbow like stale fettuccine but decided that would bring the wrong kind of attention.
“Adorned in dawn’s fire to heighten the perfection of honeyed satin masquerading as skin,” the Senator blathered, practically drooling.
Holly H nodded absently, eyes narrowed over the rim of her glass as she mapped a route through the shifting throng.
“Lo, she stands amongst us, a veritable Goddess!”
“You might want to amend that to part-time high priestess of a human sacrificial cult.” Holly H flashed her best kneel-and-worship smile and slid into a conversational eddy among the societal shoal.
Maybe it was her super-charged aura, maybe it was the feral glitter in her gaze or the hell-bent stalk, but the crowd anticipated her approach. There was always a gap ready for the impact of her heels on moss-toned marble so her stride never faltered, not even when a nearby laugh turned into a choked-off croak. Holly H’s head whipped round in time to identify a certain aristocratic profile shade green before the Prince’s entourage converged protectively.
Well, well. Nice to know she still made an impression after ten years.
Reaching the wall, Holly H raised her glass and savoured the explosion of quality bubbly across her tongue. She reassessed her position. Absolutely time to cut in. Any more encouragement and the avaricious brunette would be out of that pink halter-neck dress and all over Zac like rabid ivy. Holly H had to give Zac credit for focusing on the face and not the bust.
Such an appropriate word, that.
Holly H made her move, winding up with her arm around Zac’s waist.
“Darling,” Holly H said to the pouty brunette, “your surgeon is a marvel. Really. One can hardly see the scars. Zac, I believe they’re playing our song.”
Zac had dusted off his debonair manners and his Wild West suit, the one with the long jacket and the purply-black vest, and even Holly H had to admit her twin looked good. Not as good as Will Smith, but damn good. He raised an eyebrow and tuned into the ripple of guitar chords showcasing the raw vocals. “Dire Straits? That’s certainly us. So, you and me babe, how ’bout it?”
“Actually, I was in the mood to jitterbug, but this will do.”
The eyebrow flexed quick time before Zac transferred the flute from her hand into the brunette’s, and swept Holly H onto the dance floor.
By the time the song ended, Zac had manoeuvred them close enough to the service entrance to whisk through without notice. Two steps down the hall, followed by a sly right turn bypassing the kitchens, brought them to a spacious linen closet smelling of lemons, sunshine, and the ghost of assignations.
“Jitter as in bridal jitters?” Zac asked, leaning against a sorting table.
“As in the bride just up and waltzed right on out of here.” Holly H grinned. Adrenaline rioted in her bloodstream, itching in her fingertips, tingling from her temple to her toes.
“Is it official yet?”
“Devon’s covering as long as possible, and her maid isn’t going to say a word.”
Zac shook his head. “I so don’t want to know how you managed to manipulate the head of security.”
“Devon’s a sweetie.”
“Devon is extremely well-armed and has the muscles of an ox.”
“Forget him for the moment unless you want to discuss Ms Deep Breath back there,” Holly H instructed. “What do you think about tracking down the bride and saving the day?”
Long lashes veiled indigo eyes as Zac mentally reviewed the dossier they’d both studied before leaving home, repaying an old debt by their presence at the various ceremonies.
It helped to think of the Triple City States as an exaggerated equivalent of Renaissance Italy, but with plumbing, penicillin and cutting-edge technology. After following all the alliances, tangled lines of descent, business deals and corporations, two major powers emerged: dal Vantis and Renwood.
Unlike other attempts littering history to unite two sniping factions, this one had a shot at success. The payoff would be regional stability and in effect turning a brawling guild and House structure into a constitutional monarchy. That was the hope. The cost was uniting the dal Vantis heiress with the Renwood scion in an old-fashioned marriage of convenience.
Zac’s fine-tuned brain processed all the pros and cons in seconds. “Works for me,” he said.
Holly H’s grin sharpened as she watched her twin’s eyes brighten, subtle changes in his posture signalled that the buzz also seethed in his system.
*10:07 PM
Sour-faced and gaze noting the slightest move, Devon blocked the outer doorway as Holly H and Zac finished ransacking the bride’s apartments. The Security Chief was dressed for the party in his sleekest uniform yet still looked second rate in comparison to Zac. He compensated with weaponry worn openly in conjunction with the comm link circling his right ear.
Holly H tucked a red-tipped lock back into her fancy coiffure before bestowing one last disgusted look around the central room. Her hands settled on her hips. “Nothing?”
“Nothing,” confirmed Zac. He tapped one finger thoughtfully against his lower lip and examined the bride’s personal assistant as though Roxanne held the only clue to a lost treasure cache.
Which she might.
Unfortunately, Roxanne was the stubbornly loyal type and disinclined to share.
“Lee would come in very handy right about now,” Zac said.
Holly H considered their absent erstwhile partner and his ability to charm the ladies. “Perhaps. But Roxy doesn’t look charmable.”
Roxanne huddled like Miss Muffet on an upscale tuffet and maintained her stony silence. She hadn’t broken it even to detail her name, rank and serial number, just squared her shoulders and straightened her spine within the cage of her formal frock and triple strand of pearls.
“Grrrr.” Zac wandered the room again, his always soft footsteps muted further by the dense carpets. “I really expected to find a clue, some obvious place she might be heading. But no. Except for that framed beach house picture in the bathroom it seems as though every other possible clue has been destroyed. Probably in that fire place over there with the ashes scattered about, and probably by our valiant Roxanne.”
Valiant? Maybe. Holly H pursed her lips. She didn’t doubt Roxanne had many valuable qualities; after all, the woman was an executive assistant and they pretty much ruled their little empires. But her choice of a black gown for the pre-wedding festivities, while the epitome of class, hinted at an agenda. It might be a subconscious sympathy with her boss, a general disinterest in fashion, or a sign of resentment.
Roxanne’s empire was about to change big time, assuming the wedding went through. So if she didn’t want to take a step back to allow Michael Renwood in, what might she have encouraged Antonia to do?
Zac angled his head in silent agreement. He opened a corner cabinet of knickknacks and inverted a crystal egg latticed in gold, looking for a hallmark. “Which begs the question of the beach house photo. Was it overlooked? Or left in plain sight to make it clear where our jittery bride has gone? Is it too obvious ? Which means she may have actually gone there because it’s so obvious and therefore not the right place.’
“I hope Antonia’s better educated than that,” Holly H muttered. Impatience at Roxanne’s stubbornness warred with reluctant admiration for the woman’s resistance.
“Give her credit,” Zac suggested easily. “She didn’t benefit from the Alec Rivers and Milady Web survival school.”
“At least she packed her toothbrush.” Holly H indulged her need to move and went to the gauze-draped Juliet balcony. No rope ladders or knotted sheets spoiled the view, and the silk-smooth walls would challenge even Spiderman. Five stories down was a garden hemmed in by the walls of the residence, its serenity ruffled by the wink and dart of fireflies. Beneath the lace of their dance, something shimmered palely. After a moment, Holly H decided it wasn’t a restless bride but a fishpond. Or a contemplation pool. “She could be still on the premises.”
“It’s a big premise,” Zac said, looking over her shoulder. “But no. Even if this is a spur of the moment panic I think Antonia would make the most of the confusion of guests coming and going to get right out.”
Holly H secured the French doors and turned into the room, meeting Devon’s brooding assessment head-on. The Security Chief was a few ticks shy of a boom. Holly H flicked her fingers in reassurance, in a request to wait, trust. It was a lot to ask and she flattened surprise from her expression when it was given, made sure her voice was evenly cool. “To a random destination?”
Zac assumed a stance before the feet-together, knees-together Roxy on her hassock, emphasising his height and broad shoulders. “Nope. I believe this is where Roxanne will aid us.”
Bracing one hip against the rosewood sofa so that she was just within Roxanne’s peripheral vision, Holly H projected incredulity. “You’re not suggesting the ever-loyal Roxy will give up her mistress?”
“I’m going to be her new best-friend,” Zac vowed, completely smile-free.
“I think he’s serious, Roxanne,” Holly H said when the pool of silence had reached Olympic proportions.
Zac nodded once. Light glinted off his fair hair, making him look like the Angel of Imminent Demise, an affect heightened by the severe cut of his suit, the lush fabrics that deflected illumination toward his face. “Completely.”
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