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    Chapter 1


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    Washington, D.C.


    June


    I BURST THROUGH my office building’s entrance, cursing the subway emergency which delayed my arrival at work. Spotting an elevator’s closing door, I race for it. “Hold it!” I can’t be late. Not today of all days.


    My desperation catches someone’s attention because an arm darts out to halt the door’s progress. The gold watch and white cuff hint at a man, and a large one at that, going by the size of the hand.


    Breathless, I jump in and turn to thank my Good Samaritan. And just like that, my brain shorts out.


    Gabriel Storm. The British billionaire who put the “B” in bad boy. Heir to an earldom. And COO of Storm Industries, the company on the other side of the multi million dollar deal my law firm has been retained to negotiate.


    He’s tamed his blond hair by cropping it short, but a rebellious sun-streaked strand curls over one tawny brow. Tall, broad-shouldered, with the face of an angel. A devil more like, if half the tabloid reports about him are true. Somehow, I don’t think they’re false. What living, breathing woman would pass up the chance to snack on those sensual lips for an hour or two? As if all that hotness is not tempting enough, his eyes are the color of a Caribbean ocean—aqua, clear, mesmerizing.


    He steps to the side to make room for me, but even so, his shoulders take up half my space. Not that I mind. Men are my Achilles heel, my Kryptonite. I love their smell, their taste, the sounds they make when they come inside of me. But between a full-time job, law school, hours of reading cases, and study groups, I barely have time to sleep, much less date.


    Which is why I gave them up.


    “Which floor?” His upper crust Brit accent curls around my spine, making mush out of me.


    “Uh, nine.” I reach across to press the ‘9’ button, and a whiff of his scent reaches me—expensive cologne, clean soap, and a base note I suspect is just him. My legs, already wobbly from the mad dash from the Metro, turn to Jell-O. Damn! No wonder women stuff panties in his pockets. The man is pure sex on a stick.


    If anybody could tempt me to break my no-screwing-men vow, yeah, it would be Gabriel Storm.


    The door closes and someone coughs, alerting me to the other people in the elevator. Hoping no one noticed my temporary lapse of sanity, I look behind me. Only blank expressions greet me. Thank God. It won’t do for a rumor to spread around the office that I’ve been caught drooling over the COO of the company we are negotiating against. No one would take me seriously after that.


    I do the polite thing and wish good morning all around, get back a couple of nods before the car reaches the second floor, site of my law firm’s cafeteria. As soon as the door opens, the smell of cinnamon drifts into the car. Stuffed French toast day. Knowing what’s coming, I step to the side to avoid the stampede. Not that I blame them. With a limited supply of the delicious treat, it’s every employee for himself.


    When the doors slide shut, Gabriel Storm and I are the sole occupants in the car. For seven floors, he’s all mine. I dare another glance at him only to find his gaze fastened on me.


    Lazily, as if he has all day, he devours me from head to toes. Normally, I would fuss or fidget under such an intent stare, but I splurged on a black Donna Karan jersey dress, and I know I’m looking my best.


    “Splendid morning,” he says.


    Every one of my toes curls at his sexy drawl. “It is now.”


    I smile.


    He smiles back.


    And then the blasted elevator jolts to a dead stop.


    My stomach plummets as childhood memories of being trapped in a closed space beat down on me. Hoping to keep the panic at bay, I take a deep breath. “It does that every once in a while.”


    “Does it?” He doesn’t appear too worried, which is fine, I’m terrified enough for both of us.


    Perspiration trickles down my spine and my breath grows short. I tell myself it’s not the first time this happened. That nobody’s been hurt before. “It’ll start up in a second.”


    “I’m sure it will, Miss . . .”


    “Watson. Elizabeth Watson, I’m Thomas Carrey’s assistant.” I stick out a trembling hand.


    “Elizabeth. Just like our queen. Gabriel Storm.” To my surprise, he doesn’t shake, but kisses my hand while that mesmerizing aquamarine gaze never wanders from mine.


    The elevator jerks again and I clutch him, digging my nails into his hand. “Sorry, I don’t do well in tight spaces.” With a supreme effort, I beat back the nausea churning in my stomach.


    “No need to apologize.” His eyes crinkle at the ends. “Feel free to grab anything that meets your fancy.”


    His humor tears through my crushing fear, and I bark out a laugh. Although I ease my kung fu grip, I don’t fully let go.


    After another shudder, the elevator resumes its journey. I manage a couple of shaky breaths before the doors jerk open on eight. Wrong floor. Figures. The damn thing has a mind of its own.


    Refusing to take any more chances on the death trap, I jump to safety, dragging Gabriel Storm along with me. Behind us, the doors bang shut, and the elevator takes off for parts unknown, leaving us standing in the eighth floor lobby. Alone.


    To his credit, he does not demand I release him, but simply stands there staring down at me until I free his hand. My breathing’s still hit or miss, but at least my heart no longer pounds like a big bass drum.


    “All right now?” He presses a hand against my arm, his ocean-blue gaze filled with concern.


    His warmth sinks into my skin, and I achieve a measure of calm. “Yes, thank you.”


    “Good.” Turning, he hits the ‘Up’ button.


    I can’t believe he’s even thinking about climbing aboard that rattletrap again. “Seriously? You’re braving another adventure on elevator of doom?”


    One corner of his lips curls up. If grins could kill, he’d slay me with that smile.


    “What can I say? I like to live dangerously.”


    Well, that’s an understatement. He’s wrestled alligators in Florida, climbed Mt. Kilimanjaro, heliskied in Alaska. The man loves to live on the edge.


    A car arrives, and he motions me in. Is he kidding? I shake my head. “Nuh-uh. No more rocky rides for me.”


    Something dark and dangerous flashes in his eyes. “Maybe I can change your mind. I love rocky rides.”


    An image pops into my head of Gabriel Storm in my bed, his golden skin sheened with sweat while I ride him to paradise. Oh. My. God. Where did that come from? I’ve sworn to stay away from men.


    The elevator buzzes with impatience, jerking me back to reality. I dart a thumb upward. “Only one more floor. I’ll take the stairs.”


    The door starts to close, but he strong-arms it, stopping its momentum.


    Another elevator stops across from us, and its occupants spill out, some carrying food trays, others talking into their cells.


    To my surprise his stare remains on me, weighing, measuring. “You’ll be at the meeting?” The inquiry comes across as a demand.


    He doesn’t have to spell out what meeting he’s talking about. Having worked on the preparations, I’m infinitely familiar with it. “Yes.”


    “Until then. Elizabeth.” My name, spoken in that sexy voice of his, gives me the shakes. He boards the elevator, all business now. Except for that mesmerizing ocean-blue gaze still pinned on me that makes me want to fall in and never climb out.


    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    ______________


    I RACE FOR THE STAIRS and arrive at my cubicle just in time to hear my phone buzz with the special ring I've programmed for the Smith Cannon receptionist.


    "Your guests are here," she announces in the smooth, smoky voice that helped her gain a job with one of the premier law firms in Washington, D.C.


    Whew! I made it just in time. After grabbing my notebook from my tote bag, I walk into my boss's office. Thomas Carrey, a senior partner at Smith Cannon, regularly brokers transactions in the hundreds of millions of dollars. This one is no different. His client, SouthWind, is bleeding cash; and the good 'ole boy who owns it is looking to spin off some assets, specifically the right to develop a Brazilian wind farm. Storm Industries, a global investor in green energy research and production, is eager to buy. The acquisition could easily come in over half a billion dollars, representing the biggest deal of Thomas Carrey's career.


    "Everything ready?" he asks, not bothering to look up.


    "Yes, Mr. Carrey." Together with our firm's facilities department, I planned everything down to the smallest detail to ensure the Potomac Conference room more than adequately meets the needs of the negotiators—a continental breakfast from the fanciest caterer in the city; an audiovisual array of screens, microphones and flip charts; pads, pens, water, coffee, and, of course, tea since mostly Brits comprise the purchasing team. Even though I got stuck on the Metro, I kept in contact with the facilities manager who assured me everything was in place. "Should I go up and greet them?"


    "No. I'll do it." He stands, grabs his jacket from behind his chair and slips into it. As he walks out of his office, he hands me the yellow pad on which he's scribbled his notes. "Type this and come up. And notify Brian and the rest of the group that the Storm Industries team is here."


    As soon as he disappears around the corner, CeCe, the secretary who occupies the left side of the station we share, pokes her head into my space. "Honestly. Would it kill that man to say please or thank you once in a while?"


    I bite my tongue to keep from agreeing with her. His lack of verbal appreciation may hurt, but what matters is the steady paycheck and generous bonuses he makes sure I receive. And let's face it, without his help I'd never gotten into a top-notch law school. Not only that, but he's hinted at an associate position. As long as I keep up my grades and make law review, of course. No, I will not do anything to jeopardize my job, no matter what comes along.


    "Good morning, CeCe. Can't chat. We'll have to talk later. 'Kay?"


    "Fine."


    After CeCe flounces back to her side of the station, I turn to my boss's scribblings, squinting to make sense out of them.


    Done typing the notes, I dash into the ladies' room before heading for the conference room, groan when I catch sight of my frizz. Gabriel Storm saw me like this? Cursing the D.C. heat and humidity, I dig in my tote for the serum spray and smooth it on. Five minutes later, I’ve wrangled my hair into a sleek, tied-back ponytail. A swipe of luscious peach gloss, a quick touch of blush, and I head up the stairs to the tenth floor.


    I walk into the meeting room to find the twenty negotiators, ten from each side, scarfing pastries and guzzling their beverages of choice. Except for Mr. Carrey and Gabriel Storm who stand apart from everyone else next to the horseshoe-shaped conference table. Well, Mr. Carrey stands. Gabriel Storm perched his mighty fine ass on its edge.


    When I approach my boss to hand him his notes, Storm comes to his feet. His navy blue suit screams London's Savile Row. Not a wild guess on my part since I know from the dossier my firm compiled on him he orders his clothes from there. Yeah, I pretty much memorized that report. For my job, of course.


    Should I acknowledge we've met? No. Better side with caution and let him lead the way.


    "Get Mr. Storm something to drink," Mr. Carrey says, taking the pages from my hand.


    "What would you like, Mr. Storm? Coffee, tea?" A third choice, one wildly inappropriate, comes to mind.


    Before he has a chance to answer, a firm associate approaches Mr. Carrey with a question. After a quick “Excuse me,” he heads toward the Smith Cannon team, which is kibitzing in one corner of the room. In another corner, the Storm Industries group whispers madly, holding a last minute session of its own.


    Which leaves Gabriel Storm and I, for the moment, alone.


    "Coffee will be fine, Miss …" I love that he modulates his voice loud enough for anyone to hear. In case anyone’s listening in.


    "Watson. Elizabeth Watson. Just like your queen." I parrot back to him.


    His smile has a boyish quality, one I suspect he doesn't parade often. At least not in a business meeting.


    "Any particular blend? We have Colombian, Kenyan, Dunkin' Donuts."


    One corner of his lips turns up, as if he finds part of my speech amusing. Probably the Dunkin' Donuts part. "Kenyan will be fine. Black."


    "The Kenyan it is."


    He leans toward me and whispers, "Thank you. Elizabeth," before heading toward his team.


    While the coffee brews, the teams take their seats—Storm Industries across the table from Smith Cannon. The head of each group in the middle, with the members of his team arraigned to his left and right.


    After filling the coffee cup with the Kenyan, I lay the mug within Gabriel Storm’s easy reach.


    “Thank you.” To my surprise, his hand brushes mine. Not an incidental contact, for I’ve placed it far enough he wouldn’t get singed by its heat.


    "You're welcome," I murmur, not because I don't want to create a disturbance, but because all of a sudden I find it difficult to breathe.


    Rather than take my seat, I remain rooted to my spot, staring while he sips the heady brew. I've always loved big hands on a man. What would his feel like against my breasts? Touching, fondling, possessing.


    Somewhere in the room, a throat clears. I peer up and note a frown on Mr. Carrey's face as he stares at a document in his hand.


    Christ, Elizabeth! Get your head back in the game. You're here to do a job, not drool over a hunky Brit.


    In my hurry to put some distance between me and the sex god, my knees wobble. I clutch the edge of the conference table to keep from tumbling to the floor.


    Storm’s hand shoots out and grabs my arm, steadying me. "Are you all right?"


    Mortified to my core, I nod, and on less-than-sure legs, head for my seat, right behind Mr. Carrey.


    Through the morning session I remain busy, taking instruction from my boss, fetching documents, accessing information on my laptop. Because of Mr. Carrey's lack of computer expertise, I facilitate his communications with everyone in the firm. A two-edged sword, that. Although I possess intimate knowledge of every facet of the negotiations, it keeps me at his beck and call.


    I stop my gaze from straying in Gabriel Storm's direction. When he speaks, I focus on my laptop, the back of my boss's head, anywhere but the fascinating eyes of Storm Industries' COO. But when he speaks, I can't ignore his brilliant mind. His erudite discussion of the most complex financial matters fascinates me. An argument could be made that his degrees from Oxford and the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Business have something to do with his acumen and inspired tactics, but rumor has it he's inherited his business savvy from an ancestor—an American nineteenth-century oil baron.


    At the mid-morning break, most of the negotiators make a beeline for the restrooms.


    But Gabriel Storm remains.


    While I call the facilities team to let them know the room is temporarily vacant so they can clear the detritus from the meeting—dirty cups, plates and trash—I notice his fiddling with the coffee machine. Since it's my job to make our guest feel at home, I approach him and demonstrate how the single-serve brewer works.


    "Thank you. Elizabeth." Eyes narrowed, he peers at me over the coffee mug's rim.


    His power, his intense masculinity, hit me like a semi, sucking the air out of my lungs. He doesn't help matters when he steps closer, forcing me to look up at him. My five seven is no match against his six three.


    "You're welcome." I rasp out in a breathy murmur.


    He takes a couple of sips before resting the cup on the counter, his gaze riveted on me.


    Eager to break the spell he weaves so easily around me, I spout, "I don't know how you can drink that black. Too strong for me."


    "I like the taste of potent things in my mouth—coffee, brandy, a woman’s honey.”


    A woman's honey? My pussy clenches and I flush with heat. What would his mouth feel like? Licking, tasting, ravishing me. I shake my head. I’ll never know, will I?


    As the cleaning crew drifts into the opposite side of the room, I emerge from my lust-induced reverie. I need to walk away. Now. Before I do something really stupid. I manage only half a step, before his hand circles my wrist and reels me back to him.


    An urgent heat flares in his eyes. "Are you attached, Elizabeth?" he asks in a gravelly voice, barely loud enough for me to hear.


    My legs turn to rubber. My breath hitches. "Attached?"


    His thumb scrapes the inside of my wrist, setting off a wild pulse within. "Do you have a partner, a significant other, a boyfriend?"


    "No." I blurt out before I can think about the appropriateness of his question. Or my response.


    "Good." The hold on my wrist relaxes. It’s only then I realize how tense he’d been. As if my answer mattered to him. "Are you free tonight?"


    What the—? Yeah, we shared a moment in the elevator and when I entered the conference room. But he’s on the opposing side of a half billion dollar deal. I can’t go out with him.


    Not wishing to appear rude, though, I sidestep the question. "Chances are I'll be working late."


    "Surely Carrey won't keep you. He'll want you to be fresh tomorrow morning for the negotiations. Meet me for drinks at my hotel. I'm staying at The Four Seasons. Around seven?"


    I try to say something. But stunned by the turn of events, I can’t.


    He palms a card from his jacket. "My mobile number. Call me when you leave the office so I know when to expect you." He strokes the card against my cheek.


    His touch sets off something within, a trembling I can’t control.


    As he slips the card into my hand, his eyes turn the color of a savage storm. "You're very responsive, Elizabeth. I like that." And with that he strolls away, all liquid movement and languid grace.


    What the hell just happened? I didn’t say yes. You didn't say no. Elizabeth. His panty-melting voice whispers inside my head.


    The negotiators file back into the room, and I look down, hoping to hide my state of unrest. That’s when I spot my loose sandal clasp. The darn thing’s about to break. No wonder I tripped.


    I access the stairwell, yank off my shoes and dash down to my secretarial station to grab an emergency pair of black pumps I scuffed during a run-in with an escalator. They’ll have to do. Upon my return to the meeting, Mr. Carrey waves two fingers at me. Pinning a rigid smile on my face, I walk toward him, hoping he hasn't noticed my change in footwear. The man is a stickler for spotless business attire.


    But he merely hands over a yellow legal pad and asks me to type his notes over lunch. Clutching it like a life preserver, I leave the room as calmly as my unsure knees allow, resolutely refusing to glance in Gabriel Storm's direction.


    

  


  
    Chapter 3


    ______________


    A COURT FILING, which Mr. Carrey trusts me to see through, keeps me chained to my desk and out of the conference room for the afternoon. By the time the papers are duly docketed with the court, I've talked myself out of going out with Mr. Sex-on-a-Stick. I don’t need any complications in my life. Not as busy as I am. Knowing Mr. Carrey, I’ll probably be working late. And the most important reason of all, he’s on the opposite side of a business deal. If I’m caught with him, I can kiss my career goodbye.


    Around 5:30 I spot my boss strolling down the hallway, flashing his 1000-watt smile and giving the thumbs up to a couple of partners standing outside an office.


    "Went well?" one of them asks.


    "Yes. Both sides are eager to complete the deal and Storm Industries has the assets to make it happen," Mr. Carrey says.


    "Another win, then." The partner pats him on the back.


    "Well, it's early days, but I'm hopeful." He never fails to play up to a crowd, and a crowd it has become as more partners emerge from their offices to join the celebration.


    When he walks toward me, he proves true to form and passes me another pad full of cryptic writing. "Type this."


    "Yes, sir."


    The party moves into his office. Soon, glasses clink and loud exhortations of victory abound. Clearly, they've broken out the booze from my boss's liquor cabinet. Preliminary celebration, if they ask me. This early in the negotiating process, anything can happen. Half an hour later, things quiet as lawyers wander off, probably back to their offices to try and top Mr. Carrey's accomplishments of the day.


    At 6:15, he emerges from his office, a document in his hand. "I'll need you to analyze Storm Industries' proposal. No more than ten pages. Can you do that tonight?"


    Not the first time he’s asked me to evaluate financial data. I graduated summa cum laude in Economics, after all. The document, which contains tables and pie charts, will take me a couple of hours to read and at least another two to analyze. I groan inwardly. After working practically around the clock for the last two weeks, my only goal for tonight had been to veg out in front of the TV with a quart of Ben & Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie. But that is out of the question now. I can't say no. Not if I want a future with Smith Cannon. I pin on my brightest smile. "Be glad to, Mr. Carrey."


    "Have it on my desk by 8:30 tomorrow." He raps on the ledge, his way of saying goodnight, and strolls away, leaving silence behind.


    I try to stuff the report into my tote, but with my notebook on one side, and my life’s necessities in the other, there’s no room. None too gently, I jam the document into my duffel bag and return to typing his notes. While I work, I pop peppermints into my mouth, the only sustenance to be found on my desk, hoping they’ll hold me until dinnertime. When I'm done, I print out the double-spaced pages, and place them on the center of his desk, duly stapled in the right hand corner the way he likes.


    As I'm signing off from my computer, my phone rings. Caller ID flashes an unknown number with no name. I'm sorely tempted to let it roll into voice mail, but like an idiot I answer. Could be a client after all.


    "Hello, Elizabeth." Gabriel Storm.


    I don't need to ask how he has my number. We emailed our contact information to the Storm Industries' negotiating team. How did I forget to text him we couldn’t meet? Too much on my mind, that's how.


    "Should I send my car for you?" I shiver at the sound of his hot and sultry voice.


    "No, I"—I'm too damned tired for this—"would you mind if I decline your very generous offer?"


    "Why?" Surprise tinges his voice. Surprise and puzzlement. I imagine not many women turn him down.


    "I'm exhausted, Mr. Storm. All I want is to go home and relax."


    “Please call me Gabriel. We can do that if you wish."


    "No. I didn't mean ..." Damn! I can't invite him to my house. I would need to spend a day cleaning it, making it spit spot. "That's not going to work."


    "What will work?"


    I sigh. The man has not become a billionaire by taking no for an answer. Fine. As long as I’m wishing, I may as well shoot for the moon. "A warm bath, a massage, and a steak dinner. Not necessarily in that order."


    "Done."


    "What?!! No, I didn't mean for you—. I need to go home. I want to go home. Do you understand? It's lovely of you to offer but this isn't going to work."


    "Why not?"


    "Because you're you and I'm me, that's why."


    "Well, there's an argument I can't refute." I can just see his luscious smile.


    "It was lovely, really lovely of you to ask, but I'm going home. I’m sorry. I have to go now. Good night." And with that, I hang up.


    I stare at the phone, half expecting it to ring again. When it doesn't, I fling my purse and exercise bag over my shoulder and stomp toward the stairwell. On my way down, I enumerate the many reasons why Gabriel Storm and I won’t work.


    He's a gazillionaire. I barely make expenses every month. He owns mansions all over the world; I co-rent a townhouse in Alexandria with my best friend. Women fall all over themselves to go out with him. I haven't had a date since forever. Granted, by my choice. If all that is not enough, Storm’s on the opposing side of a very big deal. If Mr. Carrey found out I went out for drinks with him, he'd go nuclear.


    How very sad my life has become. All I do is work, study and attend law school.


    Upon reaching the ground level, I bid goodnight to the security guard before schlepping out the door. So engrossed am I in my pity party, I almost miss the Lincoln parked in front of my building. But I don't miss what comes next. Gabriel Storm, pouring out of the limo in one smooth slide, champagne flute in hand.


    For a couple of seconds I stand motionless on the sidewalk, taking him in. He's changed into another suit, a black one this time. The jacket caresses his broad shoulders; the trousers hint at his powerful legs. A slight breeze ruffles his hair, tossing that one rebellious strand over his brow. Hard to believe, but he’s even more gorgeous than the photos Hello! magazine splashes across its pages of him escorting one woman or another, each one more gorgeous than the next.


    But then anger sets in. How dare he show up when I declined his invitation? What if somebody sees him? Sees me? Fuming, I stomp toward him. Conscious of passersby, I lower my voice, so only he can hear me. "What are you doing here?"


    "Making good on my invitation." He raises the champagne glass.


    "This"—I wave my hand at him, at me, at the limo—"can't happen." I grit out.


    Ignoring my anger, he trails a finger down my bare arm, setting off a wild pulse beneath my skin. When his gaze narrows into a sleepy-eyed look, just like that, my panties grow wet.


    "Get in, Elizabeth. We can discuss your objections to me in the car."


    Nope. Not happening. Just as I turn away, the heavy gym bag slides off my shoulder.


    He catches it before it hits the ground.


    “Give it to me.” I demand, sticking my palm out.


    He’s all ease as he holds the bag in one of those big masculine hands of his. “Elizabeth, be sensible. The bag is heavy and it’s about to rain. I'll take you anywhere you wish. Now, please, get in."


    Much as I hate to agree with him, he’s right about the weather. The hot, sultry day has turned cloudy; a storm threatens on the horizon. I’ll be lucky to reach home before it rains. Besides, we've already caused a commotion of sorts. Pedestrians stare as they pass by, no doubt curious about our exchange. Although we've kept our voices low, they’ve probably caught on to my body language. Even more alarming, somebody from my firm could emerge from the building at any second. “Fine.”


    The left side of his mouth kicks up. "I'll have Samuel store your luggage in the boot."


    I look at him, confused. "Samuel?" Who is he talking about?


    A large, African-American man rounds the end of the limo. He’s sporting a Panama hat, and a damned fine summer suit.


    Where has he been hiding? Have I been so dazzled by Gabriel Storm I failed to notice him?


    "Elizabeth, meet Samuel.” Nodding toward the man, Storm hands him my gym bag.


    “Nice to meet you, Samuel.”


    “Likewise, Ms. Watson.” He shakes my offered hand, dwarfing mine with his. Going by his clothes and his professionalism, he doesn’t strike me as a run-of-the-mill limo driver. Could he be something more?


    Once the duffel’s stashed in the trunk, Storm guides me into the limo and crawls in after me. The back seat of the Lincoln contains enough room to sit a polite distance apart, so I scoot over to make sure we don't touch.


    Although Storm arches a brow, he doesn't question my maneuver. Instead, he focuses on my destination. "If you'll provide Samuel with your address, he'll drive you there."


    Not likely. I'm not about to let Storm know where I live. "Can you drop me off at the King Street Metro, please, Samuel? My home is a brief walk from there."


    From the driver's seat, Samuel darts a quick glance toward Storm. Only when he nods does Samuel say, "Sure thing." His accent is a strange mixture of the American south and a touch of Brit which makes me wonder further about his connection to Storm.


    Samuel eases us into the early evening 17th Street traffic. Although it’s past rush hour, enough cars clog the road to slow our progress. The ride will take half an hour, maybe longer.


    Storm slips the champagne glass he’s holding into my hand. "Drink, it will make you feel better."


    I scowl but drain the alcohol in one long gulp. After the day I've had, I need it.


    He takes the empty flute and secures it in a receptacle seemingly tailor-made for it, before pressing a button on the door's arm rest. The partition between the front and back of the vehicle rolls up, isolating us. "Samuel can't see or hear us. Now talk."


    Get in the car. Drink. Talk. The man loves to issue commands. "If anyone from my firm sees us, I could lose my job. We can’t be seen together. Not outside the office." If word got back to the Smith Cannon management that I climbed into a limo with Gabriel Storm, not only would they fire me but my entire future would be in jeopardy. Oh, they would come up with a valid reason for terminating my employment, but the result would be the same. My keister would be out on the sidewalk. And once it got around that Smith Cannon let me go, I would have a difficult time obtaining an associate position in any Washington, D.C. law firm that practiced high stakes corporate law. In a business deal, one simply does not fraternize with a member of the opposing side.


    "Nobody from Smith Cannon saw us."


    "How do you know?" I huff out.


    "Because no one exited your building while you harped at me.”


    Harped at him? "I did not—" I sputter.


    “Calm down." He touches my arm.


    How very condescending of him. But then he’s probably never dealt with someone who depends on her paycheck for a living. “In case you failed to notice, the building has windows. Anyone could have seen us." A note of hysteria creeps into my voice.


    "Relax. Everything will be fine." He reaches over, tucks an errant curl behind my ear.


    “Stop touching me.” I glance out the window. We’ve reached my favorite D.C. monument, the one where Thomas Jefferson stands guard over the Tidal Basin. Another twenty minutes before we reach King Street Metro. I burrow into the corner of the back seat and prop my purse between him and me, hoping he gets the ‘Keep Out’ sign.


    Moving closer, he curls an arm on the seat above me. “What are you so afraid of?”


    “Haven’t you been listening? That I’ll lose my job.”


    He states the obvious. “Nobody here but you and me.” His eyes scrunch as he scrutinizes me. “No, I don’t think that’s what you fear. Or at least not what you fear the most.”


    I cross my arms against my chest. “Oh, really? What do I fear the most then?”


    His hand, that large hand which fascinated me in the conference room, circles my jaw. His thumb brushes across my lips. Shivering, I fight the urge to suck him into my mouth. Taste him.


    “You’re drawn to me.”


    “So what?” I shrug. “You’re an attractive man. It’d be strange if you didn’t affect me in some way.”


    “But you see. Elizabeth. You’re trembling. So that tells me I’m more than a casual attraction to you.”


    “If I’m shaking, it’s with anger, not desire.” I snap back.


    He tilts his head back; his nostrils flare. Is he seeking answers from some divinity? A second later, he fixes that narrowed gaze on me again. “No. You’re lying to me, to yourself.”


    “How do you know?”


    “I can smell your body musk.”


    Oh, geez. Nothing like cutting to the chase. “You’re wrong.”


    “Prove it then. Prove that you’re only mildly attracted.”


    “And how do I do that?” I snarl at him.


    “Kiss me. If you’re not into me, you’ll be able to stop after one kiss.”


    I drop my head into my hands, let out a mirthless laugh.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You. You’re so fucking arrogant. God.” Glancing up, I drill him with my best glare. “You’ve probably never had to work for it. Have you? Women must drop into your lap without you barely having to raise a pinkie. And here you are at a business meeting, we make a connection on the elevator, and you think easy lay, right? Right?”


    “Wrong.” He shakes his head. A muscle ticks in his jaw. I’ve touched a nerve.


    Good. “You figure I’ll invite her for a drink at my hotel, ask her up to my room and I’m set for the week. Well, I have news for you, Storm. I’m not that easy.” Maybe I’d been, once upon a time, but no more. Not after my party-girl style almost lost me a college scholarship.


    “Fine. You’re not easy. Now what is it going to take for you to kiss me?”


    He hasn’t heard a word I said. I sink back into the seat. “An intervention from above.”


    For several seconds, the only sound in the limo is his heated breathing, in and out. “Everybody has a price, Elizabeth.”


    How dare he imply I can be bought? “Not me. You can’t buy me.” I turn my head to stare out the window at the sparkling Potomac water. A crew team skims along in its skiff. Recreational boats race leaving white plumes in their wake. I wish I were out there, anywhere but trapped in this car with this man.


    “I’ll give $1,000 to the charity of your choice for one kiss.”


    I jerk my head toward him. “What?”


    “$5,000.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yes. $10,000. Last and final offer.”


    “You’re insane.”


    “Going, going—


    “Wait.” $10,000 flashes in my brain like a big neon sign. I would love to wipe that arrogant smirk off his face, rather than agree to his damn proposal. But I can’t. One kiss. A few seconds of my time for a woman to have shelter from an abusive spouse, for children to sleep with their bellies full. A small price to pay in the grand scheme of things. “Write the damn check.”


    From an inside suit pocket, he pulls out his checkbook. “Who should I address it to?”


    “Jane’s Place.” The Washington, D.C. charity provides shelter to abused women and their children. I volunteer there every chance I get.


    When he offers the completed check to me, I snatch it from his hand, read it over carefully before storing it behind a zippered compartment in my tote bag.


    “Satisfied?”


    “Bastard.”


    “Oh, Elizabeth.” His lips quirk. “I’m so going to love taming that mouth of yours. Now love”—he brushes my bottom lip with his thumb—“make it good.”


    Son of a bitch. Good? He’s going to get fucking great. I push him into the seat, straddle his hips. As I sink into the velvety surface of the limo's seat, my thighs bracket his. His eyes widen in surprise right before I nibble his lower lip, lick his upper one. He tastes like champagne, hot, rich, delicious.


    One hand curls around my head and his tongue sweeps past my lips, possessing me, ravishing me. Owning me. So much for my controlling the kiss. His free hand slips underneath the hem of my dress, circles around my ass, pulls me against him.


    “Hey!” I reel back.


    His eyes flash with blue fire “I never promised not to touch you.” He rolls a finger underneath my panties, rims its edge to the front, and I clench with need.


    Shifting down on the seat, he positions himself right where I need him to be. When he surges upward, I almost come from the stroke of his hard cock.


    Starved to give as good as I'm getting, I tangle my tongue with his, suckle and bite playfully down on it. The kiss turns incendiary and for endless moments we go at it with tongues, teeth, lips.


    “I knew you’d be scorching hot,” he says, rolling his hips beneath me.


    I throw back my head and moan, while I rub, rub, rub against him. He keeps up his maddening pace, and my panties soon grow soaked.


    “You’re wet,” he whispers in a gravelly voice against my kiss-swollen lips.


    Yes, I most certainly am. His spicy man scent curls around me, entrapping me, seducing me. Eager to learn the flavor of him, I claw at his tie, rip off the top buttons of his shirt, nip him right where his heartbeat pulses beneath his skin.


    His hand clutches my hip. "Bloody hell, Elizabeth. I need more. Lift.”


    I go up on my knees. My thong disappears, ripped by that strong hand of his. I come down to his steely length. He’s right there, pulsing red hot, separated from my pussy by only the silk of his slacks.


    “Ride me, darling love. Ride my cock.” His mouth clamps over mine, and oh, god, his fingers, they mercilessly tease my mons while I rock my clit against the hard length of him.


    "I want to taste your pussy. I bet it's pretty, all pink and soft."


    Whimpers escape me. Can’t help it. I could come from just the sound of his voice.


    "I'd lash you with my tongue. Suck you hard until you came." As I grind on the rock hard erection, he pushes one finger past my folds, buries it in my sheath. “Keep going, darling girl.”


    My hands clutch his biceps. I jerk against him, gulp for air. "Too good. Too damn good."


    Another finger enters the party, joining the one already there and the thumb tormenting my nub. He doubles, triples the pace and everything in me tightens as hot cream pours out of me. An intense pleasure streaks down my legs. A trembling I can’t control seizes me, and I throw back my head and scream into a mind-blowing climax that goes on and on and on. When the delirium stops, I collapse boneless against his chest.


    I swallow hard. Holy fuck. I haven’t climaxed like that since ... ever. I’m fighting to catch my breath when the car rolls to a stop.


    A far off voice—Samuel's?—announces, "We're here, Mr. Storm."


    In a daze, I stare out the window and spot the black pylon of the King Street Metro. Cold reality sets in. God. I allowed Gabriel Storm to finger fuck me in the back of his limo. What is wrong with me? If anyone finds out, I will lose my job. I roll off his lap and, back on the seat, straighten my dress as best I can.


    He’s thrown his head back against the seat, clenched his teeth. A hard-on the size of Texas tents his slacks.


    I have to leave. I have to go now. Grabbing my purse, I yank down on the door handle but nothing happens. The door is locked. "Tell Samuel to release the door." I gasp out.


    "Elizabeth." His heated gaze lands on mine, asking, pleading. Sexual frustration beats out of his every pore.


    I know what he wants but it’s not happening. “I can’t.”


    The light in his eyes dim, and he pushes a button on the arm rest. "Samuel, unlock the door."


    The lock pops. Without so much as a goodbye, I jerk on the handle and stumble out. Even though I’m sensitive as hell, somehow I gain my footing and make for the Metro entrance. I hear my name called, but I ignore it, ignore him. Gasping for breath, I run up the escalator, my body screaming every inch of the way. Thankfully, a subway train waits at the platform. I jump into it as the doors start to close. He steps off the escalator, and yells my name once more. But he’s too late. The doors have closed. The train pulls out and the platform recedes.


    As I lean my hot cheek against the cool subway glass, I catch one last glimpse of his tortured face. Oh God, what have I done?


    

  


  
    Chapter 4


    ______________


    MINUTES LATER I emerge from the Braddock Road subway station still agitated from my encounter with Gabriel Storm. Yes, I lied about where I live. My home is close to a Metro station. Not the King Street one, but the one a couple of miles down.


    When I step out in the street, a flash of light brightens the sky followed by a rumble of thunder. It will rain soon. No, not rain, pour going by the dark, menacing clouds rolling in. Better get out my umbrella. I reach for my duffel and that’s when I realize the colossal mistake I made. In my rush to escape Gabriel Storm, I forgot my gym bag with Storm Industries’ proposal inside. With the cone of secrecy surrounding the negotiations, no digital version exists. And Carrey expects my analysis first thing in the morning. My breath cuts short. I’m totally fucked.


    Before I get too carried away with the drama, my saner self rides to the rescue. I’ll need to phone Gabriel Storm and arrange for a drop off. It’s the only sensible thing to do. The feel of his hands molding my ass, finger fucking me flashes into my mind, and my body flushes with heat.


    He must be on his way to his hotel by now. What could I possibly say that would cause him to turn around and come back? Sorry I left you hard and aching, but I need my bag? Shame and embarrassment, along with a healthy dose of guilt, slam into me. I didn’t exactly practice good manners when I ran out on him. Yeah, Elizabeth, you think? I bolted out of that limo so fast I probably left skid marks on the seat.


    But I have to call him. I need that proposal back. I pull out his business card and pluck my cell from my purse to do just that, but as I fiddle with the numbers, big, fat raindrops splatter across the phone. I gotta get home. Now. Before the streets sheet with pouring rain. Calling him will just have to wait.


    Another flash of lightning and the skies open up. Not a soft drizzle, either, but a hard, pounding rain, the kind that blinds you in seconds. I look around for a taxi, but none wait in line. No help for it. I’ll need to make a run for it.


    But I can’t sprint in my high heels, so I’m forced to slow down to a walk. Having nothing to cover my head, I’m soon soaked to my skin, with my hair dripping down my back in a sodden mess.


    Two blocks from home, cars jam the intersection leading to my street. An accident blocks the road. Crushed fenders, broken taillights, mangled car parts strewn down the road. God knows how long it will take to clear up this chaos. I jump across great, big puddles of water and dart between cars whose wipers swish back and forth with mad energy.


    Miserable and bedraggled, I finally make it to my street. As I trip up the sidewalk, I curse the monsoon, Gabriel Storm, my stupidity for getting in the limo in the first place. None of this would be happening if I’d just said no. Well, some of it would, I have to confess. It would still be raining. But, damn it, at least I’d have my umbrella and running shoes.


    Peering through the deluge, I spot someone standing underneath the minuscule gabled entrance to my townhouse. Someone who looks like ... Please don’t let it be him. But it is. Gabriel Storm’s waiting for me, duffel in one hand, huge black umbrella in the other.


    A shot of adrenaline races up my spine as I stagger up the six feet of concrete between the sidewalk and my door.


    “Hello, Elizabeth. Nice to see you again.” He doesn’t in the least resemble the tormented person I left on the train platform, but the one I first met—the sophisticated, gorgeous, wickedly sexy businessman. He steps closer and extends the umbrella over me like the gentleman he is. He’s dry as a bone. I’m a soggy mess.


    Opposing emotions buffet me—relief he’s brought the bag, anger he’s shown up at my door. And awkwardness and humiliation. Let’s not forget about that. I’m not ready to face him. Not after what I’ve done. Add the hard driving rain stinging my skin, and the ruin of my Donna Karan, and my bitchy side comes out. “What are you doing here? How did you find out where I live?”


    “What?” He yells.


    The hammering rain drumming the aluminum-covered gable drowns out all sound, so I repeat my words.


    He holds up the gym bag. “Your carry-all. It has your address on it.”


    I glare at the neon green tag, the very one I’d slapped on the duffel after picking up the wrong one at the gym. His logical explanation has me looking around for a nice big hole to crawl into. How many times must I embarrass myself in front of this man?


    Lightning strikes somewhere close by and I jump. Desperate to get inside before I get struck, I fish out my key, jiggle it into the lock. But before I push open the door, I glance over my shoulder. His limo’s nowhere in sight. “Where’s your car?” I shout.


    “Samuel couldn’t find a place to park. He’s circling the block.” He yells back.


    No surprise. Parking’s at a premium on my street.


    “He’ll be back in a minute,” he says.


    “No, he won’t. There’s an accident down the street.” A punch of lightning fires up the sky. Almost on top of it, thunder cracks. The storm’s right over us. I push open the door and scurry inside my nice, dry townhouse.


    Through the opening, he silently hands me the duffel. Its weight tells me the report lies within.


    “Thank you for bringing it.”


    He tilts his head, a silent question of sorts. He won’t ask. Not out loud. The invitation will have to come from me. I don’t want to ask him in, but I can’t leave him to the mercy of the thunder and the fury either. God knows how long it will be before Samuel pulls up.


    The left corner of his lips turns up. In silent acknowledgment of my dilemma? Maybe. Or maybe he’s enjoying my distress.


    Less than graciously, I widen the opening. “Come in.”


    I shut the door against the rain, the thunder, the storm. Well, maybe not the last. That I’ve invited into my house and stands squarely in my foyer.


    I drop my duffel bag and purse by the console table, rush into the powder room. Grabbing two hand towels, I pass one to him. “Here.” I don’t know why I do it, other than to be polite. He’s dry. I’m the one soaking wet.


    “Thank you. Where may I put my umbrella?”


    After I rub most of the wet from my hair, I take it from him and, squishing wet tracks across the rug head toward the kitchen. I’m momentarily confused about the cleanliness of the place. The living room’s spotless, the rug’s vacuumed, the Redskins cushions are gathered at one edge of the brown velvet sofa and the Nationals blanket’s neatly folded at the other end. Hard to imagine my roommate got a sudden urge to tidy up.


    But then I catch the sign on the mahogany glass-topped coffee table—“Thank you for your business, the Cleaning Fairies”— and everything becomes clear. We’d received one of those Group-on deals for a cleaning service and arranged for them to come this morning. Thank God, because busy as we’ve been for the last two weeks, neither Casey nor I have had much time to clean.


    After I shake the umbrella over the kitchen sink, I place it on the linoleum floor. Even though Gabriel Storm stands by the kitchen entrance and nowhere near me, in the meager glow from the window, the atmosphere feels too close, too intimate. I flip on the overhead and flood the kitchen with light. “We’ll just let it dry in here.”


    He nods, but other than that doesn’t move, doesn’t reach for his cell phone, but simply stands there staring at me. His gaze’s polite, but a banked-up hunger lurks in his eyes.


    Uncomfortable under his unrelenting focus, I turn and my shoes slide. He reaches out to keep me from splatting on the floor, but I manage to save myself by clutching the edge of the sink. Why do I keep doing these things in his presence? And why does he look like he just walked off the pages of GQ when my hair and dress are drenched disasters?


    I need to go upstairs and change, but first good manners require I act sociable. No need to put out the full welcome mat, though. He disrupts my peace, unsettles me. I want him gone. “Would you like something to drink while you wait for your ride?” I ask in a politely aloof voice.


    His smile disappears. For a couple of beats, he glances out the window where the storm rages on. But then his gaze returns to me. “Maybe I should leave.”


    What does that look mean? There’s vulnerability there, a pain of sorts. While I stand there processing what I think I’m seeing, he pulls out his cell, turns and walks into the living room.


    Maybe he has ulterior motives for bringing my duffel bag. But the fact remains, he’s done me a favor. And for that, I’m extremely grateful. I carefully make my way to him, touch his arm.“Wait. I didn’t mean you should leave right now. It’s still nasty out there.”


    He clicks off his phone, tucks it back into his jacket, pivots back to me. Once more I’m the recipient of that insistent stare, the one that makes me ache for things I should not want.


    Pinning on a bright smile, I head toward the kitchen. “Now, what would you like to drink?” I fling open the refrigerator to cover my trembling which I tell myself is due to the tempest outside and not the storm within. “We have beer, wine, water.”


    As I stare into the shelf space, he closes the distance to peer over my shoulder. The scent of earthy man and cologne slam into me, and my mind wanders into forbidden territory. Storm lifting me to the countertop, kissing me stupid, those big, masculine hands tilting me toward him so he can lick my—


    “I’ll take the Guinness dark lager.”


    Gah! I clutch the door for support, grab the beer, and then rummage in the cupboard for a mug. Anything to keep me busy, to keep me from reaching for what I want.


    “I don’t need a glass if that’s what you’re looking for,” he says. While he drains the brew in one long swallow, I lean back against the refrigerator and watch his Adam’s apple bob.


    Finished, he rests the empty on the counter. “Thanks. I enjoyed that.”


    Me too. “My roommate loves it.”


    “Roommate?”


    “Casey owns a restaurant in Georgetown that carries all these different brews.”


    “A restaurant owner. So your flatmate won’t be home for hours?” A slow, crooked smile travels across those sensual lips of his.


    Stupid, stupid, stupid. Way to go, Elizabeth. Not only have you invited him into your home, but you’ve practically told him he won’t have to worry about somebody dropping in.


    He rests one powerful forearm against the refrigerator and shifts closer, trapping me between him and the door.


    My breath grows short. Heat spikes between my legs.


    He curls a damp strand of my hair around one finger and whispers against my ear, “You’re wet.”


    Yeah, in more places than one.


    His eyes take on a wicked sparkle.


    I place my hands on his chest, unsure if I want to push him away or pull him in.


    His smile takes shape against my cheek. Damn it. He knows what I’m thinking, what I’m feeling, how much I want to screw him.


    “Better go change.” His words tickle against my ear.


    Do I? Maybe I’d rather stay and fuck him stupid.


    A boom of thunder rattles the house, and I jump. The overhead light flickers off and on. A warning of sorts, courtesy of Mother Nature, to keep my eyes on the prize. My job, my career, my future. That’s what’s important, not this insane craving for him.


    I dive under his outstretched arm and scramble up the stairs to the haven of my room. When I arrive, I lock the door firmly behind me. Safe for now. But for how long?


    

  


  
    Chapter 5


    ______________


    MY THOUGHTS SCATTERED, I kick off my heels, slip off my Donna Karan and, hoping it can be saved, hang it in the bathroom to dry along with my clammy bra. When I catch sight of my reflection in the mirror, I cringe. Just like I suspected, my hair’s a frizzed out mess. I shower in record time and slather on the gardenia-scented lotion Casey gave me for my birthday, before blow drying and pinning my curly hair into a sleek knot.


    From my clothes wardrobe, I pick out my favorite slouch top, a spaghetti-strap cami, and a pair of skinny jeans. As opposed to my room which at times resembles a hurricane strike zone, my stand-alone wardrobe is a model of order. Blacks with blacks, blues with blues, dresses on one side, suits on the other, blouses and jeans in the lower rack. I have a perfectly good walk-in closet, but I don’t go in there. Too afraid of what happens in the dark.


    When I descend the stairs, I find him, jacketless, hands in pockets, staring at an etching of a nude, a study in charcoal and pencil Casey picked up at a friend’s art gallery opening. Next to it hangs Casey’s most treasured possession, a baseball bat signed by one of his idols. I dig my nails into my palm to keep from tugging the golden hairs peeking out from the top of Storm’s shirt.


    “That is quite good.” He points to the drawing before pivoting to me. His polite regard turns molten, as he slowly, languorously takes me in.


    My traitorous nipples perk up, just for him. Maybe I should have worn a bra rather than a cami under my blouse. “Would you like another lager?” I ask in a strained voice.


    “Yes, thank you.”


    I head for the refrigerator, hoping its cold temperature will cool my flushed cheeks. After I hand him a fresh bottle, he sips his beer, while keeping his hot gaze on me.


    While I pour a glass of Chardonnay, I desperately search for something, anything to break the spell he so easily weaves over me. And I find one. An apology for the way I behaved. I turn around and face him. “I’m sorry for ... the way I left things.”


    “No need to apologize.” His gaze smolders when it lights on me, and I go up in flames.


    Whew, boy! I’m in big, big trouble. You see, I love men. And the only way to manage my fascination with the male species is to go cold turkey. For the last three years, I haven’t dated a guy, much less screwed him. No going out for drinks, lunch or even a walk in the park. Yeah, some guys tried it. The frozen avian method worked just fine. Until now. Until him. With every look, every touch, he’s dismantling every one of my defenses. And I can’t afford to succumb to him. Deep into my musing, my stomach rumbles, reminding me it needs to be fed.


    “Hungry?” he asks, not unkindly.


    “I skipped lunch. Excuse me.” I make for the refrigerator where earlier I spotted an aluminum foiled dish, and peek underneath the foil to discover one of my favorites—a spicy mixture of ham, Andouille sausage, chicken, shrimp and rice. “Umm, jambalaya.”


    “From your flatmate’s restaurant?”


    “Yes.” I stare at the mountain of food Casey brought home last night. Way too much for one person to eat. An invitation to dinner trembles on my lips, but I hesitate. His driver could be here any second. “Have you heard from Samuel?”


    “He texted while you were upstairs. Got caught in the jam and holed up in a parking lot to wait until it clears up.”


    No surprise. Between the rain and the multi-car pileup, it will be a while before traffic flows again.


    “I told him to grab something to eat. By now he’s probably tucking into a nice, juicy steak.”


    Either Storm has been incredibly kind to his driver or he’s manipulated the situation so he’ll remain longer. My bet is on the latter. But I can’t kick him out. Not with the storm raging outside, and I do owe him something for bringing the duffel. “Would you like to join me for dinner?”


    “Love to. I’m famished.” His devastating smile brushes aside my misgivings about asking him to stay. Maybe he’ll behave. And if he doesn’t, I’ll find the strength to resist.


    Yeah, Elizabeth, and maybe pigs will fly.


    I retrieve the covered dish from the fridge, ladle out portions into two plates and stick one in the microwave. While dinner is heating up, I make small conversation. “Must be tough being a chauffeur. All that sitting around waiting for the phone to ring. I couldn’t do it.”


    “He’s not just my driver. He’s part of my security team.”


    My gaze darts to him. “Security team?” From the dossier my firm compiled on him, I know Storm Industries acquires energy projects not only in the more developed parts of the world, but in places where bloodshed is a way of life. “Did you arrange for protection as a general precaution or against a specific threat?”


    “Both, although I don’t expect our negotiations here to turn violent as they did in Honduras five years ago.”


    “What happened?”


    “Our hotel location leaked out. Guerillas opened fire on us as we arrived.” He recounts the event while calmly peeling the label from the bottle. Like it’s no big thing. Or like it’s so huge, he can’t bear to think about it.


    Horrified, I stare at him. “Was any one hurt?”


    “A couple.” He bunches up a shoulder. “We withdrew from the project, of course. Unfortunate because it would have brought much needed income into the area. We’d already agreed to build a school and provide decent housing to the workers and their families. But the guerillas were not interested in such things.” When he glances up, shadows lurk in the depths of his eyes. Something bad happened in Honduras, something he doesn’t wish to discuss.


    My heart twinges in sympathy. I want to ease his pain. But knowing the danger of going down that slippery road, I busy myself laying out placemats, arranging silverware, organizing bottles on the spice rack. Anything to stop thinking about the gorgeous man sitting in my kitchen, boring holes into me.


    While we eat, we discuss art, music, theater. He prefers Monet to Picasso. Loves classical music. Hip hop leaves him cold. And he’s a Shakespeare buff.


    “What about you? Do you like the theatre?” he asks.


    My gaze searches out the duffel. Reassured it’s right where I left it, I answer him. “I do, but I’m too busy with work and school to attend.” And the theater prices in D.C. are way beyond my price range. I tip back my goblet and drink the last of the Chardonnay.


    “School?” He pours more wine into my glass. If he’s trying to get me drunk, it won’t work. I know my limit—two glasses.


    “Law school.”


    His eyes widen slightly. “You’re studying to become a lawyer?”


    I take offense at his surprised look. “Yes. Is that so hard to understand?”


    His gaze turns serious. “No. Not hard at all. You have a sharp and agile mind. I’m impressed.”


    Maybe he’s blowing smoke up my chimney or maybe he really believes it. Either way, my credentials are nothing to his. “This comes from a man who graduated at the top of his class at Oxford and Wharton.”


    “Unlike you, I wasn’t working at the time, and I could dedicate all my time to my studies.”


    I snort. “Something tells me you did not spend all your time hitting the books.”


    “Well, maybe not all.” When he waggles his brows, I can’t help but smile. I bet he made the rounds with the co-eds while he attended those schools.


    “So how did you end up working for Carrey?”


    “During my senior year in college, he taught a corporate law seminar. After seeing my work, he not only encouraged me to apply to law school but recommended me to a top tier program. I wouldn’t have gotten in without his endorsement.”


    “Why do you say that?”


    “I had top grades and law school admission test scores, but with an after school job, I didn’t have time to participate in the extracurricular activities law schools love to see. Anyway, when I received my law school admission letter, I phoned to let him know, and he talked me into working as his AA, promising he would delegate as much responsibility as I could handle. And he has. I’ve never regretted coming to work for him.” Even if he never says please or thank you.


    Entertaining as this conversation is, I must break it off. It’s growing late, and I need to start on that report. Once more, I search out the duffel.


    Without missing a beat, he asks, “What’s so important about the gym bag?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “You keep staring at it, like it’s going to grow legs and walk away.”


    “Before he left the office, Mr. Carrey handed me Storm Industries’ proposal. He expects my analysis on his desk first thing tomorrow morning.”


    “And you threw it in the bag?”


    I duck my head. “Yes.”


    “No wonder you looked so relieved when I showed up.”


    Wow, he caught that in the middle of my rant? Smart, observant, and perceptive. Add that to his killer looks, and dangerous does not begin to describe him.


    “The report is over a hundred pages long,” he says.


    “Yeah, I know.” It will take me half the night to read and analyze. But I need to do it to score points with Carrey. “I’m a fast reader.”


    “I can help. If you want my help, that is.” Keeping his focus on me, he tips back the lager and sips.


    “That’s nice of you to offer, but I don’t think so. It would be a conflict of interest at the very least.”


    “But—Whatever he’s about to say gets interrupted by a buzzing coming from the living room.


    “My mobile. Excuse me.” When he wanders to the couch to retrieve his jacket, I sigh. The man’s got one of the finest rear ends I’ve ever seen.


    While he talks on the phone, I busy myself clearing the plates, loading the dishwasher, tidying up.


    He clicks off and turns back to me. “Samuel. He found a way around that mess. He’ll be here in five minutes.” Going by the downturn of his lips, he’s not happy.


    To tell the truth, neither am I. The stupid side of me wants to pick up where we left off in the limo. Thank God that’s a no go.


    After he slides on his jacket, I hand him his umbrella and walk him to the foyer.


    “Thank you for a lovely evening.” Just like this morning on the elevator, he kisses my hand.


    I wish. Oh, never mind what I wish. I can’t go to bed with him. I just can’t. “Thank you for bringing the duffel.” I bend down and dig out the proposal to cover up my horniness.


    When I straighten out, he points to the report. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay and help you?”


    No. I’m not positive at all. But, of course, I can’t say that. It’s best if he left. “Yes.”


    As I open the door, the limo pulls up. The storm’s a distant rumble, but a drizzle remains. And so does the oppressive Washington D.C. heat and humidity.


    “Elizabeth.”


    I cut him off. “Good night.”


    “Good night.” That devil-may-care light he’s sported all night dims in his eyes. He pops open the umbrella and walks toward the car, not once looking back.


    I shut the door, wishing I’d asked him to stay, wishing I didn’t want him so much. The silence, after our easy chatter, overwhelms me, so I search out a baseball game on the big screen TV and click on the channel for background noise. Resigned to my task, I pour another glass of wine and climb the stairs to my home office. While the rumble of the announcers and occasional roar of the crowd drift into my study, I type the salient points of the proposal into my laptop. A discussion of how the acquisition might be financed—debt, equity and a combination of both. Sometime later, I have a thorough analysis in my hands. I glance at my watch. Midnight. Not bad. Thought I’d be up half the night.


    After one final read through, I save it to my laptop and a flash drive. I also print out two copies and tuck them into my briefcase. Bit of an overkill, but I’d rather be safe than sorry. If I have multiple copies, both in digital and paper form, less chance something will go wrong.


    When I stand and stretch my spine cracks from sitting so long. I stroll down the stairs to put the wine glass in the dishwasher, and my cell phone rings. Who on earth’s calling this late? I dig it out from my jeans pocket and look at caller ID. No name but the number’s familiar. And then it hits me. The same number that called my office.


    Gabriel Storm.


    

  


  
    Chapter 6


    ______________


    “ARE YOU OKAY? Is something wrong?” My voice crackles with concern.


    “I’m fine. Are you done with the analysis?” In his background glasses clink, men and women speak. With their voices jumbled, I don’t quite catch what they say.


    “Yes. Where are you?”


    Somebody laughs, a woman. “A bar.” The clinks and the voices dim, but other noises emerge. The whoosh of a car, a distant horn. Street noises. “May I come over?”


    At this time of night? I’m hoping it’s not what I’m thinking, but knowing him. Yeah. It’s a booty call. “What do you want, Storm?”


    “I need to talk to you.”


    Talk? Sure, tell me another one. “It’s late. Can’t it wait until morning?”


    “No, it can’t.”


    I’ve worked practically round the clock for the last two weeks and spent the last three hours performing a high-level analysis of complex material. My brain’s fried. My body’s exhausted. All I can think of is sleep. “Sorry, no can do. I’m going to bed.”


    “Look out your window, Elizabeth.” A direct order. What is it with this man and his commands?


    “Why?”


    “Just do it.”


    I live on a very busy street. My side is residential but the other is all businesses—restaurants, bars, stores. Not sure what I’m supposed to see, I peek through the blinds. Cars, both parked and on the road, late night revelers on the sidewalks. The spotlight across the street gilds the head of a solitary figure with a cell phone to his ear. Storm, standing outside the sports bar across the way.


    What the hell? “Have you been there all night?” I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this.


    “Yes. Inside the pub.” Behind him, three women emerge from the bar, one short, one tall, one none too sure on her feet.


    “Why?”


    “Waiting for your lights to go out.”


    Fuck! The implication slams into me like a sledgehammer. “That’s some serious stalker behavior, Storm.”


    “I’m not a damn stalker.” He yells.


    The trio of women glares at him. Not a good thing.


    “He looks familiar,” the drunken one says her voice loud enough for me to hear.


    “Yeah, I saw him on that show the other day. He’s somebody famous, I think.” The tall one pipes up.


    Storm glances back at them. I can’t tell if he’s ticked off.


    “What show?” The short one asks.


    “Shoot. Can’t remember, but it will come to me.”


    Shit! Storm appeared on CNN Business News last week. If that chick caught that show, she must be wondering what the hell he’s doing standing outside a sports bar cursing into his phone. Better get him away from them.


    I sling open my front door. “Get over here.”


    He waits for a car to pass, arrives a bit disheveled. His hair’s mussed. His jacket hangs crooked on his body. No wonder. He’s buttoned it up wrong.


    “What’s wrong with you? Do you know how weird your behavior is?” I ask.


    “I don’t give a damn. Invite me in, Elizabeth.”


    “Have you been drinking?” He doesn’t smell like it, but I have to ask.


    The look he sends me should slay me on the spot. “If you’re implying I’m pissed drunk, I’m not.” Again, with the loud voice.


    The trio of twenty somethings whispers back and forth. “That’s who it is!” one of them says. She digs out her phone and points it at him.


    Fuck! If they take his picture and post it on the internet, it won’t take long for someone from work to figure out he was outside my door. I pull him into my house and slam shut the door.


    Head down, he takes a deep breath, exhales. Like he’s been holding it in half the night. “Thank you.”


    “Don’t thank me. I dragged you in here because those three women were about to take your picture.”


    “Really?” He arches a tawny brow.


    “Yes, really. I think they recognized you.”


    Gazing at me through those luscious lashes of his, he smiles slowly, like his lips know a secret I don’t. “Maybe they thought I was hot.”


    The ego in him. “Yeah, right.”


    “You jealous?” His eyes light up.


    “Of three chippies who want a picture of you? I don’t think so.” I toss back my hair.


    “You are.” His smile turns triumphant. “You have nothing to worry about, you know. They’re too young for me.”


    “Too young for you? You’re what? Thirty two and they’re like in their mid-twenties.”


    “Yes.”


    “And just how old do you think I am?” I prop a hand on my hip.


    “Umm, loaded question if I’ve ever heard one.”


    “I’m twenty two.”


    “You don’t look a day over twenty one, love.” One side of his mouth hitches up.


    “How can they be too young for you and I’m not?”


    His gaze turns serious. “They’re out trolling for men on a Monday night. You’re at home working. You’re a hell of a lot more mature than they are.”


    Something warm and fuzzy blossoms inside, and I can’t help but grin.


    Storm being Storm’s not slow to take advantage of it. “And ten times more beautiful.”


    Oh, hell, he had to go and ruin it by saying the ‘B’ word. Beautiful’s not in my vocabulary. I’ve known since I was little that word does not apply to me. My hair’s a frizzy mess, my mouth’s too wide and I’m twenty pounds overweight.


    I stomp to the front window and peek through the blinds. “They’re gone. I’ll call a cab to take you to your hotel.”


    “I’m not leaving.” He doesn’t bother to turn around but remains rooted to the spot.


    I stride back and confront him. “You’re not spending the night.”


    “Give me one good reason.”


    “I don’t want you here.”


    His large hand cradles my cheek; his thumb strokes my lower lip. “Yes, love, you do.”


    He’s right, but I can’t allow this to happen. If I have sex with him, I’ll want more, and before you know it, I’ll be right back where I was three years ago. Obsessed with men. Letting everything go by the wayside. Not caring about anything but the next fuck. He has to leave. Now. Before it’s too late.


    Except—


    It’s already too late. He’s kissing my neck, nibbling my ear, and my traitorous body is buying everything he’s selling.


    Hoping against hope he’ll listen, I launch a Hail Mary. “Please let me call a cab for you.”


    “I don’t want a taxi. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m hard and aching for you.”


    My gaze dips to his slacks, to the placket tented by an impressive erection.


    “You drove me crazy all night, you know. Couldn’t stop thinking about your body, your scent, your glorious hair.” He wraps a finger around a loose tendril. “All I want is to make love to you.”


    I shiver with longing. He smells like everything I want and nothing I can allow myself to have. “We can’t do this, Storm. Why don’t you understand?” I’m at the end of my rope.


    “Because of this, darling girl.” He tunnels his hand through my hair and devours my mouth. His tongue surges in to tangle with mine, and I curl my hand around his neck to urge him closer to me. It’s after all what I’ve wanted all night. His big hands mold my ass, lift me. Hungry for the feel of his hard length against me, I clamp my legs around his waist and rock against him. We go at it full tilt--sucking, licking, biting each other’s lips.


    My conscience nudges, but I fight back. Damn it. I deserve this. For the last three years I’ve done nothing but study and work. I’ve earned a reward for good behavior. Besides, he’ll only be in town for five days. So surely, I can control my sex drive for one lousy week.


    I force our mouths apart and drill him with my best no-nonsense glare. We’re going to do this on my terms. “One night. That’s all you get.”


    His sizzling look loosens my bones. “One night won’t be enough. Not nearly enough. But I’ll take what I can get.” His lips crash down on mine, and we pick up where we left off. He suckles my lower lip, nips the upper one. I breathe him in. Hard to say which scent turns me on more—his cologne or him. His arms tighten around me; his hands knead my ass, my side, my breasts. It’s like he can’t get enough of me and doesn’t know what to fondle next. Returning the favor, I palm his ass and squeeze. A thrill runs through me when he grunts in my mouth.


    “Bedroom?” His voice turns deeper, huskier. He’s through playing games.


    “Upstairs.”


    My legs, wrapped around his waist, don’t slow him one bit. On the way up the steps, I nibble every inch of skin my lips can reach. He tastes of sin and heat and delicious man. When we arrive in my room, he stands me up next to the bed and pushes everything to the floor—quilt, blankets, pillows. Only the sheeted mattress remains.


    Barely coherent, I explain, “I’m on the pill, so you don’t have to worry about getting me pregnant. I have condoms.” My voice comes out in a whisper. I’m not trying to be sexy. Just finding it hard to breathe.


    “No worries. I brought my own.” From his slacks, he fishes out a string of prophylactics. Six of them for the extra-large man.


    “Awfully ambitious, aren’t you?”


    “I believe in being prepared.” He’s dead serious.


    Whoo! I reach for my blouse, but he stops my hand.


    “Don’t. I want to strip you.”


    I shiver, loving the command in his voice.


    He toes off his Oxfords, sheds his socks, all while keeping one hand clamped around my back. Is he afraid I’ll run away? One handedly, he unbuttons his shirt, lets go of me only long enough to slip if over his head. He’s hard all over, tanned all the way to his waist. I run my hands up his steely arms, ripped abs, defined pecs. Perfect, except for the blemish that mars the upper part of his chest. A scar several inches wide.


    “What’s this?” My fingers brush the thick ridges.


    “Gunshot wound.”


    “Honduras?”


    He nods.


    That injury must have hurt like a son of a bitch. “But you—”


    He takes my hand, kisses its palm. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


    I don’t like to talk about my scars either. Not that he’ll ever discover them. Mine are on the inside, where they can’t be seen. “I’m so sorry you got hurt.”


    His only acknowledgment is a brief nod before he unhooks his belt, slips it off. Unlike his shirt, which he’s thrown on the floor, he coils the belt on my night table, right along the condom six-pack. He shucks off his slacks, faces me wearing nothing but his boxer briefs which detail his erection. He’s huge and hard and thick. I lick my lips, anticipating the taste of his cock.


    He palms my ass, raises me so he can get to my mouth. “You’re so fucking hot, Elizabeth. I can’t get enough of you.”


    Something twinges inside of me. A longing that things could be different, so I could have him more than one night.


    Lips locked, we fall on the bed, him on top, me underneath. While he hovers over me, we continue to kiss. I thread my fingers through his businessman’s cut and tug. “You should let your hair grow longer.”


    “Maybe I will. For you.” He licks up the side of my neck, nuzzles my ear lobe. Sweat trickles between my breasts, and I’m dripping below. If he gets anywhere near my pussy, I’m going to blow.


    I trace the blond treasure trail that runs from his belly button to the edge of his underwear. His blazing gaze follows my hand, but he doesn’t do anything to stop me. Through his briefs, I stroke the head of his penis, trace his erection, cup his balls, and his stomach muscles tighten up. He groans when I pull down his briefs, baring his cock. I scoot down to tongue the head, circle both hands around his erection, stroke the hard silk of him.


    He grunts. “Keep that up and I won’t last five minutes.”


    For a couple of seconds, he allows me free reign, but then he takes control. “I see I’m going to have to take firm measures with you.” He pulls me back up and, curling his fingers around mine, pins my hand above my head.


    Jagged shards of memories flash inside my head, and I freeze. “Please don’t.”


    He releases me immediately and falls back on the mattress, gazing at me out of worried eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”


    I place two fingers against his lips. “It’s okay.” I hate it that my past still haunts me and has killed the mood. I liked him soaring over me. I like the playful side to him. Eager to recapture the buoyant feeling, I trace his golden skin with my tongue, play with his nipples, suckle them with my tongue. The flavor of his skin reminds me of a spiced punch I’d once drunk which went to my head. I suspect he’ll intoxicate me as well.


    He shudders beneath me and his eyes close. “You’re killing me, love.”


    “Well, we can’t have that.” Eager for the show to start, I peek up at him through my eyelashes. “Fuck me, Storm.”


    “Not just yet.” Rising, he slides me under him again, but with his weight on his elbows, I can’t feel his body on me.


    “Are you fine with this?” he asks.


    I smile. “Lower.” I wrap my arms around him and urge him down.


    He dips down to nibble the sensitive skin of my throat, and his chest brushes against my breasts. Wanting more than a kiss, I entwine my legs around his and rub against his bulge.


    He groans, but maintains the same maddeningly slow pace, kissing and nibbling his way across my shoulders. And then he stops. Just stops and gazes down at me. “You are so beautiful.” His knuckles brush against my collarbone. “Your skin’s like warm cream.”


    Oh, my. I think he really means it. Totally seduced by his gentle touch, the timbre of his voice, I shiver with red hot need. Desperate for him, for what he can give me, I press my groin against his erection. “I want you inside me, Storm. Now.”


    He chuckles and lifts away from me. “So impatient.”


    “It’s been a while.” I say disgruntled, and rock against him once more. How many times do I have to do this before he gives me what I want?


    Finally, finally, he palms my ass and grinds his erection against me. I gasp for breath. Heat skitters down my legs. Eager for him to get on with it, I rub against his chest.


    An avid expression spreads over his face, and he cups my breasts over my top. “You don’t have a bra under here, do you?”


    “No.” I crave him inside me so badly I hurt. “Condoms are on the table.” I remind him, in case he forgot.


    But busy as he is rolling up my top one inch at a time, kissing every spot he bares, he ignores the hint. He reveals more real estate, nips the underside of my breasts. I can’t take much more of this slow torture of his. He reaches underneath my blouse, kneads me, plucks the nipples with his thumbs.


    "You have beautiful breasts, Elizabeth.”


    “How would you know?” I challenge him. “You haven’t seen them yet.” I sound peeved. Can’t help it. I don’t like men taking their time with me.


    “I don’t have to see them to know so. Trust me on that.” He edges my blouse up until I’m fully revealed to him. His gaze smolders as he takes me in. “Such pretty nipples." They pebble into hard little nubs. As promised, he strips off my top and my cami, before he curls his tongue around one tip, suckles gently. I’m trembling so much, the whole bed shakes. If he doesn’t get on with it, I may go up in flames.


    But he keeps licking, suckling, playing with me. "You taste like peaches. Wonder what the rest of you tastes like?"


    My breath hitches.


    “May I?” He points to my groin.


    My heart pounds. For a second, I hesitate, before I give him a less than lover like response. “If you have to.”


    “If it’s not your thing, I won’t.”


    I’ve never allowed a man to go down on me. But him? Yeah. I want him to do this more than my next breath. “It’s okay.”


    “Only okay?” His brow scrunches.


    “I’ve never had a man—” The unspoken words hang in the air between us. Embarrassed to admit such a thing, I twist away from him.


    He cups my chin, turns my head. His troubled gaze seeks mine. “Why not?”


    I shrug. “Too intimate.” And a fear of losing control.


    “We don’t have to. If you’d rather not.” He’s so earnest, so damned polite.


    I grab his hand, push it between my legs. “I want you to, Storm. Don’t make me beg.”


    He grins, like I’ve handed him the key to the candy store. “I’ll be the first to learn your taste.”


    “I guess.”


    He shucks off my jeans. My thong is toast once more. The man has serious issues with underwear. And again he stops to take me in. “I love your body.”


    “You do?” I’m confused. He only dates models and actresses, all of whom are rail thin. Something I’m not.


    “Yes.” His irises glow crystal bright. “You’re all curves.” He leans in to nip my waist, rasp his tongue over a hip. When he brushes that rough thumb over my sensitive clit, I arch, almost coming off the bed.


    “Easy, love.” He lays a strong hand over my trembling belly. “We have all night.”


    His tongue finds my pearl, flicks me. All warm breath, he suckles, gently at first, more insistently when I moan. Oh, sweet God in heaven. Beneath his clever tongue, I writhe, clench my hands on the sheet while I fight the urge to beg for more.


    “You’re beautiful here too, Elizabeth. Such a pink and pretty pussy.” He slips a finger into my sheath. “So tight. How long has it been?”


    “A while.” I roll my hips, seeking more of the same.


    He stops what he’s doing to stare at me. “How long, Elizabeth?”


    I don’t want to tell him, but I sense he won’t go on until I do. “Three years.”


    His gaze grows confused. “Why?”


    “School, work.” I’m not giving him more of an answer than that. My hands trail to his ass and squeeze. “Now, go on.”


    He slides another finger into me, and a third and thrusts, gently, as if he’s afraid of hurting me.


    Damn it. That’s not what I want. “Harder.” I demand. “Faster.”


    Pleasure glows deep in his eyes. When he complies, my panting echoes in the room. I bite my lip to keep from begging him.


    While I thrash mindlessly on the bed and my blood pounds through my veins, he keeps up the relentless pace. He’s enjoying doing this to me. My quaking reaches epic proportions. My core tightens up. And a fever rises in me, unlike anything I’ve known before. I’m one second away from coming when he twists his fingers and hits an erotic spot. I convulse in the most intense climax of my life.


    While I’m still shaking and twitching, his hands go to his boxers. He tosses them to the side and his hard, thick cock rises high and proud. The purple head weeps, eager for my pussy, eager for the pleasure it will wrench from me. He grabs one of the condom packets, rips it with his teeth. Boneless, I watch while he slips it over his erection.


    His fingers graze my thighs, his mouth follows before he spreads me wide. Once more he teases my folds apart, finds my clit again, leans down to suckle me.


    Again? “Storm, I don’t know if I can—”


    “You will.”


    He’s right. The excitement builds once more when he circles my pearl with his tongue and laps up every drop. Shameless, I wrap my hand around his head and grind into his greedy mouth. Everything tightens in me, and I gasp short, desperate breaths. I can’t believe I’m coming again. He spears me with his tongue and I come apart, flailing on the bed, screaming his name.


    I’m still lost in the mindless aftermath, when he clutches my hips, presses that massive erection against my opening.


    “Look at me.” He orders.


    Slowly, my gaze engages his.


    “I’m going to fuck you like you’ve never been fucked before.”


    I don’t doubt him for a second.


    He fills me slowly. It bites, his first penetration. He’s too thick, too big, too hard. I grip his shoulders to keep from twitching away, and when he retreats and thrusts a little deeper, I clamp my lip to still a scream.


    “Sorry, love.” He drops a kiss on my shoulder as he maintains that relentless rhythm.


    “’S okay.”


    “No, it’s not. You’re just so fucking tight.” He presses a thumb against my clit. My whole body spasms and I moan. He keeps up that persistent motion against my nub while he slides deeper and deeper, inch by inch. Suddenly, his hand abandons my clit. I’m momentarily bereft until he curls his hand around mine and brings it back to my pulsing pearl. “Touch yourself.”


    It’s not like I’ve never done it before. I flick my clit and my body clenches hard around his cock.


    Clutching my hip, he jerks. “Bloody hell.”


    I smile, glad I got some of my own back.


    Resuming his lazy rhythm, he continues the push and pull, each surge more powerful than the last. And wondrously, my body adjusts to him. When he hits rock bottom, he’s just this side of pain.


    He pulls out almost to the very tip of him, and I protest. “Don’t leave.”


    “Never.” He lunges all the way and something zings. Ohmygod, ohmygod, ohmygod. I seek the right word for the way I feel but it eludes me, lost in the fucking madness. Right now I’d do anything this man asked of me.


    Still I retain enough presence of mind to fight back. On his next surge, I shift my hips forward and push.


    His careful rhythm becomes a thing of the past. He pounds in and out, hard, punishing strokes. A freight train of an orgasm is bearing down on me, stronger than the ones before. I can’t stop it. All I can do is hang onto him. When it hits, I bow off the bed.


    He thrusts hard one last time, shudders and comes in one massive stream. “Fuck!” He shudders one last time before collapsing on me. I don’t mind. I love the heaviness, the musky scent of him. He curls around me and breathes one word. “Elizabeth,” making it sound like a prayer.


    We remain motionless while our hearts thump away and I try hard to catch my breath. His cock twitches inside me, setting me off again. Orgasms I understand, but no one—ever—has given me aftershocks.


    He presses a soft kiss against my lips. When he slowly draws out, little sparklers go off inside of me. No doubt about it. The man is a sex god.


    “Loo?” he asks.


    I point to the door that leads to my bathroom. He rises, and I swivel my head to catch his hard ass before it disappears from view. I’m too exhausted to do anything but lay there. If the place catches on fire, I doubt I’d have the energy to rise.


    A minute later, he’s back with a glass of water. I gulp it down, swallow every drop. He crawls into bed, folds me into his arms. Eventually, our pulses find a saner rhythm.


    During past encounters, five minutes after I was done, I climbed out of bed, got dressed and left. And yet with him, I don’t say anything, don’t push him away, lost as I am in the aftermath.


    He trails a hand up my side, lifts my mane and blows a cooling breath on my neck. “I love your hair.”


    The bane of my existence? “I can’t do much with it.”


    “You try so hard to tame it, but in the end it does what it wants.” He brushes a strand of hair from my lips, kisses me. “I’d love to take you to dinner sometime this week.”


    In a flash, the afterglow dissipates, vanished by his words. “Don’t make plans beyond tonight. I told you. Only one night.”


    “What if I want more?”


    Why is he doing this? I warned him how it would be. Turning my back to him, I sit up. “You can have any woman you want, Storm. You won’t be hurting for companionship while you’re in town this week.” I’ve seen the looks sent his way by some of the women who comprise the negotiating teams, never mind the three chippies from the bar.


    He sits up as well, drops a kiss on my shoulder, strokes my arm. “I don’t want another woman. I want you.”


    I hitch my shoulder to forestall another brush of his lips against my skin. Sex is one thing. Something beyond that? No. “Why? I’m not your type.”


    “Who’s my type?”


    “Models, actresses.”


    “Those women, most of them, go out with me to be seen on my arm. They don’t mean a thing to me. They’re a distraction. A way to pass the time.” His hand skims down my back like I’m something precious to him. “But you’re more than that.”


    “What am I then?” I doubt the truth of his words.


    “Someone special. I want to know you better. I want to spend time with you this week.”


    An easy lay, in other words. Can’t blame him. Not really. During the day he needs to concentrate on the deal. At night, he can have the sure thing—me. “Sorry. That’s not going to work.”


    “Maybe we can figure out a way—”


    “No, we can’t. Tonight. That’s all you get.”


    I can see he isn’t convinced, but he wisely chooses not to argue further. “Well, then, let’s make the most of it. Ready for round two?”


    I nod, and he reaches for another condom. Now that he knows what I like, how I like to be touched, he takes even longer with me, caressing me until I tremble with urgent passion. I don’t hurry him this time. But let him do what he will. Only then do I realize the true danger of him. With his soft kisses and tender words, I could learn to crave this man.


    

  


  
    Chapter 7


    ______________


    STRIDENT VOICES WAKE ME from the soundest sleep I’ve had in weeks.


    “Who the fuck are you?”


    “Elizabeth’s guest. Who the hell are you?”


    “Casey Jackson, her roommate.”


    Shit! I throw on the closest thing, Storm’s shirt, and tear down the stairs and into the kitchen where Casey and Storm stand, squaring off against each other. Storm in his boxer briefs, baseball bat in hand, ready to take a swing at Casey who’s wielding his biggest carving knife in his hand.


    “Who the hell is this fool, Lizzie?”


    “Your flatmate’s a bloke?”


    Why didn’t I tell Storm my roommate’s a guy? But I can’t think about that now. I need to get this situation under control. Fast. Before somebody gets hurt. “What’s going on?”


    “I came down to get my mobile from my jacket and caught this person slipping into the house. Thought he was breaking in, so I grabbed the nearest thing—”


    “—my Louisville Slugger.” Casey growls.


    Now we’re in for it. Storm put his hands on Casey’s most cherished sports memorabilia, his Mickey Mantle-signed bat. Even I’m not allowed to touch the damn thing. Well, I’m about to touch it now. “Calm down. Both of you. Storm, give me the bat.” I demand, sticking out my hand.


    Eyes blazing, he turns toward me. Big ropy arms. Hard muscled legs. Impressive erection. Adrenaline has done a number on him. “Are you fucking him?”


    I reel back. How dare he? “Who I fuck is none of your business.”


    Nostrils flaring, jaw clenched, he stalks into my space to loom over me. “You made it my business last night.”


    “Don’t hurt her!” Casey yells. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch him moving toward Storm brandishing that deadly blade.


    Oh, God, please no. “Casey, stop! It’s all right.” Only after he freezes in his tracks do I turn my attention back to Storm. I’ve never seen blood lust in anyone’s eyes, but damn if his eyes haven’t turned red.


    “Well, are you?” He jostles me a little.


    I should be afraid, terrified of this man. He’s so much bigger and stronger than me. But I’m not. My traitorous body is aroused by the sight, smell and caveman behavior of him. But I got to get him calmed down, before blood spills. I stroke his bare chest, hoping to quiet the wild beast within. “No, Storm. I’ve never had sex with him.”


    His gaze pinballs back and forth across my face, no doubt searching out the truth in my eyes. He must see what he needs because his hold on me relaxes, easing the tension between us. “So he’s not your lover?”


    “No.”


    He releases me and turns back to Casey. “How can that be?”


    Casey’s gaze bounces from Storm to me, a questioning look on his face. I shake my head, a warning not to reveal anything about our past. He shrugs. “Ask her.”


    “We grew up together.” I explain. “He’s my best friend. Now give me the bat.”


    “Here.” Storm steps back and surrenders it to me.


    But as he does, Casey’s hand twitches around his blade. He might be a pro at handling knives, but I don’t trust him right now. In the heat of the moment, God only knows what he’d do. I stride in his direction and shove the Louisville Slugger at him. “For heaven’s sakes, Casey, put away that knife.”


    He buries the blade into the knife block with a resounding thunk but maintains his own blood-in-the-eye glare fixed on Storm,


    The testosterone in the room’s sky high. Hard to say who’d come out the winner in a fight. Storm might be taller and more powerfully built, but Casey grew up on the mean streets of D.C. where fighting dirty was the only way to survive.


    I need to put distance between these two before they hurt each other. “Storm, why don’t you go get dressed.” For a second he hesitates, scrubs his face. Shadows mar the skin beneath his eyes. No wonder. We didn’t get much sleep last night. I probably resemble one of the walking dead myself.


    He grabs his jacket from where he left it on the couch and races up the stairs two steps at a time. He’ll have a hard time dressing without his shirt, but I’m not about to follow and hand it to him. Not until Casey calms down. I’ve seen the kind of damage he can inflict with his fists, never mind kitchen utensils.


    The kitchen clock—a black cat, tail swinging, eyes darting left and right—shows it’s six. Just about dawn.


    “Thought you’d sworn off men while you were going to law school.” Casey’s dark gaze drills into me.


    I toss back my hair. “Had a relapse. Don’t worry. Won’t happen again.” It wouldn’t. The facts haven’t changed. I still work for Smith Cannon. And Storm still heads the other side of the deal.


    I catch the warning in Casey’s eyes before the clatter of feet alert me to Storm’s presence. Did he hear me? I hadn’t exactly lowered my voice.


    Framed by that elegant tailored jacket, he stands shirtless, tight six-pack fully in view, and a smattering of hair descending into his belted pants.


    No wonder he “dressed” so quickly. He barely spared enough time to throw on his coat and slacks.


    “Would you like me to call a cab for you?” I ask, all politeness, trying very hard to keep my eyes from drifting to that hard chest of his, the very one I licked last night.


    Storm shakes his head. “Samuel should be out there. I texted him to pick me up at six. Just about that time now.”


    When had he texted Samuel? He’d been with me all night. And by his admission, his cell had been stashed in his coat which remained in the living room until thirty seconds ago. But I don’t dare question him now. Not with Casey itching for any excuse to get into it with him. So I walk him to the door. Sure enough, his limo’s out by the curb.


    Goodbye trembles in the back of my throat, trapped there by the realization I don’t want to see him go. I want more of what we had last night.


    But before I have a chance to say a word, he hauls me into him and devours my mouth, bruising my lips. And fool that I am I run my hands up his steely chest, plaster myself to his hard length, and kiss him back.


    After one final suckle of my bottom lip, he lets go. “We are not finished. Elizabeth.” His gravelly voice warns.


    I tremble under the force of his gaze, and then, barefooted and shirtless, he disappears into his limo.


    I close the door to find Casey’s severe gaze on me. “Who is he?”


    Suddenly chilled, I wrap my arms around my waist for warmth. “Gabriel Storm.”


    He scowls. “As in Storm Industries?”


    “Yes.” Of course he knows about Storm’s company. Not only because I shared what I was able to disclose, but because the negotiations made the business headlines in CNN and The Washington Post.


    “Jeezus, Lizzie. What happens if your boss finds out?”


    “He won’t, because this will never happen again.” I have no choice but to put a stop to my hunger for Storm. To do otherwise would spell disaster. Intending to tie my hair in a knot, I lift my arms, and the scent of his cologne drifts up from his shirt, reminding me of the passion we shared. I grow wet in an instant. God. Even his shirt turns me on.


    “You sure?” His upper lip curls. “That kiss did not look like goodbye to me.”


    “It was a one night stand. That’s all.” I head for the stairs, driven by a desperate need to rip off Storm’s shirt, take a shower and get his scent off me.


    Casey’s “Uh-huh” reaches me as my foot lands on the first step.


    I turn. Doubt and skepticism mark his face. He does not believe me.


    Not sure I believe me myself. But even though I know better, I can’t let that “Uh-huh” go by.


    “Look, I appreciate you looking out for me, but in case you haven’t noticed, I’m all grown up now. I don’t need Jiminy telling me what I should or should not do. And I especially don’t need you to tell me who I can have sex with.”


    He jerks back as though I’ve punched him in the gut. “Sorry.” His brown-green eyes telegraph hurt.


    God! I can’t believe I’m yelling at Casey, the one who made sure I got to school on time, fed me, took care of me when no else would. The one who’s been there for me since I was six. My shoulders hunch. “No, I’m the one who’s sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”


    I expect his easy smile, a ‘that’s okay’ , his usual response when I go off the rails. But this time, he rubs his hands across his tight-to-his-skull cut, looks askance at me. “Maybe it’s time for a change, Lizzie.”


    My stomach clenches. “A change? What are you talking about?”


    “Been thinking about this for a while. Gina and me? Well, things are getting pretty serious between us.”


    Gina, his girlfriend, a nurse at Georgetown University Hospital. They’ve been dating for six months. I teeter on the edge of a precipice, dangerously close to the brink, fearful of his next words.


    “She asked me to move in with her.”


    And I plummet into the abyss with nothing to break my fall. You can’t do that, I want to say. But of course he can. He’s given up his whole life for me. It’s time he had one of his own. I swallow my disappointment. “When?”


    “End of summer. I figured it would be okay. It’s been a long time since you’ve had nightmares.”


    I’d suffered bad dreams most of my life, but finally managed to beat back the demons a couple of years back. Oh, I still have plenty of issues to work through, but at least now, they no longer attack me at night. “Yeah, sure.”


    “Three months should be plenty of time to find another roommate.”


    Is he trying to convince me or himself? I shrug like it’s no biggie. “Shouldn’t be a problem. Plenty of people want to live in Old Town.” Alexandria is a happening city, lots of restaurants, a bustling nightlife, and an easy commute to Washington, D.C.


    He eyes me suspiciously. “You’re not upset, are you?” No doubt the moisture in my eyes troubles him.


    I hitch a shoulder. “No.” From somewhere deep, I dig out a smile. “It might be fun having a new roommate. And let’s face it, you haven’t been around much. What with the restaurant and Gina. It won’t be such a big change. I glance at the kitchen clock. It’s close to six fifteen. “I need to shower.”


    “Lizzie?”


    Turning back to him, I cover up my desolation with that same fake smile.


    His voice gentles. His gaze grows soft. “If you want me to stay, I will. You only need to say the word.”


    And he would too. “No.” I shake my head. “Go and have a life, Casey. You’ve done enough for me.”


    He says something, but by now I’m racing up the stairs, seeking the safe harbor of my bed. Pain pounds in my chest while I shake and shake and shake. How will I live without Casey, without my best friend?


    The years roll back to the first time we met. Me, a skinny, ugly six year old still recovering from neglect at the hands of my mother before being absorbed into the foster care system and placed with a woman who could have cared less. Him, a boy, skin the color of chocolate, hair trimmed tight to his skull. Much bigger than me even though he was only nine years old.


    “What’s your name?” he asked.


    “Lizzie.” I said,clutching my rag doll, the one whose face is missing, ripped off by one of my mother’s johns.


    “What happened to you?”


    “Nothing.” Lots happened, but at the time I didn’t have the words to explain the extent of my suffering.


    “You got a mama?”


    My bottom lip trembled. “My mama’s dead.”


    “What about your daddy?”


    I hitched a shoulder. “Don’t know.”


    “You hungry?”


    I nodded. I was always hungry, had been hungry for a long time.


    He took me by the hand and led me to the kitchen, pulled a chain from around his neck to which a key was attached and unlocked a cupboard. “This here’s our food. Yours and mine. Nobody else’s.” The cupboard was filled with boxes and cans. Only later did I find out he’d negotiated a deal with our foster mother. He wouldn’t tattle about her drug habit in exchange for a weekly allowance of $50 cash. “What do you want to eat?”


    I pointed to a blue and yellow box.


    “Mac and cheese? Good choice.” He pulled out the box from the cupboard, milk and butter from the fridge and cooked it up for me.


    I scarfed down the whole bowl, to the point my stomach hurt. That night for the first time I didn’t cry myself to sleep from hunger pains.


    “You too skinny. I’m gonna fatten you up. I’m”—he thumped his nine year old chest—“a great cook.”


    He’d been that and more. He made sure I wore clean clothes to school, did my homework, got to bed on time each night. When three years later, they tried to separate us, he claimed he was my long lost brother and we couldn’t be split up. I doubt either the social service worker or the judge believed him, but they believed the strength of his love for me.


    Years later, I graduated summa cum laude in Economics. And he stood there like a proud papa beaming from ear to ear. As well he should. If it hadn’t been for him, I wouldn’t be where I am today.


    Screwed, because I fucked Gabriel Storm, and opened the Pandora’s box of sex again.


    

  


  
    Chapter 8


    ______________


    AN HOUR LATER, I’m stepping into a yellow line train when I hear my name called.


    “Liz. Woo-hoo. Got a seat right here.” I turn toward the voice and there’s CeCe smiling at me.


    I groan. The bomb Casey dropped this morning gave me a headache which three ibuprofens and a hot shower have not cured. So I’d hoped for some quality alone time to brood. No such luck. Granted, it’s not the first time I’ve encountered CeCe on the subway, but do I have to run into Miss Busybody on my way to work today?


    While I fight the crowd of commuters to get to her, she gives the stink eye to a hapless guy making a bid for the empty seat. “Honestly, didn’t he see me waving at you? Humph.”


    Grateful for the seat after last night’s and this morning’s events, I plop down next to her. “Thanks.”


    “You’re welcome, honey.” She pats my hand. “How did the rest of the meeting go? Had to leave early. Kid’s little league game.”


    “Mr. Carrey seemed to be pleased.” Given the sensitive nature of the negotiations, I don’t wish to discuss more than that in a public setting.


    “He should be. You worked hard to put that meeting together. Working with facilities, ordering all the food, making sure every technical detail was taken care of. You did good, girl.”


    When she gives me an ‘atta girl’ nudge to my shoulder, I fight to control my emotions. Why can’t I get this kind of recognition from my boss?


    “And how about that Gabriel Storm? Whoo. Those pictures do not begin to do him justice.” Everyone working on the SouthWind transaction, CeCe included, had been given the Storm Industries’ dossier, which included photos of Gabriel Storm on social dates, playing polo, presiding over a board of directors’ meeting. “Is he yummy or what?”


    The flavor of his skin spikes sure and strong in my mouth. He is quite tasty, I’m tempted to agree. Instead, I brush away non-existent lint from my skirt and voice a noncommittal answer. “He’s very handsome.”


    “Handsome?” She fans herself with one of those flyers they practically force down your throat at every Metro entrance. “The man’s smoking hot. Bet he’s amazing in bed.”


    Yeah, he is. Perspiration dots my upper lip, the apex between my legs grows wet. But as much as her words affect me, I can’t let her outrageous remark go by. “You’re a married woman.”


    “Oh, honey. Just because I can’t buy what he’s selling doesn’t mean I can’t window shop. Besides there’s not even a remote chance he’s interested. It wasn’t me he had his eye on yesterday.” Her head swivels toward me. She arches a dark brow.


    Don’t ask, don’t ask, don’t ask. “What are you talking about?”


    She rolls her chocolate brown eyes. “Honestly, Liz. Are you telling me you didn’t notice?”


    Oh, I noticed him all right. But it happened when CeCe wasn’t present. “Notice what?”


    “He couldn’t keep his eyes off you.”


    Had he been that blatant? I wouldn’t know since I refused to look at him after he asked me out for drinks. “And when exactly did you notice this?”


    “When I came to the meeting to deliver a message to my boss.” CeCe worked for Terry, one of the senior associates on the SouthWind team. “You got up to hand something to Carrey, and Storm”—she fanned herself some more—“girl, the look he sent you darn near burned a path across the conference table.”


    “Maybe he was looking at someone else.”


    “Nope. He had his eye on you.” Her gaze focuses on my neck. She leans closer and her voice drops. “Umm. You have a mark on your neck.”


    “A mark?” I choke out.


    “Yeah, right there.” She points to the left side of my neck. The image of Storm nuzzling my throat, nipping it riots across my mind.


    How could I have missed it? Easy. Deep in grief over Casey leaving, I’d gone on automatic pilot this morning, barely glancing in the mirror as I brushed my hair, smoothed on my makeup. I clamp down on the impulse to dig out a mirror and check out the ‘mark.’


    “Yeah, you’ll need to put some cover up on that. In the meantime”—she takes off her scarf, a gorgeous turquoise with abstract motifs and hands it to me—“if you wrap this around your throat, no one will notice.”


    “CeCe, that’s not my style. Someone’s sure to say something.”


    “If anybody asks, tell them you saw it on that Models Gone Wild show. You know, the one where they scratch each other’s eyes out. Fun show.”


    “Is it that noticeable?” I whisper as I tuck the cloth around my neck.


    “Yeah, if I didn’t know better, I’d swear ...” A knowing look blossoms in her eyes. “Wait a minute. Did you have a date last night?”


    “No.” It’s the truth. I didn’t. “I spent the night analyzing Storm Industries’ proposal for Mr. Carrey.”


    “What? Do you mean to tell me that man piled on even more work on you?” And she’s off on another Carrey rant. A good thing, because it keeps me from obsessing about the ‘mark’ on my neck.


    When we arrive at the office, we part ways. She heads off to the cafeteria, and I drop off my analysis on Mr. Carrey’s desk before heading for the ladies’ room. I follow CeCe’s advice and dab makeup over Storm’s love bite before rearranging the scarf, turtleneck fashion, around my throat. Somehow the scoop neck grey blouse and turquoise scarf complement each other.


    Before I go back to my secretarial station, I check in with facilities to ensure everything’s ready for today’s meeting and, while I’m on the second floor, pick up a bagel and cream cheese. When I arrive at my desk, Mr. Carrey’s there, analysis in hand, waiting for me. “Come into my office, Liz.”


    “Yes, Mr. Carrey.” He calls me Liz. I call him Mr. Carrey. Those lines can never be crossed. I grab my notebook and trail after him.


    “Take a seat, please.”


    Wow, a please from him. A first.


    “I read your analysis, as well as Brian’s and Terry’s.” No surprise he’d asked his two senior associates to evaluate the report. “Yours is the best. You not only wrote a concise report about Storm Industries’ proposal but provided quite innovative suggestions to improve our deal. Great job.”


    My cheeks heat up from the first compliment Mr. Carrey has offered me. “I’m promoting you to paralegal. Have to get it through Human Resources, but I expect they’ll cooperate. I’m making you an official part of the team so get somebody to cover your desk.”


    Wow. Just wow. He believes in me enough to recognize my work. Officially. Dreaming of a future filled with promise, I float to the ceiling. Well, not really. But then reality intrudes and I crash back to earth. Early this morning, I swore to stay away from Storm. Something that will be hard to do, if I have to be in the same room with him while negotiations are under way. But I have no choice. My career is on the line. “Of course, sir.”


    After Mr. Carrey instructs me about the distribution of my analysis to the members of the Smith Cannon team, I call Human Resources and request my favorite secretarial floater, Rose, through the end of the week. She’s smart, energetic and knows our system almost as well as I do. As expected, HR does not voice the slightest opposition to my request. No surprise. They know the importance of this deal to the firm.


    When Rose arrives, I give her the skinny on what to expect. Luckily, Mr. Carrey does not have any scheduled filings for the rest of the week, so it’s only a matter of answering phones and contacting me if something important pops up.


    After stamping ‘Highly Confidential—Do Not Share’ on the analysis, I ask her to make paper copies, number them sequentially and personally hand them to each attorney associated with the project—a necessary security step we take to ensure no unsanctioned copies float around.


    An hour later, I find myself in the conference room, except this time I’m seated at the table, and Rose, not me, is responsible for making sure everyone has what they need.


    When Storm steps into the room in another killer blue suit, my pulse soars. What is it about this man that makes my heart race?


    He glances from me to Mr. Carrey and back again. That crooked smile makes an appearance as he strolls with effortless grace to his seat.


    Before the negotiations begin, Mr. Carrey announces my change in circumstances. The senior associates don’t appear surprised. They know how much high level work I performed in the months leading up to this week, more extensive and complex than some of the work the junior associates produced.


    During the morning session, the teams probe the variables in the financing of the deal. While I don’t offer my opinion, I jot down a possible solution to a tricky international financing issue. I’ll research it and shoot off a legal memorandum to Carrey by tomorrow.


    During the morning break, Terry gives me a high five. Brian, the lead senior associate, smiles at me. He’s asked me out on a date or two, but I’ve turned him down, not wanting to muddy the waters. Fastest ticket out of a professional career is to date in-house. Inevitably there’s the nasty breakup and someone ends up leaving the firm.


    In an effort to avoid him, I head for the coffee brewer intent on getting another cup of joe. A shot of caffeine will do me good. Seemingly, Storm thinks the same because he approaches from the other end.


    “What’s your poison, Elizabeth?” He points to the array of coffee pods. In one day he’s mastered the coffee machine.


    “The Kenyan.”


    With the long fingers that last night trailed a scorching path across my skin, he plucks a pod from the storage tower and holds it out to me. “I thought you hated strong coffee.”


    “Need the caffeine.” I take the pod from his fingers, and a zing travels up my arms, cutting short my breath. I hate he has this effect on me. I mostly ignore him while the coffee brews. After it’s done, I sip the strong brew. The hit almost immediately perks me up, and I sigh with pleasure.


    “Long night?” he asks.


    “Very.”


    He purses his lips. “Must have been hard on you.”


    I choke.


    “Something go down the wrong hatch?” he asks, his eyes crinkling at the ends.


    Bastard. I wave him off. “I’m fine. Excuse me.” I walk away before he says something even more outrageous. But I manage only a couple of steps before Brian stops me.


    “Just wanted to say your analysis is brilliant.”


    “Thanks. But when did you have time to read it? We only circulated it this morning.”


    “I made time, Liz.” He clears his throat. His eyes turn soft.


    Oh, jeez. Something tells me he’s about to ask me out again.


    “Want to go out for drinks after work?”


    Crash! I whip my head around. A deluge of coffee cups are tumbling to the carpet from the glass shelf where they’re stored. By some miracle, none of them break.


    Leaving Brian behind, I rush over, pick some up, place them on the round tray with the other dirty dishes from this morning’s continental breakfast.


    Storm squats next to me and helps me deal with the mess, but before I have a chance to ask him how it happened, Brian’s secretary steps into the room and hands Brian a note. “One of your clients called. Says it’s urgent.”


    Brian darts a quick glance at me before walking away. Just as well, I don’t want to shoot him down again.


    Storm and I are far enough away from the other people in the room, who are confabbing in small enclaves, that we can’t be heard.


    “What happened?” I ask Storm in a low voice.


    “My elbow caught one of the cups. Clumsy of me, I know.”


    He, of the faultless moves and languid grace, knocked over the cups? I don’t buy it for a second.


    I lift my gaze to him and whisper. “You did that on purpose.”


    “Did I?” He stands and turns. I do the same. We’re face to face and with his back to the room, no one but me can see the mischief in his eyes. “Now why would I do that?”


    Because Brian asked me out and you didn’t like it. As soon as the thought pops into my head, I discard it. Silly notion. Storm’s not possessive of me. Not after one night. “No idea.”


    “Meet me for dinner tonight. We can eat in my hotel suite.” He’s so perfectly beautiful standing there looking at me. His eyes telegraph desire, tenderness, and something more. An emotion I don’t recognize.


    I interlace my fingers to keep from reaching for him. “Sorry. Can’t.”


    I see he wants to say more, but the rest of the negotiators drift back into the room and everyone starts taking their seats, interrupting whatever he’s about to spout. Just as well. I don’t want to get into another discussion of why I can’t go out with him. Now that Mr. Carrey treats me like a vital part of the team, an associate position with the firm is almost guaranteed. As long as I don’t screw up. Which means keeping up my grades, making law review and staying away from Gabriel Storm.


    Last night’s activities put me behind on writing the article for the law review competition my law school conducts at the end of each school year. But I still have four days to get it done. I will spend the rest of the night researching the case law after I write the legal memorandum on the international finance issue for my boss. I absolutely will not allow Storm to derail my plan.


    At the midday break, I hand the typing pad full of Mr. Carrey’s hieroglyphics to Rose and ask her to type them. Mr. Carrey invites me to lunch with the team at a nearby French restaurant, but after this morning’s events, I need a break to regroup, plus I don’t want an accidental slip to reveal Storm’s love bite. Claiming I have a personal errand to run, I thank him but decline.


    Storm turns down the offer as well, providing the excuse he has some calls to make. I arrange for lunch to be delivered to the private office the firm assigned to him, and suggest to Rose she take her lunch hour, and I’ll cover the desk while she’s gone.


    I run down to the cafeteria and grab a sandwich. But no sooner do I sit at my desk that Mr. Carrey rings. Would I mind delivering a copy of the International Transactions article he wrote to Gabriel Storm? He’d like to read it before the afternoon session.


    “Sure thing, Mr. Carrey.” Darn. Last thing I want is a private moment with Storm. But I’m a big girl. I can handle this. I grab the article from Carrey’s credenza and head down the stairs. Along the way, I plan my strategy. Knock on the door, hand Storm the report, turn around and leave. No chit chat, no exchanging pleasantries. A simple transaction. Piece of cake, right?


    

  


  
    Chapter 9


    ______________


    AT FIRST THE PLAN GOES SMOOTHLY. I knock and Storm yells, “Enter.”


    On silent feet, I creep into the room and head for the desk. His lunch tray rests on a side credenza, untouched. He’s seated on the office chair, cell phone glued to his ear, fingers racing away on his laptop, so engrossed in his conversation, he doesn’t notice me.


    I put down the article, turn, and am almost home free when the typing stops.


    “Elizabeth.”


    Damn. What is it about the way he says my name that hardens my nipples? I whirl to find his focus on me. Knowing all I need to take are three lousy steps, I go for it.


    And am stopped cold by two words. “Don’t go.”


    With that maddening lazy grace of his, he rounds the desk to stand in front of me. He’s in his shirt sleeves. His jacket’s draped over the chair. “Please accept my apologies.”


    “What for?” For the altercation with Casey? For barging into my house? For haunting me until all I can think of is you?


    “This morning. I should have given your flatmate time to identify himself before I swung a bat at him.”


    I shrug as if the whole thing is no big deal. “Casey can defend himself. Besides, he was more worried about his precious Louisville Slugger than anything else.”


    “I think he was worried about more than that, love.” He steps closer and my trembling lips part. He overwhelms me. Not only is he taller and bigger than me, but he’s so very much a man. As I have good reason to know. His scent reels me in, entraps me, seduces me. The apex at my legs aches for him, for what I know he can give me. Matters go from bad to worse when he tucks a loose curl behind my ear. “Stay and have lunch with me.”


    Oh, hell no. “I’m not hungry.” A blatant lie for I’d barely bitten into my sandwich before Mr. Carrey called.


    “I am.”


    “Then eat. Nobody’s stopping you.” My gaze’s focused on the beige carpet beneath my feet. If I don’t look into those ocean-blue eyes, I’ll make it out of here without doing something monumentally stupid. My hand’s on the door handle. All I have to do is turn and leave.


    “It’s not food I crave.” He strokes one finger across my skin and tilts up my chin. His gaze finds me, and the hunger I see there almost brings me down.


    “Please.” I beg.


    “Please what. Elizabeth.”


    “Please, don’t do this.” I’m outright shaking now. My legs wobble. I can barely hold myself up. And all he’s done is lay one finger on me. One lousy finger.


    “Don’t do what? Touch you?” His hands cradle my jaw, and my nipples tighten into hard little nubs. “Kiss you?” He loosens the scarf and presses a kiss to my throat. I blow out a desperate breath. “Make love to you?” He suckles the edge of my lobe, and everything that’s important to me ceases to exist. Except for the madness he calls from deep within.


    “Can you guess what I hunger for?” And just like that he drops to his knees.


    Oh, sweet lord.


    His hands steal beneath my hem and shove the skirt to my waist. Somehow I retain enough presence of mind to lock the door behind me. He hooks a finger around my thong, rips it off. The shredded wisp dangles briefly from his fingertips before it disappears in his trousers’ pocket. In the next instant, his scorching mouth is on my pussy, licking, sucking, making me wild. I give thanks this office is isolated from the rest of the floor and no one is likely to come by. Because I can’t control my body’s reactions. My moans are bad enough. But when Storm tongues my pearl and sucks it into his mouth, I jerk back, rattling the door, once, twice, many times. “Please, oh please.”


    “You want me to stop?”


    “No.” I bite down on my bottom lip to keep from screaming while his clever tongue licks my juices, nibbles my clit, and I pump my hips against his greedy mouth.


    He looks up at me, his lips glossed with my dew. “You’re delicious. So creamy and hot.” He circles my nub with his thumb and thrusts two fingers into me.


    Oh, jeezus! “I’m coming.” I warn him, like he doesn’t know.


    “No.” He stops what he’s doing and everything in me howls. “Not until I’m deep in you.”


    My knees buckle, but before I hit the floor, he picks me up and lays me across the dark oak desk. Something buzzes. His phone?


    Whatever it is, he ignores it. He’s too busy staring at my body, bared from the waist down. “Widen your legs. Show me how much you want me.”


    Heat rises in my cheeks, but, shameless, I obey him and allow my legs to drop to the side.


    He thumbs my clit and my honey flows, drenching his fingers. “You’re creaming for me.”


    Yeah, I am. I wish I didn’t want this, but I do. I crave the man.


    The sound of his pulled zipper rips through me. I gulp and lay an arm over my eyes. Am I really going to allow Storm to fuck me on top of this desk? At my job? If we’re discovered, I’ll be fired on the spot.


    “Don’t hide from me. I want you to see me screwing you. Every thrust, every grunt, every stroke.” His erection rims my folds, and everything in me goes liquid. My fears wisp away. I lower my arm and give him what he wants.


    “So obedient.” He smirks. The son of a bitch actually smirks. I’d slap him if I didn’t want this so much.


    Not even the slightest of protests issues from my lips when he fishes out a condom from his slacks and rolls it over his erection. Propping his elbows next to my shoulders, he leans over me. We’re so close I can see the myriad of colors in his eyes—gold, black, aquamarine. Beautiful.


    The bastard circles his cock against my clit. “You want this, don’t you?”


    More than my next breath. But I’ve had enough of his games. I clutch his face and bite down on his bottom lip. “Fuck me, Storm.”


    Jerking upright, he grabs my ass, pulls me to the edge of the desk, and in one powerful stroke, thrusts deep into me. We both grunt from the power of it. Same as last night, he’s big and hard and almost too much for me. I shift on the hard surface to accommodate his size, but the wood is unforgiving. He’s just this side of hurt.


    With impatient fingers, he jerks up my blouse, pushes up my bra. When my breasts pop out, he suckles one nipple. My sheath ripples with pleasure, squeezing his cock.


    He groans. “Christ on the cross.”


    Pushing my breast farther into his mouth, I sink my hands into his hair and breathe him in. His scents surround me. His cologne, his sweat, him.


    Once more, his mouth lands on my lips, his tongue curls around mine and sucks. Hard. He tastes of coffee, him and me.


    He stabs into me, and I bite on my lip to hold in a scream while he piston rods me. My breasts, slap, slap, slap against my skin while the wet sounds of his cock in my pussy fill the space. He’s no longer the sophisticated lover but an earthy, primal being intent on only one thing—fucking me.


    The desk creaks beneath our exertions, and I grasp its edge to keep from sliding off. He surges in and lightning streaks through me. I gasp for breath. Everything in me shakes—my legs, my arms. A climax builds, so strong I will scream the place down if I’m not stopped. Desperate, I stare at him, silently begging him to cease. But he’s lost in the same insane rhythm of sex and passion and lust.


    “I’m coming.” A scream swells in my throat, but before it can reach air, his hand clasps over my mouth in time to muffle the sound. The crisis strikes, and I convulse beneath him while above me, he comes and comes and comes.


    Done spilling his passion, he collapses on me. “Bloody hell, Elizabeth.”


    I tangle my hand through his perspiring mane and breathe him in. Hot, sweaty, delicious, Gabriel Storm.


    He pulls out slowly. Just like last night. And just like night, I experience aftershocks.


    It takes me a second to catch his wide eyes, his pale face. My gaze tracks downward to the torn condom in his hand.


    “Sorry, love.” He grabs a napkin from the lunch tray, folds it around the condom and stashes the mess in his pants pocket.


    I start to slide off the desk, but he stops me. “Wait.” He wets his handkerchief with a water bottle from the credenza.


    Spread-eagled beneath him, I squirm with embarrassment while he wipes me clean. It’s only then I realize he’s spilled in me.


    “I don’t have an STD,” he says.


    “Neither do I. Do you always use a condom?” Please say yes.


    “Every damn time.”


    I have to believe him. What choice do I have? But I make a mental note to get me checked out. Sliding off the desk, I almost collapse.


    “Easy.” He wraps his arm around my waist and holds me up.


    I lean against him while my legs regain their strength. Only when I’m sure I won’t keel over, do I stand on my own and put my clothes to rights. “How do I look?” I ask, hoping it’s not as bad as I think.


    He tucks a lock of hair behind my ear. “Like you’ve been properly shagged, love.”


    Figures. He looks like he just stepped out of the pages of GQ, while apparently I look like I’ve enjoyed the ride of my life. Which let’s face it, I have. I glance at my watch, twenty minutes until the teams get back from lunch. “I’ll grab a quick shower in the gym.”


    “Gym?”


    “On the other side of this floor.” The third floor holds visitor’s offices, the firm gym and a large multi-recreational room with a huge big screen tv where anything from business meetings to exercise classes are held.


    His big hand tunnels under my hair. He pulls me to him and lays a soft kiss on my lips. “Meet me for dinner.”


    I push against his chest, step back. “God, Storm, haven’t you had enough?”


    He grins. “Of you? Never.”


    If I say no, he’ll argue and my time will run out. “I’ll consider it.” Nothing to think about. I have a law review article and a legal memorandum to write tonight. Opening the door a crack, I listen. No noises drift in, so I’m safe to go. Wrong assumption as it turns out.


    

  


  
    Chapter 10


    ______________


    ROUND THE CORNER, I run dab smack into CeCe.


    She yelps, a hand flies to her chest. “Girl, you scared me half to death. What are you doing down here?”


    My stomach plummets. Of all people, why do I have to bump into the firm’s gossip queen? “Mr. Carrey asked me to deliver a document to Mr. Storm.” It’s the truth.


    She purses her lips. That opinionated brow of hers shoots up. “Really?”


    “What are you doing down here?” My heart pounds with apprehension. Can she tell what I’ve been doing? Do I smell like I spent a half hour performing sexual acrobatics butt naked on top of a firm-issued desk? I lick my dry lips, hoping I can head off the suspicion dawning in her eyes.


    “Meeting’s about to start. When Mr. Storm didn’t answer his phone, Carrey asked me to fetch him.”


    His cell had buzzed, but he’d ignored it. Too busy screwing me. “They’re done with lunch?” I really need a shower, but with the meeting resuming, that’s a no-go.


    “Yeah, they came back early.” Her probing stare sweeps up and down my body, no doubt taking in every one of my sins.


    “Elizabeth.”


    Gabriel’s voice. Behind me. Shit!


    “You forgot your—” Briefcase in one hand, scarf trailing from the other, he comes to a screeching stop next to me “—scarf.”


    CeCe’s gaze bounces from me to him and back again. “Oh, no. Oh, hell no.” I know what she sees. My top’s rumpled, so is my skirt. Storm’s tie is a bit askew. And his bottom lip is ... Damn. Did I do that?


    I grow lightheaded. If she flaps her gums about what she’s seen, I will get fired. “It’s not what you think, CeCe.”


    Her hand lands on her hip. “And how do you know what I think?”


    Shoot. Shouldn’t have said that. If she didn’t know before, she surely suspects now. “I was only doing my job.” Doubt ‘boinking businessmen on the opposing side of a deal’ is in my job description. Still, I have to try.


    “Uh-huh.”


    Another uh-huh. How many of those am I going to get today?


    “CeCe?” Storm steps forward and sticks out his palm. “Gabriel Storm.”


    Eyes squinting, CeCe allows him to shake her hand. “Cecilia Collins.”


    “A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Collins.”


    “Mrs.”


    “What?”


    “Mrs. Collins. I’m married.” She wiggles her ring hand at him.


    “Three kids.” She holds up three fingers.


    What is that all about? A warning she’s off limits? No, it’s something else. An indication she knows an office screw when she sees one? Yeah, that sounds about right.


    “Congratulations?” Seemingly, Storm’s as confused as I am.


    Her gaze darts back to me. “Didn’t you hear your page?”


    What page? “No, I was busy.” I instantly regret the ‘busy’ part.


    She humphs. “I bet.”


    If it gets out I spent my lunch hour with Storm, my job’s toast. “Please don’t say anything.”


    “Elizabeth Watson, please dial 4000.” A mellifluous voice drifts from above.


    Grateful for the break in the tension, I pick up the nearest wall phone, dial the number. The receptionist tells me Mr. Carrey wants me back in the conference room as soon as possible.


    While I’m on the phone, CeCe gives Storm the hairy eyeball. Neither he nor his clothes scream ‘Afternoon Delight.’ Except for his swollen lip, that is, and he can always say he burned it on coffee. If anybody asks. Which no one will. He’ll just come to the right conclusion. Oh, geez. I’m totally fucked.


    I thank the receptionist and turn back to the train wreck.


    “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen.” Not shy about taking control. CeCe fixes a direct stare on Storm. “Mr. Storm?”


    “Yes.” He leans toward her.


    “You’re going directly to the meeting. Do Not Pass Go. Do not collect $200. And no stopping in the men’s room. We clear?”


    “Crystal.” He winks at her.


    Unbelievable. Does he think flirting is going to help?


    “If anybody asks, you have no idea where Liz is. You”—she points to me—“come with me. We need to fix you up.”


    She’s helping. She’s actually helping. A big wave of relief washes over me. “Any chance I can stop at the gym for a quick shower?” I ask hopefully.


    She shakes her head. “No time for that, girl. But we need to do something about that bird’s nest sitting on your head.” She turns to Storm. “What are you waiting for? Go.”


    “Mrs. Collins.” He kisses her hand. “Thank you.”


    Her café au lait skin takes on a pinkish tone.


    CeCe blushing. Now I’ve seen everything.


    She snatches back her hand and waves him off. “Stop that nonsense. Now go on with you.”


    He sprints toward the elevator, and when he arrives, turns and blows a kiss at me.


    “Straighten your tie before you get there, and drink something cold for that lip.” CeCe yells over her shoulder at Storm before she turns to me. “You’re not going to pass out, are you? You’re white as a ghost.”


    “No.” She’s right. My vision’s blurring, nausea churns in my stomach. Guess a vigorous sex bout on an empty stomach and a fear of losing your job will do that to you.


    She leads me to the ladies room, plops me down on a toilet lid and pushes my head between my legs. “Breathe.”


    After the faintness passes, I look up to find CeCe’s concerned gaze on me.


    “Feeling better?”


    “A little.”


    “Good.”


    She helps me pin up my hair, rearrange the scarf around my neck. Once I tuck my blouse, smooth down my skirt, I glance in the mirror. Not bad. Just need some color in my cheeks. I pinch them, and they bloom a soft pink.


    Looking into the glass, I connect with Cece’s gaze. “Please don’t say anything.” Okay, I’m begging at this point, but it’s my entire future on the line.


    A warm light appears in her eyes, and she pats my arm. “Oh, honey. You got nothing to worry about. If management gets a whiff of this, you’ll get fired, and I’ll end up with Carrey. You think I want to end up with that hot mess?”


    Carrey had four assistants the year before I was hired. Not one secretary in the firm wants to work with him, except for Rose. And she only does it because it’s temporary. I turn and hug her. “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome. But Liz, honey, don’t do this again. You might not be so lucky next time.”


    “I won’t.” Somehow I know I can trust her with my secret, if for no other reason she really doesn’t want to work for Carrey.


    On the ride up on the elevator, she pumps me for details. “Just answer me one question. How good is he in the sack?”


    Although I don’t say anything, I can’t help a smile from breaking out.


    “Damn, girl. That good?”


    My lips twitch. I make the mistake of glancing at her and we howl with laughter, surprising the heck out of a senior partner when we emerge from the elevator on the tenth floor. Out of nowhere, my conscience pipes up. You’re sliding back girl, be careful. If only I had listened to that warning. But then, as matters turned out, it was already too late.
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    As soon as I enter the Potomac conference room, I know something’s not right. By now, the teams should be seated around the conference table, discussing the next item on the agenda. Instead, the Storm Industries’ enclave is huddling in one corner, staring at Storm who’s gripping his cell so tightly I fear it will break. “Get the plane ready. I want wheels up as soon as possible.”


    Wheels up? Is he leaving? My breath hitches. He can’t go. Not now.


    Rose rushes over to us. “Mr. Storm’s father had a stroke.”


    Gabriel’s skin is so tight over his face, I fear it will crack. He must be devastated by the news.


    More than anything, I want to comfort him, at the very least to say how sorry I am, but he needs to arrange things with his team. Besides what possible excuse can I drum up to be private with him?


    As it turns out, help comes from an unlikely source, Mr. Carrey, who pulls me to the side. “You heard about Gabriel Storm’s father?”


    “Yes, Rose informed me.”


    “Would you see that he has everything he needs?”


    “Of course, Mr. Carrey.”


    “And please stay with him until he leaves. I trust you, Elizabeth, to make his departure as smooth as possible.”


    I nod.


    Storm turns to his second in command, Miranda Stone, his Vice President of Acquisitions, and gives her his orders. “Stay the course we planned and send me a status report every night.”


    “Will do,” Ms. Stone says before turning to her team. She’s a model of efficiency, a forties something who rumor has it climbed the Storm Industries ranks through smarts and hard work.


    “Mr. Storm?” I ask, all business.


    For a second, he doesn’t seem to know who I am. And then his gaze warms and recognition dawns in his eyes. “Elizabeth.”


    He should be calling me Ms. Watson, but hopefully no one notices the slip. “Mr. Carrey wants to make sure you have everything you need. Is there anything I can do for you? Check you out of your hotel or arrange things at the airport?” Don’t know why I offer my help with the latter. Hotels I can handle, but I don’t know the first thing about corporate jets and private flights.


    “My pilot’s handling the flight arrangements, thank you, and Samuel is taking care of the hotel. He’ll be here soon.”


    His phone buzzes. He swipes his thumb across it and reads the text message before turning to me. “Samuel. He’s downstairs.”


    “I’ll walk you down.”


    He grabs his briefcase and shakes Mr. Carrey’s hand. “Thank you for your hospitality. I’ll be in touch.”


    “Of course. If there’s anything we can do, anything at all, please let us know.”


    “I will. Thank you.”


    He strolls to his team, whispers some final instructions and with a swift “Carry on,” he says goodbye.


    Together, we walk out of the room. But when I head for the elevator, he takes my elbow. “Let’s take the stairs.”


    “You want to walk down from the tenth floor?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “You don’t like elevators, and it will take longer.”


    The thought he wants to extend the little time we have left warms my insides. We don’t run into anyone on the way down. Good thing because he holds my hand the entire way. A jumble of emotions riots within me—regret he’s leaving, relief I won’t have to fight him off anymore. Regret wins out. I wish he were staying. I wish we had more time.


    “I’m so sorry about your father.” I squeeze his hand.


    “Thank you.” He squeezes back.


    “I’m sure the doctors are doing everything they can for him. Nowadays, they have such great treatments.”


    “I hope so.” He doesn’t offer anything else, but his hold on my hand tightens, as if I were some sort of lifeline to him.


    After we pass the second floor, he rests his briefcase on the stairway landing and pulls me into his arms. “Wish you could go with me. It would make the journey less painful.”


    I can’t. My life is here; my job is here. But I offer what comfort I can. “Please let us know how your father’s doing. I know Mr. Carrey will want to know.”


    “How about you?” He tweaks my chin. “Would you like to know?”


    “Yes.” A wave of sadness engulfs me, choking me, taking away my power of speech.


    “Thank you for a wonderful time.”


    I take a deep breath. “You’re welcome.” It has been wonderful. And scary and thrilling. Emotion clogs the back of my throat. I’ll break down if I don’t get away. “I better return to the conference room.”


    “Will you miss me, Elizabeth?” He asks softly, as if my answer means the world to him.


    Afraid of revealing too much, I toss off a flip answer. “Of course.”


    That insouciant confidence of his vanishes in an instant.


    Oh, hell. I hurt him. Tears pool in my eyes. Why am I crying over this man? Could it be because for a space and time he made me feel alive, something I haven’t felt for a long time. And when he leaves, I’ll return to my hum drum existence with only memories of the great times we had. Yeah, that sounds about right. I can’t let him leave without telling him how much he means to me. Even if it means tearing off a piece of my heart and handing it to him.


    I lay my palm on his chest, right over his heart, and whisper in a shaky voice. “I’ll miss you, Storm. More than you’ll ever know.”


    “Elizabeth.” His lips brush against mine with such gentleness, I gasp from the sweetness of it. His tongue explores every corner of my mouth, caressing me, savoring me, imprinting the taste of him in me. As if I could forget.


    I smooth down his lapel even though it’s not wrinkled. “Better go. Samuel’s waiting for you.”


    “Yes.” He picks up his briefcase. No longer holding hands, we walk out into bright sunshine and the sweltering heat and humidity of D.C.


    When Samuel sees us, he comes around to open the back door of the Lincoln. Today he’s wearing a white and sky blue pinstripe linen jacket, white slacks and a snap brim Panama hat.


    “Hello, Samuel,” I say.


    “Ms. Watson.”


    “Any problems at the hotel or the plane?” Storm asks.


    “No. Everything’s ready for you. We’ll be at Dulles in less than an hour. Your pilot filed the flight plan and the plane’s being fueled.”


    Storm hands his briefcase to Samuel. “Give us a minute, please.”


    “Yes, sir.” Samuel slides back into the driver’s seat, leaving us momentarily alone. Well, as alone as we can be on a busy sidewalk with people ogling us as they pass by.


    I stick out my palm. “Goodbye, Mr. Storm. Have a nice flight.”


    He shakes my hand, but doesn’t let go. “You remember what I said this morning?”


    I pin on a fake smile. Out in the open, I can’t chance anything else. “You said lots of things.”


    “We’re not finished. You and I.” And just like he did the first time we met, he kisses my hand, except this time he turns it over and kisses the palm.


    “Stop that.” I hiss out, snatching back my hand. The trouble I could get into if anybody saw that.


    He flashes that devil’s own charm grin of his. “You know what I’m going to miss most, Elizabeth?”


    He’s going to say something outrageous. I just know it. “No.”


    “That mouth of yours, especially when you wrap it around my—“


    “Will you just go?” I grit out. How can I be this turned on when he’s being this bad?


    Still grinning, he slides into the limo.


    Samuel pulls the car into traffic. And just like that, Storm’s gone.


    I turn to find one of the new secretaries on my floor standing by the entrance to our building, staring wide-eyed at me. “Was that Gabriel Storm?”


    “Yes.”


    “Wow. That was quite a show.”


    “Show?”


    “Yeah, the way he kissed your hand. That was so romantic.” Her hand flutters to her chest.


    Shoot. Gotta nip this one in the bud. “He’s British. They do that to all women.”


    She holds the door open for me to precede her. As I walk through the door, she smirks at me. “Surely, not all women. Only the ones they’re attracted to.”


    My heart catches in my throat. God. She’ll blab. I just know it. And everyone will wonder about me.


    

  


  
    Chapter 11


    ______________


    Gabriel


    ON THE WAY TO THE AIRPORT, I call Jake Cooper, the ex-Navy Seal head of Storm Industries security. I hired him after an assault on one of our projects made it clear we needed to protect our assets with more than a few well-placed ‘Keep Out’ signs. He arranges protection not only for Storm Industries but my family as well, a necessary precaution after we received personal threats.


    “Storm.” Jake’s deep voice answers.


    “How’s my father?” Even though I talked to Jake not half an hour ago, I need an update. The more I know, the better I’ll handle the situation when I land in London.


    “The CT scan confirmed a brain stroke. He’s back in the emergency room and they’re administering medication to break up the clot.”


    “Is he lucid?”


    “Not at the moment.” A pause. “The press got hold of the news. They’re asking for a statement.”


    “Fucking vultures. Don’t they have anything better to do?” To the average Brit, a noble family with three adult children often involved in one scandal or another, and parents frequently at each other’s throat make for rather cheap entertainment. On days like this, though, I wish the British rags would find some other family to torment.


    “Must be a slow news day. What would you like me to do?”


    “Keep the Countess away from them. I don’t want her talking to the media. After I assess my father’s condition, I’ll issue a press release.” Mainly, I’ll need to assure our financial partners there’s no cause to panic. My father’s not in charge of the company. I am. And I’m in total command of my faculties.


    “Your mother has a mind of her own, as you know. How far do you want me to go?”


    She’s resented the hell out of me since I wrestled the company away from her. If she gets anywhere near a microphone, she could, and would, do more harm than good. A vein pounds in my temple, and I wince. “I don’t care what you have to do, Jake. Gag her if you must.”


    “Hopefully, it won’t resort to that, but I’ll handle her. Have you talked to your sister?” As always, when he talks about Bri, his voice gives him away. Up to now, he’s reported the facts in his usual military-precision style. But this question filled with concern, displays more than a businesslike attitude toward Bri. That’s why I assigned him to watch over her. She needs someone who’ll not only keep her safe from outside sources, but cares enough to stop her from hurting herself.


    “Not yet.”


    “You might want to dial her next. She’s pretty upset. She thinks it’s the argument with your mother that caused your father’s stroke.”


    “What were they fighting about?”


    “Brianna’s engagement. Your mother does not approve.”


    Neither do I. But while I question the fidelity of Bri’s fiancée, our mother’s objection stems from a difference in social classes. Bri’s a Lady and a member of the upper crust. He’s a working class bloke, born with a tin spoon in his mouth. In our mother’s opinion, Bri shouldn’t know the man, much less be engaged to him. “I’ll call her in a minute.”


    Signing off, I rest my head back against the seat. Pressure bands across my brow, the onset of incipient pain. Funny, I didn’t experience it once in the last two days and yet here it is again, my old familiar ache. Reaching for my migraine meds, I come across Elizabeth’s bright red undies. After taking the medicine, I breathe in her scent. The image of the delectable Ms. Watson moaning with pleasure pops into my head, and I harden in an instant.


    But I can’t satisfy my need, not now when duty calls. Clutching my phone, I click Bri’s number, and when she answers, weeping and blubbering, talk her off the ledge.


    [image: ]


    Hours later, the plane lands in London in the middle of the night. After a quick check in with Customs at the private hangar reserved for our corporate jet, Samuel and I head out to the silver S-Class Mercedes Benz where Jake awaits us dressed in his usual unrelenting black. Not much gets past him. He can weigh and measure a man in less than five seconds. Which is one of the reasons I hired him.


    Samuel takes over the driving duties, as Jake climbs into the rear seat to fill me in on my father’s condition. “He’s out of the emergency room, but the St. Andrews Hospital staff is monitoring him closely to act quickly if he suffers another stroke.”


    “Another one?”


    “It happens, Storm.”


    Bloody hell. I rub a hand across my brow. “How good is this hospital?”


    “One of the best. Your father was lucky in one respect. Because the stroke happened while he was in London, we were able to get him to a hospital with a specialized stroke care wing and world class doctors on staff.”


    “Well, thank fuck for that at least.” Beyond fatigued, I scrub my face. Fearing I’ll fall asleep on the way into town, I grab a water bottle from the custom-made mini-fridge and chug it down.


    “I have to warn you, though.” Jake continues. “His speech is slurred and he’s having problems with his right side.”


    That does not bode well. He’s right-hand dominant. “How are his mental faculties?”


    He hesitates before speaking. “Hard to say.”


    My gaze darts to him. “Hard to say or won’t say?”


    Jake rubs the back of his neck. “Look, I’m not a doctor, so I don’t think—“


    I cut him off. “I’m asking for your opinion, your judgment, damn it. I trust you. Don’t let me down.”


    Jake lets out a gusty breath. “He’s doesn’t know where he is, who he is.”


    Fuck. I need my father sound enough to make business decisions. Otherwise, the Countess will use his disability to grab his voting shares and stop cold the negotiations with SouthWind. “Did you shut down the Countess?”


    “Yes. She’s at home, too upset to talk to the press.”


    I snort. “No one’s going to believe that for a second.” My parents can’t stand one another. They’ve been at each other’s throat since I can remember.


    “I assigned a female operative to watch your mother and keep her away from the phone. Needless to say, she’s not happy and wants to see you as soon as possible.”


    I rest my head against the seat and gaze out the window at the passing scenery, not many cars on the motorway, not at this hour. “I’ll visit her after I see my father and assess his condition, but for now take me home.” I’m not up to dealing with her. Not just yet.


    Forty minutes later we arrive at The Brighton, the structure an ancestor built in the heart of Mayfair during the 1930s and the family owned since. Originally a hotel, I redesigned the building eight years ago, turning most of the space into co-ops. But I reserved the penthouse with its private lift for myself and the two floors directly beneath for Brianna and my brother, Royce. The Brighton is home to us, as much as any place can be. None of us is ever long enough in London to enjoy them much.


    “When does the hospital open for visitors?” I ask Jake while Samuel fetches my luggage from the boot.


    “Ten.”


    “Pick me up at nine.” That will give me a chance to grab a couple of hours’ sleep.


    I take the lift to the penthouse, where my valet, butler and all-around-houseman, Parker, waits patiently for me. A paragon of a servant, he pines for days of old when men needed to be turned out three or more times a day. As soon as I disembark, he disappears with my suitcases, no doubt to spend what remains of the night lamenting the state of my rumpled wardrobe.


    Almost blind from exhaustion, I stagger to my bedroom and ditch my clothes. He’ll tsk tsk me in the morning for dropping the high price threads on the floor, but right now I’m in desperate need of sleep. And one more thing. I dig in my pockets for Elizabeth’s thong and carry it to bed with me where I finally satisfy my need.
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    What seems like minutes later, I wake up to someone pounding on my bedroom door. “Gabe. Wake up!”


    Fuck. Brianna. I squint at the vintage airplane clock on the night table. Eight a.m. I’ve gotten maybe three hours of shut eye. It will have to do. After rummaging in the closet for a robe, I throw open the door. “What are you doing here, Bri?”


    “You’re such a grumpy bear in the morning.” She strolls in and pushes a cup of something or other at me. “I come bearing gifts.”


    “Cut me some slack. I’ve barely slept.” The sinfully rich scent of coffee perks up my senses. I sit on the bed, take a sip. Somehow that one gulp’s enough to make me halfway human again.


    She drops next to me, crosses one knee over the other and ruffles my hair. “My poor darling.” Having inherited the fair coloring and blue eyes from our father’s side of the family, Bri’s jaw-droppingly beautiful. She’s also emotional, brilliant, headstrong, and fiercely loyal to those she loves which includes Royce, our father, and me. But she can also hate with virulent intensity.


    This morning she’s dressed in her signature white gloves and a white sleeveless sheath, probably her latest venture into haute couture. “Valentino?” I gesture at her dress.


    “Chanel.”


    In London, she always dresses like a fashion plate. I suppose it makes up for the grungy messiness she’s reduced to when she’s out in the field, digging through dirt, climbing up poles. My sister, Brianna, is an environmental engineer and geologist, one of the few individuals on the planet who can design and construct an environmentally-friendly project and make it work. That’s not brotherly pride talking, but the honest truth. Many people can design a project; many others can build it, but few can do both. And none can do it as well as she can.


    She links a hand through my free arm. “I’m tagging along with you to the hospital. If you don’t mind.”


    “Of course I don’t mind.”


    “Good. I don’t know if I’m brave enough to see daddy by myself.” For a second, her face crumbles.


    I can’t give her hope, not until I talk to the medical staff, but I offer what comfort I can. “I’m sure the doctors are doing everything they can.” I drop a kiss on her head and give her a quick hug. Hoping a discussion of her fiancé will buck her up, I mention his name. “How are things with Anton?”


    “Fine, I guess.” Gazing down, she picks at her fire-engine red fingernail polish, a nervous habit of hers.


    Trouble in paradise? I can only hope. “Only fine?”


    “He’s pressuring me to set the wedding date.” Her fiancé snagged her during a weak moment after a photo of a semi-clothed Bri and an equally undressed viscount was splattered all over the gossip rags and the viscount’s wife labeled Bri a home wrecker. Never mind the wife had a lover of her own and the marriage had ended several weeks before.


    I squeeze Bri to me. “And you don’t want that?”


    One corner of her lips hitches up and she sighs. “I don’t want to do the married thing just yet.”


    “Why not?”


    She stands and paces up and down the geometric design rug that covers the parquet wood floor in my room. “I want to have some fun before I settle down.”


    Since I suspect her fiancé is more interested in her money than her, I strongly oppose this engagement of hers. But I don’t want to raise her hackles. “Maybe he’s not the one, Bri.”


    She stops pacing and glares at me. “Oh, please don’t take Mummy’s side.”


    “I’m not. I want you to be happy.” With her penchant for outrageous behavior, Bri needs a man who will love her and won’t be afraid to call her out when she gets a wild hair up her arse. Not someone like Anton who encourages her hijinks, no matter how immoral or illegal they may be.


    She resumes pacing while fiddling with the heirloom pearl necklace she inherited from our great grandmother, the one who commissioned the Brighton. “It’s not like I’m ever going to fall in love. I don’t think I have it in me. So what does it matter who I marry?” With that mercurial mood shift she’s famous for, she turns and flashes me a brilliant smile. “You have to admit, we’ll make beautiful children.”


    Her fiancé models with one of the top London agencies, mostly men’s underwear. As far as I can tell, his physique and smoldering good looks are the only things Anton has going for him. He certainly missed out in the brains department. But there’s no talking her out of this engagement, not now after our mother got her so riled up, Bri’s dug in her heels for good. I’ll need to come at it from another angle. “If you say so. Now, if you’ll step out so I can dress.”


    “Will do.” She lays a hand on my cheek. “Don’t know what I’d do without you, Gabe.”


    I cover her hand with my own. “You’ll never have to, love. I’ll always be there for you.”


    “Promise?”


    “Yes.”


    She sniffs as moisture pools in her eyes.


    Tears this early in the morning? Hell’s bells. I need to do something to stop the waterworks, and I know just the thing. “Is Jake out there?”


    Hr tears dry up, her lips curl. “Jake, the tyrant? Yes, he’s waiting outside for you.”


    From the start, they’ve been at each other’s throat. I suspect it’s an attraction neither will admit or give in to. And now that Brianna’s engaged, Jake Cooper will never cross that line. “Why can’t you get along with him? You know how important he is to Storm Industries.”


    She pouts. “Because he doesn’t let me have any fun.”


    “If by fun, you mean stopping you from dropping your knickers in the middle of Piccadilly and mooning the Mayor of London while pissed drunk, then yes, I agree with you. He’s no fun.”


    She stamps her stiletto-shod foot. “That was two years ago. Are you never going to let me live that down?”


    I cross my arms against my chest and calmly stare her down. “I will, once I see signs of maturity.”


    She goes back to pacing and flaps a hand. “I need to let off steam when I come home. I work hard enough in Brazil. God. The bugs, the heat, the lack of privacy. You have no idea.” She stops and swivels back to me. “Don’t I get any credit for that?”


    “Yes, you do. Now leave so I can bathe.”


    She lets out a noisy breath, but treks to the open door. But before she leaves she fires a final salvo. “Don’t know why you’re being such a prude. It’s not like I’ve never seen your naked bum before.”


    “We were kids at the time, not grown adults.” I fire back, happy to see her in a jollier mood.


    After I shower and shave, I put on the dark grey suit Parker chose for me. One suitably somber for the occasion of visiting my father at hospital, but not so dark it appears funereal. On my way out, I grab Elizabeth’s thong and bury it deep in my pockets. I’m not ready to part with her panties just yet.


    

  


  
    Chapter 12


    ______________


    EN ROUTE TO HOSPITAL, Brianna fills me in on her progress in Brazil where she’s worked on the wind energy project for the last six months. As wild as she’s in town, she’s the total opposite in the field—hard working, dedicated to making a project succeed.


    A large part of the credit for the SouthWind acquisition goes to her. Well, her and Royce. Early on during their work in South America, they heard rumors that SouthWind’s owner, deeming the project too expensive and needing ready cash, was eager to sell his interest in the project. As soon as they called with the news, I put my financial experts to work and we came up with an attractive financial package, heavy on cash, low on equity, which we believed the SouthWind owner would accept. And he has.


    Unfortunately, because of the short turnaround, we didn’t have enough time to divest some of our assets for cash since most of our funds are committed to existing projects. Which means we needed to borrow heavily to make this deal happen. But it will be worth it in the end. The purchase will cement our standing as a world class player in the renewable energy field, not only because of the wind farm, but because of the valuable patents attached to it.


    My father’s stroke, unfortunately, can put an end to the negotiations. The Countess voted against the deal when the Storm Industries’ board of directors discussed the acquisition, deeming it too expensive to undertake. If my father’s not lucid, she will invoke the disability clause; and, as his wife, his board voting shares will transfer to her. She would then employ her majority shareholder status to call an emergency board of directors’ meeting and delay the SouthWind purchase long enough for the negotiations to fall through. Such a move would spell disaster. If we don’t close on the deal by September 30, we’ll incur a heavy penalty. One which we can’t afford, not as extended as we are. Much like a house of cards, Storm Industries would collapse.


    The visit with our father does not reassure me. His color is not good, and although he’s talking, he’s not making much sense. Plus he’s hooked up to medical equipment to regulate his breathing and monitor his heart.


    “Daddy, it’s Bri.” Tears stream down my sister’s face.


    Father makes a sound, tries to lift his right hand, but fails miserably at it.


    “Oh, Daddy.” She cuddles his hand against her wet cheeks.


    I can’t stand seeing the misery in her eyes, so I step out in search of any doctor who can fill me in on father’s condition. I find him in Dr. Wilkinson, the head of the hospital’s stroke care unit.


    After he welcomes me into his office, he offers me a seat. But I remain standing, too wired to do anything else. “Tell me about my father’s prognosis.”


    “He’s doing as well as can be expected, Mr. Storm. We administered medicine to dissolve the clot. It will take a while, but I’m hopeful he will regain most of his faculties.” He flashes a reassuring smile, one he’s probably showered on thousands of distraught families, and totally wasted on me.


    “I don’t see any sign of that right now.”


    “His brain’s working through the trauma. In a day or two he will become more lucid, gain more control over his bodily functions, especially when he starts therapy.”


    Christ on the cross. “How much will he need?”


    “The occupational therapist will need to determine that, but my guess would be two to three hours a day, five to six days a week.”


    Good lord. That much? “And he’ll recover? Enough to make conscious decisions?”


    Leaning his elbows on the desk, the good doctor steeples his hands. “I can’t guarantee such an event, Mr. Storm, but I am hopeful.”


    In other words, he can’t promise shite. My phone rings. The Countess.


    “Thank you, doctor. Excuse me. I need to take this.”


    He rises and, still offering that dazzling smile, shakes my hand. “Of course.”


    I step back into the corridor to take the call.


    “Ainsley.” Her name for me. My courtesy title as the oldest son of an earl. “How’s your father?”


    My hand twitches around the mobile. “He’ll be up and dancing a jig in no time.”


    “Doubt it.” She scoffs. “I need to talk to you.” As always, her voice drips pure ice.


    “We’ll make you our first stop after the hospital.”


    “We?”


    “Brianna and I.”


    “Don’t bring her. Our conversation will need to be private. And make it three. I’m tied up until then.”


    Doubt Bri will be offended by the snub. She and the Countess have never gotten along. Mainly because father doted on his little princess, while he couldn’t stand to be in the same room as his wife. “Of course.” I click off and head down the corridor to find Bri.


    When we leave the hospital, we’re mobbed by the media. Knowing they will hound us until we supply details, I brief them on our father’s condition while I cope with a visibly upset Bri. Yes, he’s suffered a stroke. We’ll know the extent of the damage in a few days. For now, he’s doing as well as can be expected. When asked about Storm Industries, I remind them I’m its COO, and my father’s health will not impact the business. On the way to The Brighton, I call my marketing director and ask her to draft a more formal statement to release before three.


    I drop off Bri back at her place where her fiancé waits for her. No doubt to offer his own special kind of comfort. As soon as Bri walks through the door, that beautiful Chanel dress will more than likely hit the floor. My sister’s never been shy about shedding her clothes.


    With time to kill before the meeting with my mother, I invite Jake to lunch at one of my favorite places to eat in London, Le Rêve.


    I call ahead and snag a reservation, so by the time we arrive, they’re expecting us.


    As soon as we walk in, Jake stops cold. His gaze bounces around, seemingly taking in every nook and cranny.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask.


    “They renovated the place.”


    I nod to the maître d’, who knows me by sight, before turning back to Jake. “Yes, they redesigned it, added a piano, more tables.”


    He shakes his head. “You knew and didn’t tell me?”


    “I fail to see why this is a problem.” Over the muted conversations in the room, the melody of a Cole Porter classic drifts to us. How can he possibly object to such beauty?


    “I need to check out the new staff, the dynamics of the place.”


    Jake’s obsession with security has kept us safe for many years, but this time he’s going too far. “You think the piano player’s hiding an AK-47? Or one of the waiters has slipped a gat down his pants?” I tap his back. “Come on, Jake. You’re seeing threats where none exist.”


    “Even a fancy cafeteria may harbor criminals.”


    The headwaiter stiffens, and he sniffs in disapproval. “We do not hire criminals. Sir! And this ‘cafeteria’”—another sniff—“is a three-star Michelin restaurant.”


    Jake narrows his eyes at the outraged man who squints his in return.


    His assistant shows up in time to prevent bloodshed. “This way, gentlemen.”


    Fighting back a grin, I toss back at Jake. “You’re never eating in this restaurant again, not if the maître d’ can help it.”


    “A tragedy I can live without, I assure you.” As we walk past each table, he scrutinizes each person we pass.


    When we take our seats, he angles his chair to face most of the diners.


    I smooth down my tie. “Relax, Jake. No one here’s likely to commit murder. They’re too busy seeing and being seen.” The restaurant is a favorite place for celebrity spotting. Sadly, I qualify as one.


    “If you say so.”


    Soon the diners closest to us are fidgeting from his thousand-yard stare.


    Enough’s enough. “You’re making people uncomfortable. Give it a rest.” I snap my napkin to the side, lay it on my lap.


    “Fine.” He follows suit, but as he does, he ends up snapping the derriere of a matron walking by, and the situation descends into a comedy of errors.


    The matron turns and fixes him with an indignant glare. “I. Beg. Your. Pardon!”


    I double over with laughter, while he stands and tries his best to apologize. “I’m so sorry—I didn’t see.”


    “Maybe you should be more observant, young man.”


    More observant. The ultimate insult to a man like Jake.


    She huffs and continues her dignified walk to the table where several of her cronies sit shooting outraged glances at Jake.


    The formerly cowed patrons now display varying emotions. Some are laughing outright. Others, mostly younger women, stare at him with avid interest.


    Red-faced, he sits, carefully arranging the snowy cloth over his lap.


    “I’m sure that‘s not the first time that’s happened.” Actually, I’m almost certain no one has committed such a monumental faux pas, not in this restaurant, but I’m not sharing my opinion with him.


    Hoping to give Jake time to regain his composure, I wave over our white-gloved waiter and ask about appetizers.


    I haven’t eaten anything in the last day and a half, so when a plate of French choux cheese biscuits arrives at our table, I fall on it like a starving pilgrim.


    After my feeding frenzy’s satisfied, the waiter takes our order. Since both of us have places to go this afternoon, we opt for the three-course meal—Dorset crab soup, a starter of poached lobster with homemade pasta and chicken quenelle, and a main entrée of venison with caramelized vegetables. And coffee, lots of coffee. I’ll need a gallon to keep me awake today.


    While we wait for our food, I grill Jake about my sister’s fiancé, whom I’ve asked Jake to investigate. I suspect he hasn’t stopped shagging other women just because he’s engaged to Bri. “Anything to report on Anton?”


    Jake shakes his head. “No. He remains at home most of the time and the only places he visits are the gym and work.”


    I pause with my coffee cup halfway to my mouth. “Displaying your manly bits in boxer briefs is work?”


    He chuckles. “You may not think much of his chosen profession, Storm, but it does qualify as employment.”


    “If you say so.” The waiter approaches with another plate. As soon as he lays it down, I snag a slice of the piping hot yeasty bread, slather butter on it, and wolf it down.


    Jake kicks back in his chair, a grin riding his face. “Didn’t they feed you in the states?”


    “Yes. Continental breakfasts and coffee. Lots of coffee.” And a plate of jambalaya shared with a green-eyed witch.


    “They starved you then.”


    “Very funny.” I wipe my hands on my napkin and sip water before I turn back to him. “And he’s had no outside visitors at my sister’s place?”


    “Only his agent and personal trainer, and they’re both men.” Anton’s sexual interest runs only to women.


    I rub a thumb against my bottom lip. My gut tells me we missed something, although I don’t know what. “I can’t believe he stopped sleeping around. Not when he shagged half the female population in London.”


    Jake temples his fingers above his plate and looks into the distance. “Maybe he has. Brianna’s worth it, Storm.”


    That’s exactly my problem with Anton. Brianna’s trust fund is worth millions, never mind her share of Storm Industries. “I know she is, but is he marrying Bri for her money or her?”


    “I suspect it’s a little of both. She is a beautiful woman.” He pauses and clears his throat before continuing. “And it’s human nature to be attracted to wealth.”


    Even though his tone is detached, that pause gives him away. And so does his body. His shoulders tense, his jaw tightens. He has feelings for Bri, but is trying his level best to hide them. And who am I to out him? I’ve got feelings of my own to deal with about a black-haired temptress I left behind. “Fine. But I want you to keep an eye on him.”


    “Will do.”


    “I have another task for you. One I wish you to keep confidential and not delegate to anyone else.”


    A slight arch of his brow is his only reaction. “All right.”


    “I want you to investigate Elizabeth Watson.”


    “Who is she?”


    “Thomas Carrey’s assistant. She lives in Alexandria, Virginia. Works for Smith Cannon. Obviously. Attends law school in Washington, D.C.”


    Now that we’re off the touchy subject of Brianna, he attacks the venison with gusto, slicing and spearing a slice of the succulent meat. “Anything special I should be looking for?”


    “Her family. I want to know who they are, where she came from. Find out who her friends are. I already know of one—Casey Jackson, her flatmate.”


    “Do you want me to look into her as well?”


    “Him, actually, and yes.”


    For a moment, he stills all movement before diving back into the venison. “Will do. Fairly easy job, I imagine. Should have something for you within a day.”


    At the end of the meal, we’re presented with Le Rêve’s signature desserts—macaroons, chocolate-covered almonds, nougat and truffles—along with the restaurant’s illustrious drink.


    Jake snubs his nose at the hot beverage. “What the blazes is that?”


    “Mint tea.”


    “Mint? In hot tea?”


    “Oh, just drink it. It’s good for your digestion.” I pick up the coffee cup and sip.


    “How you can drink that stuff is beyond me.”


    I laugh.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You’re the second person who’s made the same comment in the last two days.”


    “Let me guess, Ms. Watson.”


    I didn’t hire him because he was stupid. “What?” I ask, irked by his probing stare.


    “You return from the states, in a better frame of mind than I’ve seen you in . . . forever, and first thing you do after you see your father is ask me to look into this girl.”


    “Woman, she’s twenty-two.”


    “Oh, so she’s all grown up then.” The son of a bitch smirks. “Good to know.”


    The delicate china cup lands on the table with more force than I intend, and tea spills into the saucer. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “She’s a little, no a lot, younger than your usual women.”


    I bolt up from the table. “She’s not one of ‘my women.’ Just do your damn job and stop meddling in my private affairs.” Contrary behavior, I know, since I’ve just asked him to perform a private task for me.


    After a final sip of the tea, he steals the last macaroon from the serving plate. “Yes, your lordship.”


    “Oh, shut the bloody hell up.” He knows how much I hate being addressed in such a manner.


    I sign the check and stride from the dining room to outside the hotel where Samuel awaits with the Benz. “You need a ride?” I ask Jake.


    His glance searches the area around us before it settles on me. “Depends. Are you headed to the ranch?”


    The ranch’s our code word for Storm Tower, the high-rise headquarters of Storm Industries. Something Jake came up with when he first started working for us.


    “Sorry, no. I have an audience with the Countess.”


    His dark brows climb. “Lucky you.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 13


    ______________


    MY MOTHER WAITS FOR ME in the drawing room of my parents’ town mansion. Still slim at fifty two, she sits ramrod straight, her back never touching the back of the Louis XVI chair on which she’s perched, wearing one of her signature tweed suits and a demi-parure set of pearl earrings, bracelet and brooch. Her hair sweeps off her face in raven waves, ensnared in a tight chignon low on the back of her neck. Eyes dark as hell, lips the color of blood, and skin as pale as a tomb, her coloring is dramatic to say the least.


    A silver teapot, sugar and creamer rest on the pillar and claw tripod table next to her, along with scones, fruit tarts, and a plate of tiny cucumber, smoked salmon and savory ham sandwiches—her usual afternoon tea fare.


    I ease into the opposite chair to keep her in my line of sight.


    When I cross my legs, she frowns. No surprise. According to her code of conduct, such a pose implies a breach of etiquette.


    “Would you like tea, Ainsley?” She’s spent the bulk of her life in England, but her accent retains a modicum of her American roots, something she hates and tries very hard to disguise.


    “No, thank you. I just ate.”


    “Oh?” Her black-winged brows rise a bare millimeter. A proper lady should barely hint at her emotions, not trumpet them about. “Where did you go?””


    “Le Rêve. I had lunch with Jake.”


    Her nostrils flare. “That barbarian. He kept me a prisoner in my own house. He even forbade me access to the telephone.” As she speaks, her voice rises to the point she’s practically yelling. So much for her rules of etiquette.


    “He was following my orders which I’ve rescinded. You’re now free to come and go and talk to whomever you wish.”


    Her gaze slides toward a house telephone that sits on the far side of the room, and her mouth purses with pleasure. “Glad to hear it.”


    “Just so you know, I’ve talked to the media and issued a press release.” On the way to the town house, my marketing director called to discuss the announcement. A few changes later, I authorized her to publish the notice.


    The Countess’s mouth pinches in disapproval. “One would think you would have wanted my input.”


    “Didn’t want to bother you, upset as you are about your husband’s health.”


    She glares at me. “Why should I be upset about that randy old goat? He’s made my life miserable with his drinking and whoring.”


    I’ve heard her tale of woe so many times I’ve become inured to it. “What did you wish to talk about?”


    “Your father. How is he?”


    “The randy old goat?”


    She curls her upper lip. “Stop mocking me.”


    I brush nonexistent lint from my trousers. “Your words, Mother.”


    “Ainsley.” Her voice’s close to a growl.


    Knowing she can, and will, retaliate if I continue baiting her, I give her the answer she seeks. “The doctor expects him to recover, but he wouldn’t venture to guess how many of his functions father will regain or when.”


    “So he’s disabled.” She lazily stirs her tea while her mouth parts in a bloodless smile.


    My fingers twitch on my thigh. “Your assessment, not mine.”


    “Oh, I think it can be proven quite easily, and since he’s unable to make rational judgments, his voting shares transfer to me. That would make me the majority member of the board of directors, and I can call an emergency meeting.”


    As I suspected, she intends to strike, just like a poisonous snake. “And why would you do that?”


    “Because I suspect foul play.” Her eyes shine with a strange kind of excitement. She’s in her element, my mother.


    I fight to control my feelings, my breathing, my mannerisms. Worst thing I can do is reveal how much her declaration affects me. “You need a reasonable basis for your suspicion.” I remind her.


    “Oh.” She smirks. “I have more than a reasonable basis. I have evidence.”


    Bloody hell. What could she possibly have discovered? “Of what?”


    “Bribery. Your brother, Royce, bribed a Brazilian government official to award us the offshore wind development rights. Shocking, I know.” Her voice drips truth and honesty, but she’s a master at deception. “Wouldn’t that qualify as wrongdoing?”


    If even a whisper of such a thing were to leak out, our financial standing would plummet and our ability to do business would suffer a mortal blow. I need to do everything in my power to keep her contained while I investigate her allegation. But first, I must determine her ultimate goal. The Countess never threatens anything without wanting something in return. “The company’s profits support your lavish style of living, so why would you act to destroy that?”


    “Why, darling, because I can.” Neatly and with an economy of measure, she eats one of the cucumber sandwiches, before reaching for one of the savory hams. She’s enjoying this cat-and-mouse game she plays. Nothing new. Power is everything to my mother.


    But I’m not without weapons of my own—reason and logic and a hard-earned knowledge of how to play her game. “I don’t believe you mean to go through with this threat.”


    “Knowing me, can you take that chance?”


    Knowing her. Yes, she is capable of anything as I have good reason to know.


    “There’s a way out, you know.” She accompanies her statement with an exultant smile.


    Of course, there is. From the moment she called, I knew she’d hatched some scheme and that I will have to pay the price. It’s what I’ve done my whole life. “What do you want?”


    “A grandchild. You owe me one. You owe me.” Her lips tremble, and for the first time in a long while, I see the pain which drives her obsession, a pain that stems from the tragic death of my brother, Edward. A pain we both share.


    “Mother, a grandchild will not bring Edward back,” I say as softly as I can.


    “I know that. Don’t you think I know that?” She hisses at me before she jumps up, tipping the cup on her lap and its contents unto the priceless Aubusson rug.


    I have to stop her before she becomes more frantic. When she’s like this, not knowing what she will do. “You’re upset. Maybe I should fetch Tilly.”


    She flings her hand and swivels back to me. “That useless excuse of a maid? Please.”


    Knowing she hates disorder, I pick up the tea cup and place it on the back of the table, where she can’t see it. “Why don’t you sit down? Have another of the savory hams.”


    Her hair’s come loose on one side. With trembling fingers, she pins it back before returning to her chair. “Thank you.”


    I pour her another cup of tea, serve her another blasted sandwich. Anything to keep her from unraveling at the ends. Then I return to my seat where I patiently wait for her to nibble on her food before resuming our conversation. “Now tell me, what’s this all about?”


    “I want my blood flowing through the future Earl of Winterleagh. You need to marry and produce a male heir.” She glares at me.


    “I understand the need for a son to inherit the title, but does it have to be right now? Can’t it wait?” It’s a vain attempt to put her off. Still, I have to try.


    “I’ve waited five years, five long years.” My brother died five years ago, murdered by a guerilla squad in Honduras. “I want a grandson now.”


    Somehow she’s equated a grandchild with Edward, like somehow he’ll be reincarnated in my nonexistent son.


    I draw less-than-sure fingers across my brow, trying desperately to fashion a way to delay her plans, at least until after the SouthWind deal closes. “It will take some time to settle on a bride.”


    She dismisses my comment with a wave of her hand. “You don’t have time to find a suitable wife, Ainsley. What with your business dealings and all. So I’ve chosen one for you. Lady Melissande, the youngest daughter of the Duke of Marchstone. She’s quite lovely—red hair, blue eyes—and by all accounts a virgin.” And just like that, she’s back in her skin with the devil’s own light shining out of her eyes. “You’ll be the first to break her in.”


    Such a thing sickens me. “You’re vile.”


    She bares her teeth. “Sticks and stones, darling.”


    Trying hard not to reveal my emotions, I stand, carefully button my jacket. “Is that all?”


    She laughs. “Isn’t that enough?”


    My heart, my soul howl with anguish as I walk down the stairway and out the front door, with my mother’s triumphant laughter ringing in my ears.


    Knowing what drives her obsession doesn’t make it any easier. I’m responsible for my brother’s death, therefore, I, and I alone, must pay the price.


    

  


  
    Chapter 14


    ______________


    I NEVER EMERGE FROM A VISIT with my mother in the best of moods, so I’m grateful Samuel thought far enough ahead to stash a bottle of Hennesy cognac in the Benz. With shaky fingers, I splash the alcohol into the snifter. The liquor burns on the way down, but I welcome the fire. I require it to deal with her machinations. I’ll be damned if I allow her to destroy Storm Industries after all the blood and sweat I’ve poured into it.


    More than likely her allegations are false, but I’ll need to discuss them with Royce to determine the truth. Unfortunately. he’s off doing prep work on our next project in a place where electronic communications are spotty at best. So I’ll speak to the next best thing. Bri. As soon as I reach the Brighton, I dial her.


    “Gabe.” She’s out of breath. No doubt in my mind what she’s up to. ““What’s wrong? It’s not daddy, is it?” Her voice trembles.


    I hurry to assure her. “No. It’s not him. I’m in the penthouse. Can you come up?”


    She moans as a man grunts in the background. “Now? I’m sort of busy, darling.”


    Clearly. “Yes. Now.” She can fuck Anton after our discussion.


    “All right. Be up in fifteen.”


    My hand is still trembling when I pour more of the Hennessy into a snifter and toss back the brandy. Why do I allow the Countess to affect me so? I’m a grown man of thirty two, not a helpless child under her control. Hoping to steer my mood from the darkness, I scroll through my phone messages and find one from Elizabeth. “Hope your dad is doing well. Sending healing prayers his way.” The tightness in my chest eases. Just the thought of her calms me down.


    Bri arrives wearing a turquoise blouse, pink slacks and matching stiletto heels at least five inches high. Her spiked, short hair gleams wet. Hopefully, from a shower and gel.


    When she leans in to kiss both cheeks, her Clive Christian perfume envelops me, reminding me of the luscious, gardenia-scented Elizabeth. For a moment, I revel in the memory of the cat-eyed temptress who refused to accept my dinner offer. I would have talked her into it. Of that I have no doubt. After dinner, I would have caressed her velvety skin, tasted her luscious lips. Made love to her. But now, after my mother’s dictate, she seems unreachable. Every cell in my body revels against such a thought.


    Picking up on my distress, Bri curls a hand around my cheek. “Darling, what’s wrong?”


    Her unfortunate choice of words disrupts my hard-gained peace. I jerk away from her healing touch, and pour more brandy. “Bri, do me a favor. Stop calling me darling.”


    The corners of her lips turn down as she sits next to me. “What did mummy dearest say to get you so worked up?” She’s never experienced the full wrath of our mother. Our father made sure of that. But still the Countess managed to inflict sufficient damage on Bri’s psyche for her to lash out in self destructive ways. Her promiscuity and exhibitionism punch the one two card. The third is this insane engagement of hers.


    I swirl the cognac in the snifter while I carefully choose my words. “She said something about Royce.”


    Her eyes widen. “Royce? What about him?”


    “She told me he bribed a government official to vote our way on the Brazilian auction.”


    Her body stiffens. Outrage pours out of her every pore. “That’s not true.”


    “How do you know?”


    Her right arm flails in a wide sweep. “He wouldn’t do such a thing. He knows how important this deal is to us.”


    I bite the inside of my cheek to keep my frustration in check. “Maybe he thought to help things along. She mentioned money was exchanged.”


    “With whom?”


    “A Pedro Cinqhero.”


    “Oh.” A manicured fingernail lands in her mouth and she proceeds to chew the hell out of its tip. Not good, not good at all.


    A muscle ticks in my jaw. “Did money exchange hands, Bri?”


    Her shoulders slump. She focuses on the carpet, before meeting my eyes once more. “Well, yes, but not as a bribe.”


    I scrub my face. On three hours’ sleep, I’m on my last nerve. “What happened?”


    “You know Royce. He was doing his level best to hump every unattached female in the region.”


    Carrying on the family tradition, my brother. “And?”


    “Well, one of the women was the daughter of a local government official.”


    “Pedro Cinqhero.” I let out a resigned sigh.


    “Yes. Carmen got pregnant and she named Royce as the father, even though I know for a fact she was sleeping with someone else.” Her voice’s gone high and tight.


    “Of course she picked Royce. He’s probably richer than whoever else she was fucking.”


    “By a league, dar-. Yes, pretty much. Her other lover was a sugar cane worker. Her father demanded money from Royce to cover the cost of the baby and his daughter’s pain and suffering.”


    “How much?”


    “Errr.” Usually I applaud her sense of loyalty, but not today.


    I lean into her. “How much, Bri?”


    “10,000 pounds.”


    Fuck. “Tell me he paid in cash.”


    “Sorry, love. He had no way of getting that much that quick so he wrote a cheque.”


    Bollocks! I toss back the last of the brandy.


    “If it’s any consolation, I’m pretty sure the baby’s not his. She married the sugar cane worker and they built a house.”


    “With Royce’s money?”


    “Yes. Turns out that’s all she really wanted. A house of her own.” She touches my arm, a soothing gesture of sorts. “So what’s mummy threatening?”


    “To bring the sorry story to life, claiming the money was a bribe for the government vote to turn our way.”


    She gasps. “Why would she do that? It will destroy Storm Industries.”


    I let out a mirthless laugh. “Because she can.”


    “She’s insane. You do know that, Gabe. She hasn’t been right since Edward’s death. You”—she gulps hard— “We need to do something about her.”


    Our mother hadn’t been right since before then, but her mental faculties deteriorated further after my brother was killed. Much as I’d like to agree with Bri, not to the level of insanity. And even if she were, I could never take the necessary steps to commit her. She might be evil, but she’s still our mother. “Her mental health’s been compromised, but she’s not insane. At least not certifiably so. If only Edward had lived, if only things turned out differently, if only ...” I lift a shaking hand to my brow as my head pounds with the old familiar pain.


    “Edward’s death was not your fault.”


    “But it was, Bri. If it weren’t for me, he would still be alive.”


    [image: ]


    After Bri leaves, I debate what to do. It will take time to declare my father unfit, but while the process makes its way through the courts, the whole thing would play out in the papers. And that would have an impact on the negotiations. I can’t take a chance on that happening, so I must devise a plan to spike her guns.


    I call Jake, ask him to locate Royce and bring him to London so I can explain my strategy. Afterward, we’ll fly him to Brazil to get a sworn account of the truth from Mr. Cinqhero and his daughter.


    We’ll also need to speed up the negotiations. But with my father’s precarious health, I can’t leave England. If he has another stroke, a fatal one, the Countess will make her move. No. I’ll have to remain in London. So the discussions will have to come to us.


    Having made that decision, I dial Carrey.


    “Thomas Carrey’s office.” Elizabeth.


    Her voice soothes and excites me, and I’m transported back to two days ago when I held her in my arms. “Hello, love.”


    “Mr. Storm! How’s your father?”


    “As well as can be expected. I miss you.”


    “I’m so glad to hear that.” Her tone is all business, but the tremble in her voice gives her away.


    Does she know how much I’m able to tell what she’s feeling by that little hitch in her voice?


    “Would you like to talk to Mr. Carrey? He’s standing right here in front of me.”


    “I’m hard and aching for you.”


    “He’s going into his office. He’ll pick up any second.” Her tone rises. Alarm tinges her voice.


    “I’ll call you tonight.” A click later and Carrey’s on the line.


    “How’s your father?”


    I provide the same answer I gave Elizabeth.


    “Good to hear.”


    “Given my father’s condition, I’m unable to leave England, but I don’t want the negotiations to drag. I’m sure you don’t either. Would you be up to traveling to London with your team? At our expense, of course.” The outlay would be no different than the cost to fly our group to Washington, D.C.


    “I understand. Let me look at our calendars, coordinate with my people, and I’ll get back to you by tomorrow morning.”


    “Thank you, Thomas. I appreciate your cooperation.”


    Carrey’s no fool. He knows how eager we are to conclude this deal. But then so is he. Neither of us wants his client to get second thoughts about selling such lucrative assets.


    No sooner do I hang up with him than my phone rings. Nicole. The actress I escorted to a premiere a couple of weeks ago.


    “Hello, ducks. Heard you were back in town.”


    Probably from the press conference I gave at the hospital. “You heard right.”


    “I’m so sorry about your father. Hope it’s not too serious.”


    Not serious at all. He may drool out of the right side of his mouth and pee into a catheter for the rest of his life, but other than that, he’s fine. I give her my pat answer. “He’s doing as well as can be expected.”


    “That’s good. Listen, I’m having a small party at my place tonight and was wondering if you’d like to come.”


    “A small party?”


    “Really small. Just me and you.” Her sultry voice promises all kinds of delights.


    “Umm, that is small. But I’m afraid I can’t make it. Busy.”


    “Well, how about tomorrow night?”


    “No, I’ll be busy tomorrow too. As a matter of fact, I’ll be busy for a while.”


    “You’re brushing me off?” Her tone rises a couple of decibels and her accent descends to her cockney roots.


    “If it walks like a duck, and talks like a duck.”


    “You’re a bastard, you know that?”


    “Wish I were, ducks, wish I were.” I hang up while she’s still screeching into the phone. Before this week, I would have taken her up on the offer, gone to her flat and shagged her properly. But I can’t, not anymore. I can’t settle for anything but the best. And the best is Elizabeth.


    Loosening my tie, I head for a shower to get the stink from my mother’s place off my skin. After which I’ll eat a nice meal and wait for the time to pass until I can call Elizabeth and talk dirty to her.


    

  


  
    Chapter 15


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    IT’S BEEN TWO WEEKS AND SOME CHANGE after Storm left. And every night he’s called to talk dirty to me. Oh, that’s not all we do. We discuss other things as well—his sister and brother, music, art, food. He doesn’t say much about his father or mother which tells me more about his relationship with them than he would like me to know.


    When he first called, I declined to say more than a “How’s your father?” and hanging up after getting a “He’s progressing nicely” in return. But one night he hooked me with a funny story about a dog he had growing up. How he knew I love dogs is beyond me. After that, I waited breathlessly by the phone every day at midnight. If I had an early start in the morning or was exhausted after a long day, he respected that and talked for only fifteen minutes or so. But on the weekends we went on for hours.


    And that’s not all, he’s sent me gifts, often funny, sometimes expensive. One day I’d get an e-card with a joke. The next, a box of gardenia-scented bath products, the same brand I use, which proves he pays attention to the things a woman loves.


    Even though he promises to show me London, take me on out on the town, we both know that’s not going to happen. Nothing has changed. I’m still employed by Smith Cannon. He’s still on the other side of the deal. It’s a huge conflict of interest to be with him, no matter how much I hunger for his kiss and crave his touch.


    Restless and antsy and with nothing more to pack, I decide a beer and burger at Joe’s Bar & Grill across the street might be just the thing. The place is crazy busy. No surprise. The Nats have a road game tonight and TVs blare with the game. Six of them in the packed dining area alone. Rather than wait in line for a table, I opt for the bar which has three sets of its own.


    Joe himself is behind the counter, and he greets me with a handshake and a kiss on the cheek. Casey and I have been friends with him since we moved in a couple of years ago. The food arrives piping hot, the fries crispy, the burger nice and juicy, just the way I like them. I dig in hoping that tomorrow I don’t pay for all the grease.


    A half hour later, finally sleepy after eating such heavy food, I bid goodnight to Joe. Just as I’m signing the credit card slip, a woman approaches me.


    “Hi.” She’s swaying on her feet. Drunk much?


    Rather than brush her off, I’m polite. “Hi.”


    “You look very familiar.” She points her bottle of beer at me.


    “Do I?”


    For a second she squints and then her eyes widen. “I know. You’re ‘my girl.’”


    “Beg your pardon?” I’ve never been another woman’s girl.


    “Not mine, silly.” She weaves side to side. Just how many beers has this chick had? “Tall, blond, Brit. Fuckin’ gorgeous.”


    Storm? But wait. When did she talk to him?


    “He paid for our drinks.” She gestures behind her, toward a table where two women sit staring bug-eyed at us.


    What!!! “He did?”


    “Yep. And then he asked us to do him a favor.” She winks at me.


    “A favor?”


    “Yeah.”


    Her beer belch almost knocks me off my feet, but totally invested in what she’s saying, I ignore it. “What favor?” It better not be what I’m thinking it is.


    “He said, he said.” Her brow wrinkles as if she’s trying hard to remember. “He said he’d done something stupid and you were mad at him and he wanted to apologize, but you wouldn’t let him in the house.” A triumphant smile lights up her face, like she’s proud she remembered.


    “Oh?”


    “So he asked us to follow him outside.” Swaying some more, she points to the door.


    Oh, for Pete’s sake. I know where the damn door is. “So what else did he say?”


    “That he would yell into his phone and we were to stare and talk to each other. Me and my friends.” She points to them again and waves. They wave back.


    “And?” I fold my arms across my chest and stab my foot into the floor.


    “He said you hated nota—nota—notoriety and you’d haul him inside in a heartbeat. And you did!”


    Yes, I certainly had. That son of a bitch. “Thanks for telling me.”


    “Any time.” She turns around and yells at her friends. “Hey, guys.” She points to me. “My girl.”


    I haul ass out of the bar before they come over because, seriously, if I have to talk to them, I may hurl.


    

  


  
    Chapter 16


    ______________


    THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON finds me on a British Airways flight to London’s Heathrow Airport. Unfortunately, as soon as the plane takes off, my stomach revolts. I chalk it up to the burger and fries and the upset that caused me a sleepless night. Somehow I manage to beat back the nausea until the plane reaches cruising altitude. But as soon as the seat belt light comes off, I race to the lavatory and barf. Thankfully, nobody from work notices my wild dash up the aisle. The four attorneys have first class seats, and, although she’s flying coach same as me, CeCe’s two rows down.


    Not eager to chance another go round with the toilet-bowl-in-the-sky, I turn down the dinner service. The in-flight movie fails to hold my interest, so I dig out my e-reader. But when I read the same screen three times, I know that’s a no-go as well. So is sleep. No matter how hard I try to clear my mind, it churns with dark thoughts over Storm’s treachery.


    At Heathrow, we’re greeted at the baggage reclaim area by the two limo drivers Storm Industries arranged to pick us up. Soon, they’re whisking the six of us to our hotel in Mayfair where the negotiations are scheduled to take place.


    Beyond exhausted from the lack of sleep on the plane and the tossing and turning the night before, I go through check in at the hotel on automatic pilot. As soon as I get to my room, I intend to take a nap.


    But that goal changes when the bellhop escorts me to the Park Suite. I’m beyond surprised at my accommodations. A basket filled to the brim with fruit and cheese rests on the dining table along with two bottles of cider. A welcome gift from the hotel, the bellhop’s quick to point out. Fair enough. But that doesn’t explain the rest of the space. The darn thing’s bigger than a studio apartment I once lived in, and boasts a wood-paneled sitting room, dining area, and a white marble bathroom, as well as a bedroom fit for a king.


    This doesn’t make sense. The confirmation email I received from the hotel described a Queen bedroom with a bathroom and not much else, certainly nothing resembling this elegant space with a balcony and breathtaking view of Hyde Park.


    Something’s seriously wrong.


    I pick up the room phone to call the front desk, but my shoes choose that moment to pinch, reminding me I’ve worn the same clothes over twelve hours. Grungy from the trip, I reassess my priorities. Screw it. I’m taking a bath and then I’ll figure things out. On the way to the bathroom, I snag a strawberry from the fruit basket and bite into it. Just as I’m about to slip into the tub, a knock sounds on the door. Who the hell could it be? Nobody knows I’m here.


    I throw on the soft terry robe, stroll across the space and open the door. And just like that the air whooshes from my lungs.


    Storm, more beautiful than ever, in a gorgeous two-piece midnight blue suit, button down silk shirt, silver tie. A jewel in his tie clip winks aquamarine, the exact color of his eyes. I’m supposed to be mad, but for a moment I’m lost in the glory, the splendor, the sheer virility of him.


    “Elizabeth.” His nostrils flare when he says my name.


    “Storm.” Somehow, I manage to breathe.


    “May I come in?” His confident tone, which insinuates his reception’s a sure thing, draws my anger.


    How dare he think I would welcome him after what he did? Well, of course he would. He doesn’t know I’m on to him. Even though I’m tempted to slam the door in his face, I don’t. Can’t very well have it out with him in public. I widen the opening and reluctantly invite him in.


    “Did I interrupt you?” He points to the cotton robe.


    As soon as he steps into the space, I realize the mistake I’ve made. With exhaustion dragging me down, I’ll need to rest and have something to eat before I bring up his trickery. “I was going to take a bath. Is there something you need?”


    “Yes. You.” He reaches for me.


    I jerk backwards slamming the door shut. “Don’t.”


    “What’s wrong?” His brows draw together.


    I sigh. Looks like we’re going to discuss his underhandedness now after all. “I’m angry at you.”


    “Why?”


    I fold my arms across my chest. “I had dinner last night, no, not last night, two nights ago.” Travel does a number on your time perception. “At the sports bar. You know, the one where you spent that Monday night.”


    “I remember.” His fingers grab the robe’s belt and pull me into him.


    For a second, the feel of his hard body against mine weakens my resolution, but then I recall the scene at the bar and shore up my will. “I ran into one of the women you talked to and she spilled the whole story.” I poke him in the chest. “You lied to me.”


    He captures my hand, threads his fingers through mine. “I’ve never lied to you.” His eyes telegraph truth. Too bad I don’t believe them.


    I tug. But he refuses to release me.


    “You told her I was your girl and we’d had an argument. You convinced her and her friends to follow you to the sidewalk and whisper and point to you while you were on the phone.”


    “And you saw what was happening and invited me into your home.” He brings my hand to his lips and kisses every one of my fingers.


    “Because I thought they were going to take your picture!” I tug again with no success.


    “That was an improvisation on their part.” The bastard’s now nibbling the tip of one finger, sucking it into his mouth. “Ummm. You taste like strawberries.”


    I wrestle him for possession and he finally sets my hand free. “You manipulated the situation.”


    His gaze dips down to the carpet before it climbs back up to me. “Yes, I did.” There’s not the slightest remorse in his eyes.


    “Why?”


    “I was desperate, love.” He reaches for me, but I bat his hand away from my face.


    “Don’t.” I’ll be damned if I let him touch me again. “You’d do anything to get in a woman’s pants, won’t you?”


    The left corner of his lips lights up in that smile I just love. “Not any woman. You.”


    “Am I supposed to be flattered by that?” Okay, I am. I admit it. But I’m not about to let him know.


    That devil’s-own-charm smile of his disappears, replaced by flattened lips. He sweeps his golden hair off his face. It’s grown longer. Not much, just enough for me to tell the difference. And to make him even hotter than before. “Look. If you want me to say I’m sorry about the way I went about it, I will. But I’m not sorry about what happened afterward. And neither are you.”


    “I would never have allowed you in if I had known.” I spit out at him.


    “Yes, you would have. You wanted me. Everything you did that day pointed to that one singular fact.” His eyes spark with emotion.


    “I did not.” He’s wrong, dead wrong.


    “Elizabeth.” His tone is that of a grownup speaking to a child. “It only took a suggestion for you to climb into my limo.”


    “I hitched a ride because I wanted to get home before the storm broke.”


    “You could have taken a taxi, and yet you didn’t.”


    I stamp my foot in frustration. “You were holding my duffel bag prisoner and I needed it.”


    “And yet, you left it behind when you ran out of the limo.”


    “I . . . I . . . ” I got nothing.


    “You invited me into your house—twice.” He holds up two fingers, like I can’t count.


    Damn it! I know how many times I let him in. “I couldn’t very well leave you to the mercy of the elements. And that woman was about to take your picture.”


    “You could have pointed out the bar across the street, suggested I take shelter there. Yet, you didn’t. And whatever camera phone that woman was holding would have captured the back of my head twenty yards away at night. Nobody would have identified me from such a blurry picture. Give it up, love. You invited me into your home, allowed me to touch you, kiss you, get inside you because you wanted me almost as much as I wanted you.” His eyes have gone all soft and lovely. “Lie to me if you must, but don’t lie to yourself.”


    Memories of that day, that night, rise strong and fierce. He’s right. I fell in lust with him the moment I saw him. And once I did, there was no turning back. I hate that he knows me better than I do. “Bastard.”


    “Oh, Elizabeth.” He places his mouth on mine and nibbles my lower lip. His are soft, so soft. The intoxicating allure of expensive cologne and sensual man insinuates itself into my being until all I can breathe is him.


    My anger is no match against the tenderness of his kiss, and soon the fight bleeds out of me. Moaning, I thread my hands through his hair and pull him into me, dip my tongue into his mouth, lick, nibble on him. But when my pussy pulses with hunger, I know it’s time to put a stop to this. He has to go before I reach the point of no return. “You have to leave.”


    He licks my lower lip one last time before resting his forehead on mine. “I can’t, darling girl.”


    Cross-eyed, I stare at him. “Why not?”


    “Because this is where I’m staying. This is my suite.”


    My mouth gapes open. “Yours? So how did I end up here?”


    “I asked the hotel to deliver you to this room.”


    I jerk away. What? “Deliver me? Like a package?”


    He threads his hand through the robe’s belt and draws me close to his body again. “No. Like my guest.”


    ‘But, but ...” There are so many things wrong with this conversation, I don’t even know where to begin. “But you knocked on the door.”


    “I knew you were inside and didn’t want to barge in unannounced.” He murmurs as he trails soft kisses down the side of my throat.


    “Don’t you have a place in London?” I can’t move, trapped as I am in the circle of his arms.


    “I do and I’d like to show it to you tonight. But we’re engaged in intense negotiations which may go long into the night. It’d be easier to stay here for the two weeks rather than come and go.” He sighs against my yielding skin. “At least I’d get some sleep.”


    He lifts his head and, for the first time, I notice the dark circles under his eyes. Has his father’s illness affected him so much? Or is it something else? During our late night calls, I detected a note of despair in his speech. I’d chalked it up to my imagination, but maybe, just maybe, I’d been right. Something is bothering him.


    I brush the back of my hand against his face. “How’s your father?” Two days after his stroke, he’d been transferred to a rehab facility for physical therapy, but last time we talked Storm expected him to be released.


    The arms he’s wrapped around my waist tense. “He’s home. London, not Winterleagh Castle. It’s easier to continue his therapy here in Town.”


    “So he’s doing better.”


    He nods. “Gaining more function every day.”


    “That’s good, isn’t it?”


    “Yes, that’s very good.” The tension in his arms ease, but the tightness in his eyes remain. Whatever’s bothering him encompasses more than his father.


    Much as I ache to soothe him, I can’t deal with this right now. Not when I’m so exhausted I could drop. I need sleep, a bed. The word beckons me, lulls me. Not his. One of my own. “Do I still have a room?”


    “Yes. Room 1025. If you want to leave, I’ll have your things moved. But I’m hoping you’ll stay.”


    There’s something in his eyes, a need for something that goes beyond sex. He’s hurting. Deeply. Of that much I’m certain.


    “Before you ask, nobody knows you’re here with me. This hotel is very good about protecting the privacy of its guests.”


    “What about the bellhop?”


    “Julio. He won’t talk.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Because.”


    He doesn’t elaborate, but I imagine he’s pulled a similar stunt before.


    Still keeping me close to him, he rests his chin on my head. I’m totally surrounded by his body, his scent, his warmth. “I’ve missed you so damn much. Please stay.”


    I lean into the steel of his chest. It’s hard not to be affected by him. A man has never looked at me with such raw hunger and need in his eyes. What harm could it do to stay? Oh, not for the entire two weeks of the negotiations. I couldn’t do that. But this evening? Yeah, I could do that. The Smith Cannon team agreed to be on their own for the weekend, so no one will come looking for me. “All right, but only for tonight. Tomorrow I’ll move to my room.”


    His eyes light up like a kid’s on Christmas morning. “Two nights. I can have your things moved on Monday while the meeting’s underway.” It wouldn’t be Storm unless he negotiated for a more favorable arrangement.


    “Fine, but no more.”


    His crooked smile makes an appearance. He must have been a holy terror as a little boy, charming his way out of every scrape. “I have you for forty eight hours all to myself. Now what should we do to pass the time?” For the last minute, his hands have inched up the back of my robe to the point where a definite breeze now fans my hiney.


    I reach behind me and yank down the bathrobe. “Well, there is one thing I’ve wanted since I walked into the suite.”


    “There is?”


    “Uh-huh, and I want it really bad.” I run my hands up his button-down shirt. Rising on my tiptoes, I snag his bottom lip, suck and his erection grows hard against my belly.


    “You’re a witch.” His hands climb up my thighs toward my ass, but before he can get there, I whirl away and head toward the bathroom.


    “Where are you going?” His shocked tone tells me I surprised the hell out of him.


    “To bathe and after that I’m taking a nap.”


    I leave him slack-jawed. Good. I do have some willpower when it comes to him. Not much. But some.


    I so want to enjoy my bath but I don’t. The whole experience is ruined, because a six three, blond, blue-eyed, bad boy waits for me just beyond the door. And I can’t help but want him back. Fifteen minutes later, I climb out, dry off and tame my hair into submission, before slipping back into the terry robe and wandering out in search of food. I need sustenance before I do anything else.


    He’s seated at the dining room table, papers spread out in front of him, talking into his cell, Holy crap. He’s changed into a pair of blue jeans and a snug black t-shirt which display the brawn of his biceps to perfection. Even his bare feet are sexy. I thought he looked hot before, but in this get up? I want to jump him right now.


    “Yes, we’ll need that,” he says into the phone.


    “No, that won’t do.”


    “I know it’s expensive, but I want only the best.”


    He catches sight of me and signs off. “I have to go.” That focused gaze holds me captive while I pad toward the food basket and snag a box of soda crackers and a block of Irish cheddar cheese.


    Sitting cattycorner to him, I grab a plate and a small knife the hotel was nice enough to provide and cut into the cheese.


    He props his elbows on the table and temples his hands. “I thought you wanted to take a nap.”


    “I’m hungry.” I place the slice of cheddar on a cracker, pop the whole thing into my mouth, and chew with infinite care.


    “Didn’t they feed you on the plane?”


    “Wasn’t hungry then.” But I’m starving now.


    Gathering my free hand, he plays around with my fingers, kisses them one by one. “I can order something from the hotel menu. Anything you wish.”


    I snatch back my hand. “No, thank you. This will do.”


    While I gobble more cheese and crackers, he goes back to perusing his papers, making notes on the margins, striking out entire paragraphs. Every once in a while, he glances up and that gorgeous sea blue gaze warms, as if the sight of me eating cheese and crackers makes him happy.


    With my hunger satisfied, the events of the night and morning catch up with me, and I lay my head on the back of the chair. To rest. Just for a second.


    What seems like minutes later, I drift awake, blink. For a moment, I can’t tell where I am. I’m lying on a soft surface, a bed. The view out the window shows the sun low on the horizon. Morning? No. Afternoon. And then it clicks. The bedroom in the suite.


    Storm’s voice drifts in, soothing me, reassuring me.


    “So Royce got what we needed?”


    A pause, then, “Thank God.”


    “So when is he returning to London? We need that document as soon as possible.”


    “Three or four days? It doesn’t take that long to fly from Rio.”


    His voice turns rough. “Fuck’s sake, he doesn’t need a layover in Miami. Didn’t he screw enough women in Brazil?”


    “Fine.” He growls. “But make sure he’s here in four days. I don’t care if Marco has to tie him up and drag him on the plane.”


    From Storm’s dossier, I know Royce is his brother, but who the hell is Marco? Curious, After I brush my teeth and comb my hair, I wander out to the dining room where he sits.


    Unaware of my presence, he drops his head and pinches the bridge of his nose. His body slumps in exhaustion. Well, no wonder. The pie charts and spreadsheets in front of him appear even more complex than the ones before.


    “You still working on that stuff?”


    His head swivels toward me, and a tired smile lumbers over his face. “Elizabeth.”


    Good lord. Even darker shadows bruise the skin beneath his lashes, and his eyes, usually so bright, now droop with fatigue. I can’t stand seeing him like this.


    I tighten the belt around the robe, sashay toward the table and sweep all the papers from him.


    “Wait, I—“ He reaches for some of them.


    “Nuh-uh. You’re going to go blind.” I climb on him, straddle his thighs.


    He sits up, straightens his spine. Something long and hard comes alive beneath me.


    Glad my maneuver got his attention, I weave my hand through his hair. “I like it long.”


    “Do you?” His hands twitch on my ass. I know what they’re just aching to do.


    “Uh-huh.” When I lick the center of his sensual mouth, his cock grows longer, thicker.


    I suck his bottom lip, nibble on him. He tastes of deep, rich coffee and strawberries. “Ummmm. You taste good.”


    “So do you.” He yanks the robe down to my waist, cups my breasts, kneads them. They twitch with a hint of pain, but I don’t care. I want his big hands on me. I want the ache.


    He plucks my nipples, rolls them with those rough-textured fingers of his, before his hot, wet mouth settles down to feast—licking, nibbling, suckling the engorged tips. He bites down on the very edge of the tip and I almost twist off his lap.


    “You like that, Elizabeth?” He suckles away the pain.


    I gulp. Can’t he tell by the cream pouring out of me? “Yes.”


    The devil rolls his hips beneath me and his erection hits the right spot, I throw back my head and moan. If he keeps this up, I’m going to come and I don’t want to do that until he’s deep in me. “Down.”


    “Down?” His brow furrows.


    “On the floor. Now.”


    “No.”


    With my breathing gone hard and fast. I latch on to his face, slide my tongue into his mouth, bite him. His hips jerk right against my mons. Oh, God, I’m coming. “The floor. Now.” I can’t believe I’ve lost control this quick. All I want is for him to lay me down and fuck my brains out.


    He slides those big hands of his under my thighs and goes vertical, takes a couple of steps and lays me down on the couch.


    It takes him only a few seconds to ditch his shirt and jeans but even that’s too long.


    I almost swallow my tongue when his cock springs up, hard and ready. “I’m coming. Hurry.”


    He hauls my ass toward him. “I’m going to fuck you until you don’t know whether it’s day or night.”


    Yes, please. My whole body shakes, anticipating what he’s going to do to me.


    His hands, those big hands I love so much worship my skin up my calves, tickle the back of my knees. “Hurry. Hurry.” His mouth kisses a sizzling path up my thighs.


    He splits my fold, tongues my cleft, sucks hard.


    “I’m coming.”


    “Not until I’m deep in you.”


    He reaches into his discarded jeans for a condom. tears it open with his teeth, rolls it over that hard cock of his. And then he picks me up, lies on the couch and slides me over him.


    My knees hit the sofa on both sides of his hips. “What are you doing?”


    His cock brushes my pussy as he moves me into place. “You’re going to ride me.”


    “That’s not what I want. I want you to fuck me hard.”


    “Love, trust me. I’m hard as iron. And the way you’re looking at me, I don’t know if I can control myself. This way, you’re in charge.”


    In charge of Storm? Yeah, that will be the day. “Storm.”


    “Just do it!”


    Okay, so he’s just as desperate as me. With two fingers, I open my sheath and slowly sink into him. “Ooohhhh.” God, that feels good.


    “That’s it. Easy, love.” His hands grip my ass to maneuver me. When he thrusts into me, all the air vacates my lungs.


    Grabbing his broad shoulders, I rise and fall, taking him in an inch at a time. He’s so big, it pinches, but I’m setting the pace and only take in what I can stand. As my body stretches around him, my core twitches, my juices bathe his cock.


    He throws his head back, his back arches. “Fuuucck.”


    “Good?” I ask.


    Those beautiful eyes of his glow jewel bright. “Like touching heaven itself.” He pulls my head toward him, kisses me. A soft, soft kiss that swims through my veins.


    Don’t make me fall in love with you, Storm, I couldn’t stand the pain.


    He clutches my hips. Now that my body has adjusted to him, the fiery need to climax builds in me again. Noooo. I don’t want to come this fast. Needing to do something to keep the orgasm at bay, I sink my teeth into his shoulder.


    He roars, turntables us. Next thing I know I’m flat on my back, my legs over his shoulders, and he’s pounding me to hell and back.


    “yes, Yes, YES.” I scream and come so hard I see an entire galaxy of stars.


    With a series of hard thrusts and grunts, he finishes right behind me before collapsing on me.


    For a few minutes, all I can do is catch my breath and wait for the world to stop pinning around me.


    “You’re fucking amazing, love.” Rising above me, he threads his hands through mine and pulls both over my head.


    My breath grows short. “D-Don’t.”


    He lowers his face to a couple of inches up from mine. “Look at me, Elizabeth.”


    My gaze rises to his.


    “It’s just me, love, and I’ll never hurt you.” With infinite care, he kisses my eyes, my cheeks, my mouth.


    He’s all around me. His heat, his scent, him. I command my fear to dissipate, order my spirit to revel in the joining of our hands, the connection of our bodies. Because that’s what it is. With his cock in me and my hand in his, we’re connected. Physically, yes, but spiritually as well.


    “Let go of your fear, Elizabeth.”


    From deep within, something bright and splendiferous shines through, something I’ve never experienced before. The overwhelming strength of this emotion mists my vision, causing a tear to roll down my cheek. “Ohhhhh.”


    A look of horror comes over his face. “Don’t cry, darling.”


    He starts to release me, to withdraw from me, but I clench hard on his hands, wrap my legs around his. “No.”


    “Elizabeth?”


    I blink away the moisture in my eyes. “Don’t go.”


    “Never.” His lips brush against mine and he gives me the sweetest kiss I’ve ever known.


    I remained because he needed me. Who knew I would end up needing him instead?


    

  


  
    Chapter 17


    ______________


    Gabriel


    DESPERATE TO KNOW WHERE HER DEMONS LIE, I take Elizabeth’s hand and lead her to bed, hoping I can get her to talk about her past.


    Settling next to me, she lays her head on my arm.


    “That was amazing,” I say.


    “Yeah, it was.”


    Her skin’s so fair, I instantly discern her emotions by the rosy flush to her cheeks. I thread my hand through hers, drop a kiss on her lips. I love touching her, kissing her. “So what kind of little girl were you? Did you have tea parties with your dolls?” I don’t know how many doll tea parties I got roped into by Bri.


    She glances at me, then off into the distance. “No, I didn’t have tea parties, and I only had one Raggedy Ann doll.”


    The thought Elizabeth’s playmate consisted of only one moppet guts me, and I tighten my hand around hers.


    I—” She clears her throat. “I grew up in foster homes.”


    That much I learned from the report Jake compiled on her, but of course she doesn’t know I know. “How did that come to be?”


    Breaking our connection, she sits up and turns her back to me. A form of avoidance, I know. But maybe she needs the lack of physical contact to open up. “My mother died when I was six.”


    “And no one stepped forward to claim you, take care of you?”


    She shakes her head, tussling that glorious hair of hers. “No. Her parents wanted nothing to do with me.”


    How could anyone abandon a sweet little girl to the hands of an uncaring foster care system? I thread my fingers through her hair and brush out the tangles. “Go on.”


    “At my second foster home—”


    “What happened at the first?” I trace my hand down her spine to the small of her back, hoping my warmth brings her comfort.


    A shoulder shrug. “They didn’t want me.”


    “Why?” I fight to keep the emotion from my voice, knowing if it bleeds through, she may stop her revelation.


    “I screamed all the time for my mama. The lady who ran the foster home had other kids to care for and I was too much for her. Actually, I didn’t mind. She ended up doing me a favor. I met Casey at the second foster home.”


    “Your flatmate.”


    When my hand kneads her skin in a tender massage, she sighs. “Yes, best day of my life. He fed me, made sure I did my homework.”


    I will need to show Casey my appreciation for the way he cared for Elizabeth.


    “We never stayed in one home for long. When I was ten, they moved us into a house where a teenage boy lived, the son of the lady who ran the home. I knew right away something wasn’t right with him. He looked ... funny.” She locks her hands together, so tightly her knuckles turn white.


    “What do you mean funny?”


    “He had crags all over his face. Dodgy eyes. They never settled on one thing, but darted from place to place. But they always returned to me. Casey put a lock on my door and told me never to be in the house alone with him. One day”—she twists her hands as if she can’t bear to talk about it—“I came home early from school with stomach cramps and found him in my room going through my things.”


    My hand clenches on her hip. By sheer will, I force it to relax. “What happened?”


    “I screamed and he knocked me down. He was fifteen and much bigger than me. I fought him, kicked him in the balls like Casey taught me, but it didn’t slow him down one bit. Later we found out he was high on meth.” Her gaze looks off into the distance.


    Her speech has changed. Instead of her usual adult voice, she’s adopted the patter of a much younger girl.


    “He tied my hands above my head, and he—” She gulps.


    “Breathe, love. Breathe.” I can’t stand listening to her pain. If it’s the last thing I do, I will find the bastard who did this and tear him apart.


    She clears her throat. “He-he tried to rape me, but he couldn’t, you know, get hard.”


    Thank God.


    “So he beat me with his bare fists. Broke my arm, a couple of ribs.”


    I can’t remain aloof any more. Sitting up, I clutch her to me. “Jesus. God. No.”


    Rather than fight me off, she wraps her arms around my waist. “Casey arrived from school and heard my screams, and after he beat the crap out of him, he called the cops. They hauled both of them to juvie while an EMT crew whisked me to a hospital. A week later, they released Casey and moved us to a different home. Took me a month to heal.”


    “What happened to the sick son of a bitch who hit you. Hope he went to jail for a long time.”


    “He died in juvie. Somebody beat him to death.” She shudders.


    Karmic justice at work. I brush my hand down her back again and again until she stops trembling. “Did you talk about it with anyone?”


    “You mean like a therapist?” She whispers against my skin.


    “Yes.”


    “No. I refused.”


    “Why?”


    She withdraws from me, swipes angrily at the tears running down her face. “I was ten, Storm. Ten-year old girls don’t go spilling their guts out to some shrink.”


    I curl a hand over her shoulder. “So all these years, you’ve held it in?” I experienced a tortured childhood of my own, so I have a good understanding of her emotional pain.


    She shrugs off my comfort. “Can we talk about something else? Like food. I’m starving.”


    Avoidance at its best. A shadow lurks deep in her eyes. I don’t care how long it takes, one way or another, I’ll get the truth, all her truth, out of her.


    

  


  
    Chapter 18


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    THAT NIGHT HE INSISTS ON SHOWING ME HIS HOME. So I slip into the black, lace-sleeved dress I stowed in my luggage and the string of pearls I bought at a garage sale. They shimmer and look good enough to pass off as the real thing.


    While he showers, I straighten out his papers as best I can. I’m so familiar with this deal, I understand his organizational binder. I insert the research papers under that tab and the financial information under the valuation tab. I’m slipping the binder into his briefcase when he emerges, freshly shaved and smelling of that yummy cologne I love.


    His brow wrinkles as he stares at the table, now devoid of paperwork. “You put everything away?”


    “Yes, I didn’t think you’d want your documents out in the open where anybody could see them.”


    “As in anybody who could do something with that knowledge?”


    “Yes. Oh.” Only then does it hit me. I’m on the opposing side of the deal. I could use the information to our advantage. Not that I noticed much. Too busy thinking about him to process what I was looking at.


    His mouth kicks up in one corner, and one dimple pops up in his cheek. “You’re blushing. Should I worry?”


    “No, I ...” Shoot.


    Pulling me to him, he drops a kiss on my nose. “Ms. Nosey Parker.” The phrase sounds like an endearment.


    I push at him, but he doesn’t let me go. “I didn’t pry, Storm.”


    “I know.”


    “How do you know?”


    He tilts up his head and looks down on me. “If you had, I would have never known.”


    I squeeze his middle. “Glad you have such a high opinion of my spying abilities.”


    He curls his hands around my face and kisses me. I melt into a puddle.


    “Maybe we should stay and have dinner here.” His voice’s gone all husky.


    “Dinner? Is that what you call sex now?” After my true confession, we did the dirty deed again, and now, going by his hard on, he’s ready for round three. I smack his shoulder. “God, Storm, can’t you stop thinking about sex for one second?”


    “Not when I’m around you.”


    “Well, you’re going to have to. I want to see your place and eat dinner.” I don’t understand what’s going on with my stomach. We ordered sandwiches and salads from room service earlier, but I’m starving again. I shrug mentally. Maybe it’s just trying to make up for lost nutrition.


    Since I don’t want anyone from Smith Cannon to catch us together, I suggest we travel separately to his place. After balking at first, he ultimately agrees. Half an hour later, I hitch a ride on the elevator. Thankfully, I don’t run into any of my coworkers on the way down. Outside, the doorman beckons to one of the many taxis lined up by the curb. I gather by the smile on his face, my tip’s too generous, but I’m too nervous to remember the gratuity rate for hailing a cab. The taxi arrives at Storm’s building in nothing flat. When I announce to the concierge I’m here for Gabriel Storm, his eyes widen for a second before he dials a number and announces my name.


    While I wait, I enjoy the magnificence of the lobby. With its overstuffed sofas and chairs, gold marble walls and crystal chandeliers the vestibule is a throwback to the art deco era. I half expect that famous fictional detective to stroll through the reception area in his upward-curled mustache and patent leather shoes. “How lovely.” I whisper to no one in particular.


    “Glad it pleases you.” Storm says from behind me.


    My hand flies to my chest as I turn to him. “God, you scared me.”


    “That was not my intention.” Placing a hand along the small of my back, he guides me toward the bank of elevators, gilded with Egyptian images. But that’s not his final destination. Taking a right turn, he leads me toward a recessed opening in the wall, one made almost invisible by potted Palmetto Palm trees standing guard to its right and left.


    “Where are we going?” I ask, confused.


    “To the private lift that will take us to my penthouse.” He threads my hand through his and walks me to an intricately detailed iron grill gate. When he keys in a code into an electronic keypad, the gate swings open, and we step toward a smaller version of the gilded elevators. He pushes the ‘Up’ button, and soon a cacophony of deep groans and grinds rattles from behind the door. Even though the noises sound ominous, I don’t panic. Until the elevator door slides open to reveal a space the size of a coffin.


    “Oh, hell no.” I own shoe boxes bigger than that. I turn back to the gate.


    But before I take a step in that direction, he grabs my arms and swings me around to face him. “Where are you going?”


    “Back to the hotel.”


    “Why?”


    “I’m not getting in that rattletrap.”


    “No one has died riding this lift.”


    “There’s always a first time.”


    “It will be fine. You will be fine.” His lips quirk.


    I can tell he’s fighting back a smile. The bastard. “Nuh-uh.”


    He hauls me into him and plants a kiss hot enough to curl my hair. And just like that, hunger replaces fear.


    He picks me up and carries me into the rickety, wobbly contraption, and, God help me, I don’t care. All I care about is his mouth, nibbling my bottom lip, licking my upper one while I writhe against him.


    One of his hands lets go long enough to press the gold gilded “PH” button. But then it returns to my ass, molding it, lifting me. Using his hips for leverage, I climb him like a tree, while he hitches up my skirt and palms his favorite place which just happens to be bare.


    The surprised look on his face is priceless. “Where’s your underwear?”


    “Back at the hotel.” I suckle his bottom lip and grind into that hard length of his.


    He catches an arm against the side of the elevator. “Christ almighty.”


    The elevator dings, and the door opens, but we stay right where we are, going at it like horny teenagers.


    Breathing heavy, he pries his mouth off me. “We have to get off, love.”


    I grind down my wet heat on him. “Working on it.”


    He steps out while I cling to him like a demented monkey, kisses me hard one last time before letting go.


    I take my time sliding down his body. Only when my heels hit the rug, do I become aware of my surroundings and to the possibility of someone else being present. I tug down on my dress and look around hoping no one witnessed my bare ass. Luckily, we’re the only ones there. Classy, Elizabeth. Real classy.


    “Come.” He takes me by the hand and leads me to the couch. The living room, with its burgundy leather sofa, love seats and chairs, crystal coffee tables, gold gilt lamps, and deep thick cream rug, is straight out of House Beautiful—the Brit version. It’s also bigger than the downstairs of my townhouse.


    “Well, what do you think?” His expectant glance tells me he truly cares about my opinion.


    “Gorgeous.”


    He blows out a breath and grins. “Glad you like it.”


    “How long have you lived here?”


    “Since I graduated from uni.”


    “Uni?”


    “Oxford.”


    “Oh, of course.”


    “I needed a place in London, away from the family manse.”


    Given his bad boy status, of course he needs a place away from the family mansion, somewhere to take all his women. “Lucky you found this penthouse then.”


    “I didn’t ‘find’ it, love. It belongs to me. Passed down from my great grandmother, Emily Swift. She built The Brighton in the 1930s.”


    “Bet there’s an interesting tale there.”


    “There is.” He tugs me down to the couch to sit alongside him. “Champagne?” He points to the silver ice bucket standing to the side.


    “Yes, please.”


    While he pours, he continues his story. “She was quite young when she married her first husband. A man twenty years older and her Radcliffe college professor.”


    I take the flute from his hand, and a spark arches between us, leaving me breathless. “Oh, my. So she was hot for teacher.”


    He laughs. “Quite the opposite, actually. Teacher was hot for her. She was quite beautiful, you see. I have a picture of her ... somewhere.” He glances around, rises and grabs a photo frame from a console table. “Here.”


    The black and white photo shows a smiling, dark-haired woman in the prime of her life. Sheer joy pulsed out of her.


    “She was gorgeous. Was she American or British?”


    “American.” He takes the frame from my hand, rests it on the coffee table.


    “So how did she come to build this place?”


    “Long story.” Curling his arm around my shoulders, he settles us into the couch. “Earlier in his life, her husband interned at the same law firm as Calvin Coolidge, and they became the best of friends. When Coolidge became President, he rewarded his friend by appointing him Ambassador to Great Britain. Unfortunately, he suffered a fatal heart attack soon after his appointment. After his death, she chose to make her permanent home in London, and soon she was part of the “in” crowd. You see, she possessed the three Bs—breeding, beauty and brains—as well as pots of money she inherited from her oil baron father.”


    By the way he flashes his devastating grin, I can tell he’s enjoying the telling of this tale.


    “Due to her period of mourning, she didn’t socialize much, but somehow she caught the eye of my great grandfather. And he caught hers. He was blonde, blue-eyed, charming. I’m told I resemble him quite a bit.” He sneaks a glance at me to make sure I’m looking before he poses in profile.


    I bite down on my lip to keep from laughing. “Was he arrogant as well?”


    He barks out a laugh. “Probably. Anyhow, an indecently short time later, less than five months after her husband’s demise, they married. They couldn’t wait, you see.” He winks at me.


    “Why not?” I sip the champagne.


    “She was pregnant, and they needed to tie the knot before she gave birth, otherwise, the child would be illegitimate. The baby turned out to be a boy, and he became the next earl before he turned five.”


    “Five? What happened?”


    “My great-grandfather wrapped a car around a tree. Died instantly.”


    “How sad.” I pick up the picture frame and stare at the happily smiling woman. “She must have been devastated.”


    “By all accounts, she was. She truly loved her husband. But she was a strong woman, and rather than wallow in grief, she returned to an early interest of hers—architecture. Something she’d studied in college. With her solicitor’s help, she built the Brighton Hotel in the art deco style. It instantly became the place for Americans to stay when visiting London. And the rest, as they say, is history.”


    I glance around the lovingly maintained space. “It is quite beautiful. Did she ever live here?”


    “Yes. Until her husband’s death.”


    I turn my head back to him. “Wait. Didn’t your great-grandfather die before she built the Brighton?


    “Yes, but she married a third and last time.”


    “Who?”


    “Can’t you guess, darling Elizabeth?”


    My breath whooshes out of me at his term of endearment. “The solicitor?”


    He drops a kiss on my lips. “Such a clever, clever girl. His name was Harry Swift, a man of modest means. He married her even though he had quite an aversion to her wealth. He loved her quite madly, you see.”


    Something tells me we’re no longer talking about Harry and Emily. “Why did he dislike her money?”


    “It wasn’t her money per se, but wealth as a whole. He thought money weakened character, because it gave those who possessed it nothing to strive for.”


    I stiffen in outrage. “That’s not true. You haven’t. Look at how hard you work.”


    “Yes, I do. And so do my brother and sister. Would you like a tour?”


    I nod eagerly. He guides me through the living room. I can’t get over the paintings on the wall. A Marc Chagall, a Degas, even a Van Gogh. They’re not imitations, but the real thing. The last item we come across is his family’s coat of arms—a shield with a bolt of lightning, a knight on a horse, a sword and the Latin words Fortes fortuna juvat.


    “What does your family motto mean?”


    “Fortune favors the bold.”


    Wow! Just wow! “Has it?”


    “It certainly favored our oldest ancestor, Sir Eduard of Stormhurst. See?” He points to a plaque containing a list of names a mile long. “William the Conqueror awarded him a baronage for his strength in battle. Along the way, another king bestowed a viscountcy, and yet a third an earldom.”


    “All for services rendered?” I run my finger down the list of names. At some point, his name will be added to the illustrious list.


    “Well, in one case, it was the wife of the baron who did the servicing.” He winks at me. “If you get my drift.”


    My eyes widen. “You mean she slept—”


    “With the king. Yes.”


    I giggle. What else can I do?


    He squeezes my middle and drops a kiss on my head. “Would you like something to eat?”


    “Yes. I’m starving.”


    His eyes light up. “Good.” We walk back to the couch, where he flips up the arm on the side of the sofa, revealing a set of buttons. He pushes one and, a few minutes later, a maid appears, dressed in one of those uniforms you see on TV—black dress, white apron, frilly cap on her head—carrying a tray of canapes.


    My stomach growls again, and I flush with embarrassment. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. For heaven’s sakes, I ate only a few hours ago.


    “Thank you,” he says to the maid. “Leave the tray. We’ll ring if we need anything.”


    The maid curtsies. “Yes, my lord.”


    The honorific strikes me as funny, so I tease him about it. “So should I call you Lord Storm?” I ask reaching for a mushroom cap. That’s actually kinda cool. It has a romance novel ring to it.


    “It’s Viscount Ainsley actually, and don’t you dare.” He takes my free hand in his and kisses it. “I missed you.”


    Finished polishing off the food, I giggle. “You saw me half an hour ago. And we spent most of the day in the sack.”


    “And your point would be?” He tunnels his hand through my hair which now reaches halfway down my back. The fact he likes it that way has nothing to do with my decision to grow it long.


    He nibbles my lower lip, rims the seam with his tongue. Knowing what he wants, I allow him to pull me into his lap. His lips skim the edge of my jaw, my sensitive throat. He suckles the spot where the blood flows directly beneath my skin.


    But when he reaches for the zipper, I protest. “Wait. The maid.”


    “She won’t come back until I ring for her.”


    “Oh.”


    The dress proves no challenge to him. He tips me backwards into the couch and his mouth latches on the tip of my breast. He breathes in. “God, I love the way you smell.” His glorious smile surfaces like a sun rising over the horizon of an ocean blue. He’s busy nibbling on my breasts when a Pink song streams from his coat.


    “Excuse me.” He puts just enough distance between us to dig out his cell.


    “Bri?”


    I clamber off him while he talks.


    “What’s wrong?” His face turns stormy. “The bastard.”” And then finally. “Come on up.”


    Signing off, he turns to me. “My sister, she’s having a crisis. Do you mind?”


    “No. Of course not.” I turn my back to him. “Zip me up.”


    Minutes later, a woman, tall, just as strikingly beautiful as him, arrives with a tear-splotched face, dragging a suitcase behind her. She falls sobbing into Gabriel’s arms.


    Not knowing what to do, I try to blend into the couch, but I must have made a sound because his sister looks up, catches sight of me.


    “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her svelte figure’s sheathed in a dress that even to my untrained eye screams haute couture.


    “You haven’t.” After he introduces us, he hands her a handkerchief and leads her to one of the chairs. “Come sit.”


    I stand. “Maybe I should go.” Last thing I want is to intrude on something so painfully private.


    “No.” Both Gabriel and Brianna object.


    “Please don’t” adds Brianna. “I don’t mind. It will be splashed all over the papers within a day or two, anyway. They love to parade our family’s dirt.”


    I sit back down.


    “So what happened, Bri?” Storm asks.


    “I came home a day early from Monique’s wedding. Anton refused to go with me to Paris, claiming he had a commitment he couldn’t ditch. I walked into our flat to find him in bed ... with his trainer.” She wails at the last part. “How could I not have known he screwed men?”


    I don’t know who Anton is, but holy cow.


    “Some men are very good at hiding things. Don’t blame yourself. Did you kick him out?”


    “No. I screamed about a bit and walked out. The bastard. I wanted to surprise him. Instead he surprised me.” She bawls. Literally bawls.


    Fists clenched, Storm comes to his feet. “I’m going down there.”


    Brianna looks up from the handkerchief, her eyes brimming with tears. “Now?”


    “Of course now. You won’t have to deal with him anymore. That much I can promise you.”


    “I should go with you.” She stands as well.


    “No.” He urges her back down.


    “You’re not going to fight him are you?”


    He snorts. “No. We’ll settle this like gentlemen.”


    Sarcasm if I’ve heard it. I can see the blood lust in his eye. Anton had hurt his little sister and he was going to pay.


    He gets on his haunches, takes the handkerchief from his sister’s hand and wipes the tears from her face. “Stay here. Enjoy a lovely steak and potatoes dinner, have a glass of wine. Or two. Elizabeth will take care of you.”


    “Of course, I will.” I’m prompt to agree.


    While his sister quietly blubbers, he turns to me. “I’m so sorry about this. I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”


    “It’s fine, Storm. I understand.”


    “Please stay with her. Don’t leave.” The plea in his eyes tells me his need encompasses more than his sister’s sake.


    How can I say no to him? “I won’t.”


    He kisses me hard and then he’s gone, leaving me with a sister staring at me out of narrowed, inquisitive eyes.


    

  


  
    Chapter 19


    ______________


    SINCE BRIANNA BROUGHT HER SUITCASE, I encourage her to slip into more comfortable clothes. Once she changes into a fleece top and bottoms that look as if they cost an entire month’s worth of my salary, we relocate to the dining room where the staff serves us the dinner meant for Storm and me.


    While we eat, she restrains from discussing her situation, and we chatter about travel and our mutual jobs, but as the dinner progresses and she drinks more of the red Shiraz, details spill from Brianna, details I’m sure she’ll regret the servants overhearing so I suggest we move to the living room.


    Once there she goes for the liquor, of which Storm has quite a selection—Patron tequila, Courvoisier cognac, Angostura rum, plus a myriad of other hooch displayed in expensive-looking bottles. Bri pours a generous portion of Macallan 1939 into a tulip-shaped glass. “Bottoms up, darling. May the wanker’s ballocks shrivel off.” She tosses it back in one swallow.


    I barely sip the Shiraz. One of us must remain sober.


    “The worst of it will be hearing Mummy say I told you so. She hated me being engaged to Anton. She had a duke’s heir all lined up for me, you see. He rather resembles a chipmunk.”


    I choke on my wine.


    “It’s not funny.”


    “Sorry,” I say, trying hard not to imagine a chipmunk duke. When she chatters her teeth at me, I lose the battle and double over with laughter.


    Initially, she does the same. But soon her face crumbles, and her laughter turns to tears.


    My heart breaks for her. “I’m so sorry. Did you love him so much?”


    Her head jerks up. “Hell, no. He was my ticket out, you see. But now, I’ll still be expected to heel like a bitch anytime mummy calls.”


    I have no idea what she means by this, but then I don’t have a family who expects me to jump through hoops.


    She pours more of the Macallan and tips it back. At the rate she’s drinking, she’ll be blind drunk in no time. Weaving on her feet, she raises her glass and points at me. “Gabe likes you.” Gabe, not Gabriel, and of course, not Storm.


    “We’re business acquaintances.” I hurry to explain.


    “Sure you are.” She offers a ‘lie-to-yourself-if-you-must-but-you-don’t-fool-me-for-one second’ smile. “I’m glad he found you. You’re down to earth. More interested in him than our money, his title”—she waves her hand at the living room—“all of this.”


    She’s right. But what gave me away? “How do you know I’m not?”


    “Because you don’t mind I dropped in. I can tell.”


    “To tell you the truth, his wealth, the lordship thing, this”—I mimic her hand gesture —”overwhelms me. I know he’s rich, super rich, but this is so much more than I imagined.”


    She plops on the chair next to the couch, and, bending forward, drops her hands between her open knees. “He doesn’t care for any of it, you know. It’s more of a duty thing for him. Noblesse oblige and all that.”


    Noblesse oblige. With privilege comes responsibility. “What do you mean?””


    “How much do you know about Gabe? I imagine your firm compiled quite a dossier on him.” She sighs. “And so much of our lives make fodder for the tabloids.”


    “I know he graduated from the University of Pennsylvania and Oxford, that he worked very hard to make Storm Industries the powerhouse company it is today.”


    “Yes, but that was not what he aspired to do. When he was younger, he wanted to be a concert pianist. Once he hears a melody, he can play it note for note. And he plays like an angel.” Her mouth turns down at the corners. “Or used to, once upon a time.”


    None of this information appeared on the firm’s report. “But that’s in the past?”


    She throws her body back onto the roomy chair, takes another sip of the whiskey. “He hasn’t touched a keyboard in fifteen years.”


    “Why?” I can’t imagine loving something so much and giving it up.


    “He hurt his hands.”


    “How?”


    She rests her head against the seat. “You’ll have to ask him, darling. It’s his story to tell.” Her voice’s slurrier, her words less pronounced.


    “But his hands look fine to me.”


    Her eyelids droop and so does the hand holding the glass. I catch it before it hits the rug.


    “They are fine, but he can’t play the piano anymore. At least not the way he wants to. So he gave it up.” She brings her legs up and snuggles into the seat. “He bummed around Europe for a while. But Mummy soon put a stop to that. She dragged him home and demanded he enroll in business at Oxford. Graduated at the top of his class. Turned out he had quite a gift there as well. After Oxford he attended Wharton Business School. And then”—her lip curls in distaste— “she drove his nose into the grindstone and hasn’t let up ever since.”


    Her glassy, far away stare tells me her reminiscing has turned inward. I think she’s almost forgotten I’m here. “Why did she do that?””


    “She wasn’t the best at managing money. Spending it, yes. Managing, no. She almost drove the company into the ground with her risky ventures. So she wanted him to help her run it. She didn’t foresee what would happen, though. If she had, she wouldn’t have been so keen on pushing Gabe into the family business.”


    “What happened?”


    “He reorganized the board of directors so she no longer had control. She never forgave him for that.”


    Much too late I realize she’s revealing things too private to share. “Are you sure you should be telling me all of this? I’m a stranger after all.”


    She directs that half vacant gaze at me. “You’re not a stranger. At least not to Gabe. He wouldn’t have brought you here unless you meant something to him.” She tries to sit up, but the strength’s gone out of her and she flops back. “And you need to know what happened. What drove him to be the man he is today.” She may not have command over her body, but her voice vibrates with a strange kind of energy. “So you can save him.”


    Storm needs saving? “Save him from what?”


    “Himself.”


    Is this the source of his pain? The one I noticed the first night we had sex, during those midnight calls, this afternoon.


    She brings her legs up to her body and curls into a ball. “We had a brother, Edward. Two years younger than Gabe. They grew up not only brothers but best of friends. He studied business, but he didn’t have the same knack Gabe does. Didn’t matter. Gabe mentored him, promoted him to Vice President of Acquisitions.”


    “The position Miranda Stone now holds.”


    “Yes. Well, of course, he needed to travel whenever we were negotiating for a new deal. Five years ago, we looked into building a hydroelectric power plant on the Ulua River in Honduras.”


    Oh, God. I know where this is going.


    “Guerillas found out where the meeting was taking place and opened fire on them. Both Gabriel and Edward were injured. Gabriel barely escaped with his life, and Edward ... Edward died.” Tears pour down her face again.


    Hoping to provide some comfort, I crawl into her seat and curl my arms around her. “I’m so sorry.”


    She lays her head on my shoulder and heaves out a great big sigh. “Edward died and Gabriel paid the price. Our mother never forgave him for Edward’s death. He was her favorite you see. He was so sweet, so loving. In many ways he was the best of the four of us.”


    I rub my hands up and down her back. “I’m sure he was.”


    She swipes at the tears, but more rain down. “Gabe, well, I don’t think he ever recovered, or forgiven himself. For the last five years, he’s been driven like a mad man to make Storm Industries into a powerhouse. He’ll do anything to succeed. At the cost of his own soul if you ask me.”


    The elevator dings stopping her confession. Storm steps out, missing breast pocket, hair tossed every which way, bruise on his cheek. That’s going to turn purple in a day or two.


    “Gabe!” Brianna rises from the chair, stumbles toward him. “Look at you.”


    When she swipes at his bruise, he flinches and holds unto her hand before it comes at him again.


    “Did you hit him?”


    A muscle jumps in his cheek. “Yes. I kicked him out. He won’t be coming back. Jake will make sure of that.”


    “Oh, no. Not Jake. I don’t want him to know.” Sobbing, she crumbles into his arms.


    Over her head, he glances at me, an agonized look in his eyes. “Bri, he has to know. He’ll need to keep that bastard away from you.”


    Her sobs turn to wails.


    “He didn’t deserve you. Come, let’s get you in bed.”


    “Can I help?” I offer.


    “No, I got this.” With Bri leaning heavily into him, he walks away, leaving me alone in the living room.


    Ten minutes later, he returns a somber contrast to the happy man who greeted me earlier in the evening. “Sorry you had to witness that.”


    “It’s fine. I don’t mind. Should I go?”


    His face turns bleak. “No, please don’t. I can’t face being alone right now.” He scrubs his face. “Did you eat?”


    In an attempt to cheer him up, I pin a smile on my face. “Yes, the dinner was delicious. Sorry you missed it.” The cut below his right eye draws my attention. “Shouldn’t we put something on that?”


    “Probably.”


    “Where is your first aid kit?”


    He leads me into the depths of his penthouse. His bedroom is huge—the size of my entire upstairs. His bathroom, marbled black and gold, includes a Jacuzzi and a glassed-in shower. From a side cabinet, he grabs a first aid kit and hands it to me. Inside, all manner of emergency aid care abound. I grab a disinfectant spray and a packaged gauze. After I clean and disinfect the wound, I gently apply a butterfly bandage. His knuckles are a mess. I fix those as well. His hair I finger comb back. “You need to eat.”


    Thankfully no staff greets us when we show up in the kitchen. We root around in the refrigerator where we find chicken fettuccine alfredo.


    “Leftovers from two nights ago.” He explains.


    I dish out the food and nuke it until it’s hot, serve it to him on a nice placemat while he hunts up a bottle of wine. When he offers me a glass, I decline. I’ve had three, one more than my limit.


    “You don’t keep any overnight staff?” I ask while he tucks into the meal.


    “Only Parker, my all-around houseman. By now, he’s hiding in his private room on the other side of the penthouse watching the telly. The rest go home at night. They prefer it that way, and frankly, so do I. I like my privacy.” He pronounces the word with a short e.


    “In the United States, you pronounced privacy the American way, with the long e.”


    “I find it easier to deal with Americans if I pronounce words the way they do. I also use their vernacular for most things.”


    “You did in the office, but not when you were in my house.”


    “Smart as well as beautiful.” He tangles a finger around my hair. “Your hair’s longer.”


    “I let it grow.”


    He smiles.


    Not about to let him think I did it for him, I say. “I’ll cut it when school starts.”


    “When do you return?”


    “In six weeks. I made law review.” I proudly blurt out.


    “Good for you.” I can tell by his smile he’s truly happy for me.


    “It’ll mean even more work, but I’ll juggle things around. I’m no longer Mr. Carrey’s AA. He’s made me his paralegal. The firm created a new position for me.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “I do research, draft pleadings, craft arguments.”


    “A law internship.”


    “Yes. Except I get paid.” In days of old, law interns worked for free, but that’s something I can’t afford.


    “How many more years of school do you have?”


    “Three. Nighttime takes a year longer.”


    “And then?”


    “Hopefully, a job at Smith Cannon. As long as I keep up my grades, that is. Mr. Carrey is very pleased with my work.”


    As soon as he finishes eating, I take the dish to the sink and hand wash it along with his wine glass. While I dry the dinnerware, he stands behind me, sweeps my hair away from my neck, drops a kiss on my nape.


    I shiver and drop my head, suddenly terrified of my growing emotional attachment to him. His sister’s story cracked open a soft spot in my heart, one which has no business being there. Twirling around, I lay a hand on his chest. “You need to deal with your sister. It’s late. I should leave.” I need time alone to think.


    His arms curl around my back and pull me to him. “Why do you fight me, love? Fight us?” His tone is soft, a balm to my aching heart, almost torn asunder by his sister’s tale.


    “If someone found out.” I trot out my same old tired excuse, rather than tell him about my fear.


    He cups my cheeks, brushes his lips against mine. “No one here but you and me.”


    “And Brianna.”


    “She’d never betray us.” He licks my lips, nibbles them, reminding me how clever he is with his tongue.


    I curve into him, my body conveying the message my lips refuse to spill. I want him more than my next breath. I slide my hands into his hair, explore every corner of his mouth. “Take me to bed, Storm.”


    He rests his forehead against mine. “Gabriel.”


    “What?”


    “My name’s Gabriel. I want to hear my name on your lips.” He brushes a thumb across them.


    “I can’t. What if in a business meeting I forget to call you by your last name?”


    “You won’t.” Our gazes collide. “Say it. Gabriel.”


    “You’re a bastard, you know that.”


    He chuckles “Not even close. Gabriel.” He flashes the same boyish grin I first saw in the conference room. And suddenly, I’ll do anything to help him keep that carefree look.


    “Let’s go have sex . . . Gabriel.”


    The look he sends me brims over with tenderness. “No, darling. Let’s go make love.”


    Love. A four-letter word if I’ve ever heard one.


    

  


  
    Chapter 20


    ______________


    Gabriel


    I WAKE UP WITH ELIZABETH IN MY ARMS, my legs tangled with hers. First time I greet a new day with a woman in my bed. The musky scent of our marathon lovemaking arouses my hunger, and I rub my cock against her sweet arse. What can I say? I’m a randy bastard, especially when it comes to her.


    “Morning.” I kiss her shoulder, and she rolls over to gaze at me out of those mesmerizing black-ringed, emerald eyes of hers.


    “Morning.” Rather than be offended by my rude awakening, she climbs over me all smiles.


    I think I won the sexual lottery until she lands on the floor, plucks the sheet from the bed, and scampers to the bathroom with the cotton draped around her, laughing all the way. Nature call. That’s all it is. Anticipating all the things I’ll do when she returns, I stretch and lay back. Until the sound of water reaches me. She’s taking a shower? Now? When I’m hard enough to pound nails? Fuck.


    I roll out of bed and trudge to the bathroom. Yep, there she is wet and delicious inside the glass-enclosed shower stall. I glare at her while I brush my teeth, not that she notices with her back to me.


    I stand rooted to the spot while she squirts some bath gel into a washcloth, bends and rubs it up and down her legs. Her perfectly perfect ass wiggles as she runs the washcloth up and down her legs—right, left, right again—and, bloody hell, every one of her toes. She turns and rubs that blasted washcloth over the front of her—arms, neck, belly—and then the witch squirts more soap into the cloth and rubs it over her luscious breasts.


    Enough.


    Practically breaking the sound barrier to get to her, I thrust open the shower door handle and crowd into the space and fill my hands with those same plump, delicious breasts.


    Sexy as hell, she peeks at me from beneath her luscious lashes. “What took you so long?”


    “Witch.” I grab that luscious arse of hers, lift her, but she wiggles free.


    “Nuh-uh, cleanliness before—”


    “I fuck you.”


    “—I take you into my mouth.”


    Waving the white flag of surrender, my arms shoot up. “Clean away.”


    She reels out a husky laugh. Yeah, I’m pretty much her bitch at the moment.


    She tugs on my biceps. “Bend your arms. I can’t reach you.”


    She wants to clean my arms when more important body parts are clamoring for attention?


    “Gabriel.”


    “Yes, ma’am.” I lower my arms so she can get to them.


    “Such a good, good boy.” She soaps my forearms, biceps, shoulders.


    I steal a kiss only to get a sudsed up washcloth in my mouth for my troubles. I spit out the soap and wink at her. “You know what they say about good boys.”


    Her eyes spark merrily at me while the cleaning cloth hits my chest, my stomach. “No. What do they say?” She twirls me around and slides it over my back, my rump.


    “When I’m good I’m very, very good, but when I’m bad””—I swivel back and face her—“I’m better.” I grab her arse and wiggle my iron hard erection against her belly.


    “You’re a dirty, dirty boy, aren’t you?”


    “Nope. I’m squeaky clean, practically a choir boy.”


    “Bet you never had to sing for your supper.” She bends and I’m treated to a view of her delicious backside while she soaps up my legs. Unable to resist such sweet temptation, I drop a hand on her sweet cheek, roll a finger down her crack right into her sheath.


    She gasps. “Stop that.”


    “Change of plans.”


    “Nope.” Somehow she manages to extricate my finger from her pussy. The washcloth hits the shower floor and so do her knees.


    “Wait.” I thrust open the shower door, grab a towel from the rack, fold and drop it on the floor. “Kneel on that.”


    “Such a gentleman.”


    Her mouth is right there hovering over my cock. The son of a bitch is practically begging her to take him into her mouth.


    She curls her hand around the base, slides it to the top of my cock, licks the drop at the head weeping for her. “Ummm, you taste good.”


    I curl a trembling hand around her hair and gently tug back so I can see her face. “What do I taste like?”


    “Salt and man and you.” She licks and caresses my balls until they tighten up. When her hot mouth engulfs my head and she suckles, I pump air out of my lungs to keep from coming. Her pink tongue darts out to flick the head, and then she swallows me whole. Fuuuuuccccck. Clamping on to the door latch and the shower rack, I rock back and forth, trying hard not to force my cock down her throat. For several mind-numbing seconds, I enjoy the warmth of her mouth curled around my veined length, licking, sucking the crown head. When she clamps on to my butt cheeks and squeezes, I groan as semen pulses from me. It’s time to stop, before I forget myself. I take a step back and my penis pops out of her mouth.


    She shoots a confused glance at me. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like it?”


    “Too much, darling girl.”


    “Then let me—”


    “I’d rather be inside you another way.”


    I raise her to her feet, turn her so her back is to me. After I bend her forward and nudge her thighs apart, I slide into her sheath, and her heat welcomes me home.


    With a lazy rhythm, my hips swing back and forth, a little deeper each time. I’m afraid to thrust hard into her. Even after making love three times last night, she’s tighter than a drum. My breathing harshes with the need to linger, to stretch this moment out, so I won’t forget the joy of fucking Elizabeth.


    But she won’t let me. With each sway, she pushes back. “Let go, Gabriel.”


    “Elizabeth. No.”


    “I won’t break. Let go.”


    She flicks her clit and her inner muscles grip me with a heated purpose. My balls tighten and lightning shoots up my cock. No help for it now. I clutch her hips and batter into her unaware of where I end and she begins. Together we reach past the breaking point. As she keens a cry, and I shout with feral passion, the sounds of our passion echo across the marbled space. Spent, we collapse to the shower floor.


    “Wow,” she whispers, breathless.


    Fighting to regain my own breath, I gather her against my side and drop a kiss on the top of her head. Wow indeed.


    

  


  
    Chapter 21


    ______________


    AFTER WE DRY OFF, I take her hand and walk toward my dressing room, one side of which opens into the bathroom. But before we get there, she jerks free.


    “What’s wrong?” I ask.


    Breaths burst in and out of her. She’s staring into the closet as if she expects the boogeyman to jump out at her. “I” ——she gulps— “I don’t do closets.”


    Along with elevators. Is this where her fear of enclosed spaces stems from? “It’s only four walls.” I gather her into my arms, and am surprised to find her body’s gone tight and cold.


    She lays her head against my chest. “And a door which can be locked.”


    What the hell happened to her? “Somebody lock you inside one?”


    “Yes.”


    “Who?”


    “My mother.”


    Another evil witch. Knowing we shared similar childhoods doesn’t help. If anything it fuels the sudden rage which erupts with a singular intensity. “Tell me.”


    “No.”


    I crook a finger and raise her chin. “Tell me.” Only by bleeding the poison, can she drain her fears.


    “You don’t want to talk about Honduras. Well, I don’t want to talk about closets.”


    “All right.” She won’t talk. Not when she’s dug in her heels. So I let it go. For now. But sooner or later, I’ll get it out of her.


    After a swift detour into the bedroom, I walk into the dressing room, leaving her on the outside looking in. Today being Sunday I go for a pair of button fly jeans, rather than my usual suit.


    As I slide into them, she bites down on her lower lip, and her eyes turn hot and steamy.


    My cock hardens, as if it hasn’t just had the best sex of its life. “You keep looking at me like that and we’re never leaving this bedroom.”


    Her cheeks bloom an adorable pink. And she shifts her interested gaze away from me into my dressing room.


    I grab a blue t-shirt and slip it over my head. As soon as we’re done eating, I’m taking her back to bed.


    “Ooohhh. That’s so beautiful.”


    I turn in the direction she indicates. Whatever she’s pointing to, it’s not me. “What?”


    “The suit.”


    The suit? “Which one?” I’ve racks filled with them.


    “That dark gray one.” The three-button suit delivered a couple of days ago. Parker didn’t position it next to the others, but hanged it by itself on a stand-alone garment rack to allow it to ‘breathe.’ I’ve never understood that concept.


    Seeing the opportunity to lure her in, I extend my hand. “Come and feel it.”


    She shakes her head and her glorious hair riots in disarray.


    I stroll to the edge of the opening between the dressing room and the bedroom. “Close your eyes.”


    A panicked look. Two short breaths. And then her luscious lashes drift close.


    Taking her hand, I walk backwards. When her breathing grows labored, I urge. “I got you. Nothing here will hurt you. Now breathe. In. Out. In. Out.” Miraculously, she obeys.


    When we reach the object of her desire, I caress her cheek with the jacket sleeve, and whisper in her ear. “It has a vest.”


    Her lips purse with pleasure. “Ooohhh.”


    “If you open your eyes, you can see it.”


    Her eyelids drift up, but then she snaps them close again. “How many suits do you have?”


    I chuckle. A woman’s mind is a wondrous thing. “No idea, darling girl. Over a hundred I guess.”


    For a couple of seconds, she breathes in and out. And then she takes a deep breath and darts open her eyes. This time, even though she’s shaking, she keeps them alert. With infinite care, she removes the vest from the hanger, holds it out for me to slip into. She buttons it and smooths her hand down my chest. She repeats the motion with the jacket and soon I’m standing in jacket, vest and jeans.


    She circles me, her gaze shiny bright. “So beautiful.”


    I don’t know if she’s talking about me or the suit. Either way, I’ll take the compliment.


    “How do you spare time for the fittings?”


    “They come to my office and I squeeze them in between business appointments. They have my measurements, so usually only minor alterations need to be made. Parker handles all the details.”


    Her nose wrinkles. “Your all-around houseman?”


    “Yes, he’s also my valet. He picks out something he likes, gets my approval and then calls my tailor and orders the suit made. A couple of weeks after the fitting, it’s delivered.” I lay a soft kiss on her lips. “May I take these off now?”


    She nods.


    With infinite care, she returns the jacket and vest to their spot. “Wear this tomorrow. You look hot in it.” She lovingly strokes the jacket, and my body protests, jealous it’s not the recipient of her tender touch.


    “Yes, ma’am.” I’ll wear whatever the hell she wants if only she would caress me like that.


    Turning her back on me, she moves deeper into the dressing room, stopping now and then to brush an article of clothing. Eyes open wide, she twirls around. “This place is beautiful. So many shelves. So many clothes.”


    My dressing room is as big as a small living room with alternating open wardrobes, and beveled glass-fronted drawers, all made from cedar and full-length mirrors built into the walls. In the center of it all, a chandelier presides over a small round table and matching chairs. My great-grandmother designed the space, and I’ve never seen reason to change it.


    She walks up to a glass front and opens the door. Inside this particular one, Parker keeps my ties, cufflinks, tie clips. She chooses one of my favorite tie clips and holds it up to the light. It winks blue fire. “I love this.”


    She loves clothes, that much is evident. And it’s probably a pleasure she doesn’t get to indulge, not with her limited salary and her school debt. If she were mine, she’d wear the finest clothing in the world, everything tailor made, and she’d have a dressing room bigger than mine where I could strip her and make hot, delicious love on the rug.


    “Ooh, this is so pretty.” Having moved to an armoire that holds pajamas and such, she’s holding a shimmering blue dressing gown. No idea why Parker buys sleepwear since I sleep in the nude. “Did you buy this?”


    “No. That’s a birthday gift from Brianna. Don’t know why she chose that color.” I slide it off the hanger and hold it out for her. “Here, put it on.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes, you.”


    The damn thing’s too big for her but she makes it work by looping the belt twice and tightening it around her waist. When her bright gaze turns to me, her happiness shatters me. I rub my chest to still the pain lodged in my chest. What is it about her that affects me so? I’ve dated women more beautiful, more glamorous, and, yes, even more intelligent. Yet, none captivated me the way Elizabeth does. I want to spend all my nights loving her, all my days watching over her. I want to make her mine. A dangerous thing, that, for I’m not free to make such a commitment.


    She brushes the sleeve against her cheek. “It’s beautiful. So soft. What is it made of?”


    “Silk probably.”


    She holds the cloth up to my face. “The color matches your eyes. That’s why she chose this shade.”


    When she starts to take it off, I stop her. “Wear it to breakfast.” After we eat, I’ll bring her back to the bedroom, slip her out of the robe, and make love to her. For as long as possible. In as many ways as possible. Until she tells me to stop.


    A door slams somewhere, and she streaks out of the dressing room into the bedroom where she trembles so badly, the silk fabric rustles around her, shimmering in the light.


    Baby steps, I tell myself. At least I managed to get her into the dressing room. If only for a little while.


    We arrive in the kitchen to discover Brianna nursing a cup of coffee.


    When I greet her with a cheery, “Good morning,” I get a grumble in return.


    Ignoring her, I pull out a kitchen stool for Elizabeth. “You took care of me last night. Let me fix breakfast for you.”


    She avails herself of the seat and rewards me with a smile.


    “How are you feeling?” she asks Brianna.


    “Brilliant, thanks for asking.” Good lord, Bri looks like something the cat’s dragged in. Her hair’s flattened at the top, sticking out at the sides, and she’s sporting a pair of raggedy jeans and a torn top she must have dredged up from the rubbish pile.


    When I snag a frying pan from the overhead rack and drop it on the stove, she flinches. “Dog’s bollocks, Gabe. Must you make such a racket?”


    Elizabeth’s lips twitch, but she doesn’t say anything. Smart girl.


    “My apologies.” As quietly as possible, I grab eggs and butter from the fridge, scramble the yolks, tuck bread in the toaster.


    Leaning into the counter, Elizabeth rests her chin on her palms. “I’m impressed.”


    “I may not cook much but I can do the basics. Bacon?”


    “All right.” She doesn’t sound too enthused.


    “Would you prefer sausage? Plenty in the fridge.”


    She makes a face. “Bacon’s fine.”


    After I put some strips in the grooved plastic tray and stick it in the microwave, I grab a jug of orange juice and pour some into three glasses. “Want bacon and eggs, Bri?”


    She gulps, her complexion turns greener than before. “Please. Don’t mention food.”


    That’s what she says now, but knowing my sister, I prepare extra. Once her belly cooperates, she’ll sneak a bit off my plate.


    Finished cooking the food, I pull up a seat next to Elizabeth and dig in.


    True to form, Bri pillages eggs off my dish.


    To my surprise, Elizabeth slides her plate to her.


    “Not hungry?” I ask.


    “Stomach’s off.” Eschewing the butter and orange marmalade, she bites into a slice of dry toast.


    Is she sick? I wrap an arm around her shoulder. “Anything wrong?”


    “No. Plane travel always does this to me. I’ll be okay in a couple of days.”


    How very odd. She had no problem eating yesterday afternoon. I return to my meal, but keep a careful eye on her.


    After we finish eating, Elizabeth insists on cleaning up. We’re chatting over inconsequential things—the infamous London weather, sights to see—when the elevator dings. Only a handful of people have the code to the lift—my siblings, Jake and Samuel. If I don’t desire any visitors, I lock the elevator, but with everything that happened last night, I forgot to secure it.


    Seconds later, Jake walks into the kitchen, and Bri groans. “It would be him.”


    “Good morning, Lady Brianna, Storm, and ... I’m sorry we haven’t met.” He sticks out his hand. “Jake Cooper.”


    Elizabeth freezes before she reluctantly shakes without giving her name. Makes sense. She wouldn’t want a stranger to know she’s been in my kitchen.


    I curl my arm around her shoulders. “This lovely lady is Elizabeth Watson. Darling, this great big lummox is my head of security.”


    Bri snorts.


    “Ms. Watson.” Jake nods while he studies Elizabeth. His close scrutiny doesn’t surprise me. He’s bound to be curious about the woman I asked him to investigate.


    But Elizabeth is not as accepting of his silent inquisition. Her chin comes up, and she glares at him.


    Hoping to reassure her, I squeeze her arm before turning the conversation in another direction. “Anton?”


    “He returned this morning for something he ‘forgot’.”


    “Such as?” Bri asks, her hackles up.


    “A sculpture of a naked man.”


    “The Donatello!” She screeches. “That’s mine. I inherited it from my great grandmother.”


    Jake levels a glance at her. “I didn’t allow him to take it, Lady Brianna.”


    She hates to be called that as much as I hate my lord. Which is why Jake does it.


    In typical Jake fashion, he ignores the dagger in her eyes while stealing the last of her bacon. He wipes his hands on a paper towel before sliding her a small manila envelope. “I changed the lock on your door. Here’s your new key and two copies. Put the duplicates somewhere safe, in case you lose the original, like you did twice last year.”


    Her eyes narrow at him.


    Wish these two would just jump into bed and get it over and done with. Maybe now that Anton’s out of the picture, they finally will.


    She grits her teeth, but uncharacteristically says, “Thank you.”


    He arches a brow as he scrutinizes her. Probably wondering who’s taken over Brianna’s body.


    “When you’re ready, I’ll escort you down to your place, and make sure Anton hasn’t returned.” Jake’s tone softens. Maybe out of pity, maybe out of something else entirely. “But”—his gaze pinballs back to me—“we need to talk.”


    Elizabeth slides from her seat. “I better go then.”


    What? Hell, no. That’s not happening. “Excuse us.” Putting my palm on the small of her back, I lead her into the bedroom and close the door behind us.


    I allow her to gather her dress and her purse, but when she walks toward the bathroom, I block her path. “I want you to stay.”


    She stubbornly refuses to look at me, but keeps her gaze pinned to the floor. “I can’t. I have things to do to get ready for tomorrow. Plus I need to check into my own room.”


    When she left the bedroom, she was gay, full of joy, reveling in the clothes and the silk robe. But between then and now, her mood’s changed. And I’ll be damned if I can figure out why. I want to argue, but I see it would be futile. Maybe she needs time to herself. Fine. I’ll give her until tonight. “I know how much you hate the lift. I’ll ride down with you.”


    After she dresses, I escort her back to the kitchen where she says goodbye to my sister and Jake.


    Bri hugs her. “Thanks for last night. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”


    “You’re welcome.” The melancholy smile she gives Bri confuses me. Why is she so sad?


    “Give me your mobile.”


    “Why?” Elizabeth asks while handing her phone to Bri.


    “I’m giving you my number. Call me. Anytime. I mean it. You know in case you have any questions about ... anything.” Her head tilts in my direction. Bri’s as subtle as a wrecking ball. While giving Elizabeth another hug, she whispers something to her, something I can’t hear.


    Whatever it is, it puts tears in Elizabeth’s eyes.


    Curling my hand around her, I lead her toward the lift.


    She takes a deep breath and steps in. I push the “G” button.


    While the lift rattles its way to the ground floor, her gaze darts up, down. Her breathing hitches.


    I rub my hands up and down her arms hoping to keep her from coming apart at the seams. “Look, whatever Jake’s got to say won’t take long. So I’ll call you when I get back to the hotel. I can go to your room, or you can come up to the suite.” And we can pick up where we left off.


    Her gaze stops bouncing about and zeroes in on me. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”


    What the hell? I push the red button on the elevator and the lift lurches to a stop.


    She gasps. “What are you doing?”


    “I stopped the elevator.”


    “W-why?” She’s trembling.


    It kills me to see her this way, but I need to know what’s going on in her head, and this is the fastest way to do it. “Tell me what’s wrong.”


    “N-nothing’s wrong.” Her breaths pick up speed. I need to get her to open up. Fast. Before she passes out.


    “Bullshit. Now, tell me.”


    “Start the elevator. Please, Storm.” Her gaze pleads with mine. But I’m not giving in.


    “Gabriel. Not until you explain.”


    She wheezes out a deep breath; her shoulders droop. “I don’t belong in your world.”


    “My world?”


    “Your sister’s a Lady; you’re a Lord. You have clothes custom-made to your measurements. I buy dresses off the rack. On sale. With a coupon. You can trace your lineage back to William the Conqueror. I don’t know who my father is.” The glance she sends me is filled with tears. “We don’t fit.”


    What nonsense. “Oh, I don’t know. I thought we fit pretty well last night.”


    She scowls. “It’s not funny. This thing between us. Whatever it is? Nothing can come of it.”


    Something’s going to come of it, or I’ll die trying. I tweak her chin. “I’m not so sure of that.”


    She clamps her hands together. To still their trembling? Or to beg me? “Let me go. Please let me go.”


    I don’t know if she’s talking about the lift, or something I don’t dare think about. Either way, it’s not happening. “I can’t, sweet girl. I need you.”


    The hopeless glance she casts at me breaks my heart. “You can have any woman you want, Storm.”


    In the last three weeks, I’ve had plenty of chances to shag other women, but I haven’t. Because not one of them can give me what Elizabeth can. “I don’t want anyone else. I want you.”


    Confusion reigns in her eyes. “Why?”


    I brush the hair from her face, tuck a loose strand behind her ear. “When I’m with you, the world fades away. I forget my troubles, if only for a little while. You make my days sweeter, my nights hotter.” I thread my hand through hers. “I want you in my life.”


    While I speak, her eyes grow wider and wider. “Wait. Are you saying you want a relationship? With me?”


    I haven’t thought about it until now, but isn’t that what I’d like? To hold her hand in public, take her out to dinner, show the world she’s mine. And then come home, wherever home was. Maybe The Brighton, maybe that cottage I bought a year ago, the one with the cherry orchard where we could make love in front of the fireplace on cold nights. “Yes.”


    She freezes. “I can’t.”


    “Why not?”


    “I can’t be in a relationship, not with a full time job and three years of law school to get through. Not to mention, how could we even do such a thing? We can’t date. Not while we’re in the middle of negotiations. And they won’t conclude for several months. Plus we live in separate continents. It won’t work.”


    I tighten my hand around hers. “I’ll make it work.”


    She huffs. “How?”


    “Weekend trips, to the Caribbean or anywhere else you’d like to go. We can do it, Elizabeth. It’s only three months until the closing.”


    “You’d do that? Fly across the Atlantic to spend a weekend with me?” A wild pulse beats in her throat and she licks her lips. She’s considering the idea.


    “I’d fly to the moon to be with you. You’re worth it.”


    She breathes hard for a couple of seconds and the atmosphere charges with thick sexual tension. I push her against the elevator wall, lift her and wrap her legs around me. “We can do it, Elizabeth.”


    Rasping harsh gulps of air, she rocks into me. “I can’t. It won’t work.”


    I trap her hands with mine, raise hers above her head. “I’ll fucking make it work.” She’s bare from the waist down, and by now I know what she likes. I rock my hips against her so my erection rubs her sweet spot. She throws her head back and moans while I double, triple my pace. Nobody ever said I played fair.


    Another big gulp of air. “Damn you, Storm, I’m coming.”


    “So come, darling.”


    As her body shatters, she clutches me and screams. Once the crisis passes, she drops her head on my shoulder. “I don’t think I’ve ever climaxed so fast in my life.”


    My balls may be bluer than blue at the moment, but I grin down at her.


    “Oh, stop it with the cocky smile.” Still breathing hard she threads a hand through my hair and suckles my lower lip. “Why can’t I say no to you?”


    Because you need me too, sweet girl. You just don’t know it yet.


    When my mobile interrupts us, I duck my head against her shoulder and groan.


    “You have to answer it,” she says. “Could be about your father.”


    I retrieve my phone from my jeans and click it on. It’s Jake.


    “Anything wrong?” he asks. “The elevator stopped, and I thought I heard a scream.”


    “No, nothing’s wrong.” With my cell to my ear, I suckle Elizabeth’s bottom lip into my mouth. Her tongue dips out to play.


    He laughs. “Playing your games, I see.”


    Elizabeth stiffens.


    Fuck. She heard that. I end the conversation.


    She drops back to her feet. “Start the elevator, Storm.” Her glance could freeze a man’s bollocks at twenty paces.


    “It’s not like—”


    She holds up a trembling hand. “Please, don’t.”


    I heave out a sigh and pull the ‘Stop’ button. The lift jerks into motion and resumes its rattle and roll. When we arrive at the ground floor, I escort her through the gate into the lobby. “I’ll walk you out.”


    She turns and pushes a hand into my chest. “No. Thanks for everything, St-Gabriel. Bye.” Her voice’s gone hard and cold. She walks away without once looking back.


    My gaze follows her out the glass exit to the sidewalk where she sticks out her hand in the universal hail sign. Even though she’s facing the wrong way, a cab pulls up behind her. Of course it does. Who wouldn’t stop for a beautiful woman outside The Brighton? Seconds later, the taxi pulls out and just like that, she’s gone. The hotel is only a few blocks away, but she might as well be on the far side of the moon. Unreachable. That much I understood from her goodbye gaze.


    

  


  
    Chapter 22


    ______________


    WHEN I RETURN TO THE PENTHOUSE, Brianna’s nowhere to be seen and Jake’s plunked on one of the stools sipping a cup of something. Coffee, by the smell of it.


    “Where’s Bri?” I ask.


    “Shower.” He gestures toward the back of the penthouse.


    “What did you need to discuss?” I try to keep my tone civilized. Jake did nothing wrong when he called. He was only doing his job, after all.


    “The report you asked me to compile on the Duke of Marchstone and his family.”


    “Couldn’t it have waited?” I snap. So much for trying to control my temper.


    He levels a questioning gaze at me. “You told me you needed the information as soon as possible.”


    I punch both hands into my pockets. He’s right. I did. “Sorry. Not in the best of moods at the moment.” My migraines tend to strike harder and faster if I don’t hydrate, so I grab a water bottle from the fridge and guzzle it down. “So what did you find out?”


    “The duchess is quite ill. Cancer. The doctors give her only a few months to live.”


    Imminent death would prompt a caring mother to ensure the wellbeing of her children. And marriage to an earl’s heir would assure a daughter’s future, wouldn’t it? “Is Lady Melissande their only daughter?”


    “No. They have three others, all married.” He rubs the back of his neck. “Look, I don’t mean to pry, but given the circumstances, I feel I have a right to know. In the last month, you’ve asked me to look into the lives of two women—Elizabeth Watson and now Lady Melissande. What’s this about?”


    “I’m not at liberty to disclose my plans at the moment.”


    A muscle ticks in his cheek. “For eight years, I’ve obeyed your orders. Never questioning them even when they skirted the line, because I trusted you were doing things for the greater good. But in this instance, innocent women are involved. I would not like either to get hurt.”


    Jake’s stance does not surprise me. He’s an honorable man. But what does surprise me is his lack of trust in me. “I assure you, such is not my intention.”


    He dismounts the kitchen stool. “You know what they say about good intentions, Storm. The road to hell is paved with them.”


    I grit my teeth to keep from knocking his down his throat. “I know what I’m doing.”


    His mouth tightens. “I won’t be a party to your games, Storm.”


    I slam my hand on the counter. “Elizabeth’s not a game.”


    “What is she then?”


    I rake fingers through my hair. “I don’t know. I haven’t figured it out yet.”


    “Well, you better figure it out real soon before you lose the woman you love.”


    What? How the fuck did he reach that conclusion? Our gazes collide. “I’m not in love with her.”


    He chuckles. “Sure about that? Because you couldn’t take your eyes off her, or your hands, for that matter. Hell, for a moment I thought you were going to throw her on the floor and claim her. Right there, in front of your sister and me.”


    A growl rises from deep in my chest. “Stay the fuck out of my life, Jake.”


    He throws up his hands in mock surrender. “Fine. I’ll stay out. But—”


    Always a ‘but’ with him.


    “Look, maybe you love her, maybe you don’t. But, clearly, she’s someone special to you. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have invited her here. I know your proclivities, your go-to pain killers. And I can tell you from personal experience. If you lose her, there won’t be enough liquor in the world for you to drown in.”


    I reel back to him, ready to argue the point, but Bri walks into the kitchen, and our hostilities by necessity cease. Gone is the orphan-in-a-storm look, replaced by a vibrant vision dressed in a sleeveless lavender sheath, matching heels, and immaculate makeup and hair. Never count Brianna down and out.


    Jake’s body goes rigid. His nostrils flare. Does he know how much he reveals whenever she’s near him? But even though she pushes every one of his hot buttons, he maintains the same businesslike attitude toward her. “Ready to go, Lady Brianna?”


    “Please stop calling me that. I hate it,” she says.


    “What would you have me call you then?”


    “My name. Brianna.”


    “Sorry. No can do. You will always be a lady to me.”


    She slants him a look that would kill a lesser man. Good. If she focuses her hate on Jake, she’ll recover that much faster from her disastrous engagement. “Tosser.”


    “Tsk, tsk, such language, Lady Brianna.” He crosses his arms against his chest, flexes his hips. Talk about body language.


    Ignoring his caveman behavior, she turns to me. “Before I left for Paris, I arranged for father’s doctor to examine him and certify his mental acuity. I asked for two additional physicians, just in case. It’ll be taken care of when he attends his physical therapy session this week.”


    “Good to know.” Our father needs to be mentally competent to perform the task I will ask of him.


    She buzzes both cheeks. “Bye darling. Give my best to Elizabeth when you see her tonight.”


    “How do you know I’ll see her?” I haven’t whispered a word to Bri about my intentions toward Elizabeth.


    She rolls her eyes. “Oh, please. Why else would you lodge at the same hotel she’s staying unless it’s to spend as much time as possible with her?” She turns to Jake. “Get my suitcase, will you, ducks? It’s in the bedroom at the far end.”


    He squints at her but leaves, presumably to do as she asks.


    As soon as he’s out of earshot, she says, “I like Elizabeth. What do you intend to do with her?”


    I smile while rocking back on my heels. “None of your business, baby sister.”


    She arches a delicate brow while smoothing on a pair of lavender gloves. “Just so you know, if you hurt her, I will cut off your bollocks with a rusty knife.”


    Ouch. I don’t take Brianna’s threat lightly. She’s damn handy with a knife.


    Jake chuckles as he reenters the kitchen. The bastard must have heard that.


    “Toodles, love.” She wiggles her fingers at me. “Off to celebrate.”


    “Celebrate?” Jake and I both ask.


    “My freedom. I’ll make enough noise to make sure that wanker learns about it from the gossip rags.”


    Jake heaves a deep breath.


    “The wanker meaning Anton,” I say.


    “Of course. What other wanker is there?”


    I release my own heavy sigh. God only knows how much trouble she means to get into. “Watch her, will you, Jake?”


    “Do I get a choice?”


    “Do you want one?”


    “No. Not really.” Following her to the lift, he manages to fit himself and the luggage into the tiny space, which naturally requires him to stand close to her. Really close.


    As the door closes, she shoots him a sidelong glance, a wicked one.


    I’m still chuckling over the resigned look on Jake’s face when my mobile rings. When I catch the identity of the caller, my great mood heads south.


    “Ainsley?” The Countess.


    “Yes.”


    “I’ve invited the Duke and Duchess of Marchstone and Lady Melissande for dinner. Seven o’clock sharp. Hope you can attend?””


    “Do I have a choice?” I ask Jake’s identical question.


    “You always have a choice,” she says in her ice queen tone.


    She’s right. I can accept her invitation and maintain the status quo, or rebel and she will ruin Storm Industries. Not much of a choice, but a choice nonetheless. “I’ll be there.”


    “Excellent.” She clicks off.


    My head throbs with pain, and I reach for my meds. The frequency of my migraines no longer surprises me. They tend to strike during high stress periods in my life. But the speed of the current attacks and the intensity of the pain do worry me. I’ll need to check in with my doctor when the negotiations conclude in two weeks.


    With a few hours to kill, I call my Vice President of Acquisitions, Miranda Stone, to go over our pricing strategy on the SouthWind transaction. Smith Cannon’s ready acceptance of our buying price tells me they haven’t caught on to the true value of the patents included in the deal. And I aim to keep it that way.


    When she mentions a particular detail, I retrieve the binder from my briefcase and search for the document in question, a chart which lays out the cost of developing the patents. I find it under “Research.” Strange. It should be under “Feasibility of Future Projects.” Elizabeth must have filed it under the wrong tab.


    As intelligent as she is, would she have realized the importance of this document? Doubt it. The language’s written in technical gobbledygook, and she was an economics major. It would take someone with an engineering background to decipher the meaning. Tossing the thought to the back of my mind, I resume my discussion with Miranda until it’s time to dress for dinner.


    

  


  
    Chapter 23


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    ON THE WALK OF SHAME inside the hotel, disaster strikes. I run into Brian, a member of the Smith Cannon team. He’s standing in the lobby talking to the concierge. Money changes hands and he slips something into his pants pocket. Maybe tickets to some show?


    I try to sneak by him, but lady luck’s not on my side. She can be a pure bitch at times.


    “Liz.” For a couple of seconds, he takes me in from head to toes.


    On the cab ride, I brushed my hair and made sure I looked halfway decent. But the black laced-sleeve dress isn’t exactly daytime wear. It’ll take him no time to realize I’m just rolling in from an evening out.


    A shadow moves across his face. “Late night?”


    Damn. I hate it when I’m right. Mortified, I struggle for an answer, but nothing comes to mind. I rejected him each time he asked me out. And yet, the second I land in London, I’m out catting around. That’s the way he has to be seeing this. Where’s a hole to crawl into when you need one?


    “Hey, girl.” CeCe, walking toward us. “What you doing dressed like that? We’re going sightseeing not to a club.”


    I snatch the lifeline she’s offering and swim to safety. “Sorry. Guess I misunderstood.”


    “Yeah, better go upstairs and change. Oh, and wear comfy shoes. We’re going to the Tower of London.”


    “Can I tag along?” Brian asks, smiling now.


    “Sure, the more the merrier,” CeCe says, flashing some pearly whites of her own.


    I dash up to the Park Suite, grab my luggage and the key card to my room and take the elevator to the tenth floor. After a quick change of clothes, I join them downstairs and we head off. Surprisingly, I enjoy the sightseeing. For once I don’t have to worry about being seen with Storm.


    After the fun tour, we decide to get a bite to eat at a pub near the hotel. Brian orders steak and chips and dark ale, and I go for a meat and potato pie and a glass of Chardonnay.


    CeCe’s always on a diet so she requests a grilled chicken salad, dressing on the side, and a Diet Coke. When the drink arrives, she frowns at it. “They ration the ice around here?” Her glass contains one sad little cube of ice.


    “I’m sure you can ask for more if you like,” I suggest.


    She raises her hand to do just that when her phone rings. Going by her conversation, I gather it’s one of her daughters with boy trouble. The noisy pub’s not conducive to heart-to-heart conversations, and soon CeCe’s signing off and asking a waitress to box up her dinner. “You’d think my husband could handle a teenager’s broken heart, but no. She has to call her momma.”


    “I’m sure you’ll do a much better job of dealing with it,” I say.


    “Yeah, that and about a thousand other things.” She stands and points a finger at Brian. “If you ever get married and have kids, learn to deal with them. They’re your damn kids too.”


    He throws up his hands in mock surrender. “Yes, ma’am.” Brian’s smart enough not to argue with an angry woman.


    “Men.” She grabs her dinner and huffs out, practically mowing down a couple of guys in her path.


    “Whew. Her husband’s going to have some ‘splainin to do.” He says in his best Ricky Ricardo voice.


    I burst out laughing. Who knew he had a sense of humor?


    Brian’s funny stories about growing up in the military have me rolling with laughter, a welcome change after the last few days. When we walk out, I spot a club across the street, music blaring. “Oh, let’s go.” Not giving him a chance to say no, I take his hand and drag him to the spot.


    I dance my heart out and down tequila shots in between songs. Brian’s the perfect escort. Bopping with me when I drag him to the dance floor, but standing back and allowing other men to whirl me around. Can’t see Storm acting that way. Not with that possessive bent of his. But then I wouldn’t like it much if he busted some moves with a chippie. I’d probably scratch her eyes out. A couple of hours later, when I start to tip over, Brian suggests it’s time to go. We head out to the sidewalk, me dancing and bobbing, him slightly behind.


    When we come to an intersection, I glance to the left, and step into the road. A second later, he hauls me back.


    “What?” I stare at him, confused as hell, until a car rushes from the right, honking its horn.


    I gasp. “Oh, my God. I looked the wrong way.”


    He laughs. “Yeah, you did.” Without asking permission, he grabs my hand. “Don’t worry. I got you.”


    I nod. Hand in hand, we continue our stroll to the hotel. I think nothing of the picture we make, until I spot Storm emerging from a silver Mercedes Benz.


    As his gaze lasers in on our linked hands, a muscle twitches in his jaw. Even so, his greeting cannot be faulted. “Good evening. Out for a stroll?” His voice is all polite inquiry, but I know better.


    “We ate dinner at The Horse and Hound,” Brian answers with a smile.


    I pray Brian doesn’t say anything else.


    “And then we stopped at a club. Liz wanted to dance.” He cheerfully volunteers.


    “Did you enjoy it?” Storm’s impeccable manner belies the rage in his eyes.


    “Excellent food.”


    “Yes. That’s what we Brits are known for. Our food.”


    Oh, shit.


    “The band at the club was pretty good.” He turns to me. “Liz seemed to enjoy it.”


    “Did she now?”


    I’m screwed, totally and completely screwed. I glance around searching for something, anything to direct the flow of conversation away from this train wreck, and I find it in Samuel who’s seated behind the wheel of the Benz shaking his head.


    Yeah, I know I’m fucked, thank you very much.


    Even though I’m suffering from an alcohol-induced fog, I manage to telegraph an S.O.S. to him.


    Soon, he’s emerging from the car to fetch Gabriel’s luggage and handing it off to him. “Your overnight, sir.”


    The maneuver provides me the cover I need to untangle my hand from Brian’s.


    “Thank you, Samuel,” Storm says.


    “You’re staying at the hotel?” Brian asks.


    God, the man is truly clueless.


    “Yes. I’ve found it best to lodge at the hotel where negotiations take place.”


    “Makes sense.”


    One at a time, we go through the revolving door and head for the elevators.


    Brian pushes “3,” I push “10,” Storm pushes “Suites.”


    When we arrive at Brian’s floor, he turns to me and smiles. “Goodnight. We’ll have to do it again soon.”


    “Yes.” It’s all I dare say.


    The elevator dings on “10,” and I start to step out.


    “We need to talk.” He doesn’t raise his voice, but then he doesn’t have to. I know a command when I hear one.


    I swivel back to him. “Talk?”


    His arm shoots out to keep the elevator door from closing. “Yes. Your room or my suite?”


    I don’t want him in my room. That’s my private space. “Yours,” I say, stepping back into the lift.


    During the rest of the elevator ride and the walk down the carpeted corridor, he doesn’t say a word. When we enter the Park Suite, Storm heads for the mini-bar, pops a couple of cubes from the fridge into a crystal tumbler into which he pours the contents of a mini Scotch bottle. “You want something to drink?” he asks with his back to me.


    “No, thank you.” Last thing I need is more booze.


    He strolls to the cream couch and eases unto it where, all elegant lines, he crosses his legs. He’s so striking, he could grace the cover of a magazine; so beautiful, he makes my heart ache.


    “So, you had dinner and went dancing with Mr. Sullivan?” He brushes a hand down his trousers leg. His casual gesture implies only a minimal interest in my answer. But I know better.


    “Yes.” Sweaty and hot and itchy, I stand by the door, miserable in my rumpled clothes, while he sits on the elegant sofa in a gorgeous black two-piece suit, snowy white shirt, gold cufflinks. He peels off the light blue tie which probably cost more than one week’s worth of my salary and loosens the top two shirt buttons. Great! As if he wasn’t smoking hot enough.


    He swirls the liquid in the glass, and the ice tinkles. “I thought you were returning to the hotel to work on something.”


    “That was my intention.”


    “So what happened?” He downs the alcohol in one gulp and stands to pour another.


    “I don’t owe you an explanation for my actions.”


    “You’re right. You don’t.” He turns and peers at me over the edge of the glass. “Tell me, anyway.”


    I’m my own woman. I chart my own course. But if I don’t explain, things will be difficult between him and Brian. And that I can’t have. I disclose my running into Brian in the hotel lobby, CeCe rescuing me, our jaunt to the Tower of London and finally dinner. I skip over the bit at the club.


    “CeCe wasn’t with you when you returned to the hotel.” He kicks back his head and knocks down the scotch.


    Okay, that’s his second. And from the way he’s dressed he probably attended some event where alcohol may have been served. “One of her children phoned with a crisis, and she returned to the hotel to take the call.”


    “Convenient.” He pops open another mini bottle.


    “Shouldn’t you slow down?”


    He ignores me and asks another question. “Why were you holding hands?”


    “I-I almost walked into traffic. Brian pulled me back and held on to me the rest of the way so I wouldn’t .. . ” With his gaze pinned on me, I suddenly run out of steam.


    “Get run over?”


    “Yes.”


    “How very chivalrous of him.”


    Jaw clenched, he prowls in my direction.


    Allrighty. Way past time to go. I turn and fiddle with the door knob, but it’s a tricky old-fashioned thing, and I can’t get it to work.


    I finally get the door open, but he slaps his hand on the wood and slams it shut. In his hard breathing, I smell the booze, his cologne, him. And because, I’ve had a little too much alcohol myself, I’m both turned on and a little afraid of what he will do next.


    “Turn around, Elizabeth.”


    For a moment, I debate defying him. But then I realize how childish it would be. So I put on my big girl panties and face him.


    His intense blue gaze drifts over my face, my shoulders, down the middle of my chest and back again. With our eyes only millimeters apart, I catch a myriad of gold rays in the depth of the aquamarine. No wonder they shine so.


    “You’re sweating.”


    “Yes.” Even though the temperature in the suite’s a cool temperature, I’m burning up, an outcome of the dancing, the alcohol, his I’m-going-to-eat-you-alive glower.


    He rolls the cold glass across my cheek, and I swallow a moan. The chill against my body heat is erotic as hell.


    “Did you give yourself to him, Elizabeth?”


    What? My eyes snap open. More than anything I want to lash out at him, tell him it’s my business whom I have sex with. But that’s sure to tick him off, so I hurl some logic at him instead. “How could I? I’ve either been with you or out in public since we arrived.”


    He slams the glass on a nearby table. I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter.


    “I’m not talking about this weekend. I’m talking about the last three weeks.” He curls one of his magnificent hands around my jaw, plucks my lower lip with his thumb. “Did you allow him to taste you?”


    I push away his hand. “I’m damned tired of this inquisition, Storm. My life’s my business. I’m leaving.”


    Before I can turn, he clamps his hand around my nape. Although the gesture doesn’t hurt, it’s enough to hold me immobile.


    “You don’t get to fuck another man. You belong to me.”


    “No man owns me, much less a possessive, jealous jerk like you.” I spit out at him. “And for the record, Brian makes me laugh. I enjoy being with him.” Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Mr. High and Mighty.


    “Does he?” His voice’s silky smooth. I’m sober enough to know he’s at his most dangerous right now.


    “Yes, now let me go.”


    “Not until you answer me.” His eyes have a glossy look to them, and his breath’s so thick with alcohol, I can hardly breathe.


    “You’re drunk.”


    “From that piss poor excuse of whiskey? I think not.”


    He’s lying. Nobody downs three mini bottles of booze in less than ten minutes and remains sober.


    “Answer me.”


    “Bite me.”


    “Oh, Elizabeth.” He fishes an ice cube from the tumbler, spins it between his fingers before he skims it down the side of my throat, slides it over my halter top, circles my breasts. “Tell me.”


    My nipples, traitors that they are, perk up from the chill. God! I’m in big, big trouble. I have to leave before I totally humiliate myself. Unfortunately, the only way out is to tell him the truth. “I didn’t.”


    “I don’t believe you.” He strokes my ear lobe with the cube, and a shot of heat streaks down to my core.


    “How can I prove a negative?” I ask, breathless.


    “Get down on your knees. I’ll take your proof from there,” he whispers against my lips.


    My breath hitches. “You’re disgusting.”


    “No. I’m not. You want me so badly your body’s practically begging me for it.” He steps into me, presses his erection into my belly. His fingers play with the ice before he slips it under my halter top and skims it over my skin, the swell of my breast, my nipples.


    I bite down on my lip to keep from screaming. “Please let me go. I have to get some work done tonight.”


    “You should have thought of that before you went out with your boyfriend.”


    His mouth nuzzles the swell of my breasts, that heat combined with the cold stroking my nipple is more than I can stand.


    “He’s not my boyfriend! How can I make you understand?”


    “I told you what you needed to do.”


    “I’m not doing it.” I don’t care if my body’s aching for him. I’m not dropping to my knees and servicing him. I turn around and face the door. Maybe if I can’t see him, it’ll lessen his power over me.


    His hands go to my denim shorts, stroke the flesh underneath. “Such a beautiful arse you have, Elizabeth.” He squeezes both cheeks, and I grow wet in an instant. “You like this, don’t you? Like my hands on you. Does Brian make you tremble, or am I the only one who makes you feel this way?”


    I could come from just the sound of his voice. My pussy weeps with raw, feral need, hungry for what he can give me. I want this man more than my next breath.


    “I can smell how much you want me. It makes me want to rip off your clothes, fuck you right here, right now.” He murmurs in my ear. “May I?” His hand flirts with the waistband to my shorts.


    I’ll be damned if I give him proof of my burning need for him. I lean my elbows against the white wood, drop my head.


    “Well?”


    The scent of his expensive cologne ensnares my senses. Why does he have to smell so damn good? “I’m thinking.”


    His sensual lips, busy sizzling a path across my skin, form a smile across my bare shoulder. “Take your time. We have all night.”


    Damn him. I don’t want him to take all night. I want him to rip down my shorts and drive into me. Just like he promised. “Fine.”


    The bastard unsnaps my halter top, at the neck, my waist. It drops to pool at my feet. His hands, those big, masculine hands I love, circle around to knead me. “Such beautiful breasts.”


    “Now. Gabriel.”


    “In time, Elizabeth.”


    I moan with frustration. Should have known he wouldn’t take me hard and fast. That’s not his style. He likes to tease me to death until I’m one huge puddle.


    His hand skims the front of my shorts, unbuttons the top, I tremble with anticipation while he lowers the zipper in one long, sensuous slide. With the shorts loosened, he sweeps one long finger down my mons to stroke my intimate curls.


    “I love your little strip of hair.”


    I gulp. “Do you?” I widen my legs to give him better access.


    “Yes, like a landing strip, it welcomes me home.” He slips the finger inside my sheath and I almost convulse on the spot. “So responsive. It’s one of the things I love best about you.” With his free hand, he tugs on the shorts. I lift one leg, then the other and kick them somewhere in the room. I’m buck naked while he’s still dressed to the nines.


    He snags another ice cube from the glass, slides it through the valley between my breasts, to my midriff, down to my dripping pussy. When the cold hits my clit, I groan and drop back my head against his shoulder. And then the devil pushes it into my sheath, deep inside of me.


    I scream. “Oh, please, please, please.” I don’t even know what I’m begging for.


    He pinches close the lips of my folds, and the cold heat burns inside of me. “Tell me, Elizabeth. Did you fuck Brian?”


    My legs are trembling so badly I can barely stand, and his sweet torture is driving me insane. But suddenly everything becomes clear.


    “No. You’re the only one I want inside of me.” That truth hurts more than he’ll ever know, because it can only mean one thing. I’m in love with him. Not lust. Love.


    “That, my sweet girl, is the right answer.” He frees the lips of my folds. What remains of the ice cube slides out. He brings it to his lips and pops it in his mouth. “Umm, ambrosia.”


    I curl into his body, not caring that I’m sweaty and sticky and probably staining his suit. All I care about is holding him inside of me. “Make love to me, Gabriel.”


    “It will be my pleasure, darling girl,” he says and smiles that crooked smile I love so much.


    Without warning, his mouth twists in a rictus of agony. Clutching his head, he crashes to his knees. “Aarghh.”


    Oh, my God! What’s happening to him? I drop next to him. “Gabriel. What’s wrong?”


    He grinds the back of his head against the rug, his body arches in agony. “Pain. So much pain.”


    My gut knots. My hands shake. “What can I do? Should I call 911?” Does England even have such a code?


    “No. Medicine. Right trousers pocket.” He pants in between words, as if producing each syllable is more than he can stand.


    I scramble over him and retrieve the same medicine container I saw yesterday. I pop out one of the pills and slip it into his mouth before I rush to the refrigerator to grab a small water bottle from the mini-bar. With shaking hands, I prop him up enough to tip the water into his mouth.


    “Lights.” His voice’s agonized timbre twists my insides.


    I race around and kill every one of them, leaving only the ribbon of light from the full moon streaming across the soft carpet.


    “What else can I do?” If I could take his pain away, I would.


    He clutches my hand as if I’m his only hope of salvation. “Stay. Just stay, love. It will go away soon.”


    He’s experienced this before? Why hasn’t he done something about it? I want to argue that he needs emergency medical care, but I can’t, not when he’s hurting so much. Trying not to jostle him, I slip my arm around his chest and watch over him until his body relaxes and he falls asleep.


    I wake up on the cavernous bed. Gabriel’s awake and cuddled around me. How I got here I have no idea.


    “I’m sorry, love. So sorry.” He drops a kiss on my shoulder. “Forgive me.”


    “What?” I rub the sleep from eyes, turn to him. “Are you okay?”


    His brows scrunch. “Yes, why shouldn’t I be?”


    “You suffered a migraine attack, a really bad one.”


    “Did I?” He brushes a hand across his forehead.


    “You don’t remember?” My stomach plummets. I can’t fathom not recalling that level of pain.


    “No. Sometimes”—he drops his head back on the pillow—“sometimes I forget things.”


    “That’s not right. You have to go to the doctor and get it checked out.”


    He smiles that beautiful smile of his as he sweeps hair off my face. “I will, as soon as this phase of the deal concludes. Did I hurt you?”


    “No. Why would you think so?”


    “You were naked on the floor. And there’s a bruise on your arm. Did I do that?”


    “No.” the bruise must be from where Brian pulled me back, but I’m not about to share that with Gabriel. “You need to go to the doctor tomorrow. Not in two weeks.”


    “I can’t. They’ll want to perform tests, and I can’t afford the time.”


    I breathe a heavy sigh. “Fine. I’m not happy about it, but fine.”


    He drops a kiss on my lips, and rolls over. Before I know it, he slips into me. Our lovemaking is sweet, unhurried, and just as satisfying as our frenzied couplings. But all the while, I can’t help but think, by waiting to get checked out, he’s making a huge mistake.


    

  


  
    Chapter 24


    ______________


    NAKED AND BEAUTIFUL, Gabriel lies on the king-sized bed, sleeping so soundly, he doesn’t wake when I roll away at the ass crack of dawn. Hard abs, ropy arms, that angel-kissed face. His mussed-up hair tempts me to run a finger through his curls, but if I do, he’ll wake and I won’t get a chance to escape. So without so much as a kiss on his lips, I leave, taking with me my aching heart.


    How could I have fallen in love with him when nothing but pain awaits me? I never wanted an involvement, a relationship, busy with school and work as I am. I don’t want to be like my mother, who abandoned everything she knew to follow her lover to a strange city. A man who, according to my foster care records, pimped her out and got her hooked on drugs.


    I’m my own woman, the captain of my soul. I refuse to revolve my life around a man like Gabriel Storm whose possessive bent and jealous nature barely allow me out of his sight, much less the freedom to plot my own course.


    And yet, I can’t stay away from him.


    Wish I could chalk it up to the heart-pounding sex, but it’s more than that. He knows me, knows my fears. And yet, with all my baggage, he can’t get enough of me. And I can’t get enough of him. When we’re together, everything ceases to exist, except for him, and this madness he calls from deep within me.


    After I shower and dress in my own room, I head down to the meeting. Worried sick about him, I anxiously await his arrival. I have a bad feeling about his refusal to see a doctor and beat myself up for not calling to make sure he’s all right. During the morning break, I’ll insist he go get himself checked out.


    I grab a cup of coffee, and, even though I’m not hungry, an apple strudel as well. I’m just taking my seat when Gabriel strolls in looking more scrumptious than ever in the gray suit I chose for him. When drool pools in my mouth, I bite down on the pastry to disguise the effect he has on me, and an ooey gooey mess drips out. I catch most of it before I embarrass myself, but not before I spot his playful grin. I wish he’d cut that shit out. He knows what that devastating smile does to me. Still, his carefree demeanor lifts a load off my shoulders. Maybe I worried about nothing after all.


    We spend the morning catching up. The Smith-Cannon contingent is only six deep. Mr. Carrey, Terry, Brian and Mark—the three senior associates working on this deal—CeCe and me. CeCe acts as AA for the group. She knows the administrative side of the negotiations almost as well as I do.


    During this phase of the negotiations, we’re discussing the valuation of the company. Never an easy process, made even more complicated by the acquiring company being British, the selling one being American, and the actual project located in Brazil. Still, both Mr. Carrey and Gabriel are experienced at international financial transactions so nobody anticipates a major hitch.


    Excited about the challenging negotiation, I note ways to improve the deal for our client, some small, some more substantial, which I plan to discuss with my boss. But after lunch, something happens in the ladies’ room that drives all the other crap from my head.


    I throw up.


    I emerge from the stall shaking like a leaf to discover CeCe standing by the row of sinks staring bug-eyed at me. “Tell me you’re not pregnant.”


    “Me? Heck, no. I’m on birth control.” A patch I apply every month. Because I suffer irregular menses, my doctor determined this would work out best for me.


    “When was your last period?”


    I count back. “Five weeks ago.” My stomach churns.


    “Are you regular?”


    “You can set a watch by me.” My hands twist of their own accord.


    “Well, then, either your watch is broken or you have a baby on the way.”


    I gulp down air, trying hard to breathe. “I can’t be pregnant. I can’t.”


    “Yeah, I said the same thing with my third.” Her eyes shine with concern as she squeezes my arm. “Better find out for sure, Liz. There’s a drugstore round the corner from the hotel. They probably sell pregnancy tests.”


    I nod, even though I’m dying inside.


    Somehow I manage to get through the rest of the day by chalking my stomach upset to the different cuisine, to too much fruit, to fucking Gabriel non stop. But as soon as the afternoon session’s done, I make a beeline for the pharmacy down the street and buy two pregnancy tests. I hurry back to my room and pee into them. They both confirm what I already know. I’m freakin’ pregnant. God, what am I going to do?


    I can’t afford a baby, neither time nor money wise. With my job at Smith Cannon and law school at night, I barely have time for myself and every cent’s budgeted before I even get paid. Aside from that, my life goal hasn’t changed. I want to work as a corporate attorney for Smith Cannon or a similar firm, and a child would get in the way. Women on the ‘mommy track’ at my law firm take longer to rise through the ranks. Most never make partner. And I certainly don’t want that.


    Tuesday morning, I ignore Gabriel who’s doing everything but stand on his head to have me notice him. He brings me coffee, slides a pastry toward me, texts me naughty suggestions which I delete without answering him. I can’t deal with him right now.


    During the break, I suffer another bout of morning sickness, one which Gabriel’s assistant, Amita, a beautiful woman of Indian heritage witnesses. “You’re not feeling well.”


    “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Liar, liar, pants on fire. I know exactly what’s wrong.


    “If you need a doctor, dear, I can recommend one.” She’s in her early forties and a model of efficiency as I have cause to know from having dealt with her before. “And I can promise you, I won’t tell anyone, not even Mr. Storm.”


    Oh, shit. She can’t possibly know. Can she? “That would be good. Thank you.”


    Back at the meeting, she slips me a piece of paper with the name and phone number of a doctor and an appointment time of one o’clock today. Leaning into me, she whispers, “I’ll cover if you’re late.”


    I’m late, all right. One week late.


    At the doctor’s office, the nurse takes some blood. After a thorough examination, the physician tells me I’m showing all the signs of pregnancy. Her office promises to call me the next day with the test results, but I’m not holding out much hope. On the way out, the nurse hands me a “Mommy-to-Be” care package that contains vitamins, and a bunch of pamphlets. I bury them deep in my purse.


    When I arrive at the meeting, Mr. Carrey and Gabriel frown at me. I apologize for my tardiness without providing any further explanation. Although CeCe and Amita shoot me concerned gazes, I avoid both during the rest of this session and focus on the discussion.


    By common agreement, once we adjourn for the day each member of the Smith Cannon team is on his, or her, own for the night. Even so, I’m aware of their comings and goings. Terry and Brian hole up in their rooms. Mark prowls the bars. Mr. Carrey loves theater and heads off to a West End show. CeCe goes off on a nighttime double-decker bus tour of London. I stay to myself. Less they see me, less chance they will discover I’m pregnant.


    As luck will have it, Casey calls that night.


    Telling him is the hardest thing I’ve ever done.


    “You’re what?”


    “I’m pregnant.”


    “That son of a bitch rode you bareback?”


    “No, he didn’t. A condom tore.”


    “But weren’t you on the patch?” We had the birth control discussion when I turned fifteen.


    I share with him what the gyn said. “The antibiotic I took for that sinus infection in May probably interfered with the birth control.”


    “Damn it, Lizzie. Have you told Storm?”


    “No. Not yet.”


    “You have to tell him.”


    “I know. I know.”


    Even so, I do not get together with Gabriel that night. He calls and texts, and when I ignore both, he comes pounding on my door. I put on the chain, open it an inch and tell him I’m not feeling well.


    In a nano second, he morphs from frustrated to worried. “Is there anything I can do?”


    “No. Nothing.” He’s done enough.


    “Feel better then.” That hurt look in his eyes surfaces, but he takes it like a gentleman and walks away.


    Wednesday morning, the negotiating team receives a formal invitation to attend a weekend party at Winterleagh Castle, his family’s ancestral seat. I take the coward’s way out and decide to wait until then to talk to him. It’s only a couple of days after all.


    That decision eases my stress level only to be replaced by another. What do you wear to a weekend party at an earl’s country estate? I flip through my meager wardrobe. All I have are business clothes and exactly one dressy dress. Well, there’s one person I can call. During lunch, I phone Brianna to get the 411.


    “Not to worry, darling,” she says. “Mummy won’t expect you to bring your riding habit with you.”


    Riding habit? I don’t own a car, much less a horse.


    “During the day, casual outfits work fine—slacks, shirts, blazers, that kind of thing. We do dress for dinner every night, though.” I’m tempted to ask if they walk around naked the rest of the time, but I refrain.


    “So I’ll need a fancy dress for Friday and Saturday nights?”


    “Yes. That black number you wore at Gabriel’s flat will work fine for one night. Do you have another one?”


    “No.”


    “I’d lend you something but—”


    She doesn’t have to say it. She’s tall and slender. I’m short and curvy and slender and I have never shaken hands. I need to go shopping. I groan. This is an expense I didn’t anticipate.


    “Oh, and some of the rooms are bloody freezing. So bring something warm to wear.”


    That afternoon, CeCe and I are in the private office space assigned to the Smith Cannon team going over documents to send back home.


    “Well?”


    “I’m pregnant.”


    She walks around the desk and hugs me. “If there’s anything I can do, I’m there for you. You know that. Right?”


    Hard to believe, but we’ve become fast friends in the last three weeks or so. “Yes, I know. Thanks, CeCe.”


    “So what are you going to do?” She asks, shuffling papers.


    “Do?” What is she talking about?


    She stops what she’s doing and fixes her warm chocolate gaze on me. “You having the baby?”


    She doesn’t beat around the bush, does she? “Yes.” Of this much I’m sure. I could never have an abortion, no matter how inconvenient the pregnancy.


    “Good. You taking care of yourself?”


    “The doctor gave me some pre-natal vitamins and a whole bunch of pamphlets.”


    She looks me up and down. “You’ve gained weight. Maybe not baby weight, but weight nonetheless. Somebody’s bound to notice sooner or later. I can give you pointers on disguising the bump.”


    “I don’t have a bump.” I protest.


    “You will. Three kids, remember? You need new clothes. Bond Street is only a couple of blocks away. And Selfridge’s department store will have anything you need.”


    “I do need a dress for the weekend.”


    She claps her well-manicured hands, nails painted in fire engine red. “Ooh, shopping. I’ll go with you if you want.”


    “It’ll have to be tonight after work.”


    “No problem. Girls’ night out. Can’t wait.” She almost makes it sound like fun.


    And it does turn out to be fun. After the afternoon session ends, we hit Bond Street with a vengeance. CeCe proves invaluable in choosing clothes. Loose peasant blouses which still manage to look business-like, slacks with elastic waists, tunic dresses. An empire waist fancy dress for the weekend in the country. Thank God for my American Express.


    While I’m trying on an outfit, my cell buzzes. Gabriel.


    “Where are you?” His tone churns with dark emotion.


    I bristle. “You keeping tabs on me?”


    For a second, there’s only dead silence from his end. “You weren’t feeling well last night, so I came by to check on you. When you didn’t answer, I became concerned.” His voice softens, warms. “I was worried about you.”


    Oh, geesh. Here he is anxious about me, and I’m yelling at him. “I’m fine, Gabriel. Went shopping with CeCe. I need an evening dress to wear this weekend.”


    “So you’re feeling better?”


    “Yes. Much.”


    “Brilliant.” The relief in his voice is so palpable I can feel it. “After you’re done, have dinner with me.”


    I clutch my phone. Right now, I need space and time to figure things out. “Better not.”


    “Why?” It wouldn’t be Storm if he didn’t ask that question.


    I debate how to explain things without sharing the real reason and hit on the one he’ll understand. “I need to research an issue for Mr. Carrey, and write a legal memorandum after that. I can’t do either if I’m with you.”


    “Come to me after you’re done. I don’t care how late it is.” The raw need in his voice sets off a craving in me. Desire pounds through my veins. More than anything I want to say yes. But right now I need to think things through and figure out the best way to tell him I’m pregnant with his baby.


    “I can’t. Please don’t make this harder than it has to be. We’ll see each other this weekend.” I offer by way of an olive branch.


    “Define see.” His voice throbs with emotion.


    He’s not going to accept my decision unless I give him something. “Whatever you want it to mean.”


    A hiss. “I have a large vocabulary.” His tone’s gone deliciously dark and sensual.


    “I know you do.”


    “’Til this weekend then. Oh, and Elizabeth?”


    “Yes?”


    “Don’t wear any underwear. I’ll just rip it off you.” Click.


    Bastard. My hands shake so badly I have trouble returning my cell to my purse.


    A knock sounds on my dressing room door. “How we doing in there? Need any help?”


    CeCe. God bless her and her interfering ways.


    “No, thanks. Be right out.” As I slip into the empire waistline gown, I vow to tell him about the baby this weekend. And then we’ll see how much he wants me still.


    

  


  
    Chapter 25


    ______________


    Gabriel


    FRIDAY AFTERNOON, the Countess and I welcome the Smith Cannon team at Winterleagh Castle. Even to my jaundiced eye, my mother appears much younger than her age in black trousers and a sand-colored one button jacket. Her dark-hair rests at the base of her neck, although rest is a misnomer. She’s beaten the entire mass into a chignon, with not a single curl in sight. Not that one would dare escape. Her back’s ramrod straight. Of course it is. That spine has not bent once her entire life.


    Although she greets Thomas Carrey with effusive charm, she dismisses Elizabeth and the rest of the Smith Cannon contingent with a single glance. Good. She’s not aware of Elizabeth’s importance to me.


    I warmly greet our guests, shaking hands all around while I direct our servants to stash their luggage in bed chambers named for jewels—the emerald room for Elizabeth, ruby, pearl, diamond, amethyst, and turquoise for the other members of her team. While we stroll through the great hall, I provide a running commentary about Winterleagh. “The original structure was a motte and bailey, erected in 1067 by Eduard of Stormhurst. He was awarded a barony for his valiant service to William the Conqueror during the battle of Hastings. Sadly, that construction, made out of wood, proved fatal during a particularly bloody battle when the castle was burned to the ground.” I pause for dramatic effect. “Everyone inside perished.”


    Predictably, the women, including Elizabeth, shiver and the men’s eyes light up.


    “Subsequent structures suffered similar fates until the fourteenth century when the fifth baron erected a concentric castle. Although that original building has been renovated several times, the style remains to this day.”


    “Why did he choose that type of architecture?” Thomas Carrey asks.


    “To make it impregnable. With its inner and outer walls and towers on each side, it stood up to many a siege.”


    “But couldn’t the attackers simply wait things out? I mean, sooner or later, the castle folks would run out of food.” Mrs. Collins asks.


    “You’ve exposed one of the weaknesses of these types of castles. How very clever of you.” I sketch her a small bow.


    She flashes a bright smile. Glad I made her happy, even if only in a small way. “But the fifth baron chose an excellent location for the new structure. He built it next to the sea where it could be supplied by sailing ships. He also built tunnels which could be used to provision the inhabitants, or as a means to escape.”


    “Smart ancestor.” Mrs. Collins says.


    Along the way, I point out one of our claims to fame, a tapestry depicting a hunt and featuring one of our most illustrious kings. “This hanging was woven by Lady Stormhurst and her ladies-in-waiting to commemorate King Henry VIII’s visit to the castle in 1540. He was so taken by his warm reception, he bestowed a viscountcy on the good baron.”


    A very unladylike snort issues from Elizabeth, but she covers it up with a cough. “Sorry, allergies.”


    “How much acreage surrounds the castle?” Thomas Carrey asks.


    “It sits on a thousand acres of land.”


    Somebody whistles. Mark Sutter probably. He has a cheeky side to him.


    “Please feel free to wander about as you wish during your stay. You might want to visit the East Park during your visit. The landscape, designed by Capability Brown, is widely admired for its beauty.”


    I pause at the foot of the Robert Adams staircase which sweeps to the first floor in a majestic arch. “Our staff will show you to your rooms.” As the members of the Smith Cannon team follow our retainers up the stairs, I tug on Elizabeth’s elbow to have her remain behind, if only for a moment. Once her co-workers are out of sight, I whisper. “I’ve missed you.”


    She fidgets, and her gaze bounces from me up the steps. “I better go.”


    “You’ll come down for tea?”


    “Of course,” she says, before dashing up the steps.


    Her jittery behavior doesn’t surprise me. She’s worried about being found out. I’m tired of the subterfuge, the whispered words. I want to claim her as my own, mark her as mine, but the sad truth is I can’t. It would jeopardize her job.


    Two hours later, when we gather for tea, Elizabeth no longer appears to be jumping out of her skin. She’s relaxed and smiling, and her gaze shines with curiosity as she looks around the room. I introduce her to Athena, my cousin’s wife, a chatty thing who’ll keep Elizabeth entertained while I keep the Countess away from her.


    As I’m discussing an environmental matter with our local Member of Parliament, Royce arrives. Dark-haired and blue-eyed, he positively breathes easy charm, according to the gossip rags. Unfortunately, today he reeks of whiskey as well. One of the family curses, along with promiscuity, thrill seeking and tossing pots of money at losing propositions. At least our generation managed to avoid the last one.


    Weaving on his feet, he bows over the Countess’s hand.


    Predictably, she recoils. “For pity’s sake, Royce. Go sit. Right now.” She hisses at him.


    But rather than steer toward one of the many sofas and chairs in the drawing room, he heads toward Elizabeth and Athena.


    Athena takes one look at him and blurts out. “You didn’t drive, did you Royce?” Her words echo in the cavernous room, and heads swivel toward them.


    “Not to worry, ducks, I bummed a ride. Who’s this lovely?”


    “Elizabeth Watson.” Elizabeth says, sticking out her hand.


    When he turns it over to kiss her palm, the urge to throttle my one remaining brother burns through me. Leave her alone, she’s mine. But of course I can’t say such a thing. Not if I wish to keep up the pretense that Elizabeth doesn’t mean a thing to me. I continue chatting with the MP, his wife, and daughter. But I keep my eye on Royce, ready to pounce if he says, or does, the least objectionable thing.


    “Oh, for heaven’s sakes, Royce, you’re making a spectacle of yourself.” Athena again.


    Ignoring her, he winks at Elizabeth. “I’m the black sheep of the family, don’t you know?”


    Her lips split in a smile. “Well, I suppose every family must have one.”


    Grinning back, he squeezes her hand. “I like you.”


    Having had enough of Royce’s tomfoolery, I stride toward him just as Brianna strolls in.


    Officially, she hasn’t met Elizabeth, so I perform the introduction. While they chat, I draw Royce aside and murmur to him. “Excuse yourself and leave. Go to your room. Don’t come down until you’re sober.” Without saying another word, Royce turns to the entire company, bows, and wanders out. Leave it to him to make a grand exit.


    After tea, I do what I’ve wanted to do since Elizabeth arrived. Spend time alone with her. As the guests drift in sundry directions, I offer to give her a tour of the castle. We stroll through the green and red drawing rooms, the saloon, the audience room where we receive important guests.


    Half an hour into the tour she appears adorably confused. “Does the castle come with a map?”


    I try to hold back a smile. “A map?”


    “I’m serious. I’m afraid to go wandering. If I get lost, you wouldn’t find me for days.”


    By now, no one’s in sight, so I pull her into an alcove, one fronted by a massive sculpture of some Greek god, and a treasured hiding place from when I was young. Capturing her face in my hands, I whisper, “If you’re lost, here or anywhere else, I’ll find you.” And then I do what I’ve hungered to do for days. I kiss her.


    Seeking entry, I nibble her bottom lip . For a space in time, I’m lost in the sweetness of her lips, the heat of her mouth. Soon she’s moaning, tangling her tongue with mine. I harden against her belly and pull her into me, wishing I could raise her skirt and take her right here, right now. But this is neither the time nor place to make love. So I ease from the kiss.


    She sighs and snuggles into my chest. “I missed you. Missed this.”


    Her warmth, her intoxicating gardenia scent does things to me. I wish I could show her how much she means to me. But there’s too much at stake. If we’re discovered, she could lose her job, and I would lose the advantage in my battle with my mother, so I settle for a simple, “Me too.”


    I lead her to the library, one of my favorite rooms in the castle. Designed by Christopher Wren, the domed-ceiling chamber houses a fine art collection, hundreds of books, and a pipe organ which takes up one entire wall.


    “Oh, my, that’s beautiful.” Her eyes glow shiny bright as she stares at the imposing instrument. “Do you ever play it?”


    Recalling happier times, I nod. “I used to sit at the bench and pretend I was giving a concert.”


    She clasps her hands and turns to me. “Could you play now?”


    “No. It’s sadly out of tune.” It isn’t. I’ve made sure of that. But I haven’t touched a keyboard in a long time. I tug on her arm. “Come. I have something I want to show you.”


    “What?”


    I walk toward one of the bookcases and push a lever hidden in one of the shelves. A panel slides open, revealing a hidden space.


    Her breath hitches. “What is that?”


    “A hidden passage.”


    “I’m not going in there.” Her reaction’s understandable, given her fear of tight spaces.


    “I wouldn’t ask you to, love.” I reel her in and drop a kiss on her nose.


    “What is it used for?” When her voice goes breathless, I prefer to think it’s due to my embrace and not her claustrophobia.


    “The original tunnel was built as an escape route by an ancestor. But the fourth Earl expanded upon the idea and designed a secret passage to a specific room.”


    “Which one?”


    “The emerald bedchamber.” I grin down at her.


    Her mouth gapes open. “The one I’m staying in?”


    “Yes. He fell in love with a married lady. Since he was married himself, they needed to keep their affair private. Whenever she visited, he assigned her to that room.”


    “And he used the passage to get to her.”


    “So smart.”


    She wriggles away to peer into the dark hole before turning back, her eyes big as saucers. “Wow.”


    I laugh. “You should see your face.”


    Before I can say anything else, heels clack on the smooth-tiled library floor. I put distance between us and talk about one of the paintings—a Vermeer. “The Piano Lesson, depicts a young man seated at a keyboard and, like many of his paintings, takes place in a small room.”


    “Oh, there you are, Ainsley.” The Countess. The temperature in the library drops a couple of degrees.


    “Mother.”


    “Lady Melissande will be arriving any second and I want you to help me welcome her.”


    “What a stunning organ you have, Lady Winterleagh,” Elizabeth says, smiling.


    The Countess scoffs. “We should have gotten rid of that monstrosity years ago, but my husband won’t have it.”


    Elizabeth glances between her and the organ. “But it’s so beautiful.”


    “It serves no purpose.”


    I clench my hands behind my back, and Elizabeth steps closer to me. Although I take comfort from her action, I wish she hadn’t done such a thing.


    My mother’s gaze shifts from me to Elizabeth and back again. Her countenance turns even frostier. Bloody hell. By that one simple step, Elizabeth revealed we’re more than business acquaintances.


    “Come, Ainsley. We must not keep Lady Melissande waiting.” The Countess walks out, so assured of my compliance, she doesn’t bother to glance back. I have no choice but to follow. After all, this is what I must do to maintain the fragile peace between us.


    I pull Elizabeth into me, drop a kiss on her lips. “I have to do this.”


    “Of course you do.” She lays a hand on my chest. “You’re the host. Go.”


    “See you later?” I lower my voice, imbuing a world of erotic meaning into that one simple verb.


    Her breath hitches, her eyes turn into warm, limpid pools. “Yes.” She breathes out in a husky whisper.


    After kissing her hand, I walk out of the library before I lose myself in her.


    When I catch up with my mother in the great hall, she hisses at me. “What is she to you?”


    “A fling. Nothing you need worry about.” The sour lie curdles my stomach.


    “One of your women? Honestly, Ainsley.” Her lip curls in distaste. “I would appreciate it if you would keep it in your pants this weekend. We want to make a favorable impression on the Duke and Duchess of Marchstone and Lady Melissande. She’s to be your wife, after all.”


    I nod, which, going by the satisfied smile on her face, she interprets as agreement. At the dinner party a week ago she ordered me to propose to Lady Melissande, something I have no intention of doing. My bride will be of my choosing, not hers. No sense arguing about this now, though. She’ll find out soon enough, and then there will be hell to pay. Slapping a grin on my face, I step forward to welcome our illustrious guests.


    

  


  
    Chapter 26


    _____________


    Elizabeth


    AT SEVEN A GONG SOUNDS, the signal to gather for pre-dinner cocktails in the green drawing room. The Countess and Gabriel greet everyone at the entrance. I barely get a nod from his mother, but Gabriel welcomes me with a squeeze of my hand.


    With the only member of the Smith Cannon team, CeCe, chatting with the MP’s daughter and Bri and Royce nowhere to be found, I gravitate toward the only other person I know, Athena.


    A passing servant offers champagne. I decline and ask for water instead.


    While I wait for the drink, Athena points to the newcomers. “The Duke and Duchess of Marchstone and their daughter, Lady Melissande.”


    The duchess sits in a sky-blue cushioned chair, while her husband hovers over her. His florid complexion and robust build contrast dramatically against her frail frame and pale complexion. When a spasm rolls across her face, Lady Melissande immediately reaches down to whisper something into her mother’s ear. The duchess responds with a tremulous smile and a shake of her head. Even from across the room, I can tell she’s trying to reassure her daughter. She must be ill. How very sad.


    Gabriel roams to their side, and he too bends down to say a few words to the duchess. Probably offering what comfort he can. When he straightens and bows to Lady Melissande, it strikes me what a well-matched couple they make. The apricot-haired beauty stuns in a black cocktail dress which perfectly complements Gabriel’s tall, broad-shouldered frame.


    A twinge of something pinches my heart, and I force my gaze away.


    Athena lowers her voice. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but I imagine you’ll catch a drift of it. Lady Winterleagh is playing matchmaker this weekend—between Lady Melissande and Gabriel.”


    I choke on the water.


    “Oh, dear. Are you all right?” She holds out a cocktail napkin to me.


    “Yes. Thank you.” A lump of despair clogs my throat. Up until now, I felt like a princess at a ball, but now I feel like a poor country mouse. Still, I can’t allow my emotions to get the better of me. I must get to the truth. “You were saying?”


    “Well, Lady Melissande is the youngest daughter. The last of the bunch. Can you believe they had four to pop off?” She shakes her head as if this is a burden not to be wished on anyone.


    Please get to the point.


    “Lady Winterleagh is dead set on having her as a daughter in law. The duke’s a direct descendant of William IV. The wrong side of the blanket, but still, a king’s a king. She’ll succeed, too, just wait and see.”


    My heart sinks. Is this true? Gabriel must marry at some point. If for no other reason than to provide an heir for the title. And Lady Melissande is beautiful and a member of his own class. But from everything Bri revealed and the episode in the library, Gabriel and his mother do not get along. I find it hard to believe he’d go along with her plan.


    My gaze steers toward Gabriel. By now, he’s moved away from Lady Melissande and is talking with someone I haven’t met, a man half a head shorter with buck teeth. Bri’s duke? No wonder she hasn’t made an appearance.


    As if she’s been summoned by my thought, Brianna drifts into the room, arm linked with her brother Royce. We barely have time to exchange greetings before the butler marches in and announces dinner in a booming voice.


    While everyone sorts out the order to proceed into the dining room, Gabriel smiles and winks at me. And I breathe easy again.


    He takes his place at the head of the table where I imagine his father would sit. The Duchess of Marchstone is on his right and Lady Melissande on his left. At the other end of the table, his mother’s perched between the Duke of Marchstone and Bri’s duke. Poor Bri’s stuck next to him.


    Members of the Smith Cannon team find their seats in the middle, right across from each other. For a moment, confusion reigns when Royce plops down next to me even though the table card is clearly marked with the MP’s name. The councilman, who’d been headed for the seat, shrugs and joins his wife and daughter. Something tells me this is not the first time Royce has pulled such a stunt.


    While I’m enjoying the soup dish, a cold vichysoisse, Royce’s hand lands on my thigh. Smiling sweetly at him, I swat it away. On his second attempt, I pinch his hand hard, and I get a lopsided grin in return. So like his brother’s.


    Lady Melissande, who sits on his right, is not as adept at fighting him off. Before long, her face turns a lovely shade of pink every time he so much as twitches in her direction. So, of course, he spends the remainder of the meal showering all his attention on her.


    When the main entree is served, a delicious coq au vin, he regales the company with a rather risqué adventure in the Australian outback, which even his brother’s glower can’t stop. I suspect somewhere underneath that black sheep exterior, Royce hides an agile mind. Not that one would know it by his outrageous antics.


    Once the meal ends, the men remain in the dining room, and the women retire to the green drawing room. To chat, as best I can tell. Exhausted after the stress of this week, I excuse myself for the night.


    Some time later, I wake to Gabriel crawling into bed with me. All I want to do is sleep, and I tell him so.


    “I just want to hold you, love.”


    Half awake, I chuckle. That will be the day when that’s all he wants with me. I brace myself for a round of hot, steamy sex, but he surprises me when, true to his word, all he does is gather me into his body. I drift off to sleep with my head on his chest and his arms around me.


    In the morning, I find a note on my pillow. “Gone riding. Will call when I return.”


    For once my stomach’s not rebelling so I head down to breakfast. Except for the two footmen who snap to attention as soon as I stroll in, I’m the sole occupant in the room. A full spread of eggs, bacon, sausage, toast and other British breakfast fare beckon me from the buffet. Rather than take up a footman’s offer to help, I decline and serve myself.


    Just as I take a seat, Royce saunters in, and after loading up his plate, straddles the chair next to me. Although his eyes are tight around the edges, he appears sober enough. Still, I keep my eye on him, ready to swat him if his hand goes roaming again.


    “So tell me, love? What’s your role in the SouthWind transaction?”


    His inquiry surprises me since I didn’t expect him to engage in polite conversation. The innocuous topic keeps us busy while we eat. After I exhaust the subject, I ask him about his occupation.


    “I travel to the back of beyond to scout likely spots for Storm Industries to develop—mostly wind and water. And then I investigate the geopolitical environment to determine the feasibility of building and managing a project in that location.”


    ‘That’s quite a mouthful. Would you care to explain it in English?” I ask, while sipping the last of my coffee.


    One of the footmen rushes over to refill my cup.


    Royce slices off a bit of sausage and pops it in his mouth. “Basically, I find out if the natives will fight off any attempt to build an energy project in their region.”


    So there won’t be a repeat of what happened in Honduras. “You must travel quite a bit.”


    He sips his brew, makes a face, adds cream and sugar to the porcelain cup. “Close to three hundred days a year.”


    “Do you enjoy it?”


    “Yes. The travel gets a bit wearisome at times, but I do love the challenge, and learning about new cultures. And women, especially the women.” He waggles his brows. So much like his brother when he makes an outrageous remark.


    But I refuse to take the bait. Biting into a slice of toast, I stare him down.


    “You’re no fun.” He sighs. “The work can be downright dangerous. Some populations don’t take kindly to our developing their habitat. So I acquaint myself with the key players, feel them out, determine if they have real objections or centuries of ingrained habits. Those who hold strong religious beliefs are the hardest to convince, but I usually manage to win them over in the end.”


    “You can be quite charming when you want to be.”


    “But it won’t do me any good because you are taken.” Mimicking me, he lathers butter on a slice of toast and bites into it.


    “What do you mean?” Suspecting where this conversation is headed, I thank God no other guests are present.


    He whispers. “Gabe. He’s quite smitten with you.”


    “We’re business acquaintances, that’s all.” I blurt out while rearranging the napkin on my lap.


    “Sure you are, darling.” He winks at me over a glass of orange juice, but then he turns serious.


    “Beware of the mater, darling. If she finds out, well, not knowing what she will do. Her bite is worse than her bark. A lot worse.”


    Before I have a chance to ask him what he means, Terry and Brian enter the room, and we’re forced to halt our discussion. Shortly after that, Mr. Carrey and the MP join our numbers, and the conversation turns to last night’s dinner, the castle, the weather.


    After everyone’s had a chance to get their fill, Royce stands. “I’m off to do some fly fishing.”


    “Really?” I ask. Didn’t peg him as the fly-fishing type.


    “Afraid so, pet.” He winks at me again. “Such is the life of a country squire.” He rubs his hands together and addresses the breakfast guests. “Who’s coming with me?”


    Brian, Mark and the MP raise their arms. Surprisingly, so does Mr. Carrey.


    “Off we go, then.”


    He leans over to snatch the last piece of toast, and whispers in my ear, “If you need anything, love, anything at all, let me know.” His words are almost identical to his sister’s.


    After breakfast, I retire to my room and settle down to read a book on my e-reader when my phone rings. Not my cell phone. The rotary, in-room antique which appears to date back to the Stone Age. Yeah, it’s that old.


    “Hello?”


    “Hi, ducks, it’s Brianna. You busy?”


    “No, I was just reading.”


    “Up for some girl time?”


    Not really. I was kind of looking forward to the solitude. But I can’t be rude. “Sure.”


    “Thought I’d clue you in on what Mummy has planned for this evening. Can I come to your room and strategize?”


    “Come on up.”


    “Actually, I’m two doors down.” Seconds later, she breezes in wearing a sleeveless white sheath dress which probably came from Chanel, Valentino, or some other haute couture house. You just don’t find that style and cut on any ole rack.”


    She drops into a bench, the match to the gold vanity table. “What are you wearing to the party tonight?”


    “Uh, an empire-waist dress I bought on Bond Street. Will that do?” I hope it does. My only other choice is the dress I wore last night.


    “Absolutely. I must warn you, though, Mummy always arranges a game of some kind. Excruciating, really. For years, she had an awful ‘Get to know each other’ one. She would pass out cards and you had to write three things about yourself that most people would not know. Well, you can imagine how excruciating it was to hear about somebody’s loony Aunt Melba or their hammer toe. Honestly, there’s a reason why some things should be kept secret. But I put a stop to that.”


    “How?”


    “I shared vital information about me. One, I’m not a virgin.” She ticks the number off her fingers. “Two, I prefer to do it doggie style, and three, I like to suck big, hard dicks.”


    I convulse with laughter. “Oh my God. You’re a menace. What did your mother do?”


    “She ripped up my card and sent me to my room where I did it doggie style with ... you know.” When a tear rolls down her cheek, she plucks a tissue from the dispenser on the vanity table. “I can’t believe I’m still crying over that tosser. I wasn’t even in love with him.”


    “He betrayed you. It’ll take time to heal.”


    She plays with the bottles I lined up there—my perfume, hair spray, the-oh, my God. Please, please, please don’t let her notice.


    She picks up the prescription bottle. “Pre-natal vitamins?” Her gaze darts to me as her eyes round. “You’re pregnant?”


    I can’t lie, not with her holding the evidence in her hand. “Yes.”


    She clutches the bottle to her chest as her eyes beam with happiness.“Please tell me it’s Gabe’s.”


    I wrestle with the idea of denying it. But I’ve evaded the truth long enough. “It’s his.”


    She races to the bed and engulfs me in a great big hug. “Congrats, darling. Gabe must be over the moon. He loves kids. He’s on three boards for children’s charities.”


    When I say nothing, her brows draw together. “Wait a minute. He doesn’t know, does he?”


    I shake my head. “I’m waiting for the right moment.”


    “You have got to do it this weekend. It will send Mummy shrieking to her psychiatrist.”


    My phone rings again. My cell this time. Gabriel.


    “Hi.”


    “Meet me at the horse barn.”


    “The horse barn?”


    “The stables, darling,” Brianna says. “Go out the west portico and follow the smell. Big monstrosity. Can’t miss it. Cheerio.” She sails out of the room with a big smile on her face. No doubt anticipating her mother’s nervous breakdown when I tell Gabriel about the baby.


    “I’ll be in the back.” He hangs up without giving me a chance to agree. Who am I kidding? I’m not about to say not to him. After I freshen up, I head for the west portico, taking pride I get lost only once. The horse barn is hard to miss. It’s huge. And so are the horses inside. I stroll in as if I know what I’m doing. Thankfully only a couple of grooms are there, and they’re busy with the horses. When I arrive at the back. No Gabriel. Just a closed door. I’m about to turn and double back, when the door opens, a hand darts out, and I’m pulled within.


    The place is an office, going by the desk, ancient file cabinet, and sundry equipment—bridles, reins, a saddle or two. Not that I have a chance to notice much, when Gabriel half carries, half drags me to a sofa butted up against a wood-paneled wall covered with framed certificates.


    As soon as my back lands on the couch, Gabriel’s mouth descends on mine. I want to slow him down so we can talk. But he presses a long, lush kiss on my lips, tearing my will away.


    “Did you lock the door?” I ask out of breath.


    He rises to secure the door, and, with a feral stride, stalks back to strip me of my sweater, sweatshirt, blouse, blue-lacy bra.


    “Why are you wearing so many clothes?” He growls.


    “It’s cold in the mansion.”


    He blazes a heated trail up my throat, my jaw, my lips. “Are you cold now?”


    I shiver, not from the cold. “No.”


    “Good.” His rough-pad fingers travel down my throat, across my collarbone, down the swell of my chest, a simple caress which has me quaking inside. My flesh aches for him, burns for his touch. As if in response, he palms a breast, kneads it with that oh-so-capable hand of his while his lips nibble and suckle a fiery path to the tip. When his clever tongue curls around the ruched nipple and sucks it into his mouth, I practically come off the sofa.


    He lays his hand on my naked, quivering belly. “Easy, love. We have time.”


    “Do we?” His drugging kisses, caresses, are stealing away my will. And that I can’t allow. I walked—no, not walked—ran to the stables to tell him about the baby, not so he could drive me insane. From somewhere deep, I muster my will. “Gabriel, we need to talk.”


    His confused gaze darts up to engage with mine. “Talk?”


    

  


  
    Chapter 27


    ______________


    SOMETHING FLASHES IN HIS EYES. “Talk? Not bloody likely.” He tunnels his hand through my hair, pulls me to him. His mouth devours mine, licking my lips, sucking my tongue, stealing my breath. Whatever restraint he possessed is gone, replaced by his ravening hunger. For me.


    His lips follow a trail from my mouth to my jaw, down to my throat. As he nuzzles, he suckles, nips my skin before circling back to my mouth to taste me, ravage me, own me. “God, Elizabeth. You taste so bloody sweet.”


    “It’s just soap.”


    “I could snack on you for hours.”


    Please do.


    A zipper’s drawn. His? No. Mine. My skirt disappears, tossed to the side like so much confetti. I’m wearing nothing underneath. He doesn’t say anything, but the light in his eyes? I could light a fire with that look.


    “You’re driving me insane.” His voice’s gone deeper, huskier.


    “Clothes off.” I demand, gasping for air. He’s stolen my breath from me..


    He jumps to his feet, tosses his black riding jacket, tight white breeches, shirt, tall boots. Everything lands on the floor and then he kneels between my legs, nudges my legs apart. His cock stands high and proud, harder than I’ve ever seen it. I grasp the base, squeeze and he groans as a drop of pre-cum slips from the head.


    “You’re killing me.”


    I laugh. “Not just yet.” I try to sit so I can slip him into my mouth, but he stops me.


    “Later, love. Right now I have to have you.” His gaze finds mine. He’s asking a question and begging for forgiveness at the same time.


    I stroke his chest. “It’s okay. It’s fine, Gabriel.” He doesn’t have to get me ready. Not today. Not when I want him as badly as he wants me.


    He palms my ass and slides me under him. No condoms this time. They went by the wayside that morning in the shower. As he slips into me, the angles to his face sharpen with passion. His breath rasps with need.


    Stretched to the max, it’s my turn to gasp. He’s right there, cramming into me, filling me to the brim. How do I forget how big he is? And yet I do. Every. Single. Time.


    He’s trying so hard to enter me slowly, his arms tremble from his labor. “Sorry love. It’s just you’re so damn tight.”


    “If you weren’t so damn huge.” No matter how careful he is, it bites this invasion of his. Call me a masochist, but I love it. Love the pain. Love him.


    His cocky laugh ripples right through his length into my sheath. As if I needed anything else to catch on fire.


    “How are you doing?” As he pushes deeper, his gaze weighs and measures me. Sweat drips from him, from his effort not to rush things.


    I wipe his chest and smear his sweat over me. I want to smell like him when I come. But that’s not enough. I jerk up my hips, dig my nails into his ass. “You’re going too slow.”


    He groans. “Don’t want to hurt you.”


    “You’re not.” I reach up and twist his nipple.


    Cursing, he thrusts all the way inside me, so deep he’s touching my womb. Baby meet your daddy.


    I smile.


    “You like?”


    “Oh, yes. More.”


    He rears, swing his hips back and shoves into me. “You’re so hot. Inside.” He pumps up and down, harder, faster. But it’s still not enough for me. He leans down and rests his weight on his elbows while he traps my head in his hands, kisses me. “I love how you feel. Love making love to you.”


    “Uh-huh.” I tweak his other nipple, and he finally lets go.


    Freed of all restraints, he pounds into me, each stroke more powerful than the next. And I climb higher and higher until he hits something. Oh god oh god oh my god. I gulp, clamp his upper arms, wrap my legs around his hips.


    Powerful and strong, he rams into me. His wolf of a smile tells me. This is what you wanted, isn’t it?


    Yes, it most certainly is. My legs quiver. I can’t catch my breath. “Now, Gabriel, now.”


    He grabs my ass and stabs into me once, twice, three times. I climax so hard my eyes roll back in my head.


    His body stiffens. He rears back his head, grits his teeth and comes and comes and comes with so much cum it shoots up my quim to my belly button. Done with his passion, he collapses on me and breathes my name. “Elizabeth.”


    His weight, his sweat, his smell surround me. Wishing I could hold him like this forever, I wrap my arms around him and hold him tight. But soon exhaustion claims me and I fade away.


    I wake up to find us still on the couch, my head on his pec, his hand drawing little circles on my arm.


    “You have a nice nap?” he asks.


    “I can’t believe I drifted off like that. Did I sleep long?”


    “About fifteen minutes.”


    I sit up on my elbow and stare at him. “You’re kidding.”


    He smiles and shakes his head. “No.”


    How long have I been here? “What time is it?”


    He checks his watch. “Two.”


    “Maybe I should go.” Somebody’s bound to be looking for him.


    His hand clamps around my shoulder. “What’s the hurry? You don’t have anywhere to be, do you?” Ever possessive Gabriel frowns at me.


    “No. But you probably do.”


    “I don’t have anything scheduled for the rest of the day. Except for dinner and tea.”


    He settles me against him, maybe to ensure I won’t leave.


    For a few minutes, we simply breathe. No talk, no foreplay, only the sheer enjoyment of being with him. But the need to know if he went riding with Lady Melissande soon claws at my gut, not allowing me to rest until I find out. I take a deep breath, let it out. “You went riding this morning.”


    “Yes.”


    “Alone?”


    For a second, he hesitates “No. Melissande rode with me.”


    My soul plummets into a well of despair. I don’t have the right to feel this way. We’re not in a relationship. He’s free to escort whoever he likes. But my heart doesn’t care. Mad questions rattle around my brain. Is he interested in her? Or is it something more serious? But I can’t come right out and ask him. So I broach the subject in a roundabout way. “Why haven’t you married?”


    He stops caressing my arm and stares down at me. “What brought on that question?”


    “Curiosity. You are thirty two years old and the heir to a title. Marriage is a foregone conclusion. The only question is who?” Eyes downcast, I chip away at my nail polish. “I hear your mother has Lady Melissande all picked out for you.”


    He grips my chin, turns it, so I’m forced to look at him.


    “Who told you that?”


    “A little birdie.” I’m not about to out his cousin’s wife.


    “A little birdie with a big mouth. Let me guess. Athena.” A frown mars his perfect features.


    “Doesn’t matter who told me. Melissande would be the perfect wife for you. She’s beautiful and more than your equal title wise.”


    “Yes, she is.” His tone turns gruff, so different from the lover like timbre of moments ago.


    My breath catches in my throat. Blinking away imminent tears, I twist my chin from his grasp.


    He tucks a curl behind my ear, strokes a hand down my back. “But I can’t imagine spending the next fifty years by her side, having children with her.” When he mentions children, his hand circles around to my belly.


    Tell him now. I take a breath to do so, but before I can, a knock sounds on the door.


    “Gabe?”


    I tense. The voice sounds like Brianna’s, but I can’t be sure.


    He scrambles into his riding breeches, opens the door an inch.


    When Brianna’s head pokes in, I let out a held breath. “Mummy’s searching for you. Royce mentioned he’d seen you in the folly, but she won’t be fooled for long.”


    “Thanks, Bri. Owe you one.”


    “Just returning the favor, big brother.” Brianna’s steps clatter away before Gabriel eases the door shut.


    By the time he turns, I’ve slipped into a pair of panties I hid in my skirt pocket and retrieved my bra.


    He pries the bra from my grip and tosses it to the floor. “What’s the rush?”


    “You heard your sister. Your mother is looking for you.”


    “Let her look.” He loses his riding breeches and tears off my panties before he kisses me hard.


    I wrestle my mouth from his. “What exactly do you have against underwear?”


    “They’re on you.” He palms my ass, rubs his massive erection against my belly and I grow breathless in an instant.


    “What’s wrong with that?”


    “I want you naked. All the time.”


    “Hard to work without clothes.”


    “You wouldn’t have to work if you were mine,” he says with a cocky smile.


    “So what would I do? Stay at home and be the sweet little wife?” Yeah, like that will ever happen.


    “Yes.”


    I gasp at the insane thought. “Gabriel. That’s not what I want out of life. Besides what about the maid, your butler?”


    “No servants. Just you. Naked, wet and aching for me. Just like you are now.”


    I snort. “That’s quite a fantasy you have going there, Storm. First off, I can’t cook. That’s Casey’s department.”


    “We’d order in.”


    “I make a lousy housekeeper.”


    “I own several properties. We could go from penthouse to cottage to mansion. You’d never have to lift a toilet brush.”


    I wrap my hands around his neck, nibble his bottom lip. “So if I don’t cook or clean, what do you want me for?” Like I don’t know.


    “For this, darling girl.” He picks me up by the back of my thighs, drives me against the empty space of wall between the certificates hanging on the wall. He spreads my legs with his knees, rubs the head of his cock against my clit. I want to object, but I can’t. I’m enjoying his teasing too much.


    A horse whinnies somewhere in the stables. The sound of voices drift in. A female voice. I panic. “Your mother!”


    I wiggle to be cut loose, but all I do is drive the head of his penis into me. Imprisoned by his arms and his cock, I groan.


    “It’s not her.” He thrusts into me, so deep I can’t breathe for the size of him.


    The voices grow closer. Fearful it will be thrown open any second and we will be caught, I eye the door. Had he locked it? I can’t remember. “Storm.”


    “Gabriel.” He pulls out almost to the tip and surges once more, sure and strong.


    “You make me forget.” I’d missed him so damn much, hadn’t known about the hole in my heart til I saw him again. One look and I am whole again. And by God, I want this. I want him. “Gabriel.”


    “I love to be inside you, Elizabeth. Your quim quivers, strokes me so sweetly.”


    I have no shame, Spread-eagled for him and desperate for more, I say, “Fuck me. Fuck me, hard.”


    He rolls his hips against my pussy, right against my clit. I moan with wanton need. He kisses me, thrusts his tongue into my mouth, much the same way he’s thrusting his cock inside me. Sure and strong, his actions echo the other until I can’t take any more. A freight train of an orgasm’s bearing down on me. “I’m coming.”


    His hands clasp my thighs and he redoubles his efforts. Short, hard strokes. Dripping with sweat, he punches in and out, surges sure and strong. Fucking me. One, two, three times. Coming in one glorious climax, I scream his name. He ducks his head against my neck, love bites me and erupts in one long, burst of seed.


    We collapse to the floor, me on top, my legs tangled with his. Too weak to move I struggle for breath. We’re both naked. No doubt what we’ve been doing. Plus we both screamed. If I can hear the grooms, they can hear us as well. Embarrassed, my entire body turns pink.


    He pulls the hair away from my face. “What’s wrong, love?”


    “They heard us.”


    “They’re well paid to look the other way.”


    “They won’t talk?”


    “Not if they want to remain employed. I pay their salaries.”


    “Your mother’s not in charge?” One wouldn’t know it by the way she acts.


    “She runs things day to day, but I pay the bills.”


    “But I thought ... your mother’s fortune ...” My voice fades away.


    “She brought millions into the marriage, but Storm Industries’ profits pay for the castle upkeep.”


    Before he has a chance to explain, there’s another knock on the door. A frantic rat-a-tat.


    This time I don’t wait for him to open the door. I throw on my skirt, bra, tops.


    “She’s coming, Gabe.” Brianna again.


    Gabriel pushes aside a curtain on the far side of the office to reveal another door. “Go. I’ll deal with her.”


    As I rush outside, I finish buttoning my blouse, zipping up my skirt. I brush desperate fingers through my wildly curling hair hoping to restore it to some semblance of order. I’d kill for a mirror right now.


    Out of the corner of my eye, I spy Brianna rushing out of the back of the stables toward me. When she gets to my side, she links arms. “Slow down. If anybody asks, we’ve been taking a walk through the park. That will explain your rosy cheeks and windblown hair.”


    Gabriel-mussed hair, more like. Fearful of whom we may meet, my heart races while we stroll back to the castle. But the only person we run into is a maid busy dusting the hall.


    After the vigorous bout of lovemaking, my body’s clamoring for a nap. With tea time only an hour away, I barely have time to shower and dress before heading downstairs. But knowing I will collapse if I don’t lay down for an hour at least, I cut short tea time and head for my bed.


    The nap does me good, and I rise refreshed and wide awake. The blue empire waist dress I’m wearing ties right underneath my boobs, putting the girls firmly on display. Since I’d rather not give anyone a peep show, I grab a cashmere shawl to cover up my décolletage. No one will wonder about its use in the drafty dining room.


    I arrive for cocktails to discover additional guests. Another member of parliament, a viscount, and the mayor of a nearby town—the latter accompanied by his wife. Bri’s deep in conversation with her duke. The one with the chipmunk overbite. When he strolls away to grab a drink, she chatters her teeth at me. When I almost snort my virgin bloody mary, I get the stink eye from Gabriel’s mother. He’s once again busy with Lady Melissande who’s dressed in a beautiful strapless gown that flows down her tall figure in waves of blue silk. Great! We both managed to choose the same shade of blue.


    During dinner, I’m seated next to the new Member of Parliament who’s young, good looking and single. Throughout the meal, he keeps me in stitches with one hilarious tale after another about some of his stuffier peers.


    At the end of the meal, he lifts his glass in a toast to me. “You’re splendid, simply splendid.”


    Heat rushes to my cheeks. My shawl slipped during dinner, so I suspect it’s my breasts he finds splendid, not me. Hoping to disguise my discomfiture, I glance around the room. My gaze lands on Royce who winks at me and nods toward the head of the table where Gabriel sits, brows knit in a thunderous expression. And his eyes, god, his eyes blaze with fury. In his right hand, he’s clutching an eating utensil in a tight fist—a knife.


    With the meal finished, we drift toward the library where the Countess invites her guests to make themselves comfortable while she explains the night’s entertainment—charades. She’s personally chosen a character in English history for each of us to represent. Appropriate costumes and accessories will be made available to the guests so they can dress up as they wish. Gosh, this actually sounds like fun.


    I’m paying close attention to her spiel about the teams when Gabriel sidles up behind me and hisses in my ear. “I’ll meet you in your room. Now.”


    Is he insane? Under the cover of taking a drink from a passing waiter, I whisper. “You’ll be missed if you leave.”


    “I. Don’t. Care.” By the corner of my eyes, I spot the red glare in his, the hard set of his jaw. If I don’t do as he asks, not knowing what he would do.


    Without waiting for my answer, he strides away. I collapse into the closest chair and try to catch my breath.


    Most guests sit politely listening to the Countess explain the rules of the game, but some are drifting through the space, stopping now and then to chat with a person or two, including my dinner companion who’s shaking hands with the other MP.


    Gabriel wanders around in a seemingly haphazard fashion, greeting one guest or another, all the while making his way toward the open doors in the back of the room.


    When somebody raises a hand to ask a question about the game, he slips away, unnoticed by anyone but me. I whisper something about not feeling well to the person next to me and follow him out the door.


    [image: ]


    As soon as I walk through my bedroom door, Gabriel grabs my arm and slams the door behind me.


    “Let me go.”


    “No.” His lips curl white with anger.


    I tussle with him, but he’s too big, too strong. His hands clutch my upper arms. I’ll have bruises there in the morning. “What’s the matter? Why are you so angry?”


    “You exposed yourself to that man.”


    What? “I sat at your dinner table and talked to the guest seated next to me. Isn’t that the usual protocol?”


    “You allowed him to slobber all over you. In case you didn’t notice, he spent most of the dinner ogling your tits.”


    I finally manage to wrangle my arm from his hold and hitch up my chin. “They’re great tits.”


    His brows lower into a thundering scowl. “Don’t challenge me, Elizabeth. Not on this.”


    I shrug as if his fury means nothing to me. “You better get back downstairs. Your guests will soon be wondering where you are.”


    “Not until we settle this.”


    “There’s nothing to settle.”


    “Oh, yes. There is. You will never wear that dress again. Ever.” Towering over me, he crowds me against the door.


    If he thinks I’m going to allow him to intimidate me, he’s got another think coming. I push him out of the way. Going around him, I kick off my heels and turn back to glare at him. “Since when do you get to choose what I wear? You don’t own me, Gabriel.”


    “Oh, yes, I do. You’re mine.”


    “No, I don’t. I belong to no man.” I head toward the bathroom. “I’m taking a shower, so you need to leave.”


    Before I know it, he‘s on me, ripping off my beautiful dress. “There. You’ll never wear it again.”


    Almost in tears, I stand in the ruins of the gown that cost me a week’s pay. “You bastard. I paid good money for that dress.” As well as the torn lacy bra which now lays in tatters on the floor.


    “I’ll draw you a check.”


    “I don’t want your money.” I push at his chest. “I don’t want anything from you.” I push again. “Now get the hell out of my room.”


    For a second, we stand toe to toe, with him looming over me. And then his mouth contorts in pain, and just like at the hotel, he crumbles to his knees.


    Oh, shit. Another migraine.


    I run to the night table, pour water into a glass. By the time I return he’s holding his medicine vial in a trembling hand.


    “Here.” I grab it from him, tip a pill into his hand.


    He takes the glass from me and swallows.


    “How long before the medicine takes effect?”


    “Fifteen minutes.”


    Dropping to the floor, I cradle his head against me. “We can’t keep doing this.”


    “Oh, I don’t know, the vista from here is pretty nice.”


    His head’s lying on my lap, and I’m naked from the waist up. “Yeah, you have a prime viewing seat to my great tits.”


    He chuckles, but then his mouth twists. “Oww. Don’t make me laugh.”


    “Fine.” I brush his hair back. “Is this okay?”


    “Yes. I could lie like this forever.”


    “Gabriel, you must see a doctor. This week.”


    “I will.”


    “Really?” To say I’m surprised is an understatement.


    “Yes. I’ll make an appointment for the middle of the week.”


    “Good.”


    We remain like that for several minutes, breathing in and out, together. He turns sideways right into my belly. “I love how you smell—gardenias, woman, you.”


    I try to hold back my laughter. “You’re getting horny, aren’t you?”


    He gives me that lopsided smile of his. “I’m always horny around you.”


    “Then, Mr. Storm, it’s time you go.”


    Leaning on me, he slowly comes to his feet, before giving me a hand up.


    “How are you doing?” I stare into his eyes to gauge his recovery, and I’m pleased to find his eyes appear focused once more.


    “Better.” He threads his hand through mine, brings it to his lips, kisses it. “I’m sorry about your dress. I’ll replace it.”


    When I start to protest, he hushes me with a kiss. Why can’t I ever say no to him?


    “May I come up later?”


    I want to deny him, but I won’t. I want to fall asleep surrounded by his scent, wrapped in his arms, breathing the same air he does. “Please do.”


    He drops another kiss on my lips, and then he’s gone.


    After a quick shower, I put on a long-sleeved pajama top and slip into bed, intending to remain awake until he returns, but the events of the day are too much and I drift off.


    I come awake when strong arms pull me into a hard, naked body.


    “Gabriel,” I murmur. His warmth and delicious smells surround me.


    “Shhh, love. Go back to sleep.”


    I cuddle against his chest, and slide my leg over his. Before I know it, it’s morning again.


    We make slow, delicious love in the ancient shower before he dresses in his evening duds.


    “Meet me in the dining room for breakfast. I have something to show you.” He kisses me one last time, flicks open the hidden panel and disappears into the dark passage which leads to the library, leaving me wondering what he wants me to see.


    

  


  
    Chapter 28


    ______________


    Gabriel


    SUNDAY MORNING IS A LAZY TIME for our guests and myself. With no activities scheduled, I’m looking forward to taking Elizabeth to the lake—a favorite spot I played in as a boy—and making sweet love to her. But as it turns out, she has other plans.


    “I want you to show me the nursery.”


    “The nursery?” My gut twists. That’s the last place I’d like her to see. “Why? There are more interesting places on the grounds. The lake, for example, and the garden is quite splendid this time of year.”


    “I want to see where you played and studied as a little boy. You can show me the lake and the garden after that.”


    “Very well.” Gritting my teeth, I lead her up to the third floor deep into the east wing where the nursery lies. We’ll spend a few minutes, ten tops, and then I’ll drive us to the lake and exorcise my demons in her sweet body.


    The room’s big. Discarded furniture sits in one corner—a broken chair, a three-legged table. Four toy chests, each carved with a child’s name, sit by the wall. She heads straight to the one labeled with my name, kneels in front and wrestles it open. Toy soldiers, books, puzzles, typical things a boy would have.


    All shiny-eyed, she glances at me. “Someday your children will play here.”


    Her words slice into me, releasing painful memories of a time long ago. “No. They won’t. I’ll never bring them here.”


    Her head jerks up. “Why not?”


    How can I begin to explain the hell I lived through? I pace around the space, kicking up the dust of a room that hasn’t been swept for many years. Believing the place is haunted, servants refuse to clean it. And they’re right. “My childhood was not a happy one. I was the oldest, the heir, so I was assigned extra lessons about the duties, the responsibilities I would take up when the title came to me. Once a week, I met with the estate steward. Sometimes we would ride over the grounds, other times, we went over the finances.”


    “How old were you?” Gone is her excitement, replaced by a guarded look.


    I hate seeing her like this. She was so happy a second ago. “The lessons started when I was ten. After my sessions with the steward, my tutor tested me. If I did not recall everything perfectly, I was punished.” My hand twitches with remembered pain.


    Her hand flies to her chest. “Punished?”


    “Yes.”


    Her breath hitches. “How? What?”


    I shake my head. “No.” The word rips from my lips. She doesn’t need to know about my ugly past.


    She rushes forward and curls her hands around my face. “Tell me.”


    “No.” I won’t put those images in her head. Bad enough I’ll never drive them from mine.


    “You must talk about it.” Tears mist her eyes. “Remember when I wouldn’t go into your closet and you helped me through my fear.”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m here for you.” She wraps her arms around my waist. “Please, tell me.”


    But my memories have sunk their talons into me, shredding me apart. “We need to go. Now.” I take her hand, meaning to lead her out of this hellish place, but she breaks free and strides to the large oak door in the back of the nursery.


    She jiggles the handle, but it won’t give. That door was always locked, except when it was in use. “What’s behind the door?”


    “Nothing.”


    She drills me with a hard, flinty gaze. “Tell me, Gabriel.”


    I breathe deeply, whoosh it out. “The infraction room.” The words bleed out of me.


    Her eyes widen in horror. “Is that where he punished you?”


    “Yes.”


    “I want to see it. Where’s the key?”


    “I don’t know.” The ghost of that long-ago agony claws at my insides.


    She grips my chin and forces me to look at her. “Yes, you do.”


    For a couple of heartbeats, I breathe hard. She won’t stop until I reveal my personal hell. Consigned to my fate, I trudge to the big wooden desk, the one behind which my tutor watched for my slightest disobedience. The heavy iron key, now rusted with age, lies where it always did—in the center drawer.


    I plod to the big oak frame, insert the key in the lock. But before opening it, I turn back to her. “I don’t want you to see what’s in there.”


    She rests her small, soft hand over mine, sharing her warmth with me. “Open the door, Gabriel.”


    When the door refuses to budge, I ram my shoulder against the wood. It screeches, proof it hasn’t been opened for some time. I give it one more shove, and it swings open, revealing its dark secrets. Everything is as it ever was. Whips, chains, belts, a four-legged table with manacles and a throne-like chair in a corner of the room.


    She gasps. “Oh, my God.”


    Unable to go in, I slump against the outside wall.


    She stares at me out of pain-filled eyes. “What did he do to you?”


    “I was disobedient and stubborn, so they beat the rebellion out of me.” My voice regresses to that of the child I used to be so many years ago.


    Color bleaches from her face, and her lips turn white. “They? What do you mean they?”


    “My tutor, Simon Snipes, and my mother. She never wielded the instruments of punishment. But sat in that chair and watched while he bloodied me.”


    “Oh, Gabriel.” She lays a fisted hand on her belly.


    When I don’t say anything else, she asks. “There’s more, isn’t it?”


    I nod. Now that I’m talking I want to tell her everything. She needs to know what a weakling I was, what a weakling I still am. “From the time I was little, I could hear a melody and pluck it out in the piano. As time went on, I got better and better at it. Even managed to squeeze in some private lessons when I was sent to Harrow. One school holiday I told her I was going to be a famous pianist and that I would travel around the world playing concerts, far away from here where she could never touch me.” The memory of what happened next guts me. The pain’s so bad I fall to my knees.


    Elizabeth drops next to me. Her soft hand brushes back my hair, circles my jaw. “What did she do to you?”


    “She drugged my food. When I woke up, I was back on that table, shackled, immobilized. They gagged me so I couldn’t scream. And she sat right in that chair while the sadistic son of a bitch broke every finger in my left hand.” Sweat pours from my face, bile rises in my throat. Afraid I’ll throw up, I swallow hard.


    “Why didn’t your father put a stop to it? He had to have known.”


    “She was his meal ticket, love. He wasn’t about to kill his golden goose. She held all the power.” My voice grows strong and sure. “Until I took it away from her.”


    “What about your brothers, Brianna? Were they beaten as well?”


    “No. Father wouldn’t let her touch Brianna. Edward was my mother’s favorite. And, for some reason, she never paid much attention to Royce.”


    “Hope you made the tutor pay.” A bloodthirsty light flashes in her eyes.


    “He paid with his life. Shortly after he broke my fingers, he fell down the stairs and broke his neck.”


    She bares her teeth. “I’m glad. If he were here right now, I’d hurt him the way he hurt you.” The strength of her fury surprises me. I’ve never had anyone do battle for me.


    “Are you, love?” I brush my thumb across her mouth, lean in to kiss her sweet lips. “I suspected it was no accident. Violence does tend to beget violence, after all. It wasn’t me. I was away at school, still healing from my injury.”


    “Do you know who?”


    I breathe a heavy sigh, rest my head against the wall. “I suspected, but never knew. Not with any certainty.” Rising, I hold out my hand to her. “Come, we must leave. I don’t want you in this room.”


    I guide her down the stairs, out of the darkness into the garden where the sun blazes with heat. In unison. we sit at a bench, in full view of anyone wandering down the terraced walks or gazing out a window. I glance back at the majestic and imposing castle walls. “It’s a beautiful place, isn’t it? And yet it hides such ugliness. Sometimes I wish I could just burn it all down. But made of stone as it is, it won’t burn. Besides, doing so wouldn’t rid me of my memories.”


    She leans her head against my shoulder and squeezes my arm.


    Uncaring of who may or may not see us, I curl my hands around her beloved face and kiss her. “You’re the only peace I’ve found my entire life. You make everything new and shiny. All the ugliness goes away when I’m with you. I know you don’t wish to—”


    Footsteps approach, interrupting my heart’s outpouring. I don’t want anyone to hear what I’m about to say. Those words are meant for Elizabeth alone.


    As it turns out, the intruder is Tilly, my mother’s maid.


    “Begging your pardon, my lord.” She bobs a curtsy. “Lady Winterleagh wishes to see you in her morning room.”


    My mother, the Countess. “Thank you. Tell her I’ll come up shortly.”


    After one more curtsy, she drifts away as unobtrusively as she arrived.


    I swivel back to Elizabeth to find her wary gaze.


    “Be careful, Gabriel.”


    “It’s fine, love. She can’t hurt me anymore. I’m done with her, with this place.” I rest my forehead against hers. “I’m done with everything but you.”


    “Gabriel, I ...” Tears shimmer in her eyes, and one manages to escape.


    “There’s no ‘I’ anymore. There’s only us. You and me.” I swipe the moisture from her face.


    “But my job, school—”


    I bring her hand to my lips, kiss the fingertips. “Do you want me, Elizabeth?”


    A shudder runs through her. “You know I do.”


    I smile. “We’ll make it work. You’ll see. Now go to your room and wait for me. I’ll talk to her one last time and then we can be together forever.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 29


    ______________


    I ARRIVE AT MY MOTHER’S MORNING ROOM eager to get this confrontation over and done with so I can get on with the rest of my life. As usual, she’s seated behind her elegant Queen Anne writing desk. Such a strange choice for a woman who rules with an iron fist.


    “Ainsley.” She’s dressed in her armor, the white suit she wears whenever she lays down the law. Her hair’s imprisoned in her usual chignon, with no loose strand in sight.


    “Mother.” I nod my head.


    “Please sit.” She points to the chair opposite the desk, whose seat is so low everyone appears shorter than her.


    “I’d rather stand.” I’m not about to dance to her tune.


    Her nostrils flare. “Very well. Glad you could tear yourself away from your whore.”


    My stomach roils with anger. “Elizabeth’s not a whore.”


    “But her mother was. She died of a drug overdose. While servicing a client, so the story goes.” Going by her triumphant smile, she actually thinks she’s won. Little does she realize, I hold most of the winning cards.


    I dismiss her statement with a wave of my hand. “Don’t you think I know? You’ll have to do better than that.” I learned about Elizabeth’s mother from the report I asked Jake to produce.


    She grips the family heirloom she uses to open letters. “I want to announce your engagement to Lady Melissande at today’s luncheon.” Her plan’s brilliant. Such a revelation would guarantee a swift departure by our guests who’d be eager to spread the news.


    “I’m afraid that will be rather impossible.” I pick up a vase from the credenza that sits along the windowless wall, Ching Dynasty as I recall.


    “Why?”


    “I haven’t proposed to her. Nor do I intend to do so.” The blue lotus pattern of the porcelain is a thing of beauty.


    Gnashing her teeth, she spits out at me. “We agreed you were to propose to Lady Melissande, in exchange for my not embroiling Storm Industries in a scandal.”


    “You won’t be able to do that, Countess. And I never agreed to such thing.” I carefully return the vase to its setting.


    She hisses out a breath. I’ve never called her Countess before. At least, not to her face.


    “Royce flew to Brazil and obtained a sworn statement from the Brazilian official declaring the money was intended for his daughter’s welfare, and not as a bribe. Since the daughter built a house with the money, no one will question the declaration.”


    While we talked, she’s been stabbing the desk with the letter opener. I pry it from her hand. “You’ll mar the surface, and the desk is quite valuable.”


    “I’ll do whatever I wish. It’s mine.”


    Leaning in, I rest my free hand on the leather surface of the desk. “That’s not true. The castle and all its furnishings belong to my father, not you. As his heir, it’s my responsibility to ensure none of those possessions come to harm.”


    She grabs the letter opener and stabs at my hand. But before the knife tears into my skin, I wrestle it away and stash it in my jeans pocket. “I’m not fourteen, Countess. You can’t hurt me anymore.”


    An unholy light flashes in her eyes. “I’ll convene a board of directors’ meeting and vote down the SouthWind deal.” She growls.


    “You no longer have the power to do so. Father transferred his board shares to me.”


    “He wouldn’t!” She pounds the desk with her closed fist.


    “I’m afraid he did, especially when I reminded him I hold the purse strings, not you.”


    “He’s incapable of making lucid decisions.”


    “Three doctors certified to his mental competence. It wouldn’t be such a surprise if you’d talked to him in the last month.” Although my father remained in London so he could attend his therapy sessions, she’d had numerous opportunities to visit him. But she’d chosen not to do so.


    She sputters, but no words emerge. I smile, triumphant. Finally, finally, I’ve gotten the best of her.


    I strut out, my mood buoyed from the weight lifted off my shoulders. But before I take two steps, an alarm blares in my brain. Call it a premonition or a hard-earned knowledge of her character. She’s up to no good. I thrust open the door to discover the priceless Ming vase raised high over her head, her hands poised to smash it to the ground.


    I snatch the priceless porcelain from her. Gritting my teeth, I spit out. “Just so you know, everything in the room, in the entire castle, is inventoried. If any item is mutilated, scratched, damaged in any way, you will pay.”


    A mad light shines in her eyes. “You won’t lay a finger on me.”


    The top of her head barely reaches my shoulder. Strange. I always thought she was so much bigger and stronger than me. “You’re right. I won’t. But people who work for me would, if I ordered them to.”


    Nails out, she lunges at me. Before she can scratch my face, I catch her arm and fling it away. “If you don’t stop this insane behavior, I’ll be forced to restrain you. And you wouldn’t like the way I’d go about it, Countess.”


    Her lips curl in a sneer. “You have everything figured out, don’t you?” By now, her hair’s torn loose from its chignon, strewn in complete disarray around her shoulders. So different from the well-groomed woman I faced when I arrived.


    “Yes, I do. By the way, you might want to tidy up before you face your guests again.” This time, when I leave, I don’t turn back.


    Taking the library passage to Elizabeth’s room, I arrive to find her sitting on her heels in the middle of the bed, her dark hair in a glorious jumble down her back, hands folded on her thighs, and, except for a red lacy thong, very, very naked.


    Without saying a word, she extends a hand to me. Just as silently, I sit on the bed and let her have her way with me.


    As she unbuttons my shirt, she kisses every inch she reveals. Done, she tosses the shirt to the side, drops her lips to my jeans and unzips me with her mouth. When my cock springs out fully erect, she licks its head, pumps the rude length, before she engulfs the whole in her mouth. Closing my eyes, I lie back on the bed and allow her to pleasure me. This must be what heaven feels like.


    After I reach completion, I surprise her when I slip off her panties, rather than tear them off her. The scent of her gardenia perfume ensnares me, bewitches me as I kiss every inch of her satin skin down to her honey pot where she’s wet and aching for me. When I part her folds and lick her, she wriggles beneath me, eager for what I will give her. She surprises me as well when, unlike every other time we’ve made love, she allows me to set the rhythm of our passion. By the time I slip into her, we’re panting with desire.


    In the aftermath of our lovemaking, I make plans for our future. As soon as the SouthWind deal closes, I’ll turn over the reins of the company to my cousin, William, and move to Washington, D.C. to be close to Elizabeth. That dream lasts less than twenty four hours. Until Monday morning when everything crashes down on me.


    


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 30


    ______________


    AS SOON AS THE MORNING SESSION BEGINS, Thomas Carrey announces a major change to the deal—an increase of eighty million dollars to the asking price. A more thorough examination of the patents attached to the assets revealed they are more valuable than previously thought. As proof, he provides copies of documents which detail the cost of developing the patents and the projected revenue increase. Documents I’m infinitely familiar with, since my handwritten comments appear in the margins.


    For a few moments I find it difficult to breathe. These are the copies of the documents I’d spread over the table in the Park Suite. Going by the non-crisp edges, the images were taken with a camera phone.


    Only one person could have taken such photos—Elizabeth.


    Her perfidy shreds my soul. She must have snapped the images while I showered. And to think I joked about her straightening the papers, not knowing she’d already betrayed me. Not hard to understand what drove her to do such a thing. From the beginning, I’ve known of her ambition to become a corporate attorney with Smith Cannon. She’s certainly proved her worth to the firm. By exploiting my attraction to her, she entered my inner sanctum and obtained the information she needed to sweeten the deal for their client.


    What a fool I’ve been.


    A lump clogs my throat, but not by an eyelash do I reveal my emotions. Not to Carrey and certainly not to her. “We’ll need to discuss this. May I suggest we suspend negotiations for the rest of the day and reconvene tomorrow?”


    “Of course. Whatever you need.” Thomas Carrey’s quick to agree.


    The Storm Industries’ team adjourns to our private conference room in the hotel where we hash out the numbers. Eighty million dollars is a fair assessment of the value of the patents which will allow us to build turbines less susceptible to the vagaries of the weather.


    Since I’m certain Carrey will demand at least half that amount in cash, the challenge becomes obtaining the necessary financing. I don’t want to impact Storm Industries’ bottom line so the money will have to come out of my personal assets. But I’m not liquid. No one has eighty million dollars in cash lying around. So the capital must come from some other source. I will need to mortgage The Brighton.


    Since I don’t have exclusive rights to it—my siblings co-own it along with me—I’ll need their approval. That night, I arrange a dinner at the penthouse where I explain the need for ready cash. Without hesitation, they agree. They implicitly trust me to do what’s best for Storm Industries, for the family, for them.


    A phone call to my bank takes care of the transaction. As far as the institution is concerned, it’s a no-brainer. My siblings and I have stellar credit. And the The Brighton is one of the hottest real estate properties in London.


    Once the money’s secured, my thoughts turn back to Elizabeth. When we parted on Sunday, she did not suggest we stay away from each other, as she did the previous week. So I’m not surprised when on Tuesday, she buzzes, saying she wants to discuss something with me.


    I just bet she does. She probably wants to know if I have a problem with the higher asking price. I fob her off, telling her I have a previous engagement. Let her think of that what she will.


    Tormented by dreams of her lush body, her tight sheath, her luscious scent, I toss and turn through the night. Even a quick hand job fails to cure my craving for her. Wednesday morning, when both teams reconvene, I manage to act halfway normal until she walks up to me during the coffee break.


    Shadows lurk deep in her red-rimmed eyes. Is she suffering as much as I am? Does she regret her betrayal?


    “Gabriel, I need to talk to you. Can we meet tonight?”


    “Sorry. I have a previous engagement.” With a bottle of scotch. At my penthouse. I’ll be damned if I stay at the hotel where temptation lies only an elevator ride away.


    Her breath hitches. “Another one?”


    “Yes. One I can’t put off. We can talk on Friday.” Her last day before she departs for the states. That night I’ll invite her to my suite for dinner and confront her with her perfidy. Somehow between now and then, I’ll need to find the strength to bid her a final goodbye.


    As it turns out, my plans are derailed. By the Countess. Without my consent, she’s arranged a dinner party at the family’s London townhouse to celebrate the success of the deal. She’s invited the Smith Cannon team along with my siblings and other guests. What does she have up her sleeve?


    Friday at three, I sign the Letter of Intent. During the coming months, Storm Industries will perform due diligence on the SouthWind assets. Unless something irregular surfaces, we’re locked into the transaction which must close by September 30. For all intents and purposes, we’re done with the negotiating phase.


    After everyone shakes hands all around, I give my team the rest of the day off. They’ve worked hard and deserve a little R&R with their families. Having checked out of the hotel the day before, I head for the penthouse where I proceed to down half a bottle of scotch. By the time I arrive at my family’s mansion, I’m barely upright, having kissed sober goodbye two hours before. Still, I manage to hold it together while we welcome the Duke of Marchstone and Lady Melissande. The Duchess is incapacitated and sends her regrets.


    When Elizabeth arrives, with Mrs. Collins by her side, she nods at my mother, but exchanges heartfelt hugs and kisses with both Brianna and Royce. To me she turns bruised eyes. She’s been crying, that much is apparent.


    During dinner, I arrange for her to be seated between my siblings far away from me. I don’t trust myself not to do betray my emotions if she were close to me.


    After dessert is served, our footmen stream into the dining room with celebratory champagne, something I arranged. With the flutes filled, I stand up. “Today we came to terms on the SouthWind deal. I want to thank Thomas Carrey and the entire Smith Cannon team for their willingness to travel to London and the professionalism with which they handled the negotiations. Here’s to you.” I lift my glass in a toast, and a polite round of applause circles the room.


    When I retake my seat, I turn to Lady Melissande and, with a grin, whisper an inanity in her ear about the weather. I’m being a bastard, I know. My action hints at a close connection between her and me. When I squeeze her hand. Bri and Royce trade confused glances. My mother smiles in triumph.


    Elizabeth’s face struggles to hide her devastation. Her lips tremble, and even though tears swim in her eyes, she doesn’t allow a single drop to fall. Her suffering does not provide me with the satisfaction I seek, but with a stabbing pain in my heart.


    As soon as the meal ends, my mother announces she has a special treat for us, a piano concert by a well-known artist. As our guests stand, Elizabeth bolts, probably to the powder room where she can regain her composure. For the moment, I have to play along with the Countess’s plans and follow our guests to the music room. But when the audience take their seats, I’ll go after Elizabeth so we can have it out in the library.


    But I’m stopped cold by Royce, who corners me by the drawn drapes. “What the fuck, Gabe?”


    Bri’s not far behind. “Why are you giving Elizabeth the cold shoulder?” Her sweet smile covers up the fire sparking in her eyes.“And why are you acting that way with Mel? You don’t give two hoots about her.” Mel, her nickname for Melissande. They’ve known each other since they were children.


    I gulp down the last of the champagne and grab another flute from a passing waiter. “Elizabeth was a passing fancy, nothing more.”


    “Bullcrap.” Bri spits out. “I saw the way you looked at her. At your penthouse. At Winterleagh. You’re lying. The question is why.”


    “What I choose to do, or not do, is none of your business. Now if you’ll excuse me.” I start to rise, but just then the pianist plops down on the piano bench. If I try to slip out of the room now, I’ll call attention to myself, so I suffer through the excruciating piece he’s chosen, an étude, one designed to strengthen the fingers of the left hand and will take at least five minutes to play. I gnash my teeth and wait for the composition to end.


    

  


  
    Chapter 31


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    HIDING IN A POWDER ROOM is not something I do. If I have a problem, I face it head on. But I couldn’t take another minute of Gabriel gazing at Lady Melissande as if he couldn’t wait to touch her, taste her, ravish her. All the things he did with me a mere five days ago.


    What changed? I have no idea. All I know is he went from hot to cold, from making love to not returning my calls, refusing to meet with me, playing me. God, how could I have been such a fool. I’ve been nothing more than another notch on his player belt. Like an idiot I bought into his facile charm, his killer grin. Those words he whispered in the dark about needing me? Lies. All of them. But like the idiot I am, I fell for them. Worse than that, I fell in love with him.


    Good thing I never told him about the baby. If I had, God only knows what he would have done. Probably offered to pay me off for my silence. After all, he can’t have a bastard complicating his plans to marry a duke’s daughter, can he? No doubt in my mind where he’s headed. Like calls to like after all. She’s beautiful, caring, refined. She’ll make him the perfect wife.


    With trembling hands, I repair my makeup, brush my hair, smear a little—a lot—of concealer under my eyes. A glance in the mirror tells me, even after all my efforts, I still look like something the cat dragged in. The hell with it. I scoop all my cosmetics, shove them into my clutch. If anybody notices my pale face, I’ll say I’m not feeling well. It’s the truth after all. And then I’ll head back to the hotel and pack my bags while trying hard not to cry over the lying bastard.


    Gathering my resolution, I stride toward the door when it flies open. To my surprise, the Countess steps in and snaps the lock.


    “Ms. Watson.” She spits out through clenched teeth like my name leaves a sour taste in her mouth.


    I do the same. “Lady Winterleagh. If you’ll excuse me.” I go for the handle. When she blocks my path. I step back to avoid a collision. What does she want?


    “Please take a seat.” She points to one of the chairs. The Egyptian-styled powder room contains a beveled mirror, a lighted sconce on each side, a gold marble counter with a sink and two gilded arm chairs adorned with Egyptian motifs, clawed feet and lion’s heads. The commode, located behind a door, looks like an actual throne. Whoever designed this bathroom possessed either a great sense of humor, or an overweening sense of self importance.


    Which is neither nor there at the moment. I want nothing more than out, but Gabriel’s mother is determined to talk to me. So I sit.


    The countess does the same in the chair opposite me. “I’ve been studying you.”


    I clutch my purse against me. “Have you?”


    “You and I are a lot alike.”


    Not hardly. “I’m nothing like you.” I spit out.


    “On the contrary. You know when to take advantage of an opportunity, such as when Ainsley became attracted to you. And you know when to cut your losses, as well.”


    She’s right about me making things happen given half a chance, but not about Gabriel. I never thought of him as an ‘opportunity’. “How did you learn that about me?”


    “Come, Ms. Watson. Do you honestly believe I wasn’t aware of your connection to my son? I know you visited his penthouse. A rarity. He never invites women to The Brighton. And you spent time together in his hotel suite.”


    How the hell does she know?


    She waves a hand in the air. “Servants, bellboys. They can be so easily bought off.”


    I grow sick to my stomach at the thought we were spied upon.


    “You appear ill. Was the meal not to your liking?” Her lips twist into a small smile. The kind the mean girls in high school used to flash at me. She’s relishing my upset.


    I hitch my chin higher. “The food was fine.”


    “Then it must be all the attention Ainsley’s been paying to Lady Melissande.”


    “Where Gabriel’s interests lie is none of my concern.”


    She chuckles. “You need to master the art of lying, Ms. Watson. Your flushed cheeks give you away.”


    I’ve had enough of her BS. If I don’t get out of her sight, I’m going to be sick. “What do you want, Lady Winterleagh?”


    “Finesse is not your strong suit, is it? Very well. Let’s get to it, shall we? You’re pregnant with my son’s child.”


    I jerk. Just how the hell does she know?


    “Your pre-natal vitamins were in full view at Winterleagh. Servants again. You’ll need to be more clever than that to hide something from me.” Propping her chin on her hand, she rubs her ruby lips with her thumb. “If Ainsley were to find out, he might do something stupid.”


    “Such as?”


    “Marry you, to make the child legitimate.” She stands up, paces the thick rug. “And I can’t have the blood of a whore flowing through my grandson’s veins.”


    An urge to hit her clenches my fists. I hold them tight against me to keep from striking her. “I’m not a ... prostitute.” I choke out the word.


    “Maybe you’re not, but your mother was.”


    My breath hisses. “My records were court-sealed.”


    “A small bribe to the right file clerk unsealed them. Some people will do anything for money. How about you? I’ll pay you ten million dollars to disappear. If you can make the baby disappear as well, I’ll add another ten.”


    My stomach lurches, and I leap to my feet. If I don’t get out of her sight, I’m going to be sick.“You’re a monster.”


    “Sticks and stones, Ms. Watson. And here I thought you were a realist like me.”


    I reach for the door, but she stops me with her words. “If you leave now, I will destroy him.”


    I drop my head into my hands and breathe deeply. I shouldn’t care what happens to him. Not after the way he’s treated me. And yet, I do.


    I turn back to her. “What do you want from me, Lady Winterleagh?”


    She goes back to the chair, points the other one out to me. “Sit, and I will tell you.”


    Once again, I take the seat across from her.


    “He told you the sad tale of his tutor, Mr. Snipes. How he fell to his death. The inquest ruled it an accident. It wasn’t. Someone pushed him.” Her eyes shine bright with malicious glee. “And I know who.”


    I don’t ask. She will tell me soon enough.


    “His father. The Earl of Winterleagh. Can you imagine the scandal if this gets out?” She claps her hands as if she would relish such a thing. “Why, the public would eat this up for months. The family’s reputation would be tarnished beyond repair. They might even strip the title from him.”


    Although I would never condone murder, I understand why the earl killed the tutor. By killing the sadistic monster, instead of turning him over to the law, the earl avoided implicating his wife in the crime. But … “You kept silent all these years. Why bring it out now? Such a revelation would destroy your husband, your family.”


    “You think I care about that randy old goat? Let him rot in jail. And my children? They’re no good to me.” She snaps at me. “The only member of this family I cared about lies in a cold grave. Edward, my son.”


    “Gabriel’s your son, too. Why do you hate him so much?”


    She dismisses him with a wave of her hand. “He’s just like his father. Charming, good-looking, a womanizer. I knew about his women.”


    “His father, you mean?”


    “Yes, but I wanted the title, and unfortunately, he came along with it. Still, I thought I could handle my husband’s infidelity. I couldn’t. On our wedding day, I found him in bed with a common whore. He didn’t even have the decency to wait until after the ceremony. So I cut him off. No sex, no money. Only when he toed the line, did I give him the son he craved, Gabriel. And then I gave birth to the son of my heart, Edward.”


    She folds into herself as tears shimmer in her eyes. “He was the sweetest boy, and he loved me dearly, the only one of my children who did.”


    As she talks about Edward, I see the caring mother she once must have been instead of the monster she is now.


    Like quicksilver, her mood shifts as her lips curl with disdain. “But I was stuck with Gabriel as the heir, and he was stubborn and rebellious. Wouldn’t listen to me, so I made him pay.” A maniacal light shines in her eyes.


    Why, she’s quite mad. Why didn’t I see this before? Which means she’ll do as she says. She will destroy Gabriel and her entire family, unless I do as she wants. “So you punished him.”


    “Yes. But no matter what I did, he disobeyed me. And then one school holiday he said he said he was going to become a concert pianist. Can you imagine?” She chokes out a mirthless laugh. “By that time, the family’s fortune had dwindled. The millions of dollars I once thought would be enough weren’t, eaten up by castle finances and my husband’s excesses. He’d figured out a way to get around the trust my father established, you see. Something had to be done. And Gabriel, with his quick, agile mind, would be our salvation. So I broke him once and for all.”


    “You injured his left hand so he couldn’t play the piano.”


    Her chin goes up and down, like this was something that had to be done. “I threatened to do worse to Brianna and Royce if he didn’t do as I said. He obeyed me after that.” For a moment, a gleeful smile brushes her lips, but then her mouth twists into a hideous grin. “But I can’t control him. He’s got all the power now, not me. Not that I care about much anymore. Not Storm Industries, not the family name, them.”


    I wish I could walk away from this tale of power and betrayal and leave them to their own devices, but I can’t. I have to stop her from destroying Gabriel. “But you do care about something. Something that involves me.”


    “I want a grandchild with the blood of a king and mine flowing through his veins. which means Gabriel must marry Lady Melissande. And right now you’re standing in the way.” Her eyes narrow as she pins me with her dark, reptilian gaze. “He’s obsessed with you.”


    I shake my head. “You’re wrong. He barely looked at me all evening.” It hurts to admit it, but it’s the truth.


    “A ploy on his part. Clearly, you’ve done something to upset him.”


    Is his mother right? Is he angry over some something I’ve done? But I haven’t done a thing to make him angry. The whole thing makes no sense. But if his mother is right that means ... Gabriel still cares for me. A sense of hope floats within me, and, for a brief shining moment, I bask in the warmth.


    “I know Ainsley, he’s like a dog with a bone. He won’t let you go, unless ... you drive him away so he’ll never want anything to do with you again.”


    The warmth dissipates as cold spreads through my body, numbing my legs, my arms, my heart. How could I do such a thing? I love him. I’d started believing we could work it out. He could come to D.C., or I could fly to London. And once the deal finalized we could ease into a more public relationship, so we wouldn’t have to hide. But now. That dream crumbles, grounded into dust by his mother’s evil. I’ll have to do as she says. If I don’t, she’ll implicate his father in the tutor’s murder, and his family name would be tarnished forever. If such a thing were to happen, it would destroy Gabriel, as well as Brianna and Royce. “If I do as ask, you’ll keep silent about his father?”


    “I will.”


    “Swear it. Swear it by Edward’s memory.”


    She hisses a breath. “By my son Edward I do swear.”


    I breathe deeply, let out a tremulous sigh. “What do you want me to do?”


    “Simple. Break Gabriel’s heart.”


    

  


  
    Chapter 32


    ______________


    SHORTLY AFTER ISSUING HER EDICT, the Countess leaves through a door hidden behind the powder room curtain. According to her, the passage will take her to the top of the servants’ stairs where she will emerge into the Great Hall, with no one the wiser as to where she’s been.


    My watch tells me I’ve been away half an hour. Have I been missed? Maybe by CeCe. But everyone else is listening to the piano concert so chances are they wouldn’t spare a thought for me. I’ll sneak into the music room and ask Gabriel for a few minutes of his time. Surely he would not deny me this time.


    But as it turns out, I don’t need to go that far. I emerge from the bathroom to find Gabriel in the hallway, propping up a wall. “I was beginning to wonder if something was wrong.” Straightening up his tall frame, he pins a cold, unflinching gaze on me.


    He’s been there a while. That much is clear. “Just powdering my nose.”


    All six three of him stalk up to me. Without saying a word, he takes my arm and drags me up the stairs.


    My heart skitters, skips. “Where are we going?”


    “To the library. We need to talk.” His tread on the steps is firm, sure.


    “Talk?” Does he mean an actual conversation or something else?


    “It will give us the privacy we need.”


    Privacy for what? Sex? After ignoring me an entire week? I don’t think so. I briefly entertain the thought of wrestling free, but I have no hope of doing so, not by the way he’s gripping my elbow.


    As soon as we step into the library, he releases me, and then locks the door. To keep someone out or me in?


    Walking into the space, I rub my hands up and down arms suddenly gone cold. The library is beyond beautiful. Bookshelves, stocked to the brim with books of all sizes, line the walls from ceiling to floor. In the center, an open Atlas rests on a large reading table, next to which a huge globe resides. Here and there, burgundy leather wing arm chairs laze, including an inviting duo near the fireplace at the other end while a cream-colored rug, thick enough to sink your toes into, covers the floor. A chandelier hangs from the ceiling, its brilliance muted, while cozy lighting, composed of floor lamps, sconces and table lamps, illuminates the place. Given half a chance, I could learn to love this room.


    “Please sit.” He points to one of the chairs around the hearth before strolling toward a corner cabinet which holds crystal glasses and a decanter filled with an amber liquid. “Would you like some cognac?”


    “No, thank you.” I’m pregnant, and I need to keep a level head.


    He pours a healthy splash of the liquor into a snifter.


    I didn’t miss his bleary eyes when I first arrived. Or the wine and champagne he drank during dinner. “Haven’t you had enough?”


    “Not nearly.” He knocks back the drink, grimacing as he swallows, before he stalks toward me and clasps his hands on the arms of my chair. “Why did you do it? Was it money, advancement, what?”


    What is he talking about? His heavy breathing and wildly flaring eyes alarm me, but trapped as I am, I can’t evade him, so I brave it out. “Why did I do what?”


    He cups my chin swivels my head right then left while his gaze scrutinizes me. “My God, what an actress you are. I can’t detect an ounce of deceit in your eyes.”


    “I don’t know what you mean.”


    He lets out a mirthless laugh and storms away before turning back to confront me. “The papers your boss pushed under my nose on Monday. Did you think I wouldn’t realize they were photocopies of the documents I was reviewing in the Park Suite?”


    A light’s beginning to glimmer. “And you think I made copies and gave them to him?”


    “Who else could have done so? Other than me, you were the only one in the room.” His eyes flash with anger, no mistaking that emotion.


    “Lots of people from Storm Industries had to have those papers. Surely, you were not the only one.”


    He waves his hand in the air. “Not with my comments on the margins. I wrote those notes that day, when you were in the suite with me.” His usually melodious voice vibrates with the force of his feelings.


    Flying out of the chair, I start to deny his accusation. But then I realize he’s given me the opening I need. I haven’t prayed for many years, but now? Yeah, I beg God to give me the strength I need to say what I have to say convincingly enough so he’ll believe me.


    I shrug, smile. “You got me. How could I pass up such a chance? Our client got a bigger check, which of course means more money for my firm.”


    For a second he freezes, and then he pounds the ground to loom over me. “A small part of me hoped you’d deny it, but you not only admit it but gloat? Do you know what this cost me?”


    “Eighty million dollars.” I shrug. Like it’s no big deal. “Storm Industries can afford such a sum. It’s a multi-billion dollar company after all.”


    “I had to mortgage the Brighton.”


    His beautiful home. I recall his pride in the place and my soul howls with anguish. Knowing the emotion must be clear on my face, I turn my back on him. “Sorry about that.” God. Even to my own ears, I sound remorseful. Gotta do better than that. I swivel around. “But business is business after all.”


    He picks me up, drops me on the reading table. Fire flashes in his eyes, and I know I’ve gone too far. But I can’t get away.


    In the blink of an eye, his mood shifts and he goes from angry to sad. Tears fill his eyes. “Why did you betray me?” His hand curls around my cheek. “I trusted you. Loved you. I thought you loved me too.”


    Deny it. “I never said such a thing.”


    He circles my jaw, caresses my skin. “You want to know the worst? I still want you. I still yearn to gaze into your lying eyes and believe you love me too.” My hair’s come loose. He buries his head in its depth, breathing hard. “I love the way you smell. Like gardenias.”


    A bit of my heart chips away. I have to leave now. Before I break down. “I better go.”


    “Stay,” he whispers against my ear. I shiver, maybe for the last time.


    “I can’t. I have to return to the hotel and pack.” And cry, because there’s no way I can avoid that.


    “You don’t understand.” He raises his head from my shoulder, holds my head in those big hands of his. “I want you to remain in London.”


    “What?”


    He touches his forehead to mine, even as his palm caresses my nape. “You like The Brighton, don’t you? I’ll put one of the co-ops under your name. You can live there rent free.”


    Ice spreads through my limbs, freezing me. Is he saying what I think he’s saying? Only one way to find out. “What about money, jewelry?”


    “Anything you want. Please stay.” He drops a kiss on my lips. His are warm, soft. Mine are the cold of a winter chill.


    When he ends the kiss, I say, “A job at Storm Industries.”


    He chuckles, but there is no humor to his laugh. “No, not that. I couldn’t trust you not to betray me again.”


    My heart breaks from the misery I’ve wrought. “And what would I have to do for the co-op, the money, the jewelry, anything I wished?”


    The heated kiss he gives me sings through my veins, reminding me of everything we had, everything I’ve lost. “Be my love.”


    “You mean your whore? You bastard.” Pushing against him, I jump off the table.


    He stumbles back, brushes a hand across his brow. He appears confused, disoriented. “That’s not what I meant.”


    I grab my clutch from the chair where I left it and run toward the door.


    “Where are you going?”


    “I’m leaving.”


    In two strides, he catches up and snags the doorknob.“You can’t go. You can’t leave me.”


    “Yeah? Watch me.” I fight to get the door open but he’s bigger and stronger than me. “Gabriel, let go.”


    He falls to his knees, and his grip loosens on the knob. “Please, don’t go.”


    Oh, God. I can’t take more of this. I have to leave now before I renege on my lies and beg him to forgive me. After I wrestle the door open, I race down the stairs, surprising the hell out of a footman standing at the front of the house. Without bothering to get my wrap, I run out into a night filled with thunder, lightning, pain and walk for miles, not knowing if the dew on my face is from my tears or the soft, falling rain.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    Chapter 33


    ______________


    Gabriel


    SHE’S GONE. She and the entire Smith Cannon contingent took off on British Airways at two thirty this afternoon.


    I don’t remember much about what transpired last night between Elizabeth and me. All I recall is her admission of guilt and her walking out without once looking back. Everything else is hazy. But then, that’s more than enough, isn’t it? Chances are we argued after I accused her of her betrayal. And then she raced down the stairs and out into a stormy night, forgetting her shawl. The one I now hold in my hands.


    This morning I woke up in my bed at The Brighton with a worried Bri hanging over me. Apparently, a footman found me on the library floor, unconscious. Before they could call a doctor, I came to and insisted on coming home.


    Bri was here all morning, insisting I eat. Royce and Jake dropped by to check on me. They thought I’d passed out drunk last night, but Bri suspects otherwise. I got rid of them all, even Bri, although first I had to swear I would go to the doctor. Even then, she left only when I promised not to leave the penthouse the rest of the weekend. A promise I intended to keep.


    But now?


    The meds don’t handle my pounding headache. Neither does the half bottle of Courvoisier I drank after they all left. Worse than that, everything in the bloody place reminds me of Elizabeth. The sofa where I kissed her soft lips, the kitchen where she poured out her hopes and dreams for her future, the bedroom where I made sweet love to her. Hell, I can’t even go to the loo without thinking of her. Her intoxicating scent is everywhere, torturing me every time I breathe. Of course, clutching her wrap like a security blanket doesn’t help.


    Fuck it! I can’t be here anymore.I grab my jacket and take the lift to the parking garage where I keep several automobiles. I’ll take a ride, drag some fresh air into my lungs. Not London. The country. The cottage with the cherry orchard I bought in Kent. I’ll find peace there, the peace that eluded me my whole life and only found in Elizabeth.


    As I turn on the ignition, I note the time on the car clock. A little after eight. Her plane should be landing just about now. Should I call her? No, she might not pick up. I don’t care what she’s done. She’s damaged. But then so am I. We’ll work on her issues—trust, love—while we work on mine. And maybe we can find happiness. Together.


    I locate her number in my mobile. With no recollection of what transpired between us, I struggle to find the right words to reach her. I go for the obvious. The sentiments I should have expressed to her. “I love you. Please forgive me. Marry me, Elizabeth.”


    I don’t move, hardly breathe, while an eternity goes by.


    When my phone pings, I steady my trembling hand to read her answer.


    “I’ll never forgive you. Do not contact me again.”


    Oh, Elizabeth. I drop my head against the steering wheel while the tears roll unheeding down my face. My heart. It hurts so much. Almost as much as my head. I drag in a deep breath and end up coughing, deepening the pain.


    When bright lights flare, I glance up. Where am I? The Jag? Why? Am I going somewhere? And then it comes back to me. The country. That’s right. The cottage I bought in Kent. I wanted to take Elizabeth there, but we didn’t have time. And now there will be none. A drive to the cottage will clear my head, make the pain go away. Once I arrive I can lie down beneath the cherry trees and finally, finally, find some peace.


    The miles roll on. Thankfully few cars tool down the motorway along with me. The car drifts to the side and I jerk the wheel back just in time to keep from tipping over into a ditch. Slide down the window, you fool! When I do, the cool air braces me. For a few seconds at least. But soon my eyes drift close. A car passes me, blasting its horn, and I jerk them open wide.


    Bloody hell.


    I need to pull over before I cause an accident. I’m edging to the shoulder when the excruciating pain hits. Like nothing I’ve known before. “Aarrrgghhhhhh.” I can’t see. I can’t bloody well see. I brake hard, pull the wheel to the left, hoping against hope I don’t hurt anyone else.


    A split second later metal grinds and something bounces against me, so hard my chest screams with pain. I’m whipped around and around as everything in my world turns over once, twice. I end up upside down, held in my seat by something. The safety belt? My leg screams in agony. I can’t catch my breath. Something warm and sticky flows down the back of my head. Blood. Has to be. What did I run into? Oh, God, please don’t let it be another car. I try to rise but the wheel, the dashboard pin me in.


    Noises, voices come at me from the outside. “You all right, mate?”


    “No.” My voice is so weak I can’t hear myself.


    “Emergency transport’s on the way. Hang on.”


    I want to laugh at the joke since I’m hanging upside down. But a sledgehammer lands on my head and everything goes black.


    

  


  
    Chapter 34


    ______________


    Elizabeth


    SOMEONE GENTLY SHAKES MY SHOULDER. I blink, slowly open my eyes.


    Brian, on the seat next to me. He changed his ticket from first class to coach and managed to snag two seats together on the back of the plane. He’s been kind enough to pull a blanket over my shoulder.


    “Have we landed?” I’ve slept most of the plane ride to Dulles. God knows I needed the rest, but still.


    “Yes. A couple of minutes ago. They’re sorting out first class.” His eyes telegraph kindness. And quite a bit of concern. He snaps open the overhead compartment. “Just your shoulder bag, right?”


    “Yes.” I stand up and glance over the seats. CeCe’s up front looking back. I wave to show her I’m okay. Well, not really. Alive is about all I can lay claim to at the moment. She wanted to sit in the back with me, but she suffers from poor blood flow to her legs and I wasn’t about to let her risk a clot.


    “Here you go.” Brian rests my bag on the spot he occupied.


    “Thanks.” Needing to let Casey know I landed, I retrieve my purse from underneath the seat next to me. But I can’t find my cell in its usual place. I finally locate it in an outside pocket. “Strange.”


    “What?” Brian asks.


    “My cell. It was in the wrong place.”


    “Maybe you shoved it in there last time you used it. You were a little upset.”


    A little? I’d called Brianna to thank her and say goodbye, but in the middle of our conversation, I’d burst into tears. CeCe and Brian had swarmed in, joking and carrying on around me, while I got myself back together. Thankfully, it worked, because no one from the Smith Cannon so much as glanced at me, but remained buried in their electronics or conversation with each other. Brian changed seats right after that, claiming I needed a seat buddy. Upset as I was, I didn’t have the strength to say no.


    “I guess.” I’m so tired all I want to do is sleep for the next twenty-four hours after I get home. But first I need to show Brian my appreciation for what he’’s done. “Thank you for helping me out.”


    “You’re welcome.” He looks at me from his great height, and a frisson of something runs through me.


    He’s tall. Almost as tall as ... No. I’m not thinking about him. I glance past the sea of bodies. First class has emptied. CeCe waves back at me before stepping out into the aisle.


    Brian touches my upper arm to get my attention, leans closer to me. “I know this is neither the time nor place, but something happened to you in London. And I just wanted to say, if you need a friend. I’m there for you.”


    “Brian, I can’t.” I start tearing up. Last thing I need right now is another man.


    “Hey,” he puts his arms around me in a really awkward hug, given his height and the overhead compartment. “I just want to be your friend, that’s all.”


    I try to gauge his sincerity in the iffy cabin light. What I see there reassures me. “I could use a friend right about now.”


    His smile would light up Manhattan. “Good.”


    I smile back before I dial Casey to let him know I’m here. He’s waiting for me in the terminal. After I end our conversation, I tuck the phone in my purse’s inside pocket, still wondering how I managed to put it in the wrong place before.


    

  


  
    Chapter 35


    ______________


    Gabriel


    “GABE, DARLING, PLEASE WAKE UP.” A woman’s voice drifts into my consciousness, along with mechanical beeps, whirls, a whooshing sound.


    Where am I? I struggle to formulate an answer, but my mouth won’t work. I hurt all over. My stomach, my leg, my head.


    “Oh, why won’t you wake up?” Someone pinches my hand—hard—and pain shoots up my arm to fuse with the rest of the agony.


    “The man’s been through a lot. You might want to take it easy on him.” A deep male timbre.


    Yes, obey the man.


    A sob. “What if he never wakes up, Jake? What am I going to do?”


    The air stirs around me. Somebody’s moving. Alarmed I’ll be on the receiving end of more pain, I force my eyes open.


    A woman, blonde, beautiful, tears streaming down her face, sits by me, her head on the shoulder of a dark-haired man kneeling next to her.


    “Give it time,” the man says. “The doctors said it would take a few days for him to wake up.” He rubs a thumb across her flawless face, wiping away her tears.


    My hand twitches underneath hers. I want to comfort her.


    She sits up, stares at the hand, stares at me. “Oh, Gabe, you’re awake.” Her face lights up with a bright, bright smile. She holds the pinched hand to her damp cheek. “How are you, darling?”


    Digging deep, I will my tongue to the task. “F-f-fine.”


    “I’ll go get the doctor.” The dark-haired stranger races out of the room, leaving me alone with the beautiful blonde.


    “We were so worried about you. But now you’re awake, you’ll be up and about in no time. You’ll see.”


    The excruciating pain and a broken leg up in a sling tells me otherwise. Even more troublesome than my pain is my recollection. My name’s Gabe. I got that much. But everything else—time, place, her. Not a clue. “Who are you?”
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    Excerpt from Storm Damages 2


    Washington, D.C.


    September 30


    Elizabeth


    Three months have gone by without the taste of Gabriel Storm in my mouth, the scent of his skin in my nostrils, the rush of his powerful body pounding into mine. In a few minutes, he’ll arrive for the closing of the SouthWind deal. Given an option, I would have scheduled a vacation, preferably one on the dark side of the moon. But I’m responsible for the closing documents and my presence is required. So here I stand, breathless with anxiety, heart pounding with anticipation.


    This is not good for the child I carry. His child. Gabriel Storm’s, the powerful COO of Storm Industries. Does he know I’m pregnant? I never told him, even though I had numerous opportunities to do so. But his sister knew and she probably shared the news with him.


    He’s made no attempt to communicate with me since that stormy summer night. No phone calls, no emails, not even a text. I don’t blame him, not really. What else could he do after I admitted to betraying him? It isn’t true, of course. I would never do such a thing.


    “You look like you’re about to pass out. Are you okay?” CeCe. My rock. I don’t know what I would have done without her in the last three months. She covered for me while I puked in the bathroom, answered my innumerable questions about pregnancy and childbirth, and most of all listened when I poured out my misery.


    “Yes.” I’m not, but fake it ‘til you make it. Right?


    “Here.” She hands me a water bottle. “Drink. It’ll make you feel better.”


    “Thanks.” I unscrew the top, guzzle half the bottle. The cold liquid feels good going down, and it gives my hands something to do besides shake.


    A rustle of excitement outside the glass-enclosed conference room draws my attention. Many of the women from the law firm, and some of the men, have found an excuse to hang outside. They laugh, giggle. Oh, please. Don’t they have anything better to do? When Mr. Carrey frowns at them, some disperse but most remain right where they are.


    And then Mr. Carrey’s new secretary is walking down the hallway toward the conference room, ahead of two people. One is Miranda Stone, Vice President of Acquisitions at Storm Industries, and the other ...


    I stop breathing.


    He’s allowed his hair to grow. That fabulous kissed-by-the-sun golden mane reaches his shoulders now. When he walks into the conference room, his glance bounces around the room, landing on no one in particular. As ever, his gaze mesmerizes me. Was there a time when I wasn’t fascinated by those gorgeous ocean-blue eyes of his? He’s wearing one of his killer two-piece suits, a dark blue one which caresses his broad shoulders and showcases his powerful legs to perfection.


    He is the same. And yet, he’s not.


    He no longer walks with that smooth, sexy gait of his, but with a stutter step as he leans on a walking stick. Lines groove his face. He’s suffering, that much is clear. Even though the tabloids looked under every rock and hounded him for weeks, not much is known about the accident that caused his injury, but clearly it caused major damage, to his right leg at the very least.


    When somebody comments about the cane, he jokes about his limp. Apparently, a tree ran into him during a skiing trip. But I spot something in the depths of his eyes that tells me he’s lying. Something else caused that injury.


    Mr. Carrey steps up to him, shakes his hand and that of Gabriel’s VP before leading them around the room to reacquaint them with the members of the Smith Cannon team, Terry, Brian, Mark.


    Me.


    “And you remember Elizabeth Watson,” Mr. Carrey says.


    Elizabeth, just like our queen. The words Gabriel spoke so long ago, accompanied by that panty-melting grin of his, echo in my head. Please say my first name. The way you used to, when you were so deep in me you stole my heart.


    “Nice to see you again, Ms. Watson.”


    My heart lurches because the glance he directs at me displays neither love, nor hate, but a careless indifference, as if I mean less than nothing to him.
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Chapter 1

______________

Washington, D.C.

September 30

Elizabeth

THREE MONTHS HAVE GONE BY without the taste of Gabriel Storm in my mouth, the scent of his skin in my nostrils, the rush of his powerful body pounding into mine. In a few minutes, he’ll arrive for the closing of the SouthWind deal. Given an option, I would have scheduled a vacation, preferably one on the dark side of the moon. But I’m responsible for the closing documents and my presence is required. So here I stand, breathless with anxiety, heart pounding with anticipation.

This is not good for the child I carry. His child. Gabriel Storm’s, the powerful COO of Storm Industries. He doesn’t know I’m pregnant. I never told him. There never seemed to be the right time to do so. And then at the end, I couldn’t let him know, because it would have meant the destruction of everything he cherished, everyone he cared for.

He’s made no attempt to communicate with me since the stormy summer night I walked out on him. No phone calls, no emails, not even a text. I don’t blame him, not really. What else could he do after I admitted to betraying him. It isn’t true, of course. I would never do such a thing. But I was forced to make a clean break, so he’d never want anything to do with me. Still, after everything we did, after everything we meant to each other, his silence hurts more than I care to admit. I shrug. Just as well. It will make him easier to ignore when I see him again. Yeah, I know, denial at its best.

“You look like you’re about to pass out. Are you okay?” CeCe. My rock. I don’t know what I would have done without her in the last three months. She covered for me while I puked in the bathroom, answered innumerable questions about pregnancy and childbirth, and most of all listened when I poured out my misery.

“Yes.” I’m not. But fake it ‘til you make it, right?

“Here.” She hands me a water bottle. “Drink. It’ll make you feel better.”

“Thanks.” I unscrew the top, guzzle half the container. The cold liquid feels good going down, and it gives my hands something to do besides shake.

A rustle of excitement outside the glass-enclosed conference room draws my attention. Many of the women from the law firm, and some of the men, have found an excuse to hang outside. They laugh, giggle. Oh, please. Don’t they have anything better to do? When Mr. Carrey frowns at them, some disperse but most remain right where they are.

And then Mr. Carrey’s new secretary is walking down the hallway toward the conference room, ahead of two people. One is Miranda Stone, Vice President of Acquisitions at Storm Industries, and the other . . . 

I stop breathing.

He’s allowed his hair to grow. That fabulous kissed-by-the-sun golden mane reaches his shoulders now. He walks into the conference room, his glance bouncing around the room, landing on no one in particular. As ever, his gaze mesmerizes me. Was there a time when I wasn’t fascinated by those ocean-blue eyes of his? He’s wearing one of his killer two-piece suits, a dark blue one which caresses his broad shoulders and showcases his powerful legs to perfection. He’s the same. 

And yet, he’s not.

He no longer walks with that smooth, sexy gait of his, but with a stutter step as he leans on a walking stick. Pain lines groove his face. His suffering guts me as much as it did when I heard he’d been injured. He never revealed the cause. And the tabloids never found out, even though they looked under every rock and hounded him for weeks. But clearly it caused major damage, to his right leg at the very least. 

When somebody makes a comment about the cane, he jokes about his limp. Apparently, a tree ran into him during a skiing trip. But I spot something in the depths of his eyes that tells me he’s lying. Something else caused that injury.

Mr. Carrey steps up to him, shakes his hand and that of Gabriel’s VP before leading them around the room to reacquaint them with the members of the Smith Cannon team—Terry, Brian, Mark.

Me.

“And you remember Elizabeth Watson,” Mr. Carrey says.

Elizabeth, just like our queen. The words Gabriel spoke so long ago, accompanied by that panty-melting grin of his, echo in my head. Please say my name. The way you used to when you were so deep in me you stole my heart.

“Nice to see you again, Ms. Watson.” 

I dig my nails into my palm to keep from crumbling, because the glance he directs at me displays neither love, nor hate, but indifference as if I mean less than nothing to him. “Mr. Storm,” I manage to say even though I’m dying inside.

Although he’s shaken hands with everyone else, he doesn’t bother to do so with me.

“Everything ready, Liz?” Mr. Carrey asks.

“Yes, Sir.” I point to the papers on the conference table, vetted and approved by both sides.

A flurry of click-click-clicks from the financial media invited to the signing swirl around Gabriel Storm and the SouthWind owner when they take their seats at the conference table. 

The contrast between the two men is startling. While the portly SouthWind owner looks like he’s been stuffed into his no-doubt high end suit, Gabriel, in his Savile Row custom-made jacket and trousers, appears to have just stepped off the cover of GQ. The disparity between the two men is brought home even further when they make it official. While Mr. SouthWind grabs a standard issue pen and signs on the dotted line with an ostentatious flourish, Gabriel Storm retrieves a classic gold-tipped Montblanc from the depths of his jacket and records his name with quiet dignity. 

My fascination with his hands has yet to desert me. Big, masculine, tender. Barely three months ago, they worshiped my skin when he couldn’t get enough of me. And now . . .  

My own hands tremble as I retrieve the signed papers and set them to the side to allow the ink to dry. More flashes go off when they and Mr. Carrey stand at the podium to make their statements. The good ole boy provides the press with a self-congratulatory speech which provides little in the way of substance, all the time grinning like a fool. But then why wouldn’t he? He just sold the rights to develop his Brazilian wind power farm to Storm Industries for a cool $600 million, most of it in cold, hard cash.

The cameras barely snapped when Mr. SouthWind blathered on, but they burst in blinding fury when Gabriel Storm steps up to the lectern to discuss the importance of renewable energy and the low cost of delivering wind-generated power. Surely, the environmentalists have no advocate more electrifying than him. 

When reporters rifle off questions, he answers a couple before Miranda Stone steps in to handle the rest, giving him a chance to walk away from the limelight. The presentation concludes with a round of handshakes and more photos. And then Mr. Carrey leads Mr. SouthWind and Gabriel Storm, along with members of the Smith Canon team, two doors down to the Potomac Conference Room where a celebratory cocktail party will take place. 

While the press corps collect their equipment, I gather the signing documents and head to Support Services to copy them. Once the signatory pages are bound with the rest of the closing documents, Smith Cannon will file the purchase agreement with the appropriate agencies. 

Done with that, I head to my office, rather than the celebration. I’m being a coward, I know, but I can’t be in the same room with Gabriel Storm without falling apart. Back at my desk, I take deep breaths to slow my racing heart, still my nerves. But it doesn’t do any good. I let out a mirthless laugh. One would think a four-month pregnancy would cure me of my lust for him. Wrong. Even after all these months, even after the insulting offer he hurled at me, I crave him as much as ever.

My pumps pinch, interrupting my train of thought. Why, oh why, did I wear high heels today? With the baby bump, my center of gravity shifted, and I have yet to achieve the right balance in anything but flats. I’m reaching under the desk to ditch the shoes, when a knock sounds on my door.

"Come in," I raise my head to find Mr. Carrey’s secretary and the last person I expect to see. Gabriel Storm.

“Hi, Liz. Hope we’re not disturbing you,” she says with a bright smile.

“No, of course not.” I stand, grateful the desk hides my bare feet.

“Mr. Storm wanted to take a look at the closing documents.”

“Oh? Okay.”

“I’ll leave you to it then.”

“Thank you, Ms. Rodriguez. You’ve been so very kind.”  He shoots her his dazzling smile which of course makes Jell-O out of Carrey’s AA.

“Yes, thank you, Carmen.” I bite out. 

The door closes behind her, leaving Storm and me staring across my desk at each other, a desk not unlike the one I laid on while he pounded into me a mere day after we met. The day his condom tore and he more than likely got me pregnant. I swat away the unwelcome memory and glance up at him.

Without the high heels, we're even at more disparate heights. I always loved how my five seven felt next to his six three. Not that we spent a lot of time vertical. Most of our time we spent horizontal where height didn't matter. But other things did. Like the taste of him in my mouth, the scent of his skin in my nostrils, the feel of him buried deep within me.

A spasm of pain rolls across his face, and he points to a chair. "May I?"

I may not want Storm in my office, but my heart goes to out to him. "Yes, of course. Here, let me." Like any decent paralegal, my office is crammed with paper and the chair overflows with mounds of filings, research documents, library materials.

"Please don't go to any trouble." 

His luscious Brit accent pours over me, scattering my senses. I cover up my unrest by shifting papers to my desk. "I'm used to this."

Once I clear the seat, he takes his time sitting down.

"Does it hurt much?" I ache for him. If I could take away his suffering, I would.

"Most of the time, it's manageable, but the travel . . ." He winces when he stretches his right leg.

"Made it worse."

"Yes."

A question about his accident trembles on my tongue, but I choke it back. Why would he tell the woman who betrayed his trust?

In the close confines of my tiny office, he seems larger than life, and, as usual, he smells of that maddening cologne and him. I indulge in a slight shiver before I turn to the purpose of his visit. "Let me get those documents for you.” I kept a couple of copies when I dropped the originals at Support Services. 

“Please don’t bother. I don’t need to see them.” 

I glance at him, confused. “But Carmen said . . .”

“It was just an excuse to see you. A small subterfuge if you will.” No smile accompanies his statement.

“Oh?”

His gaze wanders around my office, my walls, my filing cabinets, so different from his ‘I'm-going-to-fuck-you-silly-first-chance-I-get’ he used to pin on me. He clears his throat, rests the cane across his thighs. Why, he's uncomfortable. Strange. That’s one emotion which never surfaced between us. Lust, anger, transcendental joy, yes, but self-consciousness? Never.  

"What do you want, Gabriel?" I’m not about to address him formally, not in my office.

He again clears his throat and finally, finally his gaze, filled with businesslike purpose, focuses on me. "We need to talk."

My shoulders cram with tension as one overwhelming question races through my brain. Does he suspect the baby is his? Well, there’s only one way to find out. “About?”

He brushes a hand across his brow. "Not here. In my hotel. Tomorrow—"

Alone with him in his hotel room? Hell, no. "I'm afraid that's not possible."

"Why not?" And here's the Storm I know so well. The one that doesn't take no for an answer.

"I don't think it would be a good idea for me—”

He waves aside my objection. "Do you have a scheduling conflict?"

"No, but—

"If you're worried about me doing anything . . . improper, don't. I only want to talk." He leans forward on the seat, and a twitch of pain skitters across his face. For a second, his eyes scrunch close.

“Do you need to take some medicine? I have water here if you do.” I open a desk drawer where I keep extra bottles.

“No, thank you.” In the past, he would have flashed that devastating smile of his, the crooked one I loved, but now all I see is a bloodless white slash across his lips.

"What do you wish to talk about?" I ask again, but in a much softer tone. No sense adding to his grief.

"Brianna . . .” He drops his voice, even though the door is closed and no one would be able to hear even if they were standing right outside. “She told me about the child.”

Of course she did. She’s his sister after all. And she figured it out when she saw those prenatal vitamins in my room the weekend I spent at Winterleagh Castle, their family’s country seat. I should have called her, asked her to keep that detail to herself. But then I would have had to tell her about the devil’s pact I struck with her mother.

Lady Winterleagh demanded I keep quiet about the baby in exchange for her silence about something which, if revealed, would destroy Gabriel, his family, his company. Worse than that, she ordered me to break Gabriel’s heart. And God help me, I did. 

The last time I saw Gabriel he accused me of copying his confidential documents on the SouthWind deal and handing them to my boss to gain favor with him. I admitted it, even though I had done no such thing. But what choice did I have? If I hadn’t, his mother would have ruined Gabriel, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.

But now he’s here, wanting to talk about the child we created, which is going to be difficult, because I can’t let him know it’s his. “What about my baby?”

His brow rises and, in that very proper British voice of his, he cuts me off. Again. "Our baby, is it not?" 

God give me strength to deny it. The facts haven’t changed. His mother can still destroy everything he cherishes. “Maybe, maybe not.” I shrug, looking down, unable to meet his gaze.

“Beg your pardon? Didn’t you tell Bri the child was mine?”

I can’t lie about that. “I did, but I spoke prematurely. If I may be blunt, you were not the only man I had sex with during the time in question. As a matter of fact, there were several men.” Not true. I lived the life of a nun after he left. 

His nostrils flare; his mouth curls in distaste. “Still, there’s a chance.”

I bite down on my lip to keep from blurting out the truth. What must he think of me? “If it’s your child, I need nothing from you. I want nothing from you."

His phone rings, interrupting us, and he retrieves it from his jacket. "I'll be right there." He clicks off. "A reporter from The Wall Street Journal wants to interview me.” He offers by way of an explanation.

Eager for him to leave, I stand. “You should go then.”

“I will as soon as we’ve settled this. Sit down, Ms. Watson. Please. I can’t remain seated while you stand.”

I want to say no, but I can't. He’s in enough pain as it is. I plop back on my chair.

He breathes hard for a couple of seconds, probably trying to get his pain under control. “We need to discuss this situation, but we can’t do it here. Meet me tomorrow for brunch, say eleven, at my hotel, the Four Seasons."

Much as I want to avoid this discussion, I can’t. I’ll need to do as he asks. "Fine."

"Samuel Taylor will pick you up at your home. He's my—"

"I know who Samuel is.” My voice rises. “Did you think I'd forgotten him in the last two months?"

"No, of course not. My apologies.” Leaning heavily on his cane, he painfully comes to his feet while I slide my shoes back on. “Until tomorrow, Ms. Watson." 

It’s against firm policy to allow an outside guest to roam around the office alone. “I need to accompany you.”

“Fine.” He bows his head. 

We wander down the hallway, in silence, not once exchanging a word, as if we’re nothing but business acquaintances. This from the man whose passion burned with such intensity I feared I’d be consumed by his flame. Clearly, whatever we had is gone, never to return. And I want nothing more than to return to my office, lay my head on my desk and cry over everything I lost and can never be regained.

 

 

Chapter 2

______________

Gabriel

MY LEG THROBS IN AGONY, but I get through the interview with The Wall Street Journal reporter and even manage a half hour of the cocktail party before I say goodbye to Carrey and his team. Leaning heavily on the cane, I head toward the lift, immensely grateful for my VP’s presence. If I start to keel over, Miranda will cover for me.

 Somehow I make it out of the building without any mishap and into the limo where Samuel Taylor, my driver and security guard, waits to whisk us to the Four Seasons. Once we arrive at the hotel, we go our separate ways—Miranda to a dinner she’s arranged with friends, I to my room, where I can give my leg a rest.

Alone in my hotel suite, I pour a scotch from the mini bar and sink into the sofa to rest my injured leg. Clicking the remote, I twirl through the telly offerings, stop at a Washington Nationals game. Half an inning later, I'm gritting my teeth from the excruciating pain. The alcohol alone is not cutting it. I reach for my pills, knowing damn well the danger of mixing them with booze. But what choice do I have? I won’t last the night without both.

When I float pain free, my mind wanders back to the events of the afternoon. Somehow the closing took second fiddle to meeting Elizabeth Watson, the woman I didn’t know existed until a week ago when Brianna told me about our relationship and my alleged role in her pregnancy. Something I find difficult to believe since I always use a condom. Or used to anyway. That much I remember. So I can’t comprehend how she could have become pregnant by me. 

According to Ms. Watson, I may not be the father of the child she carries. That statement tallies up with the care I usually took to prevent conception. And yet, I don’t believe her. Something about our conversation strikes me as odd. Months ago, she told Brianna I was the one responsible, but now she’s waffling on her statement. Why would she do that? Is she trying to throw me off the scent? Or did she speak the truth when she admitted to multiple sex partners? I don’t buy it. Her refusal to look at me when she mentioned other men seems to indicate a lie of some kind. Which baffles me. Why prevaricate about something that can be proved with a simple blood test?

A remnant of a memory fleets across my mind—gardenias and the lush body of a woman beneath me. But it’s gone before I can examine it for further clues. Is it her? No. It can’t be. I didn’t detect a floral scent in her office, and in that confined space, I would have noticed. Wish I could remember her. She’s lovely, truly lovely. Mounds of dark hair, green, green eyes. And curves plump enough to get a rise out of a dying man. 

Ironic, I know.

I’d schooled my features to reveal nothing when I met her today, for I didn’t want my face to give away my thoughts. Still, I’d hoped for something, anything, to clue me in to the woman who, according to Bri, captivated me in a way she’d never witnessed before. But when I saw Ms. Watson, I felt . . .  nothing. Not even a spark. I was disappointed, but not surprised. 

Two months after the accident, and I still have major holes in my memory, with Elizabeth Watson being the biggest one of all. With careful coaching by Miranda Stone, whom I was forced to take into my confidence, I managed to recall and understand enough of the SouthWind deal to muddle through today’s closing and interview. When the article and photos make the business papers, everyone will think I have things under control when quite the opposite is true. I’m half the man I used to be. Mentally, emotionally, physically.

Even though I abhor the wreck I’ve become, the accident turned out to be a blessing in disguise, for the head injury prompted the doctors to take a serious look inside my head. They discovered tumors, non-cancerous, but still large enough to cause the migraines. If they hadn’t been removed, they could have proved fatal. Hell, they would have proved fatal the day of the crash, but for whatever guardian angel watched over me that fateful night.

While I convalesced in hospital, barely aware of my name, much less anything around me, Bri resisted the Countess’s efforts to wreck the SouthWind deal. Without my sister, everything I’ve fought for the last few years would have been dismantled. So I can’t very well yell at her over her decision to withhold information about Elizabeth Watson until a week ago. Not when she did it because I had enough to deal with at the time. A broken leg, amnesia, various bodily injuries. The night of the car wreck my blood alcohol content was way beyond the legal range. So I have no one to blame but myself for the state I’m in. 

My mobile rings. Brianna. 

“Darling, how are you?”

I’m not about to share my level of pain. “Fair to middling.”

“Leg still hurting?”

“Yes, but it’s manageable.” Only through the combination of liquor and drugs.

“How was the closing?” 

“We’re now the proud owners of the rights to develop the Brazilian Storm Industries Wind Farm.” I knock back the rest of the scotch. “Is everything in order for your trip?” Along with Jake Cooper, my head of security and her own personal bodyguard, Brianna will travel to Brazil to perform the necessary leg work before the construction project can begin. Even though SouthWind shared their reports, she needs to perform her own investigation and plan the best way to erect the wind turbines which even now are being built by one of our subsidiaries. The new machines will withstand wind forces of near hurricane strength making them superior to the current ones manufactured by other plants and making us the place to go for new wind power generators.

“Yes, but I can put off our departure date for a week if you need me.”

“I’m fine, Brianna.”

“Are you sure, Gabe?”

“Yes, darling girl. You’ve taken care of me long enough, now go do what you love to do.”

“All right.” A pause. “How did it go with Elizabeth Watson?”

“I didn’t recognize her, Bri.” I sound disappointed and, damn it, I am.

“That’s too bad.” She seems just as despondent as me.

“I invited her for brunch tomorrow so we can come to some sort of an arrangement about this child.” If in fact it’s mine.

“It’s your baby, Gabriel. She said so.”

I swirl the ice in the glass and another memory races across my consciousness. A cube of ice, luscious tits. I roll the glass across my brow. Why can’t I bloody hell remember? “I can’t blindly believe it just because she told you it was.” Especially after she placed my paternity in question. “I need proof.” 

She sighs. “Very well. Keep me informed.”

“I will. Goodnight. And Bri?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you for everything.”

“Oh, Gabe. You’ve done enough for me. It’s about time I returned the favor. Goodnight.”

Hours later I wake, still on the couch, telly blathering with an infomercial. By my watch, it’s 3:18. I grab my cane and stumble my way to the bedroom, strip and fall exhausted into the king-sized bed. My dreams torture me with images of a gardenia-scented female body, mine pounding into hers. Something bound to live only in my imagination, for such an event will never come my way again.

 

Chapter 3

______________

Elizabeth

THE FOLLOWING MORNING comes around a bit too soon. After dressing, I fidget about my townhouse, straightening pillows on the couch, alphabetizing spices on the spice rack. Having developed an aversion to strong scents, I stay away from the more fragrant ones. Even a whiff of my gardenia perfume makes me gag. So I gave it up rather than barf.

 There are a lot fewer spices since Casey Jackson, the foster brother who raised me since I was six, moved out a month ago. The place seems so quiet without him. Strange, since he rarely spent time here toward the end. 

He dragged his feet on the move, but I insisted. After all, he’d done quite enough for me, and now he needs his own life. We get together for Sunday brunch at his new condo off Wisconsin Avenue, the place he and his girlfriend, a nurse at Georgetown University hospital, bought together. 

Before he left, I found a new roommate, but she shacked up with her boyfriend instead, waiting until the day before her move-in date to let me know. She forfeited the security deposit and first month’s rent so I have enough to pay the current and next month’s payments. But I’ll need a new roommate after that.

The thought of a new search with the endless phone calls and emails tacked on to a full time job and night law school classes exhausts me. But it’s something I need to do. If I don’t locate a new roommate, I’ll have to find some place a great deal cheaper than the Alexandria townhouse where I now live. As it is, my share of the rent is astronomical, half my monthly paycheck. So paying the full amount is beyond my means.

I grab a white sweater, open the blinds. While I wait for Samuel, I smooth down my dress, an empire waistline navy blue and white outfit I bought in London. Don’t know why I chose to wear a dress which accentuates my slight baby bump since I do just the opposite at work, hiding my pregnancy behind loose smocks and business jackets. Not that it’s done any good. Everybody knows I’m pregnant.

No one’s been bold enough to ask who’s the baby’s father, but the secretaries whisper when I walk by their desks. And I’ve caught more than one conversation behind my back. But what most upsets me is the change in my work assignments. Although Mr. Carrey continues to give me meaningful work, other partners and associates delegate menial jobs, rather than the meaty projects I enjoyed before my pregnancy became noticeable. 

The situation is bound to get worse after the baby’s birth. Whether I keep the child or put it up for adoption, I’ll be damned either way. My future with Smith Cannon has been compromised by my pregnancy, and I don’t see a way out. Although I would hate to pull up stakes and move to a new law firm, I may be forced to do just that.

When I catch the limo pulling up, I grab my purse and walk toward the car where Samuel stands, holding the back door open for me. He’s wearing a stylish two-button suit which favors his large build to a T. 

“Good morning, Ms. Watson.” His accent is a curious combination of southern American roots with a touch of Brit.

“How are you, Samuel?” I touch his arm, first time I’ve done so, but I can’t help myself. He got me out of a sticky spot in London, and, in a strange way, he’s dear to me.

“Fine. Thank you for asking,” he returns with a smile. 

Soon he’s whisking me down the George Washington Parkway. The day is one of those early fall days, not hot, not cold, just right. As we cross Key Bridge toward Georgetown, I recall that wild ride in the limo and how I came apart in Gabriel’s arms. His power to seduce me in less than a day’s acquaintance astounded me then. Still does. I never fell so hard, so fast, for another man.

When we arrive at the Four Seasons, Samuel asks a valet to park the car while he escorts me through the lobby, up the elevator, down the carpeted corridor to Gabriel’s suite. 

Barely a second after I knock on the door, Gabriel flings it open and my breath goes AWOL. For several seconds, I stand there like an idiot, taking him in. 

He’s as gorgeous as ever in denim jeans, white shirt and a heather blue v-neck cashmere sweater, with a gray jacket thrown over it all. His hair falls loose to his shoulders, curling at the ends. His sexy stubble weakens my knees. Who am I kidding? The entire package weakens my knees.

“Thank you for bringing Ms. Watson,” he says to Samuel.

“My pleasure, Mr. Storm.” To my surprise, Samuel folds his arms across his front and remains standing against the outside wall of the suite. I can’t imagine what Gabriel would need protection from here in D.C. 

“Please come in,” Gabriel says to me.

I’ve never been inside the West Wing Presidential Suite, or any other at the Four Seasons for that matter. The entire place screams understated elegance, decorated as it is in light blues, golds and greens. A huge square coffee table commands the living room surrounded by two sofas, one a soft green, the other a light blue. 

“May I use the facilities?” One of the cons of pregnancy. You can’t go five minutes without having to pee.

“Of course.” He points to my right.

After I take care of business, I swipe a brush through my hair, freshen my lipstick, spread lotion over my hands. Oh, for heaven’s sake, Elizabeth. Enough stalling. I step out to find him lounging against the opposite wall, cane in hand, waiting for me. My cheeks flush with heat. I’ve done the dirty deed and then some with this man. Why I’m embarrassed by his hearing me urinate is beyond me. 

Ignoring my obvious embarrassment, he leads me farther into the suite. “The ride wasn’t too long?”

“No.”

“I wasn’t sure what you liked to eat or if you suffered from . . .” His voice drifts off.

“Morning sickness stopped about a month ago. I’m in the second trimester, the one where you eat like a horse.” I pat my stomach.

He grins that special crooked grin of his, and my insides flip flop.

“Good, because I ordered everything.” 

Boy, he’s not kidding. The dining room table fairly groans with pancakes, eggs, bacon, sausage, blintzes, fresh fruit, toast, croissants.

I look around. No one here but him and me. “Are you expecting someone else?”

“No. Just us.”

“Oh. Yes, I see.” Only two places are set at the far end of the table.

I load up my plate with bacon, eggs, pancakes and spread orange marmalade on a couple of croissants. He pours cups of coffee for him and me. I pass on the orange juice.

While we tuck into the food, the only sound to be heard is the cutlery. How can we be this uncomfortable after everything we’ve done with each other? Stuffed to the gills after twenty minutes, I stop eating, and he encourages me to move to the living room. I carry a cup of coffee just to have something to sip. Somehow, he manages to juggle another plate in one hand while leaning on the cane with the other. When I sit, he slides the croissant plate with a dollop of orange marmalade to me.

We’ve switched places, him and I. The first day we met I waited on him. And now he’s waiting on me. “You really want me to eat more?”

He flashes that devastating smile. “This is my small way of taking care of you.”

My chin hitches up. “I don’t need you to take care of me. I’m doing fine.”

“I can see that. You’re glowing. Pregnancy suits you.”

He’s seeing what I want him to see. He’s missed the early morning sickness, the endless exhaustion, not to mention dealing with a body growing bigger and more cumbersome every day. “So, I’m here. Let’s talk.” My tone is curt, businesslike. The only way I’m getting through this is to handle it like a business discussion and not allow my emotions to break loose. Hard to do when he’s so drop dead gorgeous, so overwhelmingly masculine. And when I want him so damn bad.

He takes a seat on the blue sofa across from me, but doesn’t offer anything for a few seconds. Probably trying to figure out how to broach the subject we are here to discuss. “So the baby might be mine.”

“Might.” I tear off part of a croissant and pop it into my mouth just to give me something to still my nerves. I’ve never been very good at lying. 

“I had the night to think about what you said, Ms. Watson, and I’ve come to one indisputable conclusion.” He fixes a rather unnerving stare on me. “You’re not speaking the truth.”

I almost choke on the croissant. “What exactly am I supposed to be lying about?” 

“The paternity of the child. When my sister discovered you were pregnant, she asked you if I was the father. You didn’t hesitate. On the contrary, you readily admitted it, while revealing you hadn’t told me yet. So the question becomes why would you lie about something which can be proved so easily? All it takes is one test of my DNA and your blood, and my paternity can be established with a 99% accuracy.”

With my words revealed as the lies they are, I latch on to the one thing I can contest. “What makes you think I would volunteer for a blood test?”

“The court order I will serve upon you if you fail to see reason. But I won’t have to go that far, will I? One phone call to Thomas Carrey should do the trick. I’ll simply intimate I’m the father of your child, but you’re refusing to take a simple blood test.”

“You wouldn’t!” If he tells Carrey, I’ll lose his patronage. And the Smith Cannon attorney is the only partner giving me meaningful assignments. Might as well kiss my career goodbye.

“On the contrary, Ms. Watson. I most certainly would.” He’s damn serious, but then he hasn’t become a billionaire without playing hard ball.

Maybe we have more present issues to discuss, but right now, I’ve had enough of being called by my last name. “Ms. Watson? Really? After everything we’ve done, you won’t call me by my first name?”

That pompous brow of his goes on the rise. “My apologies. Liz.”

Liz? What happened to Elizabeth? The word he invoked with such heat and fervor it melted me every single time he breathed my name.

“What’s wrong? Would you prefer I call you something else?”

Yes, I do, but I’m not going to clue you in. Figure it out on your own. “Liz is fine. Go on.” I snap off another piece of the croissant, jam it into my mouth.

He rises, grabs the entire plate of croissants from the dining table, brings it to the coffee table, and places it in front of me.

“No, really, I shouldn’t.” Those things have to be a gazillion calories each.

“Eat.” 

I shiver at the command. Why do I love the way he orders me around when I won’t stand the same from another man?

“Thank you.” I lay another flaky roll on the empty plate and bring it to my lap. “Even if you were the father, and I’m not saying you are—”

He grunts with disapproval. 

“—I’m not looking for help from you. I’m doing fine on my own.”

Without taking his gaze from me, he rests back against his seat. “Are you familiar with peer hereditary laws?”

Where did that come from? “Yes, of course.” We’d discussed it, among many other things, that weekend at the castle.

“You know my father’s an earl.”

“Of course.”

“As his oldest legitimate son, I will inherit the title.”

Is this going where I think it’s going? I curl a protective hand around my belly. 

“Our baby, if it’s a boy, can inherit the title as well but first we’d need to—”

“—marry.”

“Yes.”

“No.” I jerk to my feet, spilling the plate and the croissant on the rug. But before I can bolt, he takes my hand. It’s the first time he’s touched me since forever, and a sizzle runs up my arm straight to my heart. I’m so enthralled by him, by his touch, I remain placidly in his hold. Not that it would do any good to struggle. The look in his eyes tells me he’s not letting go.

“Sit, Elizabeth. Please.” 

Elizabeth! There he’s said it. The sound of my name on his lips does what it always does. Can he tell I’m trembling? Because I am. I’m shaking like a leaf on a windy day. Unsure if my legs will hold me, I collapse on the couch. It’s only then he releases his grasp on me. 

I struggle to regain control of my breathing, still my quivering. And as I do, reason sets in. “Wait. I don’t understand how you can ask me to marry you. Aren’t you betrothed to Lady Melissande?” The beautiful daughter of the Duke of Marchstone whom he proposed to the same night I ran out on him.

“We were never engaged.” His eyes drop to half mast, and I can’t tell if he’s lying or telling the truth. 

“That’s not what the British tabloids reported.”

“They were wrong. And never mind her. It’s you I want to discuss.”

 There’s more to the story, but he’s not going to tell me. That much I can tell by the firm set of his sensual lips. “Fine. Let’s talk about me. I don’t want to marry. You or anyone else. I told you that in London. Remember?”

“I proposed to you?” His eyes widen with surprise.

What? “You don’t remember?”

He brushes a hand across his brow. “My . . . accident played havoc with my recollection of events. Some things I remember clear as a bell; others . . . not so much.”

What does that mean? I shake my head. “You never proposed. But I didn’t expect you to. From the beginning, I made it very clear I did not want a relationship.” The implication of his lack of memory shocks me. “You truly don’t remember?”

“No.” 

Did he forget some of the things we did? Some of the words we spoke? My heart sputters before taking on a beat again. Did he forget me? Surely, that’s not possible. And yet . . . 

Awkwardly, he comes to his feet, and, leaning on the cane, he stutter steps up and down the rug behind the couch. “Sorry. If I don’t exercise the leg, it stiffens.” 

I thread my hands on my lap, hoping I can hang on, but everything is unraveling too fast. I came prepared to argue he was not the baby’s father, only to have him strip the lie, and now I’m facing the possibility he doesn’t remember me. I swallow back a sob. How could he not after all we did? After all we shared?

He stops pacing and faces me, as if he’s come to a resolution. “Whether I proposed or not is immaterial. The facts remain the same. You’re pregnant, and I don’t want my child to be born a bastard. So the offer stands. Marry me.” 

The urge to run away from him, from his proposal, prompts me to my feet. “I don’t want to marry and you have no proof the child is yours.”

He stalks to where I stand, driving the cane so hard it leaves a dent on the rug. “It won’t be forever. Only long enough to make the child legitimate. I’ll make it worth your while.” 

My breath catches. A lump grows in my throat. “What do you mean?”

“The day we marry, I’ll put ten million at your disposal, for you to do with as you wish. When the child is born, I’ll add another ten.”

How could he?  As if I would accept such a thing from him? “You think I would marry you for money?” I spit out.

“Wouldn’t you?” His eyes flash with fire as he towers over me. “You’re drowning in school debt. Having a hard time making your rent. And you’re expecting a child. How are you going to pay for it all?”

My breath grows short at the thought he knows so much about my life. No doubt how he found out. He probably asked Jake, his chief of security, to investigate me. How dare he? I grab my purse. “I’m leaving. And you’re not stopping me, not this time.” Swerving around him, I race to the door, sling it open, only to find Samuel on the other side, blocking my way. Confused, I turn back to Storm.

“You’re right. I’m not.” His arrogant grin tells me I’m not going anywhere.  He nods toward Samuel. “But he is.”

Chapter 4

______________

Gabriel

SHE’S ANGRY, and why shouldn’t she be? If I’d discovered someone had been looking into my affairs, I would be as well. Her anger doesn’t faze me. She must be made to understand how important this is to me. If she still balks, I will follow through on my threat to talk to Thomas Carrey. I have an ace up my sleeve with him and Smith Cannon as well.

“Come sit, Liz. So we can discuss this like reasonable beings.” Fire flashes in her eyes. My barb about ‘reasonable beings’ stings. Excellent. I mean to keep her off balance to get her to do what I wish.

She stomps back from the front door and, after rescuing the plate from the floor, drops into the same spot she vacated on the couch. I do the same, except this time I sit next to her. Her eyes widen with surprise and a touch of wariness.

“Now, for the time being we will assume the child is mine. It will have to be proved of course, but I have no doubt of the finding.” Actually, I do, but I’m not about to let her in on my qualms. Easy enough to walk away if I’m not the father. “So let’s discuss the next step, shall we?”

“I’m. Not. Marrying. You.” She bites out between clenched teeth.

“Are you in a relationship?” I know damn well she isn’t, except for Brian Sullivan who keeps sniffing around her like she’s a mare in heat.

She crosses her arms against her chest. “No. I don’t have anyone in my life because I don’t intend to marry.” She enunciates the last five words with firm insistence which I ignore.

“Good. Another croissant?” I smile while bringing the plate to her.

She shoots me a dirty look, grabs a napkin and bites into the flaky crust. No doubt who she’d rather bite into instead. 

"I know it requires a bit of thinking to wrap your head around it."

"I'm not doing it. I never intended to marry. Or have children, for that matter. Neither was in my plans." She’s breathing hard. Bloody hell, she’s starting to hyperventilate. 

I don’t want her upset, only off kilter, so I ratchet it down a notch. "I'm sorry I took away those options." Even if I don’t remember how the hell it happened.

Her gaze takes a downward turn while she shreds the croissant into small pieces. "It took both of us to make this baby, Gabriel."

"If we marry—"

"No."

"Please listen to me." I cover her restless hands with one of my own. A zing travels up my arm from the contact. My nostrils flare, and I catch a whiff of her female scent. She may not wear perfume, but there’s a bewitching essence to her that ensnares my senses.

She takes a deep breath, lets it out and stares point blank at me. "I'm putting the baby up for adoption."

The hell she is! My lips firm into a hard line. "Surely you realize that's no longer an option. I'm the baby's father. I have rights. And I will never consent."

"I can not take care of a baby. I have a full time job, law school. He deserves someone who has time to watch over him."

Joy shoots through me. “He? It’s a boy?” A boy would inherit the title.

She shakes her head. “No. Maybe. I don’t know. I won’t find out for another few weeks. Regardless, I don’t have the resources or inclination to take care of a child.”

“Liz”— I squeeze her cold hands, hoping to lend them my warmth— “you may not want to care for the babe, but I do. It’s my child, after all."

“I want an open adoption, where I will stay in touch with the adopting family, make sure my child grows up safe and loved. If you take him to England, I'll never see him."

She may be planning to place the child with strangers, but the babe means something to her. Bloody hell. Now what do I do? The child will live in London with me. Would she accept a location in the States? We’re opening up a branch in New York City, one which Miranda Stone will head. What if I told Liz it would be me in charge of that office? Would she be more amenable under that condition? Only one way to find out. "I'm not taking him to England.”

“You’re not?”

“No.” I soften my voice. The nature of what I’m about to share requires it. “There’s something you need to know, but it’s sensitive information which concerns not only myself and my family but Storm Industries and the thousands it employs. Can I count on you not to reveal what I’m about to tell you?” 

“I wouldn’t, Gabriel. Not if you told me in confidence.” 

She has kept silent about our liaison, but the reason is not hard to understand. If she publicized our involvement, she would have put her job in jeopardy. 

“Very well. We're opening up an American branch of Storm Industries.” At least, this much is true. One thing I’ve learned about prevarication is to stick as much as possible to the truth. “I'll be in charge of the American enterprise. My cousin, William, will head the European one. We’ll locate the headquarters of Storm Industries America in New York City where I’ll live." I have a residence in New York City—The Brighton II. A gorgeous building on the West End. So if she demands proof of domicile, it won’t be a problem.

Her jaw drops. “Wow. That’s . . . huge. Why are you doing this?”

“Financial as well as logistical reasons. The company’s structure became so unmanageable we could not move as quickly as we wanted on certain projects. By creating a headquarters in the United States, we’re able to operate in this country without running aground of international laws, at least when it comes to developing projects within American soil.” Again all of this is the truth. The only lie is who’ll be heading the New York branch.

“What about your family? Your mother can't possibly be on board with this plan.”

I grit my teeth. My mother, the Countess. She’d thrown up roadblocks to my every attempt to grow the company, preferring to spend money on frivolous pursuits. “My mother’s no longer on the company’s board of directors.” My siblings and I voted our mother out after our father transferred his board voting power to me. “She doesn’t control Storm Industries. I do.”

She fiddles with a ring she’s wearing, a small peridot. Her birthstone. She deserves worthier jewelry, stunning as she is. “I'm not saying yes to the marriage, but . . . how would it all work?”

I ache to touch her again, to still her restlessness. But she’d rather handle this like a business transaction, so I cross my hands over my good leg to keep from reaching out for her. “Before the child is born, we marry. The ceremony can be a civil one. A clerk at the courthouse would do. All we need is a license.” Although this is true, the official ceremony will be held at Winterleagh Castle as family tradition demands.

"And after the wedding? My job and law school are here. I can't move to New York."

"You won’t have to. After our child is born, I'll bring him to live with me in my domicile in Manhattan—a duplex penthouse in The Brighton II. I’ll get a nurse, a nanny, whatever he needs. And you can maintain the same life you have." Our child will have a nanny. In London.

More ring fiddling. "I want our baby to have a stable home life—”

Our baby. Does she realize what she just revealed?”

“—and you're always traveling." She continues.

Now fairly sure the child is mine, the tension within my body eases. "Not anymore. I don't intend to be an absentee father. I won't be traveling nearly as much." I let out a breath. At least this part of my farradiddle is true.

"I can see him whenever I want?" She truly has the most beautiful eyes. Green, luminous, and right now, moist with held-back tears.

"Of course. You're his mother." She can certainly travel to England any time she wishes.

“So how long would we stay married?” 

“Let’s say a year and a month. After that, we part, amicably, citing irreconcilable differences. You go your way, I go mine. It’ll be worth your while.”

She bristles. “You think I can be bought.”

Damn it. I said the wrong thing, and after everything was going so well. “It’s not what you think—”

“I turned down your insulting offer in London to become your mistress. What makes you think I would accept money now?”

“I’m not asking you to become my mistress. I’m asking you to become my wife. It’s a dowry. It’s what we do when we propose marriage.”

“We? Who is we?”

“Aristocrats. Peers. Members of the nobility.”

“Ten million dollars?” Her voice lowers and her hackles settle.

“Pounds. It’s a tad high, but not unusual.”

“I thought the woman was supposed to provide the dowry, not the man.”

“You are, darling girl. My child.” I smile, caress her face with my thumb. She really does have the softest skin.

Her cheeks turn a soft pink. “Are you sure this is aboveboard?”

“Yes.” This much is true. “I can provide details of other marriage pacts if you wish.” Most of the information comes from the tabloids, but still, it’s a proof of sort.

Something flits across her face. And her expression goes from hopeful to despondent. She folds up the napkin with the remains of the shredded croissant, lays it on top of the empty plate and rises. “It’s lovely, really lovely. You have thought out everything. The only problem is . . . I can’t.”

She’d come to terms with it. What changed? I clumsily come to my feet using the cane for support. “What do you mean you can’t?” I grab her arm, hold on tight. “You must agree. What is it? Is there something holding you back? Whatever it is, I’ll fix it.”

“You can’t fix this, Gabriel. Not everything’s within your control. I can’t marry you.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Can’t. Please don’t ask me anymore. I won’t tell you. I want to go home. Now.”

When she wrestles her arm free and heads toward the suite’s front door, the emotions I’ve buried over the last several months surge to the fore, overwhelming me with their intensity. Skidding clumsily on the rug, I hurry after her. Somehow I catch up and swing her around. 

The turn throws her off balance, and she collapses against the wall. Eyes the color of crushed leaves after a spring rain stare helplessly at me. A lone tear drifts down her dewy cheek and finds refuge in the corner of her lips. 

Something twists inside me. The strong girl of a few moments ago has disappeared, replaced by this fragile creature. And I drove her to this. Tossing my anger into the rubbish bin, I brush a thumb across the edge of her crimson lips to catch the tear. I lick the moisture from my fingertip. She tastes of sadness, agony and regret. 

Seeking to comfort, I cradle her face, brush the wet from her cheeks. “Don’t cry, love.” 

“Please don’t. It’s hard enough as it is.”  Her heartfelt plea is lost on me, for I won’t be stopped from my chosen course.

I kiss her, softly, and taste the orange marmalade she spread on the croissant, mixed in with the heady flavor of her.

Before I have a chance to savor her, she pulls back. “D-don’t.” Her gaze is filled with heartbreak. “Let me go. Please let me go.” 

“I can’t, darling girl.” We’ve said these words before, acted this way before. I wish I could remember her, remember us. Wish I could do as she asks, but I can’t because suddenly I feel something I haven’t felt in the last two months. My cock stirs with hunger . . . for her. 

Ravenous for her taste, my tongue plunges into her mouth to ravish her sweetness. I tell myself to go careful because she’s pregnant with my child, because she just denied me. But nothing matters except the intoxicating flavor of her mouth, the racing pulse in my veins. 

At first she resists, but then a wildness grows in her and she claws at my neck, her hands tangle in my hair, and she pulls me into her. Giving as much as she’s getting, her tongue tussles with mine, sucks at me, love bites me. 

Why did she turn down my marriage proposal when it’s quite obvious she desires me? It makes no sense. I put a smidgen of distance between us but keep her close to me. “You want me. I know you do.”

She emits a bitter laugh even as her fingers strum across my lips in a soft caress. “Wanting you was never a problem.”

Prompted by her admission, I help myself to another taste of her sweet flesh, push my hard length into her soft belly. “Then why?” I whisper against her tantalizing mouth. She shakes her head, denying me the answer I seek. Frustration drives me to plunge once more into the heat of her mouth, take possession of it, own her. But she pushes me back. Much as I regret it, I give in to her silent plea and give her the distance she seeks. 

She gulps in air, as she tries to catch her breath. And it’s not from the passion we just shared. No, she’s bloody panicking, as if she’s reached the end of her rope. “If we marry, she will ruin you, destroy your family.” Tears spike her lashes. 

“She? Who are you talking about?”

She shakes her head, and the hair she’d pinned up tumbles loose around her shoulders, the devastation no doubt caused by my marauding hands.

I thread a hand through her dark tresses and tug a little until she’s looking at me again. “Tell me.” I demand in a hoarse voice.

“I can’t. I can’t. If I do, your mo—”

“My mo—” My hand jerks open, releasing her glorious curls, as the implication hits me. “My mother? What does she have to do with this?”

“I can’t tell you. Please let it go. Let me go.” She pushes against my chest, harder than before. Without my stick for support, I stumble back which gives her time to reach the door and fling it open. 

Samuel stands on the other side. For a second, he takes us both in. No doubt what he sees, tears in Liz’s eyes, hair disheveled, clothes mussed up. His face reflects disapproval. “Ms. Watson, are you okay?”

“Yes,” she says in a shaky voice. “Please, Samuel, take me home.”

It’s a measure of the man he doesn’t wait for my consent, but simply takes her by the arm and leads her away.

Just as well, I’ve gotten the information I need. She won’t agree to my proposal. Not until I solve this riddle. I fish out my mobile from my jacket, and dial my pilot. “Get the plane ready. We’re leaving tonight. At seven if you can manage it.”

I need to get back to London and find out what evil scheme my mother hatched, vile enough to stop Liz from marrying me.

 

Chapter 5

______________

Gabriel

AFTER RETURNING TO ENGLAND, I bid my time for an opportunity to talk to my mother’s maid. If anyone knows the witch’s plot my mother devised three months ago, it would be Tilly. A week later, my patience is rewarded when my mother travels to London to visit her spa and hairstylist, leaving Tilly with a few hours’ free time.

I seize the opportunity and invite her to tea. Even though I have every right to hold our discussion in my parents’ town mansion, I choose my penthouse in The Brighton, since I don’t wish for news of our meeting to trickle back to the Countess.

When the concierge announces Tilly’s arrival, I ride down on my private elevator to the lobby to greet her. “Good afternoon, Tilly.”

She bobs a curtsey. “My lord.” Time has taken a toll on her. Hair, which glowed bright gold once upon a time, is grey now, and the lines on her face bear witness to the misery she’s endured at my mother’s hands. Not to mention she’s so thin a puff of wind could blow her away. By the way she’s clutching her handbag, nerves have gotten the better of her as well. Shame, for I do not intend to harm her. If anything, I aim to make her life easier to bear. 

On our ride up, we make small talk about the weather. “I’m sorry I asked you to travel on such a cold and rainy day. I thought it best if we conduct our conversation in private.”

“Yes, my lord.” Her blue-eyed gaze flickers uncertainty from a worried face. At sixty-five years of age, she’s faithfully served my mother for forty years. Never once taking a vacation, she’s performed her duties quietly, efficiently, without fuzz. 

When the elevator doors open, her gaze bounces around my living room before she steps out. “We the only ones here, my lord?”

The third ‘my lord.’ Tradition demands the honorific, since I’m the heir to an earl, but I hate being addressed as such. I take her elbow and guide her toward the burgundy leather sofa, next to which a spread fit for a queen resides on the crystal coffee table. “You don’t have to be so formal, Tilly. I remember when you used to call me Master Gabe.”

A reluctant chuckle escapes from her. “I haven’t called you that since you were eight.”

“Well, if that’s too familiar, Mr. Storm will do.”

Her head bobs. “Yes, Sir.”

“Tea?” I’ve ordered a special spread, complete with Tilly’s favorites—pekoe tea and orange scones—served on heirloom china.

“Thank you kindly.” Even though she’s lived in England for four decades, a Texas twang still resonates in her voice.

I wait until she’s sipped the tea and eaten half a scone before I circle around to the object of her visit. “How are you, Tilly?”

“Fair to middlin’. This old body ain’t what it used to be.”

I pour my own cup and balance it on my knee, the good one. “You’ve been with my mother close to forty years, haven’t you?” 

“Yes, Sir. Since she was a young lady.” Having polished off the first pastry, she helps herself to another.

“Do you ever miss your home?”

“No. Not really. My family lived in a one-room shack with only dirt for a floor.” 

I’d hope a visit to her family would prove a treat, but no help there, so I move on to option B. “Have you ever thought of retiring?”

She shrugs. “Where would I go?”

I offer her my most charming smile, the one that used to win her over during my wayward youth. “Why, anywhere you wished. You’d be your own mistress. Set your own clock. No more waking up before dawn to perform onerous chores. You would answer to no one. And have enough money to live comfortably the rest of your days.”

She squints her eyes at me. Her third pastry lands, untouched, back on the plate. “That . . . would be right nice.”

Good. She’s beginning to see the possibilities. “If you could choose a place, anywhere on earth, where would you go?”

For a few moments, wheels grind in her head. “A place where my bones could soak up the sun. Near a beach so I could hear the ocean race to the shore, especially at night. And lots of colors and scents.”

“The Caribbean has many such places,” I say softly, hoping not to overplay my hand.

She rests the cup of tea on the coffee table, right next to the pastry plate. “You didn’t invite old Tilly only for tea and scones, Master Gabe. You have sumthing on your mind?”

Uneducated she might be, but she’s never been stupid. “Yes, I do. The Countess. Do you recall Ms. Watson, Tilly?”

“Yes, Sir. The young lady who came to the castle.”

“That’s right. Do you know if my mother discussed anything in particular with her?”

There’s only a moment’s hesitation before she answers. “Yes, Sir. She did.”

Finally, we’re getting somewhere. 

“Your mother. She had a mighty hankerin’ about Lady Melisssande.”

Lady Melissande, the duke’s daughter my mother had chosen for my wife. After my accident, my mother insisted I was engaged to her. Something I couldn’t refute since I couldn’t remember the turn of events. But when I approached Lady Melissande, she denied I’d ever proposed.

“She wanted the duke’s daughter to marry you and give her grandbabies. ‘My blood will mingle with that of a king. How about that, Tilly?’ she’d say. Can you imagine?”

Yes, I can. The Duke of Marchstone is a direct descendant of William IV. On the wrong side of the blanket, but what did that matter to someone like my mother? 

“But Ms. Watson was standing in her way. She took a powerful dislike to her. Probably because you liked her so much.” 

Even Tilly had caught on to my fascination with Liz? I brush a hand across my brow. How could I have been so careless? “How so?”

“Anyone could see by the way you looked at her. Like she was the sun, the moon, and stars all rolled into one. I hadn’t seen you that happy for a long time.”

Happiness. That emotion has eluded me most of my life. Wish I could remember. “Was I?” 

“Yes, Sir. And Miss Margaret? Well, she was plumb scared you’d marry her instead of Lady Melissande.”

Miss Margaret. Nobody called my mother by her first name except Tilly. Doubt anybody even remembered it since she demanded everyone call her by her title—Lady Winterleagh—or my lady. But Tilley had known her since she’d been plain old Margaret Simmons, the poor little rich American girl who’d inherited millions from her American ancestor. Hungry to marry into the British aristocracy, she’d gone on the prowl for a peer who’d want her money badly enough to give her the title she coveted so fiercely. And she’d found one in my father—the Earl of Winterleagh.

“So she planned and plotted. The night she held the dinner party to celebrate the closing of the deal, she snuck into the powder room to talk to Ms. Watson.”

“Do you know what my mother said to her?”

“Yes, Sir. I do.” She gulps, twists her gnarled hands on her lap. “You have to understand Master Gabe, I wouldn’t have told her if I thought she’d use it against you.”

Bloody hell. “Told her what?”

“I was confused, didn’t know what to do, so I told her what I’d seen.”

I reach over and cover her troubled hands with my own. “Tell me what you saw, Tilly.”

“Your father, pushing Mr. Snipes down the stairs.”

Mr. Snipes, the tutor who’d beaten me at my mother’s command from the time I was five, whose death had been ruled accidental eighteen years ago. 

“That night I took his dinner up to him, even though that wasn’t something I normally did, but the kitchen maid had come down with a tooth ache, and she asked me to cover for her. When I got near the nursery, I heard yelling and screaming. Lord Winterleagh was furious about the tutor damaging your hand.”

Damaging my hand. The son of a bitch broke every finger in my left hand one Christmas after I told my mother I planned to become a concert pianist and tour the continent when I reached the age of majority. I was fourteen at the time. She’d demanded I study business so I could manage Storm Industries, the company she’d run into the ground. When I balked at following the path she’d set out for me, she ordered the tutor to injure me so I could no longer play. Something the sadistic bastard enjoyed doing to me.

“Mr. Snipes laughed at him. Told him he knew who wore the trousers in the family and it wasn’t the earl. Next thing I know there was a scuffle, and your father dragged Mr. Snipes to the top of the stairs and threw him down. Mr. Snipes didn’t move after that. Even though it was colder than a witch’s tit, your father climbed to the castle roof and got himself good and drunk. He never saw me, hiding as I was in the shadows.”

For a long time, I’d suspected my father killed my tutor, but hadn’t confirmed it until now. Such a revelation could destroy my family name. And it wouldn’t do any good to bring my father to justice. Several months back, he’d suffered a stroke. Although he’d been making progress, he’d recently taken a turn for the worse. The doctors confirmed a second stroke, one which left him paralyzed and barely coherent. So this crime would need to remain secret. “So after you witnessed this, what did you do?”

“I crawled down the stairs, trying hard not to look at the body. It was crooked like with the head bent at a strangle angle.” She shivered. “So I went to Miss Margaret and asked her what I should do.”

“And what did she say/”

“She ordered me to say nothing. If anybody asked, I was to say I was with her. But nobody ever asked.”

“And the next day they found Mr. Snipes.”

“Yes. They ruled it an accident. He’d been drinking you see. I think your father got him drunk on purpose.”

Yes, my father would have thought that far ahead.

“Lady Winterleagh used the story to blackmail Ms. Watson.” She whimpers and her hands flutter. No doubt with genuine sorrow. But she’s not to blame. My mother’s actions can not be laid on Tilly’s fragile shoulders.

“How?”

“She demanded Ms. Watson break up with you, in exchange for your mother’s silence about the murder.”

I hiss out a breath. Questions whirl in my mind. Did Liz break up with me as my mother demanded? Was that what drove me to drink and crash my Jag against a tree? I can’t reconcile such actions with the self I remembered. The one who’d never once cared about a woman. 

 And my mother. She hated my father, but to the level of destroying the family name, ruining Storm Industries? Yes, she would. Power is everything to the Countess. Something precipitated her action, though. Had I challenged her authority by going against her wish for me to marry Lady Melissande? I can’t remember. There is more to this story, but for now I need to deal with Tilly’s revelations. 

“You must not breathe a word of this to anyone.”

“No, Sir. I haven’t, except for Miss Margaret. Not to anyone.”

That was saying something since the tutor died eighteen years ago. I lay my hands over hers once more. “You’ve been a good and faithful servant to my mother. And I want you to be happy. So I’m going to reward you with your very own beach cottage in the Caribbean and put enough money in a bank account for you to live comfortably the rest of your life. Is your passport in order?”

As I spoke, her eyes widened until they became huge pools of wonder. She swallows before she responds. “Yes, Sir. Has to be since your mother travels now and then.”

“Good. In a week’s time, you will leave here, and never return. You’ll be safe, I promise. She’ll never find out your whereabouts. Do you understand what I’m asking you to do?” I can’t come right out and ask her to remain silent about the tutor’s murder, but I pray she understands.

She nods and for the first time a smile surfaces on her face, a creaky one like it hasn’t been used for a while. “Yes, Master Gabe. You don’t have to worry.” Her hands turn and she grips mine. “I always loved you and Lady Bri, and that scalawag, Master Royce. Sweet Edward as well. Like you was my own babies. I’d die before I hurt any of you. I’m just plumb sorry I couldn’t stop her from hurting you. She has a bee in her bonnet about you.”

“She wanted Edward to be the heir.” My brother, killed five years ago.

“Yes. But she couldn’t get that so she set out to hurt you as much as she could. In the end, she hurt herself most of all.”

“Why do you say that?”

“She doesn’t have anyone who loves her. And after I’m gone, she’ll be all alone.”

Exactly what I wish.

“Watch her carefully, Master Gabe. Rattlesnakes strike out when they’re cornered.”

A rattlesnake. Such a perfect description of my mother. 

Once Tilly leaves, I call Jake and give him orders to put round the clock surveillance on my mother. 

“Why?”

“I’m sending Tilly away, and her departure will make my mother very dangerous.” 

I wait while the wheels grind in his head. “There’s more to this than a servant leaving.”

“Yes. But I can’t share what prompts me to take such action, not with you, not with anyone. Suffice it to say, once my mother finds out her maid’s gone, she will strike at Liz Watson and that I won’t have.” He knows my past history, so I don’t have to tell him what a sadistic bitch my mother is. 

But still, he pauses. Jake’s no pushover. He never does things just on my orders, not unless I provide him with a logical reason for acting on them. But once he agrees to execute a plan, he’ll carry it out with military precision. Which is why I need his approval on this. 

“I’ll go along with your plan, mainly because Ms. Watson’s safety hangs in the balance. But your mother will notice the change to her security team, Storm. She’s no fool.”

“I don’t care. Just make sure she doesn’t do anything, including going to the loo, without you knowing about it. And I don’t want her anywhere near a phone.”

“That will be difficult, but not impossible. How do you want to handle it?”

“Be creative. Cut the cable into the castle if you have to. She doesn’t have a mobile, so you won’t have to worry about that.” 

“How long do you mean to keep this up?”

“As long as it takes for Liz to marry me.”

He laughs as if he finds the notion of any woman turning me down amusing. “I gather she hasn’t said yes.” 

“Not yet, but she will.” No matter what it takes.

Chapter 6

______________

Elizabeth

IN EARLY OCTOBER, a certified envelope arrives at the office from a law firm in town. Not an unusual thing. I'm often sent documents by law firms working on a case. But when I tear open the envelope, the letter inside is from Gabriel's lawyer. He's made arrangements for a Washington, D.C. doctor to draw blood to establish the paternity of the baby. 

My breath whooshes out. How dare he have his attorney send this without the courtesy of a phone call to let me know it's coming? Besides, I never agreed to this. My hand itches to toss the letter into the trash and ignore the request. But what good would that do? I’ll still have to do it. If I don't comply, Gabriel will out our relationship to my boss.

But does it really matter if Mr. Carrey discovers the truth now or later? He's going to find out once Gabriel claims the child as his own. Yeah, it does. If the news does not leak out until after the baby is born, it'll give me time to find another job. Because I'll more than likely lose mine at Smith Cannon when management figures out I had sex with Gabriel while the negotiations for the SouthWind deal were taking place.

But would another law firm look the other way about such a breach of ethics? Not likely. Who am I kidding? I'm screwed either way, unless I practice law somewhere they've never heard of Gabriel Storm. Timbuktu, maybe? I drop my head into my hands and let out a mirthless laugh.

"What's so funny?" A male voice asks.

I jerk up my head to find Brian Sullivan, a senior associate at my law firm, at my door.

I paste on a bright smile. "A product review about a banana slicer. I'll send you the link."

"Oh. You want to do lunch?" He comes by two, three times a week and asks me to lunch, dinner, drinks. I'm pregnant, hello? Can't exactly drink alcohol. I turn him down most of the time, not that it stops him from asking.

"Sorry, I can't. Need to read forty pages before my Con Law class tonight." 

"Constitutional Law is a bear. But you should have done your reading Saturday or Sunday. Busy weekend?"

The question irks me. He's got no business prying into my private life. We're co-workers nothing more. It's my own fault he's become over familiar. Two months ago, during a weak moment, I accepted his offer of friendship, and now he acts like we're more than office acquaintances, which we're not. There are only two people I trust in my life—Casey and CeCe. But Brian's a senior associate and about to make partner so I can't afford to tick him off.

"Yeah, kind of. Do you have an assignment for me?"

"No, not a thing." Even though he knows I'm capable of analyzing complex financial data, he hasn't given me a meaningful task in I don't know how long, All he seems to care about is engaging in a social agenda with me, something I have no interest in pursuing, not with him, not with anyone. I have enough on my plate, thank you very much. 

"Lunch tomorrow?"

"Maybe. We'll see." I'll have to come up with some other excuse. Law school reading assignments get you only so far.

No sooner does he leave that CeCe comes knocking on my door. "Brian bothering you again. What is it with that man, buzzing about you like a honeybee? You ain’t his honey. Humph.” 

I laugh. It’s not a happy sound.

“What’s wrong? Did he say something to upset you?” Her mouth twists.

"No. He asked me to lunch, but I turned him down."

"Good. He’s got no business asking you out. Not when you’re pregnant with another man’s baby. You shouldn't be seen with him anymore, Liz." Since our return from London, she hasn’t been shy about her dislike of Brian, but she’s never come right out and suggested such a thing.

"What do you mean?" 

She looks back toward the door, probably to make sure it’s still closed, before leaning closer to me. "There's a nasty rumor going around the office,” she whispers. “Because of the way he hangs around you all the time, everyone thinks Brian’s your baby daddy. And rumor has it they're holding up his partnership because he knocked you up."

Oh, my god. "But he didn't!"

"Well, you know that, and I know that, but nobody else does.” She props her hands on her hips. “So if Brian’s not the problem, what is?”

“Gabriel Storm.”

“Mr. Tall, blond and delicious?” She’s a huge fan of Gabriel’s. Maybe it’s because he kissed her hand, or because he showed her nothing but courtesy during that weekend in the castle. Or maybe, just maybe, it’s because she knows I’m in love with him. “What about him?”

“This.” I push the envelope toward her.

She picks it up, reads the letter. “So Gabriel Storm wants to verify he’s the father of your baby.” I’d told her about the conversation we had at the hotel, skipping the part about the marriage proposal. “A necessary step if he wants to claim custody. So why are you upset?”

“He should have called to give me a heads up.”

“Yeah, he should have done that. But—” She cocks her head to the side, scrutinizes me. “I think it’s more than that. You don’t have a problem with him raising your child, do you?” 

“No. It’s just . . .”

All I get in response are hunched brows over chocolate brown eyes. 

“I’ll have to see Gabriel, talk to him, make mutual decisions about our baby. For the rest of my life.”

“And you don’t want that.”

“No. I don’t.” For years, I’ve known what I wanted. A career in corporate law. I’d fashioned a solution to the pregnancy. By placing him in an open adoption I’d know my child was taken care of while I pursued my life’s goals. Not perfect, by any means, but one which would work for the baby. For me.  But now . . .

“You thought you’d put the baby up for adoption and check in on your child’s life once in a while. No complications. No messy involvement.”

“Yes. Does that make me a horrible person?”

“No.” She shakes her head, setting off her tousled curls. “Unfortunately, life’s messy, Liz. It’s rarely that clean cut.”

“I was just hoping.”

“Well, the adoption ship has sailed. What you need to do right now is figure out how to deal with Gabriel Storm, because I can’t see him taking a back seat with your pregnancy. From what I know of him, he’ll want to be involved every step of the way.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” I prop my elbows on the desk, drop my head into my hands.

“You’re a strong woman, Liz. You’ll figure it out.”

I straighten up and rest back in my seat. “You think?”

“Yeah, I do.” She waggles a finger at me. “I know what you need. A girls’ night out. Doesn’t that sound like fun?” She always sounds so chipper. I envy her that outlook on life.

"I can't. Have class." Like I do every Monday through Thursday.

"You can skip one night, can't you?" She’s relentless, like another person I know. No wonder she likes Gabriel so much.

"Maybe." I could get notes from a classmate in my study group. But there is one more problem. "It'll have to be a cheap night out. Budget's stretched thin as it is."

She waves her hand, dismissing my objection. "Don't worry about the money. Dinner's on me."

"Who's going to watch your kids?" With three children, CeCe's always busy with one child-related activity or another.

"I'll get my husband to handle whatever they need to do. About time too." One corner of her mouth scrunches with distaste.

Oh, wow. Is she having problems on the home front? Have I been so troubled by the events in my life, I failed to notice hers? "Anything wrong?"

"He's been working late nights. Weekends too. A lot."

"Well, he is an accountant. Maybe things are busy at the office."

"Yeah. I'm probably worrying about nothing." I can tell by her tone she's not convinced.

She's done so much for me, and right now it looks like she needs a diversion as much as I do. "Okay. Let's do this."

She beams me a wide smile. "All right. We can stop at that Thai place near your house, do a take out, and you can tell MaMa CeCe all about it."

I laugh at the Mama CeCe remark since she's only in her mid thirties. "You're too young to be my mother."

"Older sister then. But right now, I'll go get something healthy from the cafeteria, and we can eat lunch in here. Gotta keep that little one fed." She points to my burgeoning belly.

"You're the best, CeCe."

"Yeah, I know. I won't let it go to my head." She throws over her shoulder before she bounces out of my office.

After I take a deep breath, I call the doctor noted on the attorney letter and make an appointment for the next day. They tell me it’ll take only a few days to confirm Gabriel’s paternity. 

The girls’ night out with CeCe recharges my spirits and I get through the next few days in a happier mood. Friday afternoon I have a doctor’s appointment to find out the baby’s sex, so I schedule half a day’s leave. But that morning something happens I didn’t expect, although in retrospect, I really, really should have.

Chapter 7

______________

Elizabeth

SHORTLY BEFORE LUNCH ON FRIDAY, Mr. Carrey asks me to come to his office to discuss a new client. Giddy from the thought of a meaty project, I pick up my notebook and hightail it to his corner digs. Well, hightail’s a bit of an exaggeration. These days all I can manage is a fast walk.

 “Liz! Glad you could join us.”

Us? Gosh, the client is here. If I’d known I would have stopped in the ladies’ room to freshen up.

Mr. Carrey waves his hand behind me, toward the side of the room where a couch rests. In my rush, I failed to notice anyone sitting there. “Storm Industries engaged us as their outside counsel. Since you’re familiar with the company from the SouthWind deal, I wanted to bring you on board.” 

Storm Industries? I close my eyes and fire off a prayer to whoever might be listening up above. Please let it be anyone but him. I turn around. 

“Gabriel Storm.” I breathe. My heart pounds at the sight of him. It’s only been a couple of weeks since we talked. Not long enough of an absence to cause this reaction. How can he affect me this much?

With the aid of his walking stick, Gabriel comes to his feet. As always, polite to a fault. “Ms. Watson, how very nice to see you again.” 

The dark gray, three-piece business suit caresses Gabriel’s broad shoulders and hugs those powerful legs. But it’s the magnificent body within that takes my breath away. I’ve loved that body with singular intensity, licked it, tasted it, clutched it tightly in my arms. Hungered for it on countless nights when I couldn’t sleep. My boss might be only a foot away, but given half a chance I’d jump Gabriel right now.

When Mr. Carrey’s phone rings and he takes the call, I thank my lucky stars. Because I can’t stop my body from trembling.

 Gabriel’s aquamarine eyes wrinkle at the ends. “Anything wrong?” His voice’s a study in innocence.

The bastard. He knows exactly what he does to me. I try hard to get my emotions under control. “No.” My hand flies to my belly. “The baby kicked, that’s all.”

“Oh.” That shifts his attention.

“Yes. She’s moving around a lot now.”

“She? So it’s a girl?” Is he disappointed? I can’t tell.  And by now he knows the child is his. The doctor called yesterday with the result of the paternity test.

“Maybe. I have an appointment this afternoon to find out.”

“That’s splendid.” he says, all nonchalant politeness, like the sex of our baby is of no interest to him. But his eyes? They tell a different story. His concern is so strong, it’s almost a living, breathing thing between us.

Mr. Carrey interrupts to let us know lunch has been served in the Jefferson conference room. While we head in that direction, I fight to guard my emotions. I’ll need to stay far away from Gabriel during the lunch meeting.

But luck’s not on my side. Terry, Brian, and Mark are all ready in the conference room, seated around the table. By the time, I grab my sandwich, salad and drink, the only seat available is right next to Gabriel. Figures. Fate can be a hairy bitch at times. After we eat, he discusses the projects he’d like to develop. Wind and solar power projects to start. More down the road. 

After the Q&A winds down, Mr. Carrey takes over. “Storm Industries will be opening a New York branch to manage its North American projects. The office will be operational by December 1.”

“Who’ll be heading the New York office?” Brian asks.

A pause. “Officially, Miranda Stone will be in charge,” Gabriel says.

What? That’s not what he said two weeks before. Did he lie to me then or is he lying now?

“You’ll need to keep that information confidential until we issue a press release. It shouldn’t be long. Maybe another week or two,” he says.

While everyone’s busy taking notes, he rubs his leg against mine. Not an incidental contact, going by the slow insistence of it. I swallow back the hot need that rises within me. Why does he always do this to me? I can’t be in a room with him, without falling apart. 

Mercifully, the presentation concludes and he shakes hands all around, with everyone except me. Why does he do that?

But I don’t have time to ponder that question when I catch the time on my watch. Two o’clock and my appointment is at three. “Sorry, but I have to run. Doctor’s appointment.” l stick out my hand forcing the issue. “So glad to see you again, Mr. Storm.”

“Please call me Gabriel.” The words he used that night in The Brighton penthouse when he insisted I call him by his first name. Afraid it would slip out during a business meeting, I initially declined. Ironic, given our present circumstances.

“Gabriel.” When he clasps my hand between both of his, I realize the colossal mistake I’ve made. I can’t touch him without every one of my senses reeling from the heat of him.

“Where’s your doctor’s appointment?” he asks, not letting go.

“M Street, close to Georgetown.”

“I’m staying at the Four Seasons, not far from there. Unless you’ve already arranged transportation, I can drop you off if yon wish. It’s quite nasty outside.” He points out the window toward Pennsylvania Avenue where a blustery wind and a hard, pounding rain has people scurrying for cover.

Get into his limo with him? No. I’m barely holding it together as it is. “I’ll take a taxi.”

“You might find it difficult to find one in this weather.”

“He’s right, Liz.” Mr. Carrey says. “Might as well take Storm up on his offer.”

I sigh. If I refuse Gabriel again, Mr. Carrey will wonder why. I have no choice but to accept. “Thank you, Gabriel. That’s very gracious of you.”

“My pleasure,” he says with that devastating smile, the one that makes my nipples hard. 

“I’ll go get my things and meet you back here.”

On our ride down on the elevator, we don’t exchange a word. Hard to carry on a conversation with other people drifting in and out. 

Outside he pops open his umbrella. Somehow he manages to juggle that and his briefcase while leaning on the cane.

“Come near so you don’t get wet.” His umbrella could shelter a Shetland pony. Yeah, it’s that big.

When I lean in, his yummy scent hits me like a semi, and I grow wet in an instant. No surprise since I’ve fantasized about being this close to him every night in my dreams.

As I expected, Samuel’s waiting by the limo. 

“Hi, Samuel.”

“Ms. Watson.” He nods.

I slide in ahead of Gabriel. 

“Where to, Mr. Storm?” Samuel asks after getting behind the wheel.

“We’re driving Ms. Watson to her physician.”

“23rd and M, please.” My law office is located at 17th and Pennsylvania so my doctor’s office is not that far. If the day had been fair, I would have walked. But with the weather today? Not a chance.

Gabriel pushes a button and the window between the front seat and the back rolls up, isolating us.

“Thank you for—”

He hauls me into his lap and his lips find mine. No preliminaries, no teasing. His tongue sinks into my mouth, to plunder, mark me as his own, like he can’t get enough of me. 

I don’t struggle but give him full access. It’s after all what I’ve dreamed of for the last few months. I’m parched for the taste, the smell, the feel of him. I nibble on his mouth, suckle his tongue. He threads his hand through my hair and tugs my head back so he can get to my throat. Hot, insistent. His need’s greater than mine, so I let him do what he will.

I’m wearing a scoop-necked blouse, one which fastens on the front. He loosens the buttons, exposing my lace-bra covered breasts. His mouth feasts on me, licking, nibbling, suckling my exposed flesh. He roams down to my hardened nipples. Right through the bra, he sucks in the tip of my breast. When he bites down, I let out a moan.

“You wet?”

“Yes,” I say in a shaky voice.

“I’m about to make you wetter.”

Yes, please. His hand drifts to my ass and he urges me close to him. And we’re right back where we were so many months before. He’s hard beneath me, just like he was during that ride on his limo a lifetime ago. His hand slides beneath my dress, up my thigh, skirts the edge of my thong and he thumbs my hot button. His finger sinks deep into my pussy. Parched as I am, his lust, my passion are all too much and just like that I fall apart. 

“Liz?” He moans my name while I convulse into a mind-blowing climax, the likes of which I haven’t experienced in a long time.

It’s only when I come down from my high, I realize his moans are ones of pain. Oh, god, I’ve been trashing on his legs, one of which suffered a serious injury only a few months ago. How much pain he must be in.

“I’m sorry.” I start to scramble off, but he holds me tight to him.

“No, don’t go. Just”—he gulps—”Bloody hell, I can’t believe I’m saying this. Don’t move. Give me a moment to get my pain under control.” Breathing hard, he leans his forehead against mine. 

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”

He chuckles followed by another moan. Sweat beads his brow. “Fucking leg.” 

I cradle his cheek in my hand. “How did the accident happen?”

“I wrapped my car around a tree. I was drunk as the proverbial lord, love.” His breaths saw in and out of him as he fights for mastery over his agony. “Not one of my finest moments, I know.”

“Why on earth would you drink and drive, Gabriel?”

“Can’t remember. The accident stole my memory of the accident.” 

Before I can ask more questions, Samuel’s voice drifts in. “We’re here, Mr. Storm.”

I look out the window and spot the medical building where my doctor’s office is located. I don’t want to leave him, but I must go. Goodbye trembles on my lips.

But I don’t get a chance to say anything. “Let me go with you,” he says. “Be with you when we find out our baby’s sex.”

My heart bleeds for him, for his pain. But the examination is an intimate thing and I always find it so difficult to control my emotions. Today will be especially hard. Would his presence help or hurt? “I don’t know, Storm.” 

“Please, Liz. Don’t deny me this joy.”

And suddenly I feel infinitely small for refusing him something every father to be has the right to experience. Even if it tears my heart out. “Okay. But we can’t be seen together.” 

“You go in first and I will follow. No one will know, you’ll see.” 

Except for the doctor and the medical staff. I’ll make it clear his presence is to be kept confidential. Surely, we’re not the first couple to require such secrecy. “Give me ten minutes. I’ll tell the front desk to show you into my examining room. Don’t give them your name.”

“Thank you. You’ve made me very happy.” He takes my hand, kisses the palm. 

And, as always, I melt. 

Chapter 8

______________

Gabriel

TEN MINUTES AFTER LIZ LEAVES THE LIMO, I walk into her doctor’s office. The results of the paternity test she took earlier in the week irrevocably prove I'm the father of the child she carries which gives me the legal right to demand custody. But I want more than that. If the child is a boy, he can inherit the title of the Earl of Winterleagh, but only if we marry before the babe is born. 

The first time I proposed, Liz turned me down. Her objection stemmed from the deal my mother forced upon her. She would keep mum about my father’s role in my tutor’s death in exchange for Liz breaking up with me. But now with Tilly, the only witness to the crime, retired to a Caribbean island cottage, my mother’s blackmailing scheme no longer holds.

But was that the only reason Liz broke up with me? Her goal is to become a corporate attorney. She’s doing everything right to get there—pursuing a law degree at a top law school, working at a premier law firm in Washington, D.C. Apparently, our liaison was a covert affair. If anyone had found out, she could have lost her job. Did my mother’s scheme give her the excuse she needed to bow out? 

Whatever happened in London, she’s still drawn to me, going by the way she fell apart in my arms. And I’ll use that attraction, and whatever else I can devise, to bend her to my will. 

Not only do I have a responsibility to this child we created, but something about her stirs my body in ways no other woman has since I wrapped my Jag around a tree. For the last several months, I’ve lived the life of a monk. Not by choice, but by circumstances. At first I notched my impotence to the medications coursing through my system, but once most of the drugs were discontinued, I could no longer assign the blame to them. No matter how many beautiful women came on to me, nothing stirred below. 

Until the day Liz came to the hotel. 

A mere whiff of her scent, a bare taste of her lips and my cock hardened into iron. It took everything I had in me not to take her right then and there against the wall, like a common trollop. But this woman who carries my child and, with any luck, the future Earl of Winterleagh deserves to be treated better than that. I’m not letting her get away. No matter what I have to do.

Ten minutes after she exits the limo, I walk into her doctor’s office. Once I tell them I’m here for Liz, I’m shown past the door to the inner sanctum of the surgery. The place has a clean citrus scent to it, rather than the hospital disinfectant one encounters at too many doctor's offices. A knock on a door later, Liz answers “Come in.” 

When I walk into the room, a no-nonsense nurse is taking Liz’s blood pressure and temperature. After she weighs Liz and measures the girth of her waist, she enters the information into a computer.

“The doctor will be here in a few minutes, Ms. Watson. You’ll need to change.” She points to a paper gown just before she leaves.

“Thank you,” Liz says.

“Efficient little thing, isn’t she?” I say just to have something to say.

The examining room fails to impress me; it's the size of a postage stamp. But I withhold judgment about the quality of the care. After all, it's not the smell of the place or the size of the room that's important, but the competence of the medical staff.  

"Should I step outside?" I'm more than willing to give Liz whatever privacy she needs to change into the flimsy paper hospital gown that rests on the examination table.

"No. Just turn around."

I face the wall where several posters hang. One promotes breastfeeding; another cautions against the use of alcohol during pregnancy. But the most fascinating one shows a naked woman with a cut out view of a baby in her belly. With his eyes closed, and his head pointing toward his mother's cervix, the child is beautiful. Is that what my babe looks like? 

"You can turn back now," Liz says. 

I whirl around to find her seated on the table, wearing that horrible hospital johnnie, paper blanket covering her front. Part of me howls at the image she makes. She shouldn't be going through this wearing nothing but a paper gown and covered by a tissue-thin blanket, if that it can be called.

Before I get too worked up, a knock sounds on the door, and the doctor steps in. She's dark-haired, petite. Warmth and curiosity shine out of bespectacled, big brown eyes. "Oh, you're new."

I extend my hand and start to introduce myself. "Ga-"

But Liz cuts me off. "This is the baby's father."

"Gabriel Storm, is it not?" The physician asks.

Something unintelligible escapes Liz.

"Yes. How do you do, Dr. Carson." First name, Joanna. She studied medicine at Johns Hopkins and is board certified in obstetrics, an excellent physician with flawless credentials, according to the dossier Jake compiled on her.

As she washes her hands, she answers the obvious question of how she recognized me. "My husband works at the Department of Energy. He's a huge fan of your wind power projects. Raves about how they generate so much electricity for so little cost. When you closed that deal last month, he showed me the article in The Wall Street Journal."

The interview I'd given the reporter the day the SouthWind deal closed. Glad some good had come of it, crazy with pain as I'd been that day. "What's your husband's name?"

"Howard Morris." 

I enter his name into my contacts on my mobile. "When next I'm in town, I'll need to arrange a meet and greet. I'd love to discuss our renewable energy projects with him." A contact at the DOE could prove nothing but beneficial to the future of Storm Industries.

"He'd like that." As she finishes drying off her hands, she approaches Liz. "Now, how are you doing, my dear?"

The conversation descends into a general give and take about Liz’s wellbeing. She hasn't gained too much weight; her minor aches and pains are normal. Doctor Carson cautions her about too much salt intake. Wouldn't want an increase in blood pressure.

While the doctor performs the internal examination, I stand in one  corner, as invisible as I can make myself. 

"Everything looks good. Ready for the ultrasound?" The doctor asks.

"Yes."

"Come on, dad." Doctor Carson waves me over and slathers a jelly-like substance on Liz's stomach. 

When she slides the ultrasound device over Liz's belly, I can hardly breathe. I'll be happy whatever sex the baby turns out to be; it's my child after all. But with so much riding on the succession, I freely admit, yes, I want a boy.

An image pops up on the screen, and Doctor Carson points out the head which is hard to miss, the baby's spine, arms, legs. He's kicking his legs in some sort of Australian crawl. Suddenly, I'm finding it hard to swallow. 

"Everything appears normal. You have quite a swimmer there."

"Must be in training for the next summer Olympics." I joke, trying to get back my composure.

"Ready to find out the baby's sex?"

Yes. But I can't get the word out. It's Liz that answers, "Yes, please."

My hand reaches for hers, squeezing it for all its worth. I'm probably hurting her, but she doesn't protest.

"We're going to take a look between the baby's legs to see if we can get a peek," Dr. Carson says shifting the device lower on Liz's belly.

I squint hard into the screen. An eternity later, something becomes visible and the doctor freezes the frame. She points the little computer arrow to a protruding image, and my heart stops. 

"You see that?" The doctor asks.

"Yes." I choke out.

"That's his little boy part." With a big grin, she beams at Liz and me. "You're having a boy." 

 

Chapter 9

______________

Elizabeth

THE EXPRESSION ON GABRIEL'S FACE—joy, awe, pride—brings tears to my eyes.

"Are you sure?" he asks in a choked voice. 

"Pretty darn." Doctor Carson says. She's so busy working the sonogram over my stomach she doesn't notice Gabriel's loss of composure.

"That's brilliant, simply brilliant." Sheer happiness pulses out of him.

"I'll print out a couple of images so you can take them with you."

"If we could have two sets, doctor?" Gabriel will surely want his own.

"Of course." Dr. Carson takes it all in stride, snapping tissues from a box and cleaning up my belly. She must witness such a scene several times a week. "You're doing fine. The baby looks right on schedule to be born February 28 give or take a few days. Keep taking your vitamins and we'll see you in another month. Any questions?" she asks after tossing her gloves in the hazards bin and washing up.

"No."

Gabriel is all smiles as he shakes Dr. Carson's hand. "Thank you, doctor."

Gotta give him credit. He's regrouped in less than a couple of minutes' time.

"You're welcome. Go out and celebrate." She grins at both of us. "Today's a big day."

"We will." He assures her.

After I dress, I insist he leave first. 

Before he does, he carefully buttons up my raincoat all the way to the top, drops a kiss on my nose. “I’ll wait for you in the limo.” 

When he tweaks my chin, I grow breathless.

“All right?”

“Yes, of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

The look he sends me tells me he knows exactly what he does to me. 

On my way out, I confirm my next appointment with the front desk before taking the elevator down. 

The dismal view out the glass-enclosed lobby dismays me. It's still pouring. The balmy Indian summer we enjoyed earlier in the week has now turned into a cold dreary harbinger of winter. At least I don't have to return to work since I've taken the rest of the day off. 

Samuel stands at the ready inside the front door of the building. Outside, he pops open the pony umbrella. The few people scurrying on the sidewalk pay no attention to us as he escorts me to the limo. Can’t blame them. They probably want to get somewhere where it’s nice and warm and dry.

When I slide into the limo, Gabriel’s talking on his cell. “What the bloody hell happened? How could your operatives lose track of her?” A pause and then. “I don’t care what you have to do. Find her. I expect a status report in two hours.” He clicks off. His color is high, and his breathing uneven. He’s heard bad news of some kind. 

My heart aches for him. He’d been so happy a few minutes ago. I touch his sleeve, seeking to comfort him. “What’s going on?” 

A muscle ticks on his cheek, like he’s grinding his teeth. “Not now. I’ll explain later.”

“Very well.” I busy myself unbuttoning my coat, slipping out of it. The outside temperature might be frigid, but inside the limo it’s warm.

“Here.” Gabriel takes it from me and passes it to Samuel.

“Don’t. I’ll need it when I leave.”

“You won’t, not where we’re going.”

 "Where are you taking me?"

He pushes the partition button, and we’re isolated once more. "You'll see." His brows hunch over eyes which have taken on the hue of a storm. 

What is he up to? And what was that conversation about? Whatever it is, it’s got him worried, restless. He curls an arm around the back of my seat and urges me close to him. "Tired?"

"A little."

"You can lay down for a nap before dinner." 

We're going out to dinner? He hasn't asked, but states it as a fact. Typical Gabriel. And a nap sounds lovely right about now. Rather than fight him, I decide to enjoy whatever he's got planned. Like Dr. Carson said, today's a big day and we should go out and celebrate. I rest my head against his shoulder and nod off.

Half asleep, I sense the car turning right, but I'm too tired to open my eyes. I'm safe and warm inside the limo with the man I love who’s holding tight to me. Worse things in life, right?

Ten minutes later, the traffic changes from stop and go to a smooth descent. The light grows dim and finally vanishes. We're moving into an underground garage.

When the car stops, Gabriel helps me out of the limo. "We won’t be long.” He tells Samuel.

"Right, Mr. Storm."

The parking structure contains about fifty cars, give or take. The ones I recognize are all luxury brands—Audis, Benz, Lincolns. Some makes I don't recognize, but they look expensive. We climb into an elevator. Gabriel inserts a plastic card into a slot and pushes the top floor. The building contains only fourteen floors. No surprise. Most structures in D.C. don't rise higher than the United States Capitol. A brief ride later, the door swooshes open and we step out.

We're in an apartment, a huge one, going by the size of the living room. The place is bare of any furniture. Floor-to-ceiling windows surround the space on three sides and boast a stunning view of the Cathedral of the Nativity and farther off the spires of Georgetown University. "Where are we?"

"The Cathedral Arms.”

Impressive. The co-op built in the 1940s just north of Georgetown provides an exclusive address for congressmen, members of the diplomatic corps and the Washington elite. Rumor has it a two-bedroom apartment goes for over five million dollars. God only knows how much this place is worth. 

"Why are we here?” 

"I bought it. Signed the papers two days ago. For you. For me. For us."

For a second, my brain freezes, and I don't know what to say. He's got the right to purchase whatever he wants for himself. But not for me. "I have a place.”

“Yes, you do. But it’s too vulnerable, too easy to break into.”

“I’ve never had a burglary.”

“It’s not the garden variety thief I’m worried about, Liz.” A shadow crosses over his face before he takes my hand and leads me around the space. “The main floor has an open living room, dining room and kitchen, plus a powder room. The ceilings are 16-feet-high. A glass-walled elevator in the back of the living room leads to the second floor, which contains four bedrooms, three en suite baths, and another full bath.”

“Yes, I can see.” Some of it anyway. The place is stunning.

 “And one more thing. Come.” He places his hand in the middle of the back and walks me around the living room. “Let me show you why I bought this place.” 

On the other side of the wall, another elevator resides. A smaller one, similar to the one in his London penthouse. My breathing goes staccato.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t like small spaces.” Did he forget my fear? 

He cups my cheek. “It’s only two floors, love.”

His caress melts me, like it always does. I take a deep breath. I can do this. Holding tight to his hand, I say. “Fine.”

We climb aboard and seconds later, the door opens to reveal a wide space.

“Look.” He points to the far side of the wall where the back of a huge timepiece resides. “It’s a clock tower, fourteen feet high. Works too.” On cue the gears grind and the small hand moves.

“This is”—my hands flutter—“amazing.” While the clock presides over the center of one wall, the others contain the same floor-to-ceiling windows and offer the same breathtaking view as the main floor below. But this floor does not feature an outside balcony.

“This is our suite. It consists of a sitting room, our bedroom, an en suite bathroom, and another room I will use as my office while in town. It even contains a modest kitchen that connects by dumb waiter with the main one down below. The suite can only be reached by elevator, which you can lock from here. “Do you like it? Could you live here?” His eyes telegraph a desperate hope.

I allow my gaze to roam over the space. Gorgeous as it is, it just isn’t me. “Gabriel, I like Alexandria.” I love my neighborhood with its mix of business and residential and the busy comings and goings of visitors and residents. This luxurious clock tower triplex overwhelms me with its opulence and size.

“I can’t protect you if you remain there.”

My head jerks back to him. “Protect me from what?”

He tosses back his head. “It will take too long to explain. Let’s go to my hotel. You’ll be safe there.”

Safe. He keeps saying that word which makes me very nervous. What’s going on? What do I need to be kept safe from?

 

Chapter 10

______________

Gabriel

ON THE WAY TO THE FOUR SEASONS, I keep her close to me. Everything changed once the doctor confirmed our child’s a boy. And Liz has no idea of the ramifications of that fact. I must be careful when I explain things to her. She’s resisting me. Resisting my offer of marriage. Resisting the move to a place where I can keep her and our child safe. And I won’t have that. 

“If it’s okay with you, we can order from the hotel menu and have dinner here tonight,” Taking the raincoat she insisted on retrieving from the front seat, I hang it up on the foyer closet.

After she drops her purse and briefcase alongside it, she turns back to me, arms crossed. “Stop handling me and tell me what’s going on, Gabriel.”

This discussion will take a while, so I take her by the elbow and lead her to one of the three sofas in the living room. “The last time we met, you let slip my mother’s name, intimating she was the reason you couldn’t accept my proposal.”

She takes a deep breath, slowly lets it out. “You didn’t approach her, did you?” Her bravado drains out of her as fear, confusion cloud her gaze. She’s afraid of what my mother would do, afraid for me. My heart spills over with tenderness for this woman I can’t remember.

“No. Not her. I talked to her maid, Tilly, and got the truth out of her.” She’s shaking with emotion, probably fearing the worst. I pick up one of her hands, hold it my own, to lend her my warmth. “I know my mother blackmailed you. She demanded you break up with me in exchange for her silence about my father.”

Her hand clenches in mine. “You know about your father?”

“That he pushed my tutor down the stairs, killing him? Yes. I know. Mr. Snipes was a sadist who enjoyed inflicting pain on me. I don’t condone murder, but I don’t blame my father for his actions.” 

“And you’re not upset about your father’s crime?”

“No.” I let out a breath, releasing the tension I’ve carried since Tilly’s revelations. Only now, when speaking to Liz, do I realize I’m speaking the truth. I’m not upset, at least not about what my father did. “What I’m angry about is my mother using that information to blackmail you. She kept that secret until she could use it to her advantage and saw her chance with you. But there’s one thing I don’t understand. Why didn’t you come to me? Tell me what she’d asked of you?”

She shakes her head and her gorgeous hair tumbles loose around her shoulders, the way it did right here weeks ago. 

My hands itch to twine a finger around a curl, pull, and urge her close to me. But that must wait. For now. 

“I couldn’t take the chance. She would have destroyed your family, ruined Storm Industries.”

“So you terminated our relationship and returned to the States.”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t tell me you were pregnant with my child.”

“No.”

“Did you think I would never find out?” How could she believe such a thing? Sooner or later, my sister was bound to tell me.

“Other than your mother, Brianna was the only one who knew. I hoped she would keep quiet about the baby.” 

And Brianna had, while I convalesced. But once I’d begun to heal, she’d sat me down and explained about my infatuation with Liz and the child we’d created. It’s not hard to see why I became attracted to her. With her lush hair, green bewitching eyes, she’s truly lovely,  And even now, with her body fertile with my child, the luscious curves of her body tempt me. To touch. To taste. To possess. 

“I’m glad Brianna didn’t keep your secret, love.” My hand curls around her jaw, I thumb the soft satin  of her cheek. The thought my mother could and would damage her, injure our child, stabs at me. I won’t allow it, no matter what measures I need to take.

Her hands clench on her lap as her eyes telegraph desperation. “But what’s to stop your mother from spilling that secret? She can still harm you, Gabriel, destroy Storm Industries.”

“No. She won’t be able to use that secret anymore. I sent Tilly away, and she’s the only witness to the crime. Without Tilly to back up her claims, no one will take her seriously. Not after so many years of silence.”

 “But something has happened with your mother, hasn’t it? Please tell me what’s going on.” Should have known she’d put two and two together, as intelligent as she is. 

“My mother disappeared, Liz. We don’t know where she is. I put her under surveillance, but she went to the loo. Half an hour later when she didn’t emerge, one of the guards assigned to her broke open the door. She was gone. Best Jake can determine is that she escaped through one of the hidden passages in the castle. One we didn’t know about. Who creates a hidey hole in a loo?”

She snorts. “A person who wants to watch someone else in the nude. How could you not know?”

“It was her en suite bathroom. I never went in there. And the castle architectural plans do not include that detail.”

“But why is her disappearance a cause for alarm?” 

“She wants my heir to be born of Lady Melissande because that would make her grandson a descendant of a king. But you’re pregnant with my child which makes you vulnerable. There’s nothing she won’t do to stop our child from being born.”

She picks at her fingernail polish. Is that what she does when she’s worried about something? 

“Your mother is evil.” 

“Yes. She is.” She’s finally beginning to see the light.

Her head comes up. She fixes me with an unwavering gaze. “But if we don’t marry, he’ll never be the heir.”

If only it were that easy. My leg’s stiffening up, so leaning on the cane I stand up, pace the floor. “You think that will stop her from hurting you? She hurt me for merely breathing, tried to break me in so many ways.” I brush fingers across my brow. I have to make Liz understand. “You’re in danger. Our baby is in danger. I have to protect you. And the only way I can do that is if you go along with my plan.”

“To move into the Cathedral Arms.”

“Yes. And to marry me.”

Ceasing the devastation of her nail lacquer, she turns to look at me. “Wouldn’t that put me in greater danger?”

“No. I can provide greater protection to a wife than a mistress.”

“I’m not your mistress! I never was.” Her tone rises. 

I kick myself. I should have known the term’s a hot button for her.  “Girlfriend, lover then. Whatever we were to each other, your pregnancy has changed everything. Right now, no one except family and close friends know about us. Have you thought what will happen once word leaks out? That job of yours you value so much, can you honestly tell me they wouldn’t whisper behind your back?

“They’re whispering now. I hate it.”

“But if we were engaged, married, the whispers would be of envy, not derision, as I suspect they are now.”

She stands, walks around the couch to stare out the window.. 

Rain pelts the glass, tinkling the surface. Gusts of wind lash branches on trees, bending them to its will. 

She runs her hands up and down her arms, as if she’s cold. “I don’t want to be a subject of gossip.”

Wanting to lend her my warmth, I take a couple of halting steps, circle my arms around her. “I’m afraid that can’t be stopped, not anymore. It comes along with the territory of being with me.”

A shiver runs through her. “What about my law studies, my career?”

“You can continue law school. Neither our engagement, nor marriage would stop that. Let’s come away from the window, love.”

Rather than heed my advice, she turns in my arms, puts a hand on my chest. “You wouldn’t treat me like a sweet little wife and imprison me in a golden cage, would you, Storm?”

His brow knits. “Wherever did you get that idea?”

“From you! At the time I thought you were joking, but now.”

“Liz, if you married me, you’d be a viscountess. Do you realize the power my name would invoke? The doors it would open for you? You could do anything, be anything you wished.” 

“I want to get my law degree and work as a corporate lawyer. That’s what I want.”

“And you could still have that. As my wife, you’d gain entry into the top law firms her in the States or in London. I’d make sure of that.”

My mobile rings, interrupting our discussion. “Jake.” 

“Storm.” He answers in his deep American voice. An ex-Navy Seal, weapons expert, used to command. I hired him eight years ago when one of our projects came under fire, literally. He runs a tight operation, hiring only the best and most competent people in the business, most of them ex-Special Forces and British SBS.

“I’m putting you on speaker so Liz can hear. I’ve explained things to her. Anything new?” Even though he’s in Brazil watching over my sister, he’s got his pulse on the entire grid. 

“Ms. Watson.” 

“Hi.” Her voice sounds shaky. No surprise. I’ve laid quite a lot on her.

“Have you found her?” I ask.

“No. She withdrew a sizable sum from her bank, all in cash, and transferred over a million pounds to a Swiss account. The Swiss refuse to cooperate. They won’t even admit receipt of the money.”

“They are famous for their secrecy. I don’t expect we’ll get much out of them.” 

“I agree. Our operative, Sarah Simmons, has also gone missing. My guess is your mother bribed her to help her escape.” 

I don’t respond. Not much I can say.

“I’m sorry, Storm. She came with a spotless record, passed every background check. I don’t know what I missed. I’ll resign, if that’s what you wish.” 

“I don’t want your resignation.” I grit out. “I want you to find my mother. You can beat yourself black and blue later. Where do you think they’ve gone?”

“My guess. France.”

He’s right about that. It only takes two hours by Eurail to reach Paris. But she could have taken a plane, jumped on a ferry. Too many ways to travel to find her easily. “Keep looking. Focus on the continent, but don’t discount London or other places in the UK.”

“Hard to direct the search from Brazil, so Brianna and I are flying back. Knowing what her mother is capable of, Bri’s as jumpy as a Mexican jumping bean.”

I allow myself a tight smile. “Keep her safe, Jake.”

“I always do.”

“Call me when you land in England or if you hear anything beforehand.” I click off.

Liz’s eyes are wide and luminous. She’s biting down on her lip. And she’s trembling. I can’t tell if it’s from the cold or fear.

I hate what this is doing to her but I push through. “Convinced yet?”

“I need to think about it.” 

“Fair enough. Take a bath, take a nap. We’ll order dinner when you wake up. The hotel has quite an extensive in-room menu. I can personally vouch for the chateaubriand.”

She laughs.

“What’s so funny?

“The day we met. I asked for a steak dinner, a bath and a massage. Don’t you remember?”

I swallow hard. My gaze cuts to the floor. I was hoping to avoid this conversation for some time, but it seems we must address my lack of memory now. “No, I don’t.”

A shadow skitters across her gaze. “Did you forget me, Gabriel? Forget us?” 

I take a deep breath, release it. "I only remember a remnant here and there, but mostly . . . I don’t recall much. Maybe in time, I will."

Her face crumbles. Pain registers across her features.“So your interest in me is because of the child I carry. Nothing more.” 

I capture her face, rub a thumb across her wet cheek. “No. Not just because of the child. I need you. Badly.”

“Don’t say that. Please. Don’t lie to me.” Her lips tremble. Her soft underbelly’s showing. She’s hanged in so tough this entire day, and now she’s crushed by the thought my only interest lies in the babe. 

A well of tenderness rises up within me. “I’m not lying. I take her hand, drive it to my cock which throbs hard with need. “See.”

She chokes out a bitter laugh. “What is that supposed to prove? You react that way to every woman, Storm.”

“No, I don’t. Since the accident, only you can get a rise out of me.”  Not only does she carry my heir, but she’s given me back my virility. The warmth of her hand lights a fire within me, and I harden to a painful degree. I must be inside this woman. Now.  

 

 

 

Chapter 11

______________

Elizabeth

HIS LIPS TAKE MINE in a hungry, voracious kiss while his cock thrums beneath my hand, a pulsing, living presence between us. He might be hiding things from me, but he’s not lying about this.

“Come, let me show you the intensity of my need.” Turning, he leads me deeper into the suite. “Wish I could carry you, but my leg won’t allow that much.”

“I don’t need to be carried, Storm.”

He opens the bedroom door where a bed fit for a king awaits. Pulling me into him, he drops a kiss on my throat before he unbuttons the front of my blouse. After he strips me of the garment, his nimble fingers go to work on the zipper of my skirt. When it swishes to the floor, I’m left wearing nothing but a blue lace bra and matching panties.

Insecure about my baby belly, small though it might be, I fidget while he takes me in. Does he still find me attractive? Obviously, his hard erection thinks so, but I want to see that look in his eyes, the one that says ‘I can’t wait to fuck you silly.’  

His eyes take on the hue of a darkening storm. “You’re beautiful.” 

“Am I?”

He goes for his tie. “You know you are.” 

I know no such thing. But if he believes it, who am I to argue with him? Letting go of the breath I’ve been holding, I bat away his hand. “Let me. I want to do this.”

His eyes crinkle at the corners. “Do you, love?”

A wingback chair rests at the corner. Meant to be a reading nook, it now serves as the repository of his clothes after I rid him of his tie, jacket, shirt. The scar from the time he was shot in Honduras blazes in the upper right of his chest, but amazingly he does not have any new scars from the car accident. I know I will find a different story on his leg.

I push him to sit on the bed, bend down to rid him of his textured leather mocs. Some animal donated its skin. “What are these made from?”

“Crocodiles. Venetian crocodiles.” That crooked grin I love so much pops up on his lips.

I laugh as I toss his shoes behind me. “Lift.” Belt, trousers join the pile on the chair. Only his boxer shorts remain. His hard on impressively peeks out from the top. He’s magnificent, as always. And exactly the way I remember him from my dreams.

Lying right alongside him on the bed, I run my hand up his hard pecs, bare except for a blond triangle of hair in the center of his chest. I don’t know how, but he’s even more cut than before. “You’ve been working out.”

“Doctor’s orders.”

“Rehab?”

“Yes.”

My hand roams down his chest, feeling the hard muscle beneath. I breathe out a purr of total contentment. I’d dreamed about him, hungered for the taste, the scent of this man for so long, and now he’s here allowing me to enjoy everything that is him. And everything that is him is sheer perfection.

He takes my hand, brings it up to his lips, kisses it. “May I return the favor?”

“Not yet.”  I go back to exploring him, twirling his chest hair with my fingers, tweaking a nipple.

He jerks. “Bloody hell. I don’t know how much longer I’ll let you manhandle me, love. I’m all ready hard enough to pound nails.”

“Good things come to those who wait, Storm,” I say with a wicked smile of my own. I roll him over. It’s only then I see the long, angry scar on the back of his calf. I gently run my hand over it. “It must have hurt quite a bit.”

He turns his head to gaze at me. “A fair amount. Yes.” And that’s as much as I’ll get out of him. 

“May I touch you now?” he asks.

Since I’m dying to feel his hands on me, I nod and sit back on my heels. “Yes.”

He rises as well. One handed he snaps off my bra, tosses it somewhere in the room. My boobs have grown larger, a result of the pregnancy. He doesn’t seem to mind, but then he wouldn’t remember. His hot gaze roams over me, taking in every inch of my skin, before his hand goes to my panties. I brace for what’s sure to come. 

“Lift.” When I comply, he rips them off.

Fully content, I sigh. 

He’s not slow to notice. “Like that, do you?”

“Yes.” 

A devilish light glints in his eyes. What is he planning to do to me? Much as I did, he pushes me down until I’m lying spread-eagled on the bed.

He kisses me again, his mouth a hot delight to my senses. I missed him so much, missed the spicy man taste of him. And he’s so very good at kissing. He nibbles the corner of my lips, his tongue licks the seam. I open and give him the entrance he seeks. He love bites the tip of my tongue. Heat shoots straight down to my pussy and my legs tremble. If I’m this turned on by a simple kiss, what’s going to happen when he does more?

Those big hands I love so much cup my breasts, weigh and measure them. He licks up the side of one before he curls his tongue over one tip. When he nips it, a shot of heat streaks right to my pussy and I gasp. 

“You like that too.”

I cup his cheek. “I like everything you to do to me. You might want to move on, though.” I haven’t done this for a long time, and I’m about to go off. Even though he’s hardly done anything to me. I clutch the sheets and breathe deep in an attempt to calm down. 

His mouth travels between the valley of my breasts, down my belly, to my mons.

“Gabriel.” I gasp. How does he know that’s exactly what I want when he doesn’t remember me, remember us?

His clever tongue licks the outside of my pussy, suckles my pearl. Oh, dear, sweet lord. I writhe beneath him, from the pleasure his mouth brings. There’s no way I’m calming down from this.

“You’re exquisite.” 

Only he has spoken those words to me, but then he’s the only man I’ve ever allowed to enjoy me this way. I squirm beneath his adroit mouth, his agile fingers, which now are finding their way into my sheath. His touch is electric, but it’s been months of dying with lust for this man. If he doesn’t put his cock in me soon, I will go off like a skyrocket. And I don’t want to do that until he’s deep in me. “Fuck me, Gabriel. Please.”

“Good things come to those who wait.”

Damn. Hoisted by my own petard. “You suck.”

He laughs. “Yeah, I do.” 

 

I breathe in her intoxicating scent, and I grow harder. Like that’s even possible given my hunger for her. I may not remember her, but I remember this feeling. This desperate feeling. No matter how close we are, I can never get enough of her taste, her scent, her.

I wanted to go slow, for her sake, for the baby’s sake. But that’s not what she wants. I insert a finger into her wet pussy. She screams, when I work in a second one. Seems like I worried for nothing. She’s hot and wet and definitely is ready for this.

Her hips jerk, almost dislodging me. I’m forced to hold her down to keep my mouth on her. Her legs tremble, and her sheath ripples around my fingers, both a precursor to orgasm. How could that be? I’ve barely touched her, suckled her, tasted her. But her body doesn’t lie. And I don’t want her to climax until I’m deep inside. 

I grip her arse, and with one mad surge, thrust gladly into her. Bloody hell. She feels like heaven itself. Tight, hot, wet. Her cunt ripples, massaging my length. I pull out a smidgen of an inch and slam into her again. We both groan at my effort. 

She curls her hand around my head and pulls me down for a kiss, suckling my bottom lip into her mouth, love biting it. “Do that again.” 

I grab her arms, hold them over her head. For one second, panic flashes in her eyes. 

“Hey, it’s just me.”

“Yes, yes it is.” Her tension eases as she hooks her legs around my hips. “Harder, deeper, Gabriel.”

I grab her arse, pound deep, desperate to please her, please me. Her sheath grips my cock, ripples around me. Her skin’s grown feverishly hot, and the scent of her? Bloody hell. Mindless with passion, with lust, I pump, pump, pump into her. My mouth curls in a rictus of pleasure/pain. Have I ever fucked a woman when it’s been this good? No. Of that, I’m sure.

She comes with a high keening cry. It doesn’t take long for me to follow her.

Sweaty, heart pounding, I collapse on the bed. Careful not to crush her, I hold her tight to me while we both catch our breaths. Her eyes are closed but when she opens them, I swear there are stars there. Stars and a world of love. 

She’s mine. No one will take her away. No woman. No man. Not even God. 

Chapter 12

______________

Elizabeth

IN THE MORNING, we order breakfast which we eat in bed. I hate the crumbs so he licks them off me. We bathe and make love in the shower. It’s like he can’t get enough of me. Understandable, if he’s only gotten his libido back. Making up for lost time, I guess.

Since we didn’t stop off at my place to get a change of clothing, I put on the same outfit from yesterday. Which he hates. 

“Georgetown is only a couple of blocks away. Plenty of shops there for you to buy another outfit.”

“I have enough clothes, Storm. I don’t need more.” I’ve managed to work out a wardrobe which consists of stretchy pants, skirts and roomy blouses and jackets. At some point, I’ll need to spring for maternity clothes, but right now what I have suffices. 

“You need a new raincoat. A Burberry. I’m sure we can find a shop that sells one. That flimsy thing you own is a step away from the rubbish bin.”

“It’s served me well for many years.”

He grunts. “Why won’t you accept a gift from me?”

“I have. You paid for the hotel, our meals.”

Fully dressed now in a new bespoke suit, a blue one this time, he’s too yummy for words. 

“Will you move to the Cathedral Arms?”

I heave out a breath. He’s like a dog with a bone who won’t let go. I don’t want to move to the apartment. It’s way too big and besides I don’t even know how I’d get from there to work. The nearest subway is quite a walk aways. I’d probably need to take a bus to the metro stop. Nowhere near as convenient as my townhouse which is only a few blocks away. “I thank you for the offer, Gabriel, but I’m fine where I’m at. I love my place.”

“We can move your things, surround you with them.”

“No, thank you. I need to go home now if you don’t mind. I have stuff to do.” A lot of reading for school, laundry, cooking meals for the week.

“Is there anything I can say to change your mind?”

“No.”

He yanks his cell from his jacket, dials Samuel. In a gruff voice, Storm asks him to bring the car around. We conduct our elevator ride in silence. He’s worried about my security, but I honestly don’t see why I won’t be safe. His mother might belong in a loony bin, but no matter what Gabriel says, I can’t believe she’d put a hit on me. No. He’s using her disappearance as a way to control me and that I won’t have.

In the car, he says, “Samuel will remain behind to watch over you. He’ll drive you to and from work, school. ”

What? “Gabriel he doesn’t have to do that. I’m fine on my own.”

“I will not give on this, Liz. He’ll hire additional staff to guard you day and night.” He faces the window, dismissing any objections I may have. Well, he’s got another think coming.

“That’s insane. I don’t need any of it.”

“I beg to differ.” He grits out, anger pulsing out of him.

I don’t want discord to come between us, not now when we’ve just reconnected. Maybe if I try to reason with him, he’ll see things my way. “Your mother won’t come after me, Gabriel.”

“After everything she’s done, how can you believe that?”

I hitch a shoulder. “As long as we’re not married or engaged, I don’t pose a threat to her.”

“You’re willing to take that chance? With yourself? With our child?”

“I don’t think I’m taking a chance.”

“There’s nowhere to park, Mr. Storm.” Samuel, over the intercom, interrupting us.

“We’ll get off here then.” Waiting only long enough for Samuel to release the door lock, Gabriel climbs out, helps me disembark. “Go around the block, please, Samuel.”

“Yes, sir.”

He walks me to my door, his steps dragging all the way. 

“Goodbye, Gabriel.” I stick out my hand to say goodbye, fighting back the tears. 

But he won’t shake hands. “Invite me inside.” He spits out through gritted teeth.

“There’s nothing more to say.”

“There’s plenty to say.”

“Nothing I want to listen to then.”

His skin takes on a ruddy hue. I’ve never seen him this angry. “I’m nothing more than your dirty little secret, aren’t I? The man you fuck when the mood strikes you. That’s the way you played it in the past. Why should you change now?” He harshes out a bitter laugh.

The tears flow and I brush them away. “It’s not like that. I’m not like that.” 

“Aren’t you? Aren’t you, Liz? So damn afraid of any commitment. You can’t even commit to your own child. All you could think about is giving it away like some unwanted refuse. And you would have, if I hadn’t come along and demanded custody.”

“I never wanted a child. I never wanted to be a mother.”

“No. You only want your career. And that’s exactly what you’ll get. Five, ten years from now, you’ll be all alone. Living some place by yourself. Maybe you’ll have a cat or a dog. No, not a dog. A dog’s too much of a commitment. But a cat. He practically takes care of himself. When you could have had a family. When you could have had me.”

A thug comes out of nowhere, brandishing a knife. Before I know it he’s upon us, cutting my purse from my shoulder, pushing me down. Gabriel lunges for him, but the thief stabs at him, the blade cutting through his jacket, right into his arm. Gabriel hisses with pain. And then the hood flees down the street, disappears into an alley while Storm stands there with a torn jacket, his life’s blood dripping unto the street. 

Oh, my God. 

“Are you all right?” he asks. With his good hand, he reaches down and helps me to my feet. “Did he hurt you?”

“No.” My voice trembles along with the rest of me. How could he be so concerned about me? He’s the one who’s hurt. I touch his arm. “You’re bleeding.”

“So I am.” His gaze takes on the color of a cold, wintry haze. “What do you care?”

My breath hitches. “How could you say such a thing? Of course, I care.”

I drag him into my townhouse, grab a towel from the powder room, and wrap it around his arm. And then I hunt down the first aid kit. With shaking hands, I patch him up.

“It’s barely a knick. In a day or two I’ll be good as new,” he says. Is he trying to comfort me? Must be. 

“You’re white as a sheet, love. Why don’t you take a seat?”

My knees give way and I drop on the couch next to him. The edges of my vision waver. If I don’t do something, I’m going to pass out.

“Put your head between your legs.” He puts his good hand on the back of my head, pushes it down. “Take deep breaths.”

I do as he says. As though from a distance, I realize I’m in shock. After a minute or so, I sit up. As it turns out, too soon. When I come to, he’s sitting next to me, a worried look on his face. The first aid kit is closed and the bloody gauzes are gone. I’ve never fainted from the sight of blood. But then it’d never been his blood before either. “I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry for, Liz. Are you all right now?”

“Yes. I think so. I’m still shaking like a bowl full of Jello-O, but at least the faintness is gone. “Should we call the police?”

“Did he take your ID, anything important?” How can he appear cool as a cucumber while I’m anything but?

“No, That stuff is in my briefcase. I only carry cash and makeup in my purse.” And then I recall what else was in my purse. “Oh!”

“What?”

“I put the baby’s sonogram pictures in there.” Tears spring to my eyes. The first pictures of our baby, and now they’re gone.

“You can get new ones next time you visit the doctor. The thief is probably miles away by now. And you only lost a handbag. Better not call the police.” His voice’s gone cold. Now that I’m on the mend, he’s retreated into that frigid shell of his. The place I can’t touch him.

“You were hurt.” 

“If we bring in the cops, we’ll need to file a report. My name’s notorious. The media might pick it up, and someone from your job might hear it on the news. And God forbid anyone should find out about me and you.” He slips into his jacket, glances at his watch. “I better go. Samuel must have circled the block a couple of times by now.”

I can’t let him go. Not with this distance between us. What am I going to do? That thug awakened a fear in me, something I hadn’t felt before. If he managed to hurt Gabriel that easily, how could I stand up against somebody determined to hurt me? To hurt our baby? “No. Wait.” I touch his good arm.

Shoulders stiff, he waits for me to speak. His body language says it all. He’s disconnected with me.

I hate being the cause of this distance between us. I wrap my arms around my waist to get through what I must say. “I failed to see what you’re talking about, the danger I’m in. If that thief could hurt you so easily what would someone bent on injuring me do to our child?” I glance around the living room. “I have great memories of my home. Of the good times with Casey. This is the first place you made love to me.”

“Is it?” His wintry glance travels across the space to me.

“You may not remember, but I do.” I run my hand over the Redskins cushion. “I can take my things with me. Make a life somewhere else.”

“What are you saying, Liz?” His gaze warms with a burgeoning hope.

“I’ll move to the Cathedral Arms.”

 

 

Chapter 13

______________

Elizabeth

BEFORE HE FLEW BACK TO LONDON, Gabriel insisted I stay at the Four Seasons until Samuel transferred my things to the Cathedral Arms. I agreed, and was rewarded by that incandescent smile of his. So I packed a few things and hunkered at the hotel for the next few days. Room service, every TV channel known to mankind, and a Jacuzzi to die for. Not a hardship by any means. Still, I can’t help but wish my old life back.

By Thursday the move is accomplished and I go from law school to my new digs. The place’s so cavernous it echoes. My sofa and coffee table barely take up a fourth of the living room space, but my big screen TV is here, and I plan to wind down with a playback of my favorite show. 

I don’t have to time for a meal between work and school, so I usually wait until I get home to eat. But with the cupboards bare until I have a chance to grocery shop, I order take out, which apparently must be vetted by Samuel. Does he think I’m going to be poisoned by Mr. Wong’s?  Sheesh.

After dinner, I bid him goodnight and take the tiny elevator to the bedroom suite. He’s searched the place, secured all doors. For the remains of the night, he’ll stand guard in the living room. Well, at least I’m not alone.

Next morning on the way to work, I take stock of the tremendous changes in my life. I’m still employed at Smith Cannon and attend law school. That much is the same. But everything else? Yeah, night and day. Per Gabriel’s orders, Samuel hired additional staff. I don’t go anywhere without someone driving me—to and from work, to and from school—in the silver S-Class Mercedes Benz Gabriel bought for me. Even a lunch out has to be run by Samuel. 

I resent all of it which does not augur well for the future. If after a few days, I’m chafing at the bit, how am I going to handle the months until the baby’s birth? Guess I’ll have to. I rub my baby bump. The important thing is he’s safe.

After arriving at work, I head to my office, eager for my usual Friday morning routine, bagel, cream cheese and a dish of hot gossip, courtesy of CeCe.

“What’s going on?” she asks as soon as I step through the door.

Damn. Guess today’s gossip is about me. Still, just to make sure, I feel her out while I hang up my coat on the door hook. “What do you mean?”

“You’re being dropped off and picked up by a limo driver. You don’t go out to lunch anymore.”

Should have known she’d notice, the way my luck’s been running. “Things . . . have changed.”

“You’re telling me.” She slides over a cinnamon raisin bagel, cream cheese, and a glass of orange juice. “So spill, girlfriend.” 

I close the door before taking a seat and giving her a heavily edited version of the facts. “Gabriel doesn’t want me living in Alexandria because he doesn’t feel it’s safe. So he bought an apartment in the Cathedral Arms. And he’s such a security nut, he assigned a team to me. Really, nothing out of the ordinary.” For him.

“Uh-huh.” She bites into her own breakfast treat, an English muffin dripping with butter and lathered with strawberry jam. Her eternal diet goes out the window for this one meal. “And . . .”

“He had all my things moved from the townhouse.”

“So you’re living together?”

“Not really. Well, kind of. I guess.” That clears things right up, doesn’t it?

She arches a brow. Honestly, her brows say more than she does sometimes. “So which is it? Is he or is he not living with you?”  

“He’ll stay in London during the week and fly in for the weekend.” 

She grabs a napkin and wipes some jam off her lip. “Looks like things are getting serious.” 

“Yeah.” About as serious as they can get. He keeps pressuring me to marry and his crazy mother probably put a hit on me, but other than that? Things are peachy keen, thank you very much. “Please don’t mention any of this. We’re trying to keep it under wraps.”

She reaches out, squeezes my hand. “Oh, honey, I won’t. Besides I’m having too much fun watching everyone try to figure out the identity of your baby daddy.” There’s a twinkle in her eyes I’ve learned not to trust. “The office started a pool.” She chuckles.

“A pool?” I choke out.

“Brian Sullivan’s in the running, but he’s not ahead. Joe Lipskitz is.”

I gag. “Joe Lipskitz? He’s got to be fifty if a day.” And has a paunch.

“I know, right? He’s such a horndog. But he’s a partner and ultra rich.” 

“Like I’d even look at him. And when exactly did he and I hook up?”

“Memorial Day weekend. Apparently you took a little vacay with him. His secretary, snitch that she is, leaked the fact he was in Acapulco that weekend with a certain someone. I could wring her scrawny neck. Doesn’t she know secretaries are supposed to keep their boss’s affairs secret?”

“But I was here that whole weekend doing prep work for the SouthWind deal!”

“You don’t think the truth is stopping them, do you?”

I rub my lip. There is one silver lining to the gossip. “So basically nobody has a clue about Gabriel.”

“Not a one.” She flashes her pearly teeth.

“That’s good.”

“So how big’s the place?” The rest of our breakfast we spend talking about the apartment. It’s way too big and empty, but the view is breathtaking. Gabriel made an appointment for a designer to come by this weekend to discuss new furnishings. God knows the place needs it. A table and chairs for the dining room, and furniture for the four bedrooms on the second floor at the very least.

After work, I slip into the car to find Gabriel waiting for me.

“When did you—?”

That’s as far as I get when he pulls me into him. His hand threads through my hair devastating my carefully pinned up do before he sinks into my mouth. He tastes of  champagne and smells like sin itself.

 

Chapter 14

______________

Gabriel

THIS LAST WEEK WITHOUT LIZ HAS BEEN HELL. The unrelenting need for her occupied my every thought. Through business meetings, in the shower, at night when I couldn’t fall asleep. I have this constant craving for the smell of her, the taste of her, the sweet benediction of her body next to mine. I no longer wonder about what had caused me to get into the Jag half drunk and crash into a tree. I’d been mad with grief about losing her. My mind might not recall everything she’s been to me, but my body remembers.

When we come up for air, I whisper against her mouth. “I missed you.”

“Me too.” She rests her head against my shoulder. And for the first time in four days I take a deep breath.

“Where to, Mr. Storm?” Samuel’s voice. Not wanting a witness for my hunger for her, I’d put up the divider before Liz slipped into the car. 

“Home,” I say. The Cathedral Arms may be a new purchase, but it’s the place I think of as home. And it’s because she’s there. If I couldn’t have her in my life, it would devastate me. 

 Somehow I manage to restrain my passion until we’re inside the lift which leads to our place. There, I push her against its wall, and raising her leg, grind my erection against the space between her legs. Our breaths commingle in a heated burst, as she curls her hands around the nape of my neck, bites down on my lip, heals it with a kiss. 

Wish I could stop the elevator and take her right now. But my leg’s not up to the task. Mercifully, the ride is short. As soon as we step off the car, we’re tearing at each other’s clothes. We barely make it to the couch before we fall on each other—tasting, biting, suckling—not caring about which body part we enjoy first.

I cup her luscious breasts, suckle the tips, tease them while she writhes beneath me. 

“Fuck me, Gabriel.”

God knows I want to more than my next breath, but I want to enjoy all of her. “Patience, love.”

Her hand sneaks down below, grabs me and positions me against her opening. “Now.”

I wriggle away from her. “Not yet.” I bend down to take her lips, explore every inch of her mouth. She tastes of heaven and coffee and the exotic flavor of her. 

She clamps down on my ass and wiggles against me, moistening my erection with her damp heat. The scent of her need almost breaks my resolve to go slow. “You’re wet.”

“Yes.”

I rub my cock against her mons and she gasps.  “Please, Gabriel. Please.” 

How can I deny her when it’s exactly what I want? I was a fool to think I could go slow.

I unhinge my hips and thrust, giving her what she needs, what we both want.

“Yes. Oh, God. Yes.”  She shouts with unfettered joy. 

Our bodies, slick with sweat, grind, surge, climb together. until we’re both struck by lightning and succumb to the madness.

She screams. I collapse on top of her. For a moment until I catch my breath. When we’re both breathing somewhat steadily. I rise from the couch. Give her a hand up. My leg, unused to all the vigorous activity, throbs like a whoreson. I stagger to the spot where I dropped my cane, pick it up.

“Oh. God” she says.

“What’s wrong?” I turn back.

She’s staring out the window, her gaze wide. “What if somebody saw us?”

Laughing, I stutter step my way back to her. Cradle her head against my shoulder. “Now you’re worried?”

“I wasn’t thinking before.”

Neiher was I, but I wouldn’t have cared if we’d had a whole parade marching by. “The Cathedral of the Nativity is the only building with a direct view. Somehow I don’t think there’s someone with binoculars in its bell tower ogling us.”

But her gaze’s still fixated on the sight. “You think so?”

“I know so.” I know no such thing, but might as well offer her what comfort I can. “But we should remove upstairs, you know, just in case,” I say with as much of a straight face as I can command.

It doesn’t fool her for a bit, and she swats at me. “You’re evil, you know that.”

I swat her bottom right back. “I live to serve.”

 

Chapter 15

______________

Elizabeth

SATURDAY MORNING, sore in all the right places, I soak in the Jacuzzi and watch Gabriel shave. “Don’t shave off all your scruff.” I like it even though I have burns across my breasts. 

Finished, he unplugs his razor. When he sinks into the tub with me, water splashes all over the floor. But I could care less. I take his hand and guide it to where I’m aching below.

Cleaning up the spilled water takes longer than expected, and we only have time for a hurried breakfast before the decorator shows up. While she takes notes, Gabriel settles me against him on the couch. He’s not letting me get too far from him. To start he’ll require furnishings for the dining room and the four bedrooms. And more formal furniture for the living room where we can entertain our guests.

“We’ll move your stuff to the family room,” he says. “Does that meet with your approval, darling?”

I bristle at the thought my ‘stuff’ is not good enough for the living room. But what can I do but say yes. He’s paying for everything, after all. And I don’t want to contradict him in front of the decorator whose name I recognize from the Style section of The Washington Post.

Her reputation is well deserved. Within half an hour, she’s pegged down my preferences, classy but comfortable. Within another thirty minutes she’s dug out fabric samples, suggested a cream-colored sectional sofa with down seating that would suit the living room space to a tee. For the dining room, Gabriel approves a mirrored dining table with damask-print host chairs, and a crystal chandelier to sparkle over it all. 

A new television, massive enough to fill the appropriate space will be installed in the living room, along with an entertainment center complete with surround sound and other key electronics. He requests another TV for the bedroom and a third one for the bathroom. Understandable, given that he’s a business news junkie. Prices aren’t brought up. Who needs them when you’re a gazillionaire?

After two hours, my energy’s dwindling. He suggests the designer proceed with what she has and revisit at a later time. She leaves with a smile on her face, probably imagining our clock tower apartment showcased in a future style section of The Washington Post. Not gonna happen if I have anything to say about it.

“I have a surprise for you.” He tweaks my chin.

I silently groan. “Another one?” I’ve had more ‘surprises’ the last week than I’ve had my entire life.

“You’ll like this one. I hired a housekeeper and a butler chef for you.”

What? “Gabriel, I don’t need—”

He lays a finger across my lips, shushing me. “Sure you do. You can’t keep up this place by yourself.”

He’s got a point. Suzy homemaker, I’m not. And the only kitchen appliances I’m familiar with are the microwave and coffeemaker. Still, he should have checked with me before he hired someone. “I don’t like you making decisions that affect me.”

His eyes narrow as if he’s weighing his best approach. “Tell you what. Give it a week. If you’re not satisfied, I’ll let them go.”

Oh, geez. I don’t want that burden. “What if they turned down another job to work here? That wouldn’t be fair to them.”

“Somebody else did want them. But don’t worry. If I terminate their services, I’ll give them severance pay. ”

“Who wanted to hire them?”

“An ambassador from South America.”

They chose me over an ambassador? No. Not me. Us. I keep forgetting Gabriel’s a viscount. That would mean something to high class servants. Gosh, now I’m feeling even guiltier than before. “This is too much.” I gesture at the space.

“What’s too much?”

“The apartment, the furniture, servants.” Not to mention the silver S-Class Benz and the security guards.

He cups my cheek. “Can’t you work with me on this, Liz? You’ve struggled so hard your whole life. And this”—he imitates my hand wave—”is my small way of making things easier for you. Easier and safer.”

I glance down at the plush rug under my feet which will be covered with the swanky Aubusson rug he ordered in sage green to ‘match my eyes’. What does it hurt to accept what he’s offering? It gives him pleasure to do such things for me. And he’s right about the upkeep of the place and the safety measures he’s put in place. Besides, I only have to put up with all this until the baby is born. After that, I’ll move to more modest digs and take my ‘stuff’ with me. “Okay. Fine.” 

He beams me that dazzling smile of his.

Just as he drops a kiss on my lips, my stomach grumbles, reminding me it needs to be fed. “Sorry.” All I ate was toast before the designer arrived.

“There’s a cafe downstairs. We can do lunch.” He suggests.

“Is there?” I’ve been so busy with school and work, I haven’t explored the neighborhood. I do want to see what’s out there. “We’ll need to go incognito.”

His brow wrinkles. “Incognito?”

I drag him up to our bedroom where I grab a grey Washington Capitals cap and blue scarf from my wardrobe and toss both to him. 

After he arranges them in front of the bathroom mirror, he turns to me. “What do you think?”

He’s wearing a heather gray fisherman’s sweater, with an oxford shirt underneath. The scarf styled in a simple loop around his throat does nothing to dim him down. If anything, it makes him more attractive. Drats. Well, at least the cap hides those ocean blue eyes.

We ride the main elevator down to the lobby, holding hands the entire way. The man’s possessive to a fault. 

I’m pleasantly surprised by the ground level shops—a dry cleaner, a boutique, a hair and nail salon, a sundries store, and in the corner, a bistro which is a hive of activity. We put in our order—chicken salad and milk for me, hot tea and a monster burger with the works for him.

When it’s delivered to our table, I make a face. “You’re going to eat all that?” 

“Yes.” He takes a huge bite. Ketchup, mustard ooze from the burger and drip unto his plate. He smiles, while wiping his mouth. “I need it to keep up with you.” 

I choke on the milk. “Me? It’s you who’s insatiable.”

“Who snuggled her naughty bits against me in the middle of the night?”

My cheeks blaze with heat. “I was cold.”

“And I warmed you up.” His voice’s turned husky.

Yes, he most certainly did.

The couple sitting next to us is leaning so far in our direction they’re practically in our laps. “Hush, they’ll hear you.” I give a small nod toward them. 

He reaches over, presses my hand. “I don’t care.”

He may not, but I do. “Gabriel.” I warn him.

“Liz.” He flashes his devil-may-care smile. He’s incorrigible, that much is clear.

Detente’s established when I pull back my hand. 

After lunch, he insists on stopping at the clothes boutique and picking out something for me to ‘try on.’ After the oodles of money he’s spent on furniture, I’m wary of overdoing it, so I choose only one pair of stretchy pants and a shirt. I emerge from the fitting room to find a mound of clothes by the counter. Dresses, pants, blouses, sweaters.

“What’s all this?”

He hauls me into him, drops a kiss on my lips. “Stuff I chose for you. Miss Bianca helped me pick them out.” 

Miss Bianca is beaming from ear to ear. Of course, she is. He just bought out half her store. After he makes arrangements to have them delivered, we return to the apartment where I find the housekeeper and butler chef waiting for us. 

Gabriel introduces us. “Liz, meet Marisol and Jorge Cortez.”

“How do you do?” Marisol says, shaking my hand. Her husband does the same. Their dark-haired and olive complexion hint at a Hispanic ancestry. He’s tall; she’s about my height. Both seem really fit for their age which I guess to be their fifties.

After they take our coats, Jorge informs us dinner will be ready at seven if it meets with our approval. It does, since it gives me time to take a nap. I’m not surprised when Gabriel slides into bed and rubs his naughty bits against me.

The smell of something delicious cooking wakes me. I choose the stretchy pants and an oversized top from the clothes delivered while I was asleep.

Since we have no dining room furniture, we eat at the counter that divides the kitchen from the dining room. Marisol and Jorge have dug up a tablecloth and candlesticks from somewhere. The service is impeccable and the food? “What did you prepare? It smells yummy.”

“Chicken and rice,” Jorge explains while serving a plate in front of me. “A native dish from my homeland.”

“Where is that?”

“Cuba.”

I take a bite and moan. Yeah, it’s that good. I could have babies with this dish. “It’s delicious.”

“So happy you like it. Buen apetito.” He and Marisol vanish behind the kitchen’s back door, leaving Gabriel and me alone in this very romantic setting. The view out the curtainless floor-to-ceiling windows is stunning with the lights of Georgetown winking in the background and the Cathedral of the Nativity looming in its majesty.

That night Gabriel makes love to me slowly, driving me crazy. But then that’s always been his style. 

Sunday morning, my cell rings. It’s Casey. “You coming for brunch?”

“Of course.” This much of my routine I’m not willing to forego. Not that Gabriel complains.

With my brain still whirling from everything that happened yesterday, I’m eager to relax among friends. While we eat brunch, Gabriel gets Casey to open up about his restaurant. He expresses a wish to expand, and Gabriel being Gabriel indicates a willingness to invest.

To his credit, Casey does not snap at the offer, but promises to give it some thought. They talk a loan at one percent interest, repayment as long as it takes. Who’s Casey kidding? He’s never going to get better terms than that.

After brunch, I insist Gabriel and I clean up while Casey and Gina relax in their living room. Gabriel surprises me when he does a fair job of wiping down the table, scraping dishes, tucking them in the dishwasher. 

“Wow. I’m impressed.”

“You keep thinking I’m not useful in the kitchen.” He leans back against the counter, his eyes shining at me.

“What do you mean ‘I keep thinking?’”

“That time you visited The Brighton, you said the same thing.”

“Oh, Gabriel.” Fighting back my tears, I clutch my hands in front of me. “You’re starting to remember.”

He blinks as realization sets in. “I am, aren’t I? Bri was there. It was the day after she caught Anton cheating on her. And Jake and . . . and . . . and . . .” He fists a hand and punches his head. “Why can’t I bloody remember anything else?”

“Hey, stop that.” I pull down his hand. “It’s a beginning.”

He crooks a finger beneath my chin and kisses me. And, of course, I melt into him. He grabs my ass and drops me on the counter where he proceeds to ravage my mouth. The world fades away until I hear a noise from the living room

Oh, geez. “They’re not looking this way, are they?”

He glances over my head toward Casey and Gina. “Not to worry. They’re flipping channels on the telly.” 

I catch the time on the kitchen clock. “We better join them. The football game’s about to start.”

As he helps me down from the counter, he whispers in my ear, “We’ll finish this later.”

A shiver runs through me. He won’t get an objection from me. 

Casey and Gina have settled on “Washington This Weekend,” a news and entertainment show that features the movers and shakers of D.C.

Suddenly, a photo of Gabriel in one of his killer business suits flashes on the TV. “It seems we have a new celebrity in town, Gabriel Storm, COO of Storm Industries, who’s here for a business deal.”

“What the—?” Gabriel asks, his mouth a white slash.

My heart stops. I clutch the flute of virgin mimosa by its fragile stem. Please let that be the only picture of him. 

“But is that the only thing that draws the insanely handsome tycoon to our nation’s capital?” Photos of us in front of our apartment building, eating lunch, holding hands, pop up on the screen. “Yesterday, the viscount and heir to the Earl of Winterleagh was seen strolling down Wisconsin Avenue with a very lovely dark-haired woman who appears to be expecting a joyous event.” The next image shows him pulling me to him, kissing me inside the boutique. “And they appear to be close. Very close.”

I practically choke on my virgin mimosa which, let’s face it, is just orange juice. Should have known this idyllic existence wouldn’t last. And the thing about living in a castle on a cloud? The crash back to earth is a real bitch. 

 

 

 

Chapter 16

______________

Gabriel

MONDAY MORNING I’M BACK IN LONDON, much as I hate to be. I’d rather be back in D.C., but there are things in London I must deal with. Business issues, personal matters. So here I am. 

I arrive at Heathrow to find Jake waiting for me. With Samuel left behind to manage Liz’s security, Jake’s hired a new security guard, Travis Webber.

Travis is the size of a lorry, has the nose of a prizefighter and his arms resemble small tree trunks. 

“He’s smarter than he looks.” Jake says after I shake hands with his newest hire.

Travis laughs at the semi-insult. “Don’t you worry, Mr. Storm. I’ll take right care of ye.”

He’s got a sense of humor. Good. He’ll need it working for me.

“I don’t doubt that for a second, Travis. Where’s Bri?” I ask Jake, sliding into Benz.

“Home with her latest project.” 

Bri and her men. You’d think I would have gotten used to her promiscuity by now. “Who is it this time?”

“An artist who meets all her requirements.”

“Good looking, none too bright, and hung like a moose?”

“Can’t attest to the last trait, but yes, to the other two. And, no, I didn’t leave her unguarded. I assigned someone to watch over her while I rode to Heathrow to meet with you. Why so late?” Jake asks once we’re on the motorway to London. “We expected you this morning.” 

I’ve arrived mid day, rather than my usual pre-crack of dawn. “I was detained.” Truth to tell, I had to tear myself away. In the past, I couldn’t leave a woman’s bed fast enough after we had sex. But with Liz? All I want is to cocoon and let the world spin on its own.

“You’ll have a long day ahead of you.”

“I slept on the plane.” In fits and starts. Still, I did get some shut eye. “Any news?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact.” Glancing toward Travis, he activates the button that divides the front and back seats. Only when it clicks shut does he say, “I found your mother.”

Bloody hell. Wasn’t expecting this. “Did you?”

“Yes.” The steel in his gaze is not lost on me. “Or I should say, the actress you paid to impersonate her and travel to France.”

Fuck. I should have known Jake would figure it out. 

“What are you up to, Storm?” His eyes narrow.

I hate like hell having to explain myself.  But if I want his cooperation, or at least his reluctant compliance, I’ll have to. “I executed a preemptive strike. As an ex-Navy Seal, I’m sure you understand exactly what that means.”

“I’m familiar with the term, Storm. Go on.” 

“With Tilly gone, the Countess would have realized I was on to her nasty blackmail scheme and that I’ve reestablished relations with Liz. Since my mother would do everything in her power to prevent our child from being born, I did what I had to do.”

“And my operative, Sarah Simmons? She agreed to your ‘preemptive strike?’”

“She’s not ‘your’ operative, Jake. She’s mine.” I cringe at the arrogant tone to my voice. Can’t be helped. That’s what happens when my emotions are involved.

“You may pay her salary, but I hired her. I’m responsible for her.” A muscle ticks in his jaw. He’s not happy about my use of one of ‘his’ operatives. 

Before I further alienate him. I take a deep breath, modulate my voice to sound less like a prig. “Yes, she agreed. I asked her to pretend she’d do anything for money. She must have done a good job because the Countess took the bait and offered her a sizable sum to help her escape.”

“How the hell did they get out of the castle? My team was watching every exit.”

I grow weary of this interrogation. But I must make him understand, so he won’t throw a spanner in the works. “They weren’t watching the coast. A tunnel leads directly from the castle to a cave below. It’s the way the castle was provisioned during medieval sieges.”

His gaze narrows. “That passage does not appear in the castle plans.”

“The passage caved in at one point, so its existence was lost in time. But it’s still there. My mother knew about it, Probably pried the information from my father during one of his drinking binges. She sent Ms. Simmons to reconnoiter. When Sarah reported there was enough room to get through, they planned their getaway. The night of their escape, a ship waited for them offshore. It was supposed to take them to France.”

“Where did they end up?”

“Scotland. In a hunting box my family owns. Far away from any roads or towns.”

He fiddles with his mobile, one of the best satellite phones in the market and a twin to my own. “Sarah blocked my calls, but I assume you’re in communication with her.”

“She sends me a status report every evening.”

He jams the phone back in his jacket. “I can’t imagine your mother went willingly once she landed in Scotland.”

“There was some sedation involved.”

“Christ, Storm. Kidnapping, drugging her? What you’ve done is immoral, never mind illegal.”

“She did worse than that to me.”

“That doesn’t justify your actions.” He glances out the window where cars whizz along the busy motorway. “How long are you planning to keep up this farce?” He doesn’t bother to look back at me.

“Until I marry Liz and our son is born. Then the Countess can go to blazes for all I care.”

He turns back to me. “And how are you going to keep your mother quiet afterward? Have you thought about that?”

“Of course I have. Did you really think I wouldn’t?” I choke out a laugh. “There’s no love lost between her and the castle staff. Everyone hates her. They’ll swear to a man and woman she’s been at Winterleagh the whole time. If I have to, I’ll get a physician to certify her insane. She’s not that far off, so it won’t be much of a stretch.”

Jake’s steel gaze drills into me. “There’s a lot of your mother in you, Storm. Much more than you realize.”

I gnash my teeth. I learned from the best, didn’t I? 

 “And you planned all this behind my back.”

“You wouldn’t have approved my scheme.”

“Damn right, I wouldn’t.”

I expected his anger, so his reaction is not a surprise. I’d hoped, no prayed I could talk him around to my point of view. But things are not looking good. I may need to recalibrate my plans. Until then there’s something else I need to know.  “What’s the latest on the security in D.C.?”

“Samuel’s arranged for a company to wire the apartment—cameras, motion sensors. And of course Marisol and Jorge are fully capable of handling anything that comes up.”

“The Cuban couple was quite a find.” Trained as operatives by the American government, they’d retired two years ago. Having worked as servants to the elite for many years while spying for the CIA, they made the perfect cover. “Anything else?”

“A couple of your mother’s acquaintances have called. How do you want to deal with them?”

“Our official line will be she suffered a nervous breakdown caused by the stress of dealing with my father’s illness. Her doctor thought it best if she were in total isolation to get the rest she needs.”

Another tick of his jaw. 

“If you’re worried about being connected, don’t be. You can rightfully claim you had no prior knowledge.”

“I have knowledge now. Do you think I won’t be implicated as an accomplice? And what about Sarah, have you thought about the repercussions if things don’t go your way?”

My conscience lies clear. Given a chance to do it all again, I would do the same. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t suffer any consequences, Jake. And you must do as your scruples dictate. Are you in or are you out? Because if you’re not, I’ll have to make other plans.” I have no idea what those plans would be.

His jaw juts. That body part is getting quite a workout today. For a couple of minutes he doesn’t say anything. But then there’s a subtle shift to him, a relaxation of sorts. “You did the right thing, even if your methods are illegal. Your mother would have gone after Ms. Watson. Of that I have no doubt. I may not like what you’ve done, but I understand why you did it.” His gaze cuts to me.  “So I’m in. I would feel better if I knew the security measures being taken to ensure she does not escape. Maybe I should travel to this hunting box. Where is it by the way?”

I trust him implicitly, but I don’t want him directly involved. In case things head south, he still could claim ignorance. Doubt he would. His honor would demand an admission of his knowledge. “No need. I will  visit her this week to find that out for myself.” 

“Very well. One more thing we need to deal with. Photos of you and Elizabeth appeared in the British papers. It will take them only a day or two to figure out who she is.”

The same thing happened in D.C. “It was foolish to believe no one would find out about us.”

“Did you arrange for those photos to make their way to the media?”

So, he suspects me of complicity. That’s the problem with committing one transgression. You’re suspect in everything else that goes wrong. I turn away from him to stare out the window. We should be in London proper soon. “You give me too much credit, Jake. Not hard to see how it happened with the Cathedral of the Nativity right next door. My guess? Some tourist recognized me and took our picture. And a couple in the cafe where we ate lunch took a keen interest in us.”

“How would anyone know who you are?”

“Probably from the pictures that surfaced from the closing. They made the business section of The Washington Post. And The Wall Street Journal wrote a full article about the deal and me.” I brush nonexistent lint from my trousers. “I imagine things will get sticky at her job. It can’t be avoided, I’m afraid. They won’t fire her. I’ll withdraw my business if they do. But they may take measures she won’t like.”

“They’ll have rules in place to deal with that kind of thing.”

“Yes, they probably do. I just hope they don’t go overboard with their ‘rules.’”

Chapter 17

______________

Elizabeth

“SEE YOU AT 5:30, MS. WATSON?” Rick Blaine, my new guard, asks. Of average height and build, he’s not much to look at. But there’s a look in his eye that tells me he’s no one to mess with. The three members of the team will take turns watching over me. I’ll meet the third guard tonight. Martha Rawlings, hired because they need a woman to accompany me places men can’t go. Apparently, I need a bodyguard while I pee. Lovely.

“Yes. I’ll call if there’s a delay.”

When Rick climbs out and opens the door for me, a couple of co-workers witness it. I wish them good morning as I breeze into the building along with them. They don’t comment upon my new mode of transportation, but then they don’t have to. Their raised brows speak for them.

My message light’s lit up on my work phone. One call from Carrey, four from CeCe. HR requests a meeting as soon as I’m available. Wonder what they want to talk about, as if I don’t know.

Carrey’s tied up in a meeting, his secretary tells me, but she’ll let him know I called. By the time I hang up, CeCe’s standing at my door, excitement clear on her face.

“Girl, you’ve gone and done it now. The place’s buzzing with the news.”

Even though I expected that reaction, my stomach flip flops. “So everyone knows about Gabriel and me?” 

“Oh, yeah.”

“Well, at least I won’t have to worry about it anymore.” I rub my baby belly. I just have to worry about the fall out sure to occur. 

“A lot of people are disappointed. Nobody won the pool.”

Serves them right.

My phone rings. Carmen, Mr. Carrey’s secretary. “He can see you now if you’re available.”

“I’ll be right there.”

“What time you want to do lunch?” CeCe asks.

“One?” 

“You got it.” I’ll need to call Samuel and arrange for security. I grit my teeth before I grab my netbook and head for Mr. Carrey’s office. Maybe he just wants to give me a substantial assignment. 

The foolish hope’s dashed when I arrive at his office and he greets me with a frown. “Good morning, Liz. Please take a seat.”

I do, fearful of what he’s going to say.

“I understand you and Gabriel Storm . . .” He leaves the rest of the words hanging in the air. 

Not much I can say but, “Yes.”

He heaves a heavy sigh, drops into his office chair. “This puts us in a bit of a sticky spot, Liz.”

“Yes, Sir. I understand.” Even though I know what’s coming, I wait, hoping the damage won’t be too great. 

“As you know, Storm Industries has hired us as their outside counsel. Unfortunately, that means we will need to take some cautions.” He fiddles with the pens in his pencil cup, always a bad sign. 

“What kind of cautions?”

He leans back into his seat and fixes his gaze on me. “We’ll need to build a Chinese wall between you and any transactions involving Storm Industries.”

A Chinese Wall is a barrier implemented within a firm to prevent exchanges of information that could cause conflicts of interest. Because of my involvement with Gabriel, I won’t have access to any data having to do with Storm Industries. 

“Which means you’re off the Storm Industries team. I’m sorry, Liz.”

Yeah, it’s just as bad as I thought. At least I still have a job. “I understand, Mr. Carrey.”

“I’ll ask the other partners in the group to provide you with meaningful work.”

“Thank you. I appreciate it.” They hadn’t in the last several months, and I don’t expect that to change. Not now, after I’d slept with the COO of a company on the other side of a business deal. Even though SouthWind had sold the wind farm assets for more money than originally sought, someone or a group of someones will be assigned to analyze the transaction to make sure I had done no wrong. I had put the firm in a really bad spot. And, as I’d always feared, I was about to pay the price. Can’t say I didn’t expect it. I just didn’t expect it to hurt so much.

I can just see my future. Because they don’t want Gabriel to pull his business. I’ll be treated with kid gloves, given a light workload. And be bored silly. 

I think things can’t get any worse. But that’s before I return to my office to find Brian waiting for me.

“So you and Storm, huh?” The smirk on his face tells me exactly what he thinks.

My hackles rise. How is my relationship with Gabriel any of his business? I can’t afford to alienate him, though. Not if I hope to get work from him. “Excuse me.” Rather than snap out a pithy comment, I put the breadth of my substantial desk between us and glare at him. “Do you have an assignment for me, Brian?”

He chokes out a derisive laugh. “No, I don’t. And in the future, you won’t get much from me. Nor from the other partners in the office.”

Other partners? “Wait. You made partner?”

A nasty grin pops up on his face. “Yes. I got the news this morning. Funny it came through as soon as the news broke about you and Gabriel Storm. Guess they were holding it up because they thought I was the father.”

As if. I’ve never found Brian attractive. “You’re not. Gabriel is.” There is a note of pride in my voice. Gabriel’s ten times the man Brian is.

His face falls at my confirmation of Gabriel’s paternity. The intimidation leaches out of him, but then an ugly look comes over his face. “I would have married you. You would have wanted for nothing. And I wanted you, not that bastard you carry.”

I suck in air. Such an ugly word and one that would be aimed at my child every day of his life. In England, he would be known as the Earl’s bastard. When Gabriel married, as he was bound to do to provide an heir to his title, my baby would be shunned, never to be held in the same regard as his legitimate siblings. Am I willing to submit my child to such insults?

His words are taking a toll on me. I need time to think about what he said, solitude to deal with the turmoil roiling within me. “I’m done with this conversation. Shut the door on your way out.” 

“It won’t last, you know. Sooner or later, he’ll kick you to the curb. And then where will you be? Everyone here knows you slept with him while we were negotiating against his company. You think any other firm in town will hire you with your reputation?” He barks out a harsh laugh. “Not bloody likely.” He mimics the way Gabriel speaks.

“Since when do you have a British accent?”

“My father’s a Brit. I spent the first ten years of my life in London. You didn’t know that, did you? I can speak like the bloody lot, pass off as one of them too. Does he call you love when he’s fucking you?”

I’ve had enough of this. “Get out. And don’t ever come into my office again or I’ll file a harassment suit against you.”

He leans into the desk and for the first time I fear what he’ll do. “Who will they believe? The slut who spread her legs and allowed an opposing party to fuck her or the partner who’s never put a toe out of place? You’re damaged goods, love. Might as well fold your tent and go home for your work here is finished. No one will give you a meaningful assignment. I’ll make sure of that.”

“If you don’t get out right now, I’ll scream the place down.” 

I don’t know if it’s my raised voice or the threat in my words, but he does an about face and stomps out. I lock the door but don’t stop shaking for a good twenty minutes. I’d been happy with my private office in a deserted hall, with no neighbors near by. But now I fear the remote location will work against me if Brian turns physical. 

I could tell HR. But with no proof of his threatening behavior, doubt they would believe me given the recent turn of events. I will need to be careful. Make sure my office is empty before I enter it. Lock it when I’m inside and when I step away. Wish I could tell Gabriel. But I can’t. God only knows what he would do if he found out.

When calm eventually returns, a thought pops into my head. Someone stole Gabriel’s confidential documents which included his notes on the margins. Notes he’d written in front of me at the London hotel. Those same comments appeared on the documents Carrey presented to him as proof that the SouthWind deal was worth a great deal more. So it stands to reason the documents had been obtained at the hotel.

Could Brian have arranged for someone to copy Gabriel’s documents? He said he had London contacts. And the morning I returned from Gabriel’s penthouse, I saw him giving money to a concierge, and the concierge giving him something in return. At the time, I thought it was theater tickets, but it could have just as easily been a flash drive. 

How could I not have seen this before? Too much on my mind, I guess, what with the baby, Gabriel, his mother’s disappearance, the move.

I need to get my hands on the documents Gabriel handed to Carrey. They should be in our files. But how am I going to do that when the firm cut me me off from anything related to Storm Industries? I drop my head into my hands. Think, Elizabeth, think. After a few minutes I take a deep breath, hitch up my chin. I’ll be damned if I let that snake Brian get away with it. One way or another, I’ll find out.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18

______________

Elizabeth

THURSDAY MORNING, MY CELL PHONE RINGS. An unknown number pops up. I think about letting it roll over to voice mail, but it might be something important so I pick it up.

“You’re a very clever girl, Ms. Watson. I underestimated you.” Gabriel’s mother. What the hell? 

A million questions pop up, but I go with the most important one. “Where are you?”

“You don’t know?” She laughs that nasty laugh of hers. “Well, well, well. Let’s just say, somewhere remote.”

I clutch my cell tight in my hand. “Gabriel’s looking for you. He’ll find you.”

“Ahh, but will he find me in time?”

My stomach lurches. “In time for what?”

“Before I rid the world of you and that brat you’re carrying.”

Oh, God. Bile rises in my throat. I’d made myself believe Gabriel had exaggerated the threat from his mother to get me to do what he wanted. But now? I choke back the bitter taste in my mouth. “You’re evil.”

“You can stop it, you know.” Her insidious voice sounds almost normal. If it weren’t for the fact, she’s insane.

I want to hang up, but I need to get as much information as I can to pass on to Gabriel. “How would I do that?”

“My preference would have been you get rid of the baby. But it’s too late for that. Not too late for you to disappear, though. I offered you twenty million dollars before. I see that wasn’t enough. Clearly, you were holding out for more. How does forty million sound? I’ll get you a new identity. All you need do is walk away.”

Forty million dollars would pay for a life of luxury. All I would need do is leave behind everyone and everything I care about—my job, law school, Casey. Gabriel. It would devastate him were I to disappear, taking his child along with me.

“Gabriel wants his son. He’ll find me.”

“No, he won’t. He hasn’t found me, has he?” She cackles. Good lord, she really does sound insane.

I don’t understand her vitriolic hate or her reasoning. Not now when marriage to the duke’s daughter is no longer an option. “Why are you doing this? Surely you understand he’ll never marry Lady Melissande.”

“He took my son from me.” Lady Winterleagh spits out. “He was the one supposed to die that day, not Edward. If my son’s dead, why should his live?”

This goes way beyond her wish to have a grandson with royal blood in his veins. “Gabriel’s your son, too.”

“No, he’s not. He’s his father’s son. You never met my husband, but Gabriel looks exactly like him, acts like him, has the same devil’s own charm about him just like his father did. And he, he besmirched the vows we made by bedding a slut on our wedding day. And now Gabriel’s doing the same, sleeping with a whore.”

“I’m not a whore!”

“No? What do you call what you’re doing, Ms. Watson? Living in the lap of luxury in an apartment owned by my son, with servants, bodyguards. No doubt all in exchange for your sexual favors. Isn’t that the very definition of a whore?”

The churning in my stomach intensifies. I’m going to be sick. By sheer force of will, I fight it down. “How do you know this?”

“I have my ways, Ms. Watson. So what say you? Do we have a deal?”

That night in London I refused to accept Gabriel’s offer of an apartment in his co-op, money, jewelry, anything I wanted. And now, except for the jewelry, haven’t I accepted just that? I might not like what I’ve become, what Gabriel has made of me. But I’ll be damned if I give this evil witch any satisfaction. “Gabriel wants our child. It’d break his heart were I to disappear. And I won’t do that a second time. So no. I won’t agree to this.”

“Very well. You’ve brought this upon your head.”

“What are you going to do?” Terrified, I grip the phone with hands grown cold.

“What do you think?”

“I’m not engaged to him; I have no plans to marry him. Our son will not inherit the title.” I launch one last plea, hoping against hope my argument persuades her.

“Ms Watson, one thing about being my age, I know a truth when I see one. I know Ainsley. More than anything, he wants your child as his heir. You may not want to marry, but he does, and he’ll find a way for you to agree. He always does. And I can’t have a grandchild born of a whore. If you don’t accept my proposal, you and your child are doomed. So, one last time, will you take my offer?”

“Go to hell, Lady Winterleagh.”

“Goodbye, Ms. Watson. The blood of your unborn child will be on your head.”

The sickness surges within me, no longer willing to be held back. I dash for the ladies’ room and barely make it in time.  Thankfully, no one enters while I spew my stomach contents into the porcelain bowl. Minutes, hours later, when there’s nothing left in my stomach, I stumble out, weak and shaking.

Oh god, what am I going to do?

 

Chapter 19

______________

Gabriel

“SHE DRUGGED ME.” Sarah Simmons, the agent guarding my mother. 

My blood runs cold. “What are you talking about?” I step away from a business meeting into an empty office to take the call.

“Your mother. We were in the potting shed when she asked for tea. We shared the brew. But when I left to fetch her some honey, she must have put something in my cup. Whatever it was, it knocked me unconscious. When I came to, she was calmly pruning some plant like nothing had happened. But two hours had passed.”

I punch the nearest wall and don’t feel the pain. Rage, fear threaten to overwhelm me, but I choke them down. Emotions won’t help me get to the bottom of this. “What did she use? You sedated her to get her to the cottage. Were those drugs lying around?”

“No. That narcotic was administered on the boat. And the only medicine in the cottage is a headache remedy, nothing which would render me senseless.”

No help there. “She must have done it for a purpose.” There was always a reason to my mother’s madness.

“She did. She”—Sarah’s voice wavers—“she called Ms.Watson on my mobile. The call lasted fifteen minutes or so.”

Fear spears through me. I drop into an office chair before my legs give way. “Bloody hell.” 

“Yes, Mr. Storm. Exactly. She made another call to an unknown number.”

Another call? To whom? For what purpose? The possibilities are too horrible to entertain.

“I apologize, Sir. I should have been more vigilant.”

 “No, Ms. Simmons. Don’t apologize. If anyone’s at fault, it’s me. I should have asked Jake to send another operative.” Even though I’m howling inside, somehow I will my voice to remain calm. Panic won’t solve this puzzle. But cold, logical reason should, after I discover the facts. And there’s only one way to do that. “I’ll fly to Scotland tonight and bring an additional guard with me. In the meantime, don’t let her out of your sight.” 

“Yes, Mr. Storm.”

My hand shakes as I hit Jake’s number. Who the blazes did my mother call? She hadn’t stopped at Liz. And why the devil hasn’t Liz phoned to tell me about it? 

I explain the events to Jake and what I need from him. Thankfully, he doesn’t ask questions, but tells me he’ll take care of things. He probably heard the desperation in my voice and knew I was hanging on by a thin thread. 

After I hang up with him, I call Liz. Since I must be ignorant about my mother’s call to her, I aim to lead with the surprise I’d planned—my day early return to D.C. Plans which must be scuttled due to my mother’s actions.

“Liz.” I infuse as much excitement into my voice as possible.

“Gabriel.” Her voice sounds weak, shaky.

My protective instincts kick in. “What’s wrong?”

“Your mother called.”

As she reveals the conversation, my pulse speeds up, sweat pops on my brow.

“Why didn’t you call me?” Finding it hard to breathe, I loosen my tie.

“I was going to, as soon as I stopped shaking.”

I pound the desk in frustration. God. Doesn’t she realize somebody could be on the way to kill her? “Lock your office door. Right now. Do it.”

“Gabriel. You’re scaring me, and right now I don’t think I can take any more.” Her voice sounds threadier, high strung. 

I’m sorry I’m having this effect on her, but she must be made to understand. “Stop talking and lock. Your. Door.”

“Fine.” 

I hear her shuffling in the background and a soft click.

“There. It’s locked. Happy now?” She clips out the words at me. Angry is better than scared.

“I’ll call Samuel, have him come up for you. Don’t step outside your office until you hear his voice on the other side.” I’m clutching the mobile so tightly it might break. 

“I can’t leave. I have a project to finish.”

So help me, God. Stubborn, stubborn woman. “I don’t fucking care what you have going on at work. If you force me, I’ll call Carrey and tell him about us.” 

“He all ready knows.” 

Well, there goes that advantage. I’ll need to use something else to persuade her. “Please, Liz. I need you to go home. I need to know you’re safe. If you don’t do it for yourself, do it for the child you carry. Our son.”

“Fine. Okay. I’ll go home.”

I don’t know if it’s the ‘safe’ that gets her to agree, but right now I don’t care. All I care about is she’ll be looked after as soon as Samuel gets there. “Promise me you’ll rest. And don’t plan on going to work tomorrow either. I’m flying in tonight. That’s what I was calling about.”

“Really?” She’s happy about this, going by the lilt in her voice.

“Yes. I arranged an extra day with you.” I’d gone through three days of hell without her by my side. And now with this new threat, I’ll need to make new plans. At the very least switch my work schedule and spend less time in London and more time in D.C. Whatever needs to be done for Storm Industries, I can do it long distance. Nothing’s more important to me than the welfare of my child and Liz.

“Oh.” A sound of distress.

“What’s wrong?”

“My stomach’s clenching again. You don’t think it’s the baby, do you?” Fear. In her voice.

Bloody hell. “Call your doctor. Now.”

“I don’t want to lose him, Gabriel.” She was scared before, but now she sounds downright terrified.

Damn it. I need to be there, to hold her, to talk her through it, to make sure she and our child are fine. “You won’t. I won’t allow it,” I say in my most authoritative voice. 

A mirthless laugh escapes her. “You can’t control this, Gabriel.”

“Yes. I can. Call the doctor. I’ll call Samuel. Tell him to fetch you straightaway and take you to your physician. We can deal with the rest when I get there. You’ll do that. Won’t you?”

“Yes, Gabriel. I will.”

I call Samuel, explain the situation. Tell him what I need him to do. I end up with a plea. “Please make sure no harm comes to her or our child, Samuel. You know what they mean to me.”

“Yes, Sir. Don’t you worry, Mr. Storm. I’ll make sure she and your child are safe. You have my word.”

“Thank you.” 

I hang up, clutch the phone to my head. God, please, if you’re listening, don’t let her lose the baby, don’t let me lose her. I’m begging you. Please.

No answer comes forth, but then I don’t expect one. Only time will tell. I’ve placed my trust in God and Samuel. And out of the two, I trust Samuel more.

 

 

Chapter 20

______________

Gabriel

THREE HOURS LATER, Jake and I, plus the new bodyguard, land on the patch of dirt next to the hunting box where I secreted the Countess. After arriving in Glasgow on the company jet, we chartered a helicopter to fly us here. I’ve come in search of answers. Not that I expect my mother to volunteer any. But I have eyes and a sound mind, so I hope to discover something useful.

After unlocking the front door, I leave my companions in the front room and limp toward the back of the cottage where my mother is to be found according to the text from her guard. I walk into the drafty, bright lit room to find her working at a makeshift potting shed, sporting gardening gloves. A gardening book lies open next to her. One of my mother’s few redeeming graces is a gift for nurturing flowers and plants. Ironic, I know. 

“Hello, Countess.” 

Almost in slow motion, she turns toward me. She’s dressed in casual clothes, but her hair’s carefully pinned into her usual chignon and she’s wearing her signature pearls. “Ainsley, nice of you to drop by. Sorry, I can’t offer you better service, but the help’s not what it used to be.” 

“I’m not here for tea and crumpets.” 

“No, I don’t imagine you are. How’s your whore, dear?” 

I will down my anger, temper my reaction to her venomous words. She can capitalize on the slightest emotion, as I have good reason to know. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Come, come, Ainsley. Did you think I wouldn’t figure things out? Why else would you consign me to this benighted place, except that you found out about the little deal I struck with your chère amie? What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue?”

When I don’t take the bait, she purses her lips. “I called Ms. Watson. But I expect you all ready know. Funny thing, though, she asked me where I was. I guess you failed to share my whereabouts with her. Keeping secrets with the woman you hope to marry, Ainsley? What will she say when she finds out?”

“She will never find out.”

“So like your father. He hoped I’d never discover his most important secret, and yet I did.” She smiles so beautifully one could easily forget how evil she is.

Another secret? One she’s keeping to use when the time’s right. I know better. Still, I have to ask. “What are you talking about?”

She cocks her head to the side as if she’s considering her answer, before coming upright again. “No, I don’t think I’ll share it with you. Not just yet anyway.” 

“You called a second number.”

“Why, yes, I did.”

“Who?”

She smiles. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

As I suspected, she won’t answer the question. We’ll have to figure it out another way. Jake will take Sarah’s mobile back to London and try to retrieve the information from the unit.

Turning back to the shed, she carefully picks up a pot which contains a shoot of purple flowers and, handling it ever so carefully, faces me. “Beautiful, is it not? It needs careful tending to see it through to maturity. Just like I did with you.”

When I don’t so much as move a muscle, she returns the pot to the long table, removes her gloves, washes her hands, before she turns to me, hands folded across her middle. “I could use Tilly.”

“Afraid she’s not available. Caught the flu.”

She allows herself a tiny smirk. “No need to prevaricate. She’s gone, isn’t she? After all these years, she’s finally free of me.” She shrugs. “Well, good riddance to bad rubbish, I say.” 

“She served you faithfully for over forty years, Countess.”

Her hand slashes the air. “She never learned to brew tea properly.” She heaves out a sigh. “I miss the orange pekoe and the savory hams. All we have are dried up biscuits and some inferior tea leaves. Least you could do is provide me with proper sustenance.” 

“I’ll see what I can do.”

“Why, thank you, Ainsley.” She approaches, but when she tries to give me a kiss on the cheek, I step back. 

“Such a prickly boy. You never could stand your mother’s kiss Unlike Edward. My son loved me. He went everywhere with me.”

I never understood why my brother went along on her trips, but then she never treated him the way she did me. And with his death, I will never find out. “Starting tonight, you’ll have an additional guard.” I snap my fingers, and he steps through the door. 

“Oh, how lovely. Someone else to talk to.” She beams at him.

Obviously, his big and menacing physique is lost on her. “He carries a gun and won’t be afraid to shoot. So I suggest you do as he says. Goodbye, Countess.”

“Leaving so soon?” She pouts. “And here I thought we’d share a spot of tea.” Her cackling laugh follows me as I step out the door into the parlor to find Sarah Simmons waiting for me.

“Did you find out anything, Mr. Storm?”

“Yes. Those purple flowers she’s growing? They’re monkshood, also known as wolf’s bane.”

“Monkshood?” She appears confused.

“You’re a city girl, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Monkshood is a poisonous plant. It can kill within seconds of the simplest brush against its leaves.” I’d learned about it in a botany class.

“But it’s such a pretty flower,” she says in wonder.

“Beautiful but deadly.” Just like my mother.

“Is that what she used against me?”

“If she had, you’d be dead, Ms. Simmons.”

Her eyes grow big, and she gulps. 

“Get yourself some gloves and get rid of every single plant in that shed. I suspect one of the others can be brewed into a sleeping potion, the one she must have used on you. And then burn everything in that shed. Get rid of that book, too.”

“Which one?”

“Highland Horticulture. As a matter of fact, get rid of all the books in the cottage.”

“Yes, Sir. Right away, Mr. Storm.”

While I spoke with my mother, Jake remained behind to talk to his operative. He has her phone in his hand. As much as I want to ask him if he found out anything, I don’t. Not here where my mother could overhear our conversation. “Ready, Jake?”

“Yes.” His expression gives nothing away.

I limp toward the cottage’s front door, but pause at the threshold to look back at my mother’s guard. “Consider yourself lucky, Ms. Simmons. She could have fed you the wolf’s bane. Don’t turn your back on her.”

“I won’t, Mr. Storm. You can be sure of that.”

“Good. Because your life may depend on it.”

 

On the helicopter, Jake tells me nothing Ms. Simmons hadn’t told me before. “She followed your instructions to the letter. Searched her for contraband every night before she locked up your mother into her bedroom at night. Handcuffed her if she had to use the facilities.”

“And still my mother found a way to fool her.”

“To say the least, I’m disappointed in her. She offered to resign, but I refused to accept it.”

“She shouldn’t suffer for my mistake. I was the one who assigned only her to guard my mother.”

“I would have done things differently. Assigned at least two agents to handle your mother. Still, she should have been more vigilant.”

“What’s done is done. We’ll need to watch Liz more carefully, as well as Brianna and Royce. I wouldn’t put it past the Countess to go after them. What about the phone?”

“I’ll hand it over to our tech guru. Hopefully, he’ll be able to work his magic.”

The Countess could have called anyone in the world on that phone. She could have arranged to have Liz killed.

“Don’t get your hopes too high, Storm. We probably won’t get the information you want.”

“But there’s a chance?”

He nods. “A small one. Yes.”

“Better than nothing. Call me with the results. I want to know either way.”

“I will.”

In Glasgow we part ways. Jake will take a commercial flight back to London while I fly to Washington Dulles. My hope for a prompt departure is dashed. Due to a refueling delay, we don’t get clearance to leave until one in the morning. While I wait, I get a bite to eat. 

Once in the air, I call Liz to tell her I won’t arrive until late. Our third conversation of the day. 

“I’ll wait for you.” She sounds calmer than the last time we talked two hours ago.

“No, you won’t. Your doctor told you to get some rest, didn’t she?” Liz called earlier to tell me the physician gave her the all-clear sign, but to take a couple of days off to rest. Since I’d phoned her doctor and filled her in on a sanitized version of events—too much work and school, not enough rest—I hadn’t been surprised by the prescription. “When I arrive at the apartment, I want you in bed sleeping.”

“Dreaming of you?” I’m amazed by the flirty tone to her voice. How she can dredge that up after this horrible day is beyond me.

“Do you? Dream of me?” I smile as the weight of everything that’s happened rolls off my shoulders. 

“Sometimes.”

“What do you dream about?”

Her breath hitches. “Would you like the X-rated or the PG version?”

“Oh, the X-rated version by all means.” While she talks, I wander to the stateroom on the back of the plane and lie down on the double bed. All alone in the dark with her sexy voice whispering in my ear, I dig into my trousers, curl my hand around my erection and listen to the exquisite details of her erotic dreams.

“So I yank down your briefs, and you bob up, hard, randy, so eager for me.”

“I’m always eager for you, love.” My voice’s gone gravelly.

She lets out a husky laugh. “Yeah, you are. So I take your cock in hand and pump, nice and slow.” I do the same.

“Your balls I take in my other hand and play with them. You know, the way you like it.”

“Yes, I know.” My balls tighten up. 

“And then I take you into my mouth, curl my tongue around your hard cock and . . .”

“Yes.” 

“Suck.”

I shout out a curse and ejaculate so hard I see stars.

Her sexy giggle transmits over the line. “Gabriel, did you just come?”

“Yes, darling girl, I most surely did.”

“Wish I were there with you.” Her voice wavers, so I know it’s time to cut the conversation short. 

“Me too. You sound tired. Better go to bed.”

“Goodnight, Gabriel.”

“Goodnight, darling girl.” I head to the bathroom and clean up. With all the running around today, my leg’s killing me, so I down a pain pill, lie down once more and glance out the window at the stars. Wonder if she’s doing the same tonight.

What seems only minutes later I’m jarred awake by the pilot’s voice announcing we’re landing at Dulles. One of Liz’s new guards meets me at the private hangar. We don’t arrive at the Cathedral Arms until after three. Jorge takes my coat and disappears into the depths of the apartment. I ride the elevator up to our bedroom suite where I see the last thing I expect to see.

 

 

Chapter 21

______________

Elizabeth

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING AWAKE?” His bag hits the floor. He doesn’t seem too happy to see me. 

And after our phone sex I was so looking forward to his coming home. I hitch a shoulder. “I couldn’t sleep. Kept thinking about . . .” The thing with an over active imagination, you don’t have any trouble picturing the worst. Images of an assassin breaking into the place, hurting me, killing our baby played in my mind until I had to wake up to keep the phantasms away. And then wide awake I worried about somebody getting to Gabriel as well.

His face softens. “Come here.” He opens his arms, and I fly into them.

“I was so worried, Gabriel.”

“About the baby.”

I nod against his chest and mumble. “And you. No telling what your mother will do. She might be targeting you as well.” I pull back to glance at his face. “Have you eaten?”

“At the airport.” 

I glance out our bedroom window where the curtains are pulled back. This side of the suite faces the Cathedral of the Nativity. No way a sniper could get on its roof. Still. “It’s so out in the open.”

He nods toward the window. “That glass and the one downstairs? They’re bulletproof. And both the front door and the kitchen door are reinforced steel. It would take a tank to break through.”

“Really? Whoever lived here before must have had some enemies.”

“Something like that.”

“Gabriel, I’ve been thinking.” 

“Always a dangerous thing.”

“Hush.” I bop him on the arm. I’ve spent the last two hours staring at the cathedral. Somewhere along the way, I found the answer, the thing I must do. “This isn’t working out for me.”

His lips tighten, and his gaze narrows. “I’ll make it bloody work.”

“You don’t understand. Sit.” After a seven-hour flight, his leg has to be killing him, so I tug him toward our bed and bend down to remove his shoes. 

He loosens his tie, tosses it on the chair along with his jacket. “Stop doing that and tell me what the blazes you’re talking about.” Patience has never been Gabriel's strong suit, except when it comes to making love. And then he’s got all the patience in the world.

Rising, I rub a finger across his lips. “Be quiet.” I push at him until he's lying prostrate, crawl over him, leaving just enough room for me to loosen his shirt. As I unbutton him, I kiss his skin—warm, fragrant, smelling of soap, his expensive cologne and him. Done, I slip him out of the garment and lay over his heart which thuds heavy and deep beneath my breast. Except for my gossamer-thin robe, we're almost skin to skin. “I’ve missed you. So much.”

He curls a finger beneath my chin, bends down to kiss me. “Me too.” His voice's gone husky, and his body's hard with need. He might be tired from the flight, but there's no doubt in my mind what he wants to do. He pushes back his hair. 

And, of course, that simple motion is enough to strike me stupid, like it usually does. He’s so beautiful with his hard hewn pecs, rippled abs, steel-roped arms.“What a magnificent beast you are, Gabriel.”

His heart somersaults beneath my cheek; his gaze turns wary and hopeful at the same time. “Stop stalling and tell me what you mean.”

“I didn’t want any of this,” I say.

“The apartment you mean?”

“Shh, I’m talking. You can speak when I’m through. Like I said none of this was in the cards. A baby, marriage, you.”

“You want a career in law. I get it.”

“Gabriel, hush!” I tweak one of his nipples.

His sensual lips quirk in amusement, but he doesn’t say another word. 

 “And then one hot summer day you blazed into my life, making me burn. God, I wanted you so much. Still do.” My hand roams over the hard muscles of his pecs, down to his washboard abs. He makes a noise of some kind, but, other than that, remains still. A statue made from warm, living flesh. 

“Within a day you seduced me. No. That’s not right. I allowed you to seduce me. I fell into your arms, so, so eager to taste you, to hold you deep within me.”

He reaches for me, but I slap back his hand. “No.”

Blue fire flashes from his eyes, but he obeys.

“I told myself I would have sex with you only that once. I’d get what I needed from you, and that would be that. That resolve lasted less than a day when I allowed you to fuck me. At my office. Over a desk.” I shake my head. I couldn’t believe it at the time. I still can’t.

He starts. Clearly, he doesn’t remember.

Rolling to the side, I rub my hand over my belly. “That’s when I got pregnant with him. Your condom tore, and my birth control did not work.”

“I wondered how it happened.”

“You still don’t remember?”

“Only glimpses and that moment in the kitchen. But other than that? No.”

“That’s too bad because we were great together.”

“I don’t doubt that for a second, love.” He twirls a finger around one of my curls. “May I talk now?”

“No. I’m not done.”

He tucks the curl behind my ear, I take comfort from that gesture. He may not remember me, remember us, but his body seems to remember enough.

“In London, I no longer had the strength or desire to fight you off. You’d become something I needed, as necessary as breathing. I told myself that it was fine. Our affair would end when I returned home. After all, you had your life in England and I had mine here. And then I discovered I was pregnant with your child.”

“You never told me.”

“I was terrified of what you’d do when I did. You see, regardless of what I told myself, I wasn’t ready to let go of you. But then your mother took that choice away, blackmailing me into silence, forcing me to break up with you.”

“Going by my reaction, you must have done a bang-up job of it.”

My face crumbles. “Did our break up cause your accident?”

His eyes take on a closed in look. “I have no way of knowing what happened that night. I suppose we’ll never know.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Me too, but not for the same reason. I’m sorry because the accident stole my memories of you.”

“Oh, Gabriel.”

“Can I talk now?”

I shake my head. “Not done yet.”

“No wonder you want to be a lawyer. You love to talk.”

I hit his arm but don’t pack much heat in my punch.

“Whatever else you plan to say, you better hurry. I don’t know how much longer I can keep my hands off you.”

“I’m almost finished.” The living, breathing strength of him gives me the courage I need to go on. “The two and a half months after London were some of the hardest I’ve lived through. I wanted to pick up the phone and call you so many times. But I couldn’t. Because I knew what your mother would do. When you walked into the conference room for the signing, I almost lost it. You acted so cold toward me.”

“I forced myself not to react, afraid I’d give away my secret.”

“It hurt. A lot. But then the next day you asked me to marry you, and I panicked. I knew your mother would hurt you if you found out.”

“I found out anyway.”

“Yes. And then your mother disappeared and you convinced me to move here to keep our child safe. You bought me clothes, provided me with guards, staff. Oh, and one more thing. You paid off my school loans. I got a letter in the mail yesterday.”

“I didn’t want you burdened with such heavy debt.“

“When you asked me to be your mistress in London, you offered me an apartment, money, jewelry. I told you I didn’t want any of it. And yet, here I am. With an apartment, clothes, money. All of it paid by you. And it took your mother to point it out. She called me—”

“Don’t say it. You’re no such thing.”

“To you and me, Gabriel. But the outside world won’t think so charitably about this arrangement. My mother . . .” I pin my gaze on him, to gauge his reaction to what I’m about to say. “She was a prostitute.”

He eyes me steadily. My revelation is no surprise to him.

“You knew?”

“Yes. You’re not her.”

“I know I’m not, but if I continue to take from you—”

He curses. “You’re not taking anything. I’m sharing what I have. Gladly.”

I sit up on my elbow. “Please let me finish.”

He gnashes his teeth, but goes along with my wish.

“I can’t be like my mother. I won’t be like her. So I see only one way out of this.”

He grabs my shoulders, shakes me a little. “You’re not leaving me. Do you hear me?” 

I smile inwardly. He has a tendency to imagine the worst. Not a surprise, given his upbringing. “No matter how hard I fight, the universe keeps spinning me in your direction, or maybe it keeps spinning you in mine. You were right when you said I didn’t want commitment. I would have been happy to give up our child for adoption. But now?” I rub my baby bump. “I don’t want that anymore.”

He eases his hold on me; a tentative grin flits across his face. “What do you want, love?”

You. Only you. Always you. “Peace. I can’t fight anymore. Not your mother, not fate, not you. So, yes, Gabriel I’ll marry you and make our son your heir.”

If I thought his eyes grew bright at the doctor’s office, it’s nothing to the way they’re shining now. “My turn to speak?” he asks, in a choked voice.

“Yes.”

One by one, he slips loose the robe buttons, until I’m exposed to the air. His hand, that big hand I love so much, cups a breast, thumbs a nipple. And I grow liquid. 

“Moon goddess. Fertile moon goddess.” A great big moon hangs in the sky. Huge and luminous, it shines through the glass window right on us.

Oh, geez, he’s gone lyrical on me. “Gabriel.” If I sound peeved, it’s because I am. I wish he’d get on with whatever he’s got to say.

He lays a finger across my lips. Okay. Fine. I get the hint.

He kisses me, stealing my breath. His hand skims my belly, his touch so tender, it brings tears to my eyes. What is he doing? And then it dawns on me. He doesn’t have to speak. He’s telling me without words what I mean to him. So I let him do what he will.

His hand roams up and down my skin, stroking, caressing. And everywhere he touches, little sparklers go off. His hand roams past my belly which he leans down and kisses. And all I can do is go, “Ahhhh.”

His only response is a smile imprinted on my skin. He pulls my head back and takes my mouth, ravages, owns me. He doesn’t stop at a simple meeting of lips but delves deep inside, hungry for the taste of me. As he’s kissing me, a long finger teases me, almost touching my bud. I  want it so badly I rise up to meet it. But as soon as I do, the finger scoots away from me.

It’s only when I lie quietly, he returns, pressing against my clit, tweaking, circling it with expert fingers until I’m soaking wet. His mouth wanders down my throat to my ear. He nips the lobe. And that’s all it takes for me to come.

Once I stop shaking, I don’t have long to wait to see what’s he’s planned next. He turns me to the side, goes back to work on my mons. And soon I’m writhing on the bed once more. He slides his cock into my sheath from behind. So big. Always so big. But this time, I don’t know how he does it, he slides right in. 

His breath goes ragged and his movements become jerky, no longer the clever lover, but a primitive being bent on claiming me. He sinks in deep, so deep, he’s almost touching my heart. And with a groan, he spills inside of me.

I come down to earth and smile—happy he’s home, happy to be in his arms, happy to be his.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22

______________

Elizabeth

THE SCENT OF SOMETHING DELICIOUS COOKING wakes me. Next to me, the bed lies cold. Where is Gabriel? His rumbling voice drifts in from the office outside our bedroom. He must be working on some business deal. Better leave him alone. I take a quick shower before heading downstairs in search of Jorge’s cooking.

“Morning, Ms. Watson,” our premier chef says. 

“Good morning, Jorge. What’s for breakfast?” Whatever it is, I want some of it.

“Blueberry French toast with berry butters and maple syrup. Would you like some eggs?”

“Yes, please, scrambled.” With a soft smile, Marisol places a cup of decaf in front of me. Five minutes later, the French toast and eggs follow. I bite into the rich, cinnamony goodness and moan. “Jorge, if you weren’t all ready taken, I’d marry you for this French toast alone.” 

A feminine laugh drifts in from the kitchen.

“I think my Marisol would have something to say about that.” Through the opening between the kitchen and the dining room, I spot him giving her a kiss on the cheek.

Yeah, I just bet she would. 

Leaning on his cane, Gabriel stutter steps into the dining room and drops a kiss on my lips. “You taste good.”

“French toast.” I mumble, my mouth full.

He takes a seat at the head of the table, more gorgeous than ever. Even the daylight is good to him. As soon as he sits, a cup of hot tea and a plate of the French toast and eggs is placed in front of him.

“Thank you, Marisol. That’s lovely.” He gives her a charming smile which she returns with a soft one of her own. 

She has a little bit of a crush on him. I don’t blame her. No female can withstand that charm. I should know. “What were you working on?” I ask.

“This.” He slides a batch of papers toward me.

He trusts me enough to take a gander at business documents? The thought perks me up. “Something you want me to look at?”

“Something I want you to sign.” He lays down his gold-tipped Montblanc pen on the pile, the one he used to sign the closing agreements. “Jorge and Marisol can witness your signature.”

I stare at the papers like they’re a stinky bug of some kind. “What is it?”

“The settlement papers. I wanted to make sure some provisions had been included, so I called my solicitors in London and asked them to make some key changes. It took about an hour for them to revise the documents and email the finished ones to me.”

And he used the machine upstairs to print them out. “Settlement papers?”

“Your dowry. The Storm Family Trust will settle ten million pounds on you the day we marry and ten more once our son is born.” He picks up The Wall Street Journal that Marisol laid next to his plate, rifles through it until he finds whatever he’s looking for, creases it to his satisfaction and calmly reads it, like he hasn’t dropped a bomb on me.

Suddenly, I lose my appetite. I push the papers back to him, push back my plate as well. “I don’t want your money, Gabriel.”

Beneath hunched brows, his gaze darts toward me. “As you will see once you read the documents, it’s not MY money. It’s the money in the trust. Every Storm bride’s entitled to a certain sum. Our investments have done well. The pre-determined five percent distribution comes to ten million when we marry, ten more when our child is born.”

If twenty million represents five percent, that means the trust is worth 400 hundred million. Pounds. Good lord. I may have agreed to marry him, but I didn’t agree to this. “I don’t want it.”

Breathing a heavy sigh, he lays down his fork. “Last night you were fine with it all. What changed?”

“I’m not fine with you paying my school loans, but I accepted it as part and parcel of it all. But this is obscene. My debt amounted to seventy thousand dollars, a pittance of the twenty million pounds you wish to ‘settle’ on me. I won’t have it.”

“Why do you have to make things so difficult? Why can’t you for once say ‘Thank you, Gabriel,’ and leave it at that?”

“Our marriage will only last one year. That is the arrangement, is it not?”

“Yes. That’s what I promised you.”

“This settlement is meant for a bride who intends to remain married. That’s not me.”

“The trust disburses funds to the fiancee regardless of any private arrangements between the heir and his bride to be. In this instance, it happens to be you.” When I open my mouth to argue further, he raises his hand to stop me. “I don’t care what you do with the bloody thing. Keep it, burn it. Spend it on your trousseau. ”

“Trousseau? Why do I need a trousseau? We’re getting married at the courthouse, aren’t we?”

“No, we’re not.” He snaps the paper. “Our wedding will take place at Winterleagh Castle where every Storm heir has gotten married for the last six hundred years. Well, except for the one whose wedding took place in the Tower of London before he got his head chopped off.”

“Winterleagh Castle?” His family’s ancestral seat. “You said the ceremony could be a civil one. That a court clerk would do.”

“A courthouse ceremony would stink to high heaven. It would make it look like we were getting married just to give our child my name.”

“But that’s what we’re doing!”

“Yes, but I don’t want the rest of the world to know that, or our child for that matter. I want them to think we married for love. And that requires a ceremony at Winterleagh Castle, not a havey cavey one in some dreary courthouse.” 

Jorge and Marisol have disappeared, probably to allow us the privacy we need to argue. 

He pushes his plate back, temples his hands above his plate. “Liz. I'm not the product of a grand love affair, or any love affair at all. I was conceived to fulfill the agreement my parents made before they married. My mother promised my father an heir and a spare, no matter how many conceptions it took. My father got the heir he needed with me, and the spare with Edward. After the succession was assured, my father reverted to his old ways. Gambling, drinking, endless affairs. One weekend, he even brought a paramour to Winterleagh Castle. Needless to say, my mother did not take it very well."

"I'm sorry." I am. I just fail to see what this has to do with me.

He runs a shaky hand through his hair. "I don’t want our marriage to be like theirs or for society or our child to think we married for duty, only to give him a name.”

Last night I thought I was done giving in. Should have known better for I’m no match against his plea. I do not want our child to suffer like Gabriel has. “Fine. We’ll marry at Winterleagh.”

“In public, we’ll need to appear as if we actually care for each other. No arguments, no disagreements. Can you work with me on that?"

Sheesh, how much more does he want from me? “Okay.”

“And you’ll accept the settlement.”

I hitch up my chin. “I won’t spend a dime of it, you know. You’ll get back every cent when we divorce.”

“If that’s your wish.” He snaps the newspaper, sips what must be by now lukewarm tea. “Casey called.”

“He did?” I flip through my cell’s phone logs. No record of any  incoming calls. “I don’t see one here.” Wait. How would he know? Gabriel doesn’t have access to my phone. 

“That’s because he called me. He doesn’t feel comfortable accepting my loan until I’ve eaten at the Ragin’ Cajun. So he wants me to come by and check it out. I made dinner reservations for eight. Does that work with your schedule?”

“Fine.” I’m planning to study the rest of the day. I’ll need to call my friend and get her notes on last night’s classes too. My law studies can’t suffer simply because I’m about to marry the Lord of the Manor.

“Wear that—”

“You going to tell me how to dress too? I’ll wear whatever I damn well please, Storm.”

“Well it didn’t take long for you to breach your no arguing agreement.”

“We’re not in public, Gabriel. Here in the home you forced me to accept I can say whatever I want.”

“Fine.”

“Fine.” He snaps the paper.

“Good.” I stomp to the elevator, before he can get in the last word.

 

Chapter 23

______________

Elizabeth

SILENCE PREVAILS DURING OUR RIDE to the Ragin’ Cajun, but just before we arrive, Gabriel opens up about the security details.

“Rick will pull up in front of the restaurant. Samuel will jump out to open our door and accompany us inside. Martha Rawlings is already on site. She made sure the place is secure.”

“What do you mean ‘secure’?”

“She checked out the restaurant. As you can imagine, Casey was very accommodating. He doesn’t want you hurt any more than I do.” 

When we arrive, Casey’s hostess, Jeannie, welcomes us as soon as we step through the door. She’s worked for him since he opened the restaurant and has become a good friend. 

“Lizzie! Look at you. I won’t ask how you’re doing. You’re glowing. Obviously, pregnancy suits you.”

Knowing what Gabriel expects of me, I smile like I’m absolutely thrilled to be here. “Doing well. Thanks for asking.” With the familiarity of old friends, I kiss her cheek.

“And is this . . .?” She lets the question dance in the air.

“Gabriel Storm, my . . .” I don’t know what to call him. Baby Daddy. The guy who knocked me up.

“Boyfriend. A pleasure to meet you, Jeannie.” He kisses her on the cheek like they’re old friends. 

And, of course, like every other female on the planet, her eyes go wide, her mouth hangs open. “Uh, your table isn’t quite ready. Would you like to spend a few minutes in the bar area?” 

“That will be fine.” He smiles that devastating smile of his. Honestly. I think he’s incapable of dialing back the charm.

He rests his hand in the middle of my back. Even through the blue velvet dress I’m wearing, his warmth sinks into my skin. 

Once we’re seated at a small round table by the bay window, he says “You can stop smiling now. She’s gone.”

I relax my face muscles. “Good. My cheeks were starting to hurt.” 

He laughs as he picks up the small menu on the table, the one that lists a wide selection of drinks, wines, and appetizers. “Would you like an appetizer? These oysters bienville look quite good.”

I snort. “Last thing you need, Storm, are oysters. You’re quite potent on your own.”

He reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Am I, darling?”

“Cut it out. Nobody here but me.”

Rather than take offense, he scoots his chair closer to mine and whispers in my ear. “Smile. They’re looking in our direction.”

I do as I’m told. That is the arrangement, after all. “Who?”

“That couple by the bar.” He nibbles on my ear, and heat streaks to the juncture between my legs.

I start to turn my head toward the bar, but he cradles my chin, kisses my lips, roams lower where he bestows the same benediction to my throat. 

His thumb brushes my lower lip, setting off little sparklers, before fixing a sleepy-eyed gaze on me. “There, that’s the look I love.” 

“What look?” All I can do is whisper, what with oxygen being at a premium. 

“The one you wear after I fuck you silly.”

“You’re killing me, Storm.” But there’s no heat behind my words. He’s kissed me silly.

Thankfully, the waitress chooses that moment to take our order. I ask for hot tea; Storm orders a glass of the dark lager. The same brew he drank that first night at my townhouse. 

Hoping to break the spell he so easily winds around me, I allow my gaze to wander around the almost empty bar area. “That’s strange.”

“What’s strange?”

“It’s Friday night. Usually the place is packed.” 

“Maybe the weather kept people home.” Atypical for early November, the wind’s howling and temperatures have plummeted to the low thirties. On top of that, it’s raining. Again. 

“You’re probably right.” A lot easier to hunker down at home in front of a roaring fire than to be out in this bit of nastiness.

While we wait for our drinks, Gabriel studies the area. With so few people present, he can get a really good view of the space. 

"Casey wants to put in a stage over there where a jazz trio could play during weekends,” I volunteer. 

"That's a terrific idea."

“The space next door is available, but the lease is more than he can afford.” They discussed this point last Sunday, but it’s important. So I’m reminding him of it.

"Thus the need for a loan.” He smiles down at me, brushes a thumb across my throat. If he doesn’t stop touching me, I’m going to jump him. And I don’t care who’s looking. “Do you think he would go for a silent partner?”

My eyes widen. “A silent partner? I thought you were only offering him a loan.”

“I like this place. It has class and ambiance. Plus think about the cachet I'd bring every time I dropped in to dine. Not every restaurant in D.C. can boast a viscount for dinner, don't you know?" He says in his posh Brit voice.

I laugh. But he's right about the notoriety he can bring to the place. 

“Or I could lend him the money, of course, if he wishes to go down that road instead.” His lips brush against my ear again, raising goose bumps all along my arm. All I want to do is make love to him right now.

Jeannie interrupts to announce our table is ready just as the waitress shows up with our drinks.

In the main restaurant area, Jeannie seats us next to another bay window, larger than the one in the bar. Outside I catch the shadow of Samuel and my other bodyguard blocking the view. They must be freezing. Casey has more secluded seating, where we wouldn’t be so out in the open. “Could we move there?” I point toward the back of the restaurant where a bunch of tables are jutted together into one long line.

She appears confused, looks at Gabriel, at me. “This is the table Casey said to to seat you. Or am I wrong?” She flips through the papers on her clipboard, her face clears up. “No, this is the one.”

“Thank you, Jeannie,” he says to her. “This is fine.”

The restaurant, like the bar, lies half empty. “Do you know what’s going on?” I ask her. “Usually this place is packed.”

“Well—” She looks around as if she doesn’t want anyone overhearing her— “Don’t tell anyone, but we got a call from that congressman who’s thinking about running for President. The one from Massachusetts.”

“O’Leary?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.  Anyway, his office called and said he wanted to reserve a private room, but since we don’t have one, they reserved half the tables instead.” She glances at her watch. “They should be here any minute.” 

As soon as she says that, a phalanx of very important looking people, about twenty of them, burst in through the restaurant’s front door. Jeanie deserts us and hurries to the hostess stand to welcome them. Excitement ripples around the room, and when the other diners recognize the luminary around us, applause breaks out. The congressman, who I recognize from television, flashes his Colgate smile. While Jeannie leads them to the long table, he puts his arm around a woman I assume is his wife and follows, waving to the crowd. Photographers circle him, snapping photos all the way.

Oh, geez. “Unbelievable. He’s got his own press following him around?”

“Look at the silver lining. The photos will bring publicity to Casey’s restaurant.”

“I guess.”

Even more paparazzi stand outside the restaurant, their cameras almost blinding me. 

“What’s wrong with those people? They’re supposed to be taking photos of the congressman, not us.”

“We’re probably in the way. And they can stand outside and take as many pictures as they like. What with the United States being a free country and all.”

The waiter approaches to take our order. Gabriel surprises me by ordering the same dish I do, a spicy mixture of rice, ham, sausage, and chicken.

“Jambalaya, huh?” It’s the meal we shared the first night we made love. Is he remembering more?

“I’ve never eaten it before.” 

Guess not. I’ve come to terms with his lack of memory, but once in a while I can’t help but resent he can’t recall us. 

More cameras flash, snapping me out of my reverie.

“Honestly, how many photos must they take?”

“As many as they want. Ignore them. That's what I do.”

He might be a master at making believe blinding cameras don’t exist, but I'm not. 

He presses my hand. “Can't you relax, love? I honestly just want to have a nice dinner with you at a lovely restaurant.”

Another flash goes off, and I practically jump out of my skin. 

He heaves out a laborious sigh. “Right. We'll leave then.” 

He’s trying so hard to be gallant, and I’m being such a bitch. I swallow back my nastiness. “It's all right, Gabriel. I'll ignore them, just like you say.” 

Somehow, I actually do manage to ignore the paparazzi and focus on us. Not hard to do when Gabriel's being his most charming self.

When our entrees arrive, I tuck into mine with the zeal of a starving mommy-to-be. Dessert is crème Brule, another favorite of mine. Over cafe au lait, decaffed for me, his smooth patter dissolves. He reaches once more for my hand, and the cameras go crazy again. That’s when I realize, the paparazzi are reacting to us, not the congressman. “What’s going on?”

"Did I mention how beautiful you look?"

“Gabriel.” At the moment, last thing I want is more charm.

"There's a question I want to ask you."

Oh, God. No. He's doing this here? Now? Of course, he is. The prime seating, the cameras, the holding hands. 

He retrieves a gorgeous blue box emblazoned with Tiffany & Co from inside his jacket. If I thought the cameras were blinding before, it's nothing to the flurry of light bursting around us now. The room grows silent as the diners cease talking, including the faux congressman, who I now recognize from a car commercial. The waiters halt serving, everyone stops what they're doing to stare at us.

He gets down on his knee. His bad one.

“Please don't. Your leg.” I can't imagine the pain he must be in.

“Hush, love. I have to do this right.” He smiles that devastating grin. “On the day we met, you captured my heart. And I find I can't live without you by my side. Everything that I am and hope to be is yours. Please, Liz, marry me.”

My stomach churns. I know my line. “Yes.” But I’m too stupefied by the whole scene to voice it. 

“Nod,” he whispers.

I do. 

“Now smile.”

After I obey him, he takes my hand and slips the ring on my finger. Knowing how much pain he must be suffering, I reach down to help him rise and somehow make it look like he's helping me from my seat. Once we're standing, he gathers me into his arms and kisses me. The kiss is everything it should be—lush, passionate, romantic. Too bad it's only for show.

As applause breaks out around us, Casey emerges from the kitchen to shake Gabriel's hand, kiss me on the cheek.

“Traitor,” I whisper behind clenched teeth.

Casey doesn't take offense but grins at the camera clicks as if he does this every day of the week. No surprise he's so happy. The photos will bring a world of publicity to his restaurant.

Before I have a chance to say anything else, Gabriel sweeps me out of the restaurant and into the limo where Samuel stands by the open door. I scurry to the far left of the seat. Gabriel slides in but maintains his distance on the right. Good. In my current mood, I’m likely to tear a chunk out of him. “Those people in the restaurant—”

“Actors hired by me. They’re grateful for the job, and they’ll get a nice meal out of it. I rented the restaurant for the night.”

Knowing Casey’s usual Friday night take amounts to roughly eight thousand dollars, the extravagance of Gabriel’s gesture staggers me, especially when he could have proposed in private. “Why did your orchestrate such a public proposal?”

“Those pictures will appear in British newspapers, American ones as well. The internet. Unless, I miss my guess, they will portray a couple very much in love.”

His getting down on his bad knee to propose would be seen as evidence of his love for me. And my face would have shown my concern for his pain. The kiss had been everything a proposal kiss should be, so yeah, I don’t doubt the pictures will reflect exactly what he wishes. And that, as he explained earlier, is important to him. 

I can’t help but wonder, has he done the same before? “Did you arrange for those pictures of us last weekend too?’

His brow scrunches. “No.”

I clench my hands on my lap. “I don’t believe you.”

“I’ll have Jake investigate. He’ll find out where those pictures came from.”

“Don’t bother. Jake works for you. I’m sure he’ll ‘discover’ a source with no ties to you.”

His hand clenches on the car strap, the one he’s been holding since he got into the car. I’ve touched a nerve. Good. 

“What would I gain by us going public, Liz?”

“Oh, please.” I roll my eyes. “You chafed at the secrecy.”

“I did. But I was willing to put up with it for your sake. Surely you see there’s no longer any need for it. Your firm won’t fire you. Not now when I’m one of their clients.”

 “No. They didn’t fire me when they found about us. Instead, they reassigned me to Litigation. You know how boring that work is. All I do is dock pleadings and shuffle papers.”

“Why did they do that?”

“To avoid a conflict of interest. They put up a Chinese Wall between me and every client who deals with your company. Worse of all, they removed me from the Storm Industries team.” I can’t help the hitch in my voice. “And I was really looking forward to working on your legal issues.”

“I’m sorry. Maybe if I talked to them, they would assign you back.”

I shake my head. “That won’t happen. They’re not doing it just for kicks, Gabriel. Every law firm has the same policy in place.”

For a few seconds, neither of us breaks the silence. “There’s an easy solution to the problem, you know. If you’re so high on Storm Industries, you can work for me.”

“Really?” For the first time this evening, my spirits lift only to fall again. I can’t work for him. In London he turned down my suggestion to work for Storm Industries. He believed I’d betrayed him by handing copies of his confidential documents to my boss. He may not recall that conversation, but if his memory returns, he won’t be so eager to have me as his employee. But now I have a gut feeling Brian Sullivan stole those documents. So as long as I prove it before Gabriel gets back his memory, it might be okay. “You would hire me?”

“Yes. I’ve seen your efforts. You’re brilliant, Liz.”

He thinks I’m brilliant? “Where? When?”

“Your analysis of our proposal. You managed to encapsulate our offer in a few succinct pages and suggest ways to sweeten the deal for your client. How long did it take you to put that together?”

“About three hours.”

His left brow arches in that sexy way of his. “I’m amazed. It would take longer than that just to read our proposal.”

“I was familiar with the general details, so I only had to write the summary. And I’d thought about ways to improve the transaction for our side. So it isn’t that amazing.”

He captures my hand, squeezes it. “No one I know could have done what you did in such a short period of time.”

“But how did you get a hold of the analysis?”

“It was included among the due diligence documents your law firm provided.”

A mistake, for that document was confidential. Something else to investigate. “So what would I do if I came to work for you?”

A grin pops up on his face. “Look at you.”

“What?”

“You have stars in your eyes. If I had known all it would take was a job offer, I could have saved myself hours of shopping for the perfect stone and choosing the right setting.”

He spent hours choosing the ring? “It’s lovely, Gabriel. Thank you.”

“How would you know? You’ve barely glanced at it.”

“I have too.” I look down but, before I can examine the ring, he covers my hand with his. 

He quirks a grin. “What’s the shape of the diamond?” 

Darn. I can’t recall, but I’m not about to admit it. So I punt. “Which one? It has several.”

“The biggest one.”

“Round?”

“Nope.”

“Oval?”

“Not even close.”

Not being a jewelry shopper, I haven’t a clue as to the different cuts. But I give it the old college try. “Square?”

He lifts his hand. “It’s an emerald cut.” He sounds peeved. And why shouldn’t he be? I hurt his feelings. 

Hoping to make amends, I climb on his lap, cuddle into him. “It’s beautiful, Gabriel. Truly.” 

He tweaks my chin, drops a kiss on my lips.

“So what would you have me do at Storm Industries?”

“Legal work, obviously.  You could be stationed at our New York office or in London.”

“I can’t be employed in London as an attorney. I wouldn’t be licensed to practice there.”

He threads a hand through my curls, pulls back my head, drops a kiss on my throat. “Yes, you could. If you obtained a dual degree.” His voice’s turned gravelly, and I’m going up in flames.

When I scoot off his lap back onto the seat, he narrows his eyes at me. He didn’t like my move. But if I stayed where I was, I wouldn’t get any rational words out of him. “What do you mean?”

“Your school and King’s College in London have a dual degree program. It would qualify you for admission to the bar examinations in both the United Kingdom and the United States.”

“Really?” I didn’t know such a thing existed. “What would it take?”

“You’d do two years at your school and two years at King’s College.”

“You’ve looked into this. Why?”

“Because it’s something I thought you would like.”

I rub a finger across my lower lip as I ponder the possibility. “I’d need to live in London for two years.”

“Yes.”

“But we’ll only be married for one year.” And one month.

“A minimum of one. It can be more.”

A flash of panic surges me. Married longer than a year? No. “Gabriel, I’m not the marrying kind.”

“You’re marrying me.” Nothing like pointing out the obvious.

“We have a deal.” I insist.

“To which I’ve agreed verbally and in the settlement documents. The parties will remain married for a minimum of one year and one month.” He quotes from memory.

“Yeah, I caught that. Just wanted to make sure we’re on the same page.”

“But there’s nothing in there that says we have to divorce as soon as the year’s up.” 

When I take another breath to continue the discussion, he lays a finger across my lips. “I’ll agree to the divorce as soon as the requisite time’s up, if that’s what you wish. But for now, can’t we just enjoy what we have?”

“And what do we have, Gabriel?”

“This.”

Chapter 24

______________

Gabriel

I HAUL HER INTO MY LAP, kiss her the way I’ve been wanting to all night.

“Gabriel, your leg.”

“Let me worry about my bloody leg.”

I want to tug down her zipper, unclasp her bra, but the ride to the Cathedral Arms won’t take long. Best wait to enjoy her until we’re back home.

As soon as we get to our bedroom, I strip her. My own clothes disappear and everything lands on the floor, her dress, my trousers, her bra, my briefs. I pick her up to land us on the bed, but she stops me. “Wait.”

“Liz?” I’m hard as iron.

Getting down on her knees, she takes my cock in her hand, licks it from base to head, pumps the long-veined length. With her other hand she squeezes my balls, plays with them.

God!

I thread my hand through her hair. “Can I be a total pig and say that I love the way you look right now?”

“Worshiping at the altar of Gabriel Storm with his cock in my mouth, his family jewels in my hand.”

“And my child in your belly. Let’s not forget about that.”

“And let’s not forget with a simple twist I can cause you excruciating pain.”

Everything about me freezes. My lip curls in distaste. 

She clambers to her feet, kisses my jaw, my lips, anything she can reach. “I’m sorry. How could I have threatened you with pain after everything you’ve gone through? I would never hurt you, Gabriel.”

I thumb her cheek. “I know you were teasing. It’s just for a second . . . everything went black, the way it used to when I was a child, when they . . .”

Her eyes widen as she cups my head in her hands. “Gabriel, they didn’t hurt you . . . that way, did they?”

God, no. At least I was spared that. “No. They were content to shackle me, whip my back and legs. Sometimes so bad I couldn’t walk for days.”

“I’m so sorry.” Her gaze softens. “What can I do?”

My heart melts with tenderness for this caring woman I can’t live without. “That’s easy. Love me.”

“That, I can do.” She rains kisses down my jaw, my chest, to my erection which she takes into her mouth again. 

Primitive though it might be, I want to mark her as mine, imbue her with my scent. And there’s only one way to do this. To love her hard into the night. But she’s pregnant with my child, and I can’t abuse the privilege. I must take it easy on her.

The problem is her mouth is hot and demanding, her hands exquisite in their hold. She does something with them causing me to kick back my head and moan. She knows how I like to be pumped, to be sucked, and she’s so very good at bringing me to fruition. “Wait.” I reach down and lift her to her feet.

“Don’t you like it?” Her question echoes in my brain. She’s said these words before somewhere, someplace. I shake my head, clearing my thoughts. It’s the here and now that’s important, not something that happened long ago.

“Yes. But I need to be inside you when I come.”

This time when I lay her across the bed, she doesn’t object. She stares up at me, her green-eyed gaze luminous, a small smile on her face.

Putting my weight on my elbows, I crawl over her, until we’re nose to nose, chest to breasts. I lean down and kiss her brow, the side of her face, her cheeks. Her mouth. My lips roam down her throat, across her collarbone down to her breasts. Fuller now in pregnancy, they’re a sight to behold. And touch. And taste.

I gently pinch the tip of one, suck it into my mouth. She moans as she threads a hand through my hair. “Harder, Gabriel.” I comply and give her what she needs.

She jerks beneath me. With her skin burning up, the scent of her passion rises enveloping me, enthralling me. Much as I want to taste her, I can’t wait. My need’s too great. 

Her belly’s fuller than it used to be, so I switch positions and raise her over me. I run my hands up her belly to her breasts. “Take what you want, love. I’m yours.”

Her pussy glistens with dew as she opens herself to me and drops unto my hard cock. We both moan as she sinks deep, down to my root. “I’m more open now, somehow.”

“What do you mean?” 

Straddled around me, my cock in her pussy, she rocks against me, driving me insane. “I could never take you before, The pregnancy’s made a difference.”

My head jerks up at that. “Did I hurt you when I took you?” 

“No. Well, not much. It was a hurt-so-good kind of a thing.”

“And now?”

“It’s great.” I hitch my hips and she moans. “Oh, do that again.”

I do, though it’s killing my leg.

I don’t know if she detects something in my expression, or it’s her own desire, but she shifts forward so her hips are not laying across my hips. As she rises and lowers herself on me, my legs no longer bear the brunt of her weight. Clutching her hips, I help her rise and fall while she works on me.

“So good. So damn good.”

“Take it all, darling girl. Take what you want. Take me.”

With an ever frantic cadence, she pumps up and down, her glorious breasts swaying in counterpoint. As her rhythm grows frantic, fiery pleasure shoots through my body. She grabs her breasts and squeezes. And that’s all it takes for me to reach the crisis point. I clutch her hips, jerk up and spill my seed into her. She comes down one last time on my cock and screams.

When she collapses on me, our sweat combines into a delicious cocktail of hot sex and the essential essence of our beings. 

“So good. So damn good.” She breathes out between gasps.

Wrapping my arms around her, I drop a kiss on her head, grateful for my life, grateful for her love, grateful for her.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25

______________

Elizabeth

CIRCUMSTANCES FORCE GABRIEL to delay his move to New York. Rather than the December 1 date he originally planned, it looks like the change won’t take place until after our wedding and honeymoon. The transfer of duties to his cousin, who will take over as COO of Storm Industries-Europe, is taking longer than expected. And since he doesn’t wish the financial markets to get jittery, the press release won’t be issued until everything is in place. 

Which is fine with me. 

I have enough to deal with at work, at school, at home. Looking for more of a challenge at Smith Cannon, I’d copied and cross-referenced all documents in a high-level project unto a digital file so our attorneys could retrieve all related document with the stroke of a key. My effort was so successful, I’m now in hot demand at the office with every litigation partner clamoring for my time. But my doctor limited me to no more than thirty hours a week, so I work through my lunch hours to get it all done. 

With law school finals looming over me, I spend whatever free time I can wrangle out of my busy day organizing my notes and studying for tests. And some time in the near future, I’ll need to buy a wedding dress, something CeCe’s been hounding me to do for the last week.

I could deal with it all, since I thrive on chaos. But the thing I can’t stand are the photos of me popping up on the internet. The headlines— ‘Gabriel Storm’s Baby Mama’ and ‘Gold Digger’—insinuate I’m marrying him for his money. Hello! Have they seen him? Good lord, any living, breathing woman would give her left arm to marry Gabriel. The worst are the ones that intimate he’s only marrying me to give our child a name. Even though it’s the truth, it still hurts.

In the middle of this insanity, Brianna calls. “Darling. Love the photos and the headlines.”

“Bitch.”

“Aren’t I, though?  If it’s any consolation, I’ve been called worse.” 

I laugh. God, how I’ve missed her breezy humor. “I was wondering why you hadn’t called.”

“Blame it on Gabe. He wanted time for you to ‘find your footing’ before I stepped in. Like I would do anything to rock this boat. Have I told you how happy I am you’re marrying my brother?”

“Are you?”

“Yes! He gets this look in his eye when he talks about you and the baby. The man’s positively smitten.”

Gabriel’s acting ability seems to be top notch if even his sister believes he’s in love with me. “So you’re in London?”

“Yes. Until mummy dearest is found and brought—well I don’t know where they would take her. My vote would be for Bedlam seeing how she’s mad as a hatter. So how are you handling it all, darling? Hope it’s not too much for you.”

“Well, they’ve added more security guards. The one in my office checks out every stall in the ladies room before I pee.”

“The loss of privacy’s a real bitch. But it could be worse. You could have Jake Cooper guarding you.”

“Umm. I thought you liked him.”

“Are you barmy? The man’s a positive stickler for the rules. He doesn’t dare stick a toe ouf of place.”

“And you’re a free spirit who goes where the wind blows you.”

“Somebody would definitely get blown in a liaison with me.”

I laugh.

“I can’t blame Gabe for wanting to protect you. You’re too important to him. And hopefully, they’ll find mummy and it will be over soon. When are you moving to London?”

Moving? She must mean when am I flying in for the ceremony. But what an odd way to phrase it. “I have classes until December 4 so not ‘til a couple of days before the wedding.” The ceremony will take place on December 7. “After the honeymoon, I’ll return to D.C. for finals. Gabriel wants to spend Christmas in London, though. Guess it’ll be his last one for a while.”

“Why do you say that?”

“With him taking up residence in New York City, he might want to spend the next one there. The Big Apple is such a beautiful place at Christmas time.”

“Oh.”

She sounds surprised. Did Gabriel not tell her about his transfer to New York? Oh, gosh. Maybe I let the cat out of the bag. Gabriel is going to kill me. “You didn’t know he was transferring to New York to head Storm Industries North America?”

“No. He hasn’t said anything.”

“He’s waiting until after the wedding to make the official announcement, but I thought you knew. Please don’t let on I told you.”

“I won’t. You can trust me, Elizabeth.”

“Thank you.” Better change the subject quick. “So how do you feel about being my bridesmaid?”

“Thought you’d never ask. So tell me all about your wedding gown. Who designed it?  What neckline did you choose? Details, I want details.”

“Ummm, I haven’t bought one yet. CeCe’s been pressuring me, though. So I thought we’d go to the mall this weekend.”

“Darling, you can’t do that. You simply can’t.” Her horrified tone tells me what she thinks of that scheme. “You need a designer, someone with a flair for designing medieval wedding gowns.”

“And where am I supposed to find someone like that?” I’ve never bought anything that wasn’t on sale with a twenty percent off coupon. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything. There has to be a couture designer in Washington, D.C., worthy of creating the wedding gown of the future Countess of Winterleagh.”

“Geesh, since you put it like that. Off the rack seems quite not the thing.”

“Exactly, my love. I better ring off if I mean to get a line on one.” 

“Thank you, Brianna.”

“Don’t thank me, darling. What else are bridesmaids for? Ta.”

Since CeCe’s the matron of honor, I call her to see if she’s available. She’s got two kid events, but she dragoons her husband into babysitting. “I’m not about to miss out on this. He can deal with the kids for a change.” Things are still not happy happy joy joy in her world.

Brianna arrives on Thursday with Gabriel. Thank God the bedroom furniture has arrived. With Brianna in one bedroom, Jorge and Marisol in the second, Jake in the third, and Samuel commandeering the fourth for security, there’s no more room at the inn. 

On Saturday morning, Jake insists we take two cars to Madame Fleurette’s who Brianna claims is the most exclusive couture designer in town, at least as far as wedding gowns are concerned. Apparently, the shop caters to an exclusive clientele—the daughters of highly ranked government officials and the super rich. How Brianna got an appointment on such short notice is beyond me.

I arrive ahead of Brianna to find CeCe waiting for me. When I step through the door, I’m greeted politely but with reserve by Madame Fleurette. “Ms. Watson? Are you ze bride?”

“Yes.”

She gives me the once over. Today I’m dressed in a loose smock, stretchy pants, and flat shoes. Since I’ll be shedding clothes for the fitting, I didn’t see a reason to dress up.

Madam Fleurette sniffs as if she smells something bad. “This is for a consultation, n'est-ce pas? I’ll need to check our books to see if we can accommodate you.” 

“I thought arrangements had all ready been made.”

“Unfortunately, my assistant”—Her gaze cuts to an underling who’s desperately trying to get her attention—“made the appointment without consulting with me.”

“Madame Fleurette.” Her assistant, a thin woman in her thirties, is clutching the appointment book to her chest. “If I may have a word with you.”

But Madame Fleurette ignores her. “When’s the wedding, Ms. Watson?”

“December 7.” 

“Over twelve months’ lead time. Well—”

“Not next year. Next month.” I bite out, having had just about enough of her snootiness.

“Next month! I’m afraid that would be c’est impossible.” She’s rattling something in French when Brianna strolls in. Tall, slim, wearing a white wool coat opened to reveal a sleek, aquamarine silk sheath which just screams haute couture.

Madame Fleurette stops in mid sentence. Her jaw drops. She can probably spot a Chanel at fifty paces. In the dark. Wearing a blindfold. Well, maybe not the last.

Without even asking for permission, Jake, who’s followed Bri inside, snaps shut the window blinds and locks the door, before he leans back against said door and rests one ankle over the other. 

Brianna slips off her white kid gloves and extends her hand to the modiste. “Madame Fleurette?”

“Mais oui.”

“Is there a problem? I talked with your assistant two days ago and she assured me it would not be a problem to design a gown for my future sister-in-law.”

“I’ve been trying to tell you, Madame Fleurette.” The rest is conducted in a whisper between her and the modiste.

“Viscount Ainsley?” Madame Fleurette squeaks out. 

“My brother. Ms. Watson is to marry him,” Brianna says, arching a brow. Damn if she doesn’t look just like Gabriel right now. “If you’re not available, I’m sure we can find another modiste in town who would love to design the gown for the next Viscountess Ainsley.”

Madame Fleurette undergoes an amazing transformation. Wreathed in smiles now, she snaps her fingers. By magic, her staff drifts in from wherever they’ve been hiding. “I’m sure we can accommodate Ms.Watson.”

“We’ll pay premium rates, of course, for the short notice,” Brianna says.

“Mimi, lock the door. We will not be seeing anyone else today.”

“The door is all ready locked, Madame.” Mimi reminds the modiste, but a frown mars her features as she scrutinizes the appointment book. “What should we do about Ms. Watkins? She has an appointment today.” 

“Call and reschedule.” She claps her hands and everyone jumps, including me.

“Now Mademoiselle Watson, can you give me an idea what style gown you would like?”

I have no clue, but Brianna does. Soon she and Madame Fleurette are scouring design books, discarding most styles, considering a few, until they finally come up with a couple of likely choices.

“She’ll be wearing a fingertip veil.”

“I will?”

“Tradition, darling. Goes back to medieval times.”

“You’re enceinte, ma petite?” Madame Fleurette asks. 

I know enough French to know what she means. “Oui.” That word and Merci Beaucoup comprise my entire knowledge of the French language.

Brianna makes a face behind the modiste’s back.

“So. An empire waistline would be best, don’t you think?”

Brianna mouths “Oui,” and I happily agree with “Yes.”

“Good, we progress.”

An hour later, my dress has been decided upon and it’s time for the measurements. But when Madame Fleurette leads me to a closed fitting room, I balk. “I can’t go in there.”

“Why not? You’ll enjoy privacy inside.”

Not about to tell her I’m terrified of being locked in, I voice the tried and true excuse I’ve offered all my life. “I suffer from claustrophobia.” 

“Very well. We can set up a screen outside the fitting room where you can undress. Is that acceptable?”

“Yes.” Once the screen’s set up, Madame Fleurette, her assistant and I scoot behind it. Within minutes, I’m stripped to my bra and panties. Good thing I brought a slip. 

Once my measurements are taken, they turn to the gowns Brianna and CeCe will wear.

“I don’t think there’s anything in those books for us,” CeCe says, slightly crestfallen. “Look at us. We’re like Mutt and Jeff.”

I have no idea who Mutt and Jeff are, but I take the contrary view. “You’re not.”

“Yes, we are. Brianna is tall, svelte. She could make a sackcloth look good. I’m short, dumpy, and a triple D.”

She does have ample boobs.

“I’m sure we can find something that would suit you both,” Madame Fleurette volunteers. “What color are you thinking about?”

Another problem, for Brianna’s porcelain white skin and blue eyes differ from CeCe’s cafe au lait tone and brown eyes.

“How about red?” Brianna volunteers. “We don’t have to wear the same shade. Look at this darling number here.”

CeCe bends over the book. “I don’t do tall and skinny.”

“An A line would look better on you. How about this?” She points to a a drawing in the design book.

“Umm, that could work,”  CeCe agrees.

“Let’s look at fabric samples while Elizabeth takes a load off.”

I gladly accept Mimi’s offer of peppermint tea. She really is a darling. Madame Fleurette is lucky to have her. While I sip, Brianna and CeCe discuss the shades of red. They seem to be getting along. Good thing since I’m going to depend on them to get me through the wedding. I’m bound to be a nervous wreck.

Wedding and bridesmaid gowns taken care of, it’s time to celebrate. Gabriel’s made reservations at the Ragin’ Cajun, but not until eight so I lay down for a nap at the apartment.

I wake up to find Brianna and CeCe, drinking mojitos in the living room and planning my bachelorette party. I nip that idea in the bud.

When they both look at me and say, “Fine,”  I know I’m in big, big trouble.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 26

______________

Gabriel

“YOU LOOK LIKE SHITE, BROTHER.” I haven’t seen Royce since I dispatched him to South America two months ago to determine the feasibility of building a hydrowater plant in the small country of Santa Maria. He arrived home over the weekend when I was in D.C. So this is the first time I’m seeing him.

“So would you if you’d spent the last two months in a ruddy jungle so hot and humid it was a struggle to breathe,” Royce says dropping into the burgundy leather sofa in my penthouse suite at The Brighton. “Caught a bloody fever. Lost two stone.” The loss of twenty eight pounds on his six one frame stole muscle, hollowed out his cheeks. 

The thought I could have lost him bites me to the quick. “Why didn’t you call? You have a satellite phone.”

“Didn’t work in the jungle. I would have had to trek out to make the call. And since I was too sick to do so.” He allows the meaning to sink in. “By the time I was on the mend, all I could think of was getting out of there, not phoning in a status report.”

“That’s a problem.We’ll have to devise a solution.” Royce never checked in on a regular basis. So when he’d gone AWOL, I hadn’t thought anything of it. But clearly something had to be done. Somebody would have to accompany him in future missions, something he’s fought from the start. No more. I’m not about to lose another brother. “How are you feeling now?”

“Better. Now than I’m in England. Where I mean to eat, drink and be merry.”

“Speaking of which, would you like a drink?”

“One finger of the Macallan. That’s all my stomach will allow.”

I pour the liquor into a tumbler, hand it to him. Rather than guzzle it down like he normally does, he sips. He must be more ill than he lets on.

“I’m glad you’re here. I need you home.”

“Why?”

“I’m marrying Liz. In a couple of weeks.”

He jumps out of the couch, hugs me, pounds me in the back. “You wanker. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Too much going on, I guess. You heard about father’s second stroke.”

“Yes. Bri told me.” He brushes back his coal black, shoulder-length hair. He needs a haircut, my brother. “I visited him this morning. He didn’t recognize me. The nurse said a third stroke would probably prove fatal.”

I nod. I’ve relegated my father’s failing health to the back of my mind. He’s at the London townhouse, getting round-the-clock care. Nothing more I can do to make him comfortable.

“And the mater has taken a powder?”

“Yes.” Since I don’t want either of my siblings implicated, in case things head south, I haven’t shared my mother’s whereabouts with them. “Jake has done his best to track her down with no luck.”

“You have ordered some protection for Liz.”

“Oh, yes. She’s living in a three-floor apartment I purchased. The building is literally bullet proof. Plus I assigned a team of bodyguards to her. She doesn’t go anywhere without them, including her job.”

“Good. Good.”

“So the reason I need you home.” I roll the ice around the glass before I glance up at him. “And I am very glad you’re home. I want to ask you a question.”

He looks at me expectantly.

“Will you be my best man?”

He shoots me a look that tells me how he feels about my request. “I’d be honored.”

“Excellent.” I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

He almost blinds me with his smile. “You appear relieved. Did you think I would say no?”

“Of course not. It’s just. Because of our age differences, we haven’t always been close.” I’m six years older than him. “I was away at uni when you were at Eton. By the time you got to Oxford, I’d graduated.”

“You were closer to Edward.”

“Yes. We were only two years apart.” I roll the ice around the glass again. “There’s something I need to know.”

“Whatever it is, Gabe. Let it out. I don’t have any secrets from you.”

Which is more than I can say. “The Countess. I know how she felt about Edward, and father protected Bri. But you didn’t have him as a champion. I tried to keep her away from you when I was home. But I was away at school so much. She never”—I clear my throat—“she never went after you, did she?”

“No.” His eyes are clear, so I know he’s speaking the truth. “She left me alone.”

The tension I’ve held in for so long drains out of me. “That’s what I was hoping to hear.”

He rises, pours more scotch into my glass. “It was you she was fixated upon, you she wanted to destroy.”

“Yes, I got that, but still”—I swirl the alcohol before downing it in one gulp—“I worried.”

He squeezes my shoulder before going back to sitting on the couch, propping one ankle over the opposite knee. “So where’s Bri? I thought she was joining us for dinner.” A rather obvious change of subject. Not a problem. I’d rather think of my future than my past.

“She should be up any minute. Probably shagging her latest project, a starving artist. He paints murals. They look like graffiti to me.”

“They are murals, you tosser.” Bri says from my left, sneaking up on me through the door that separates our floors.“How are you, darling?” She smooches Royce. “You look perfectly dreadful.”

“Love you too, sister. I’m good.”

“Talk about a starving artist look. What happened to you?”

Royce gives her the condensed version of his South American trip.

“Royce. We could have lost you.” She’s just as shocked as I am.

“I’m not that easy to kill, little sister.”

She’s six feet to Royce’s six one, and he likes to rub it in every chance he gets. In her trademark stilettos, though, she towers above just about every other man, except for Jake. So the word ‘little’ hardly refers to her. 

After she pours herself a drink, she drops next to Royce on the couch, curls her arm around his shoulders. “You’ll have to stay home a good long time to recuperate. And with Gabe’s wedding and all.”

“I just heard.” He salutes me with his still full tumbler. “So tell me the details—when, where?”

“Sunday, December 7, at Winterleagh Castle as tradition demands. After our honeymoon, she’ll return to D.C. to take her final exams and then we’ll come home to London.”

Brianna startles at the announcement.

“A Christmas wedding, The family hasn’t had one of those in a good long time.” Royce contributes, seemingly unaware of Brianna’s reaction.

“Not since medieval times, I believe.”

“Wait. Back up a bit. You’ll both return to London?” A frown creases Brianna’s brow. “I don’t understand. Elizabeth mentioned she’d remain in D.C. to finish her studies and that you planned to move to New York City to head the Storm Industries branch.”

“She’ll finish her studies in London.”

“And she’s agreed to this?”

“She will, like she’s agreed to everything else.”

“Gabe, did you tell her you were moving to New York City to head the Storm Industries North American branch?”

“Yes. I had to. She wouldn’t agree to marry me otherwise.”

“What?”

“After the closing, she told me she wanted to put the baby up for an open adoption. I nixed the plan, asked her to marry me. She balked and only relented when I told her she wouldn’t be far away from our child because I planned to move to New York City to  head up our branch.”

“So you lied to her.”

I brush nervous fingers across my brow. “If she didn’t marry me, our son would not inherit the title. Don’t you see?”

“I see you lied to her. What’s going to happen when she discovers the truth?”

“Nothing. We’ll be married by then.”

“Gabe, you have to tell her before the wedding.”

Something strong and hot surges within me. “No, I’m not, and you’re forbidden from telling her. I lost Edward to an assassin in Honduras, and this fool almost died in a South American jungle. I can’t lose Liz and our child. I won’t lose them.”

“It wasn’t that dire,” Royce says, referring to his bout of sickness.

“Then why aren’t you drinking, Royce? By now, you would have been on your third drink.”

He shrugs but doesn’t say anything.

“For so many years, I fought for you, for Royce, even for Edward, knowing all the while she could do something to tear you away from me. In the natural way of life, you’ll go your own way. But a wife, a child, those are mine. Mine. I need something of my own. Something that can’t be torn from me.”

“Darling, you won’t lose us, no matter what.”

“Liz and the baby are mine. And I won’t allow anyone, not God nor mortal man or woman to take her, or our child, away from me. So promise me you won’t tell her about my plans.”

I’m shaking so much from the emotions coursing through me, the ice in the glass I’m holding rattles around in the glass. 

Bri wraps her arms around me. “Don’t worry. We’ll keep your secret, won’t we, Royce?”

He nods in agreement, seemingly dumbfounded by my loss of control.

Neither voices the obvious. I won’t allow anyone to tear Liz away, but what if she herself chooses to walk away from me?

 

 

Chapter 27

______________

Elizabeth

AFTER MY LAST CLASS ON THURSDAY, I’m whisked to Dulles Airport where Gabriel’s corporate jet waits to fly us to London. I arrive at the plane to find CeCe, Casey, and his fiancee, Gina, waiting for me. Against all odds, I actually sleep on the plane which contains a nice comfy bed. 

In London, we’re transported to Winterleagh Castle where Gabriel, his family and the wedding guests expect us. We’d settled on twenty of them. His brother and sister, of course, close friends. His parents do not attend. The official story was they suffered from precarious health. True enough of his father, but his mother? Apparently, she’d suffered a nervous breakdown and could not handle the excitement of a wedding. I doubt anyone believes that farradiddle, but the guests go along with the plan.

The wedding will take place on Sunday. With events scheduled for the entire weekend, Gabriel invited all twenty guests to stay at the castle. After the ceremony, we will spend one day at Winterleagh before leaving for our honeymoon. Gabriel, being Gabriel, has planned everything down to the smallest detail.

Winterleagh Castle sparkles and shines with Christmas greenery and ornaments. Holly is strewn throughout every corridor, nook and cranny, and a great big Christmas tree presides over the Great Hall. Mistletoe hangs over the entrance to each room, giving him the opportunity to kiss me every time I cross a threshold. 

Brianna makes the mistake of entering alongside Jake, her bodyguard. After he offers her a peck on the cheek, they drift apart, Brianna flustered for once.

Dinner bears no resemblance to the one I experienced last July at the castle. This one’s much more casual with everyone taking their seats where they wish. Since most of those present are close friends, no awkward moments arise. After dinner, Bri and CeCe steal me away to a bachelorette party. Surrounded by body guards, we still manage to have fun at the local village pub where male strippers have been brought in for our viewing, and touching, pleasure.

Seeing how the ceremony will take place in the afternoon, on my wedding day I’m allowed to sleep late. I wake up nervous, excited, butterflies fluttering in my stomach. Gabriel would have no problem calming me down. But since tradition forbids me to see him until the service, he’s nowhere in sight.

Brianna and CeCe keep me company throughout the day, but as the time for the pomp and circumstance draws near, my nerves get the better of me. Am I doing the right thing? There’s no going back from this. I may not have wanted to wed, but marriage is a sacred institution, not to be entered into lightly. 

The hairdresser and makeup artist Bri arranged to meet us here take care of Bri and CeCe’s dos before they turn to me. As befits their family tradition, my hair’s left loose and flowing down my back. The stylist is putting the finishing touches in my coiffure, tiny sparkling diamond-like stones strewn through my hair, when a knock sounds on the door. 

A servant dressed in medieval garb—a tunic, leggings, and leather shoes attached with straps. He bows as he offers a gold box festooned with a bright red ribbon. “From Lord Ainsley to his bride-to-be with his compliments.”

With shaking hands, I open the envelope that accompanies the box. “All my love, G.” Within the velvet-lined box resides a sparkling tiara dripping with shiny stones.

My eyes practically bug out. “Those diamonds are not real, are they?”

Brianna takes the tiara from me. “Yes. They are. Storm brides have worn this for centuries, Liz.”

After I’m tucked and laced into the wedding gown, she places the tiara on my head. Since she’s so tall, it’s an easy task for her. She fixes the tiara beneath the shimmering veil which cascades down to my fingertips. She turns me and finally, finally, I see myself in the mirror.

Why, I’m beautiful! My eyes sparkle with emotion, my lips glow with a soft rose pink. The gown flows from my shoulders into an empire waistline bedecked with more sparkly tiny diamonds, the sleeves tight to the elbow and then split open to cascade down in soft, flowing chiffon. And the decolletage? Well, let’s just say my boobs are in full display. “You don’t think the girls will fall out, do you?” I ask, tugging up the neckline.

“No. The seamstress did a great job constructing the gown.” She brushes a hand against the stays which hold up the dress on the sides.

“You’re stunning, Liz.” Tears shimmer in CeCe’s eyes.

“Pregnant belly and all.”

Brianna peals out a laugh. “Actually several Storm brides have come to the wedding altar bearing proof of their husband-to-be’s virility.”

“Darn. And here I was hoping I would be the first.”

“You’re first in Gabriel’s heart. And that’s all that counts.”

First in his heart? I don’t think so. But he’s played the besotted groom so well, even his sister believes he’s in love with me.

I remind myself we are doing this for our baby.

CeCe and Bri’s gowns, although not as elaborate as mine, are also of medieval construct, with deep decolletages and long flowing sleeves.

A knock on the door signifies it’s time to leave. The dresser hurries to envelop me with the last finishing touch, an ermine-lined cape draped around my shoulders to keep me from growing too cold. Part of the ceremony will be conducted outdoors.

Bri hands me my wedding bouquet, a mixture of red roses, lilies of the valley and baby’s breath. I take a deep breath, and CeCe opens the door.

Casey stands right outside, looking very handsome in the groomsmen version of medieval garb, a dark flowing coat that falls to his knees over trousers, with a sword tied to his belt. Bri precedes me down the Adams staircase with CeCe following behind, and Casey and I bringing up the rear. 

At the bottom of the stairs, I’m greeted by an entire array of all the castle servants dressed in similar costumes. Lined along the length of the Great Hall, they smile and bow as we walk by. 

“Breathe”—Casey reminds me—“before you pass out.”

I take a deep breath, well as much as I can take in the constricting gown. How on earth people wore these types of garments for hours at a time is beyond me. 

We finally make it to the castle’s massive front door where we take a right. The chapel shares a wall with the castle, but it must be reached from the outside. It’s a cold, breezy day, with lots of sun. The bright light hurts my eyes, momentarily blinding me

I open them to find Gabriel standing on the front steps with Royce to his side and the officiant who will marry us on the top step, holding a big book close to his chest. He looks exactly the way a minister should, white hair and a kind smile.

“Welcome, milady.”

I don’t know what to do, so I nod in acknowledgment of the greeting.

He waves his free hand about. “God blessed you with a beautiful day for your nuptials. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yes, Sir.” My voice sounds unsure. I wish Gabriel would turn around and acknowledge my presence, instead of staring straight ahead at the congregation through the chapel’s open door.

My hand trembles in Casey’s arm. He presses it for reassurance.

The minister offers another kind smile, opens his book and reads from it. “God is love, and those who live in love live in God and God lives in them.”

Gabriel’s hanging on to the minister’s every word, a solemn look on his face. He’s yet to glance at me.

From somewhere within the chapel, an organ peals out a hymn, accompanied by a choir of voices. The minister turns and leads us down the aisle. Gabriel and Royce, Brianna and CeCe, Casey and me.

When we reach the altar, Casey waits until the hymn finishes before gently pulling back my veil. He kisses me on the cheek, and steps into the first row, where Gina waits for him.

And still Gabriel hasn’t looked at me.

The minister offers more prayers that seem to go on forever. And then suddenly, he’s addressing us.

“The vows you are about to take are to be made in the presence
of God, who is judge of all and knows all the secrets of our hearts;
therefore if either of you knows a reason why you may not lawfully marry, you must declare it now.”

Both of us remain silent.

“Gabriel James, will you take Elizabeth Marie to be your wife? Will you love her, comfort her, honour and protect her, and, forsaking all others, be faithful to her as long as you both shall live?” 

“I will.” Gabriel’s firm voice echoes in the chapel.

When it comes to my turn, my voice wavers. Not only am I about to pass out, but the chapel’s bloody freezing.

Another hymn is sung while I sway on my feet. And then the minister invites us to hold hands. I swallow back a moan of ecstasy from Gabriel’s warmth. Finally, blessedly he turns to look at me, all the emotion in the world in his gaze, eyes practically brimming over with tears. How could I have doubted him knowing what our wedding means to him?

“I, Gabriel James, take you, Elizabeth Marie, to be my wife, to have and to hold from this day forward; for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part; according to God's holy law. In the presence of God I make this vow.”

With Gabriel now lending me his support, my vow is stronger than the puny thing I offered before. After more prayers, we exchange rings. And then finally it’s time for us to kiss. 

Okay, I have to admit, I practically jump him seeking more of his warmth and strength. The kiss is everything a wedding kiss should be—tender, loving, with just a hint of tongue. Giving as much as I’m getting, I clutch at him with all the joy my heart will allow. He kisses the palm of my hand afterward. From the look on the minister’s face, I gather that’s not part of the ceremony. Gabriel hurries us up the aisle. Outside, he picks me up and twirls me around and around. I grow dizzy, breathless, before he drops me back on my feet and kisses me, the way he usually does, with lots of tongue. As the guests gather around us, applauding the passionate kiss, his mouth splits in the most luminous smile I’ve ever seen on him.

The reception is held in the castle’s dining hall. The food is sublime, prepared by the castle chef. After dinner, the small band he hired strikes up the song he’ chosen for our first dance—The Way You Look Tonight.

He and I have never danced so I don’t know what to expect. We never discussed this, much less practiced dancing to ‘our’ song. But as always, he surprises me. Even with his slight limp, he manages quite well. 

“You’re really good,” I say.

“Amazing what a few dance lessons will do.” He winks at me.

I suspect he hasn’t taken a dance lesson in his life.

After we cut the cake, Gabriel takes my hand and kisses the back of it while glancing up at me. A photographer captures the pose and that’s the one that makes it into the papers. We appear totally besotted with each other. Maybe it was the wine in him, the cake in me.

In the emerald bedroom, he tosses his jacket on a chair and then he unlaces the back of my gown. The veil, my shift, the rest of my underwear all land on top of his jacket. Except for my silk stockings, I’m left standing nude, trembling, in front of him.

“You’re shivering.”

“Not from the cold.”

“I’ll warm you.” He gets down on his knees.

“Gabriel.” He’s put so much stress on his leg today.

“Shh.”

He unrolls one silk stocking and bends down to kiss my foot. “Mine.” Kissing the other, he whispers the same. A litany of “Mines” follow as he lavishes the same benediction along an upward trail of ankles, legs, thighs. No spot is left untouched by his lips, including my mons, against which he murmurs “Most definitely mine.”

His longest kiss of all is bestowed on my belly after which, eyes shining, he looks up at me. Leaning on a chair, he comes off his knees to continue his parade of kisses. Each breast gets its own tribute, the swell of my chest, my arms, hands, fingertips. He brushes his blessing on my throat, jaw, brow, cheeks. And finally, finally my lips.

“Mine. All mine.” I don’t think I’ve ever seen him happier.

What can I do but agree. “Yes, my darling Gabriel. I certainly am”—for a year and one month—”yours.”

 

Chapter 28

______________

British Virgin Islands

Gabriel

OUR HONEYMOON finds us at the Pirate’s Cove Villa in a private island close to Virgin Gorda, one of the British Virgin Islands. The remote location grants us the privacy we need with little, if any, interference from the outside world. Constructed on a small hill, the villa commands a 225-degree view of the islands surrounding us. The panoramic terrace perched fifty feet above the bay below is only a one-minute walk to a private beach. The only way in or out is by boat, the hill above considered too inhabitable for man.

Given my mother’s threat against Liz, we’re accompanied by a full security contingent, headed by Samuel. Operatives guard the beach and the pier at all times. The villa accommodates up to ten people so it’s large enough to house the entire team.

In and around the villa with the occasional fly-by helicopter. The private island can’t be approached without someone knowing about it. 

The villa comes with its own staff who cater to our every whim. 

I spend an hour checking in with the office and Jake who by necessity remained behind, not only to watch Bri but to make sure Royce stayed put while his health continues to improve. I don’t trust my brother not to get a hair up his ass and take off for parts unknown. But seemingly he’s satisfied to remain in England to eat, drink, and be merry, as he promised. 

Having performed my familial and corporate duties, I head out to the deck to join Liz, who’s lying on a lounge chair soaking up the sun and sipping some drink. She’s wearing a black two-piece bathing suit which covers her pregnant belly although right now the top’s rolled up to catch some rays.

When I arrive by her side, I lean over to kiss her and a cornucopia of tropical scents greets me—orange from the juice, coconut from her tanning cream. Dropping into the lounge chair next to her, I take the tanning tube from her and lather it all over her skin. Not that she needs it. In three short days, she’s turned brown as a berry.

“This place suits you.” Her skin glows with health and her teeth appear white in her tanned face. She’s glowing with health. 

“I love it here. The air smells different, lighter, and the sea breeze. Ummm. Wish I could stay here forever.”

“Sooner or later, you’d miss D.C.”

Her face scrunches. “Not now when it’s cold and dreary. Bu I would miss the cherry blossoms in the spring. You’ll have to come down from New York to see them.”

“We’ll see.” In the spring, she’ll be in London, not D.C., but of course I don’t say anything. I want her to enjoy our honeymoon before I tell her what she can expect in her future. 

Leah, our pool girl, approaches. “Would you like another glass of orange juice?”

“No, but I’ll take a glass of iced water. It’s getting hot out here.” 

Leah smiles. Having lived here all her life, she’s used to the heat.

“What is that scent you’re wearing?” Liz asks.

“It’s a special blend of frangipani, white ginger and jasmine. Island Fragrances sells it on Charlotte Amalie.”

Charlotte Amalie. The capital of the U.S. Virgin Islands. 

“I’ll have to buy some when we go there tomorrow.” 

I’ve scheduled a jaunt to St. Thomas to do some sightseeing and for Liz to buy some souvenirs of the trip. I’m surprised by Liz’s sudden affinity for our pool girl’s scent. “But you don’t wear perfume.”

She laughs. “You don’t remember it, but I did. I had to stop using it when I got pregnant. The scent was too strong for me. But I love Leah’s. It’s nice and light.”

After she guzzles the glass of water Leah brings back to her, I bend over and kiss Liz’s belly. She curls her hand around the back of my head and urges my mouth close to hers. 

A heated kiss later, she smacks her lips. “Ummm, your lips taste like coconut.”

“Want to go inside and taste the rest of me?”

She laughs. “God, Storm, don’t you ever get enough?”

Keeping my hands off her has proved an impossibility even though she’s seven months pregnant. We make love every night, every morning. “No. So?”

She peeks up at me through her eyelashes in a coqquetish gesture. I don’t recall her doing much flirting with me. But since our wedding ceremony, she’s become more carefree, more joyous. I love her like this. “Not now. Maybe later. The baby’s enjoying the sun too much.”

I take her hand, drop a kiss on the palm, and drift off to sleep beneath the brilliant blue of the Caribbean sky.

The next morning dawns bright and sunny, like every day we’ve been here. She skips breakfast, preferring to eat after we arrive in Charlotte Amalie. We jump on the boat I chartered to Virgin Gorda where we catch the ferry to Charlotte Amalie. We’ll spend the night there, shopping and sightseeing, before returning to our private island the next day. At the capital of the U.S. Virgin Islands, a limo awaits. First stop is the main shopping street of Dronningens Gade where, starving now, we step into a cafe to grab some grub.

My leg’s decided it likes the sun, so by now I’m walking with only a slight hitch in my step. I no longer need the cane unless I overdo it. She purchases souvenirs for Casey and Gina, CeCe, even something for Bri and Royce. For herself, she buys a tropical skirt and a t-shirt. I run into a jewelry store and buy her a pearl necklace. Someone offers to braid her hair, but I nix that on the spot. I don’t want to see her beautiful hair anything but loose down her back. 

She spots the Island Perfumes store Leah told her about, and squealing with excitement, drags me in there. Something squeezes my heart. I’ve never seen her so carefree and happy. She has every right to worry and  curse me for the situation she finds herself in. And yet, since she’s stepped on the island, she’s been nothing but smiles and acts like she doesn’t have a care in the world.  

While she explains what she wants to the sales clerk, I take a look around the store. I spot a bottle of gardenia-scented perfume, and something clicks inside of me. A shiver follows, as if a ghost walked over my grave. Drawn to the perfume by some unseen force, I open the bottle and take a whiff.

Just like that, all my memories of Liz come rushing back—the day we met, making love in her home, me pounding into her over a desk at her job, London, Winterleagh Castle. Her confessing to stealing those confidential documents from me.

Unaware of the cataclysmic change in me, she turns to me holding a bottle of fragrance. “What’s wrong?” She must have seen something in my eyes.

“Elizabeth,” the name I used to call her when we first met, when I made love to her. The name I yelled when she confessed he betrayal and walked out on me.

The bottle she’s holding crashes to the floor, spilling its essence over the well worn wooden floor, over her. 

The sales clerk cries out, a couple more converge on Elizabeth, bringing a mop and broom, asking her not to move. But she’s frozen like a statue, gazing at me.

“Gabriel?” Her eyes fill with tears. 

I order one of our guards to pay for the broken bottle, an additional one to take with us and to add something extra for the trouble of cleaning up. After which, I stride up to Elizabeth and pick her up. I don’t say anything but walk out with her in my arms, limping a bit, yes, but still holding on tight to the woman I love, the one who betrayed me, my wife.

 

 

Chapter 29

______________

Elizabeth

“PUT ME DOWN. I can walk.” By now I know better than to mention his leg, so I don’t.

He lowers me into a convenient bench by the side of the road where he proceeds to toss my flip flops in the nearest trash bin. 

“Hey.”

“Hush.” His gaze silences me as much as his tone. He points to one of the street stands where sandals are brightly displayed and orders one of the guards to purchase a pair, size eight.

“Which ones? the guard asks.

“Doesn’t matter.”

What? “The white ones on the end.” I point to a pair of criss cross flats.

When the guard comes back with the shoes, Gabriel slides them on, fastens them, before taking me by the hand and leading me down the road toward the spot where the limo waits for us. 

“We’re done shopping?” 

“Yes.” 

As we pass the stores. I look longingly at them. I’m not much of a shopper but I love the ambiance of this place—the sun beating down on my skin, the music drifting from one of the kiosks, the variety of fragrances wafting in the air. 

I slide into the limo ahead of Gabriel. “Are we going to Bluebeard’s Castle now?” He’d promised me a visit. 

“No. We’re going to the hotel. I need to take care of those cuts.”

“It’s nothing, Gabriel. They’re minor at best.” 

“You need to rest.”

Rather than protest the change in itinerary, I acquiesce. I know there’s more in his mind than my need to take a nap.

We’d pre-checked into the hotel, and our overnighs are all ready in the room, so it’s only a matter of riding the elevator to our suite. The four guards will bunk down on the one next to ours. On the walk down the hallway I notice his leg’s bothering him again. Having to carry me even for a short distance couldn’t have done it any good. 

Having obtained a first aid kit from the concierge, Gabriel dabs my cuts with some antibiotic wipes, covers a couple of them with band-aids. “It shouldn’t leave a mark.”

I laugh. “Gabriel’s it’s nothing.”

He helps me to my feet. “Better go take a nap.”

“And will you join me?”

“No. I’m going to take a shower. I need to get this scent off me.” While I’d been holding a perfectly innocuous bottle of island scents, he’d held a bottle of gardenia, the perfume I wore when we first met.

“Gabriel?” He won’t meet my gaze. Could the scent have jogged his memory? Scent is the most powerful of all the senses. 

“Gabriel? Do you remember?”

Before he answers he turns to the guards. “Leave us.” He waits until they’re gone before he answers, “Yes.”

“Oh, my God. That’s great.” I jump off the couch, throw my arms around him. But when I embrace him, he stiffens up. “What’s wrong?”

“I remember all of it. How we met in the elevator, having sex in your townhouse, your office. London. Winterleagh Castle. You stealing my documents from the Southwind deal and handing them to your boss.”

My breath hitches. How could I have forgotten what I’d told him? I’d been so happy since our wedding day, and now everything is ruined. “I didn’t. It wasn’t me.”

He goes for his crutch, the hotel’s drink car. “You admitted it that last night in London.”

“I lied to protect you. To lend credence to my breakup.”

“Let’s say for a moment I believe you. Who stole those papers then?”

“I don’t know, but I have my suspicions. I think it was Brian Sullivan.”

He barks out a joyless laugh. “The man never entered our suite, unless you let him in.” His eyes narrow.

“Of course I didn’t let him in. He didn’t even know I was in your suite. I think he arranged something with the concierge.”

“Nigel’s been there for ages. Doubt he would take a bribe.”

“Nigel, is it? How do you know his name?” A nasty suspicion enters my head.

“I’ve stayed at the hotel before.”

“Is that where you took your women, Storm? To fuck them in the same suite you fucked me?” 

A ruddy color tinges his face. “I’m not going to answer those questions.”

“You don’t have to. The answer is written all over your face. God, how could you? How could you make love to me at the same place? Was that all I was to you? A cheap fuck?”

He lets out a curse before limping to the hotel bar, pouring another whiskey into a glass, and knocking it back. “I had liaisons in that hotel, yes, but never in that suite. And you were never a cheap fuck.”

I brace my arms around my stomach, tell myself to calm down. This is not good for the baby, not good for me.

“Why do you suspect Brian Sullivan?”

I collapse on the sofa. “The morning I returned from your penthouse, he gave Nigel some money and the concierge handed an envelope to him.”

“Probably theater or sightseeing tickets.”

“That’s what I thought at the time. But what if it was a flash drive?” I can tell by the look in his eye, he’s not convinced. “Somebody else copied those documents, Gabriel. It wasn’t me.” 

For a minute he stares at his empty glass as if the answer’s to be found at its bottom. “You expect me to believe you when all evidence points to the contrary?”

“Yes!”

“Why?”

“Because I’m your wife.”

“My wife.” He lets out a mirthless laugh. “Am I supposed to believe you hold the sacrament dear, when you’re so eager for it to end? You didn’t want to marry me not until my mother called and threatened you. You would have gladly made our child a bastard out of sheer stubbornness and pride.”

“Pride? What are you talking about?”

“You wear your independence like a badge of honor. Bound and determined to allow no man to take care of you.”

“I depended on Casey.”

“You were a child then. And I’m damn glad he was around to do so. Otherwise God knows where you would have ended up.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Are you insinuating I would have turned into a prostitute like my mother?”

“I didn’t say that.” He brushes a hand across his brow. “Look, I’m sorry. Getting my memory back. It’s a lot to deal with. I need time to process. Time to think.”

I should know better, but I can’t let it go. I have to make him understand. “I wanted to stand on my own two feet. And I would have done so if you hadn’t come along.”

“Oh, so I ruined your life’s plans.”

“You tell me, Gabriel. Before I met you, I planned to graduate from law school, work as a corporate attorney, make enough money to have a decent life. And now I have a death threat hanging over my head, I’m pregnant, and married to a maniac who doesn’t let me out of his sight.”

“You’re living in the lap of luxury, with more money than you’d ever dreamed of at your disposal.”

“I’m a bird in a gilded cage. Can’t go anywhere without it being approved by someone. Can’t even go into the ladies’ room without a guard to hear me pee. This is not what I wanted from life. I want what I had. I want my life back.”

“This is your life. The child you carry. Me. Get used to it.”

“Only for a year and a month. After that, we’re through.”

He works his jaw, eyes blazing. Turning, he goes for the door.

“Where are you going?”

“Out.”

“When are yo coming back?”

“What do you care, Elizabeth?”

“I care.” I say in a small voice. We’d been so happy and now everything’s ruined.

“If you’re worried about your safety, don’t be. You have four guards outside the door watching over you.”

“Gabriel!”

But he’s all ready gone.

 

“And now I have a death threat hanging over my head. All because A prostitute like my mother. I get down on my knees every day and thank him for the sacrifices he made. I couldn’t take more from him. He’d done enough.”

“Funny how you cut im loose when I came along.”

“Are ou suggesting I latched onto you?”

“No. No man will get the better ofyou. No You shall not depent on any man to take care of you.You’d say that now

Be careful what you wish for. You just might get it.

 

 

 

Chapter 30

______________

Gabriel

“MASTER GABE, how good to see you.”

“Tilly, how are you?” Not that I need to ask. There’s a golden glow to her skin and she’s gained weight. At least a stone.

“Happy as a clam at high tide.”

I laugh. “Island life suits you.”

“That it does.” She leans back, pins a wise eye on me. “What brings you to St. Thomas? You didn’t travel all the way down here just to see me.”

“You always could see right through me. I’m on my honeymoon.”

She claps her hands in front of her. “Ms. Watson?”

I nod.

“Oh.” She claps her hands together. “I plumb knew it. You’re sweet on her, aren’t you?”

Sweet doesn’t begin to cover it. My face heats up. “You might say that.”

“Oh, you can’t fool old Tilly. You’re in love with her.”

“Yes. She’s expecting our child, a son.”

“Oh, a sweet boy. He’ll be your heir, won’t he?” Her face darkens. “Keep her away from him.”

She doesn’t have to spell out who ‘her’ is. “She won’t be allowed any where near my son.”

“Good. Would you like some tea?”

“That would be lovely, Tilly. If it’s not too much trouble.”

“No trouble at all.” While she busies herself in the kitchen, my gaze drifts over the bungalow I bought for her. Right by the beach as she wanted. Just far enough she’ll need to walk only about twenty feet or so. I spot her knitting basket, needles sticking out, balls of different colored wool. She’s knitting?

“Knitting wool scarfs, Tilly?”

“Gives this old hands something to do.”

“You need anything, anything at all?” I want to make sure she’s as happy as can be. She did me a favor by revealing what she saw and keeping quiet about it to boot.

“What could I possibly want, Master Gabe. You gave me my freedom. And you pay for everything else. You’ve been too generous. I don’t know what to do with most of the money you deposited in my account.”

“Least I could do after everything my mother put you through for the last forty years.”

“How is she?”

“The same.”

“Up to no good then.”

“Yes.” I don’t provide her with any more information.

“Keeping your eye on her?”

“Yes.”

“Good.” 

She pours out the tea, hands me a cup. Orange pekoe. Her favorite. “And how are my other babies?”

While we have tea we talk about Brianna and Royce.

She tsks tsks when I tell her about Royce’s fever. “One day that boy’s gonna get tangled up in something he can’t get out of.”

“That’s why things are going to change. On his next trip, he will have somebody with him. He just won’t realize who it is.”

I help myself to a biscuit before I broach the subject I’m curious about. “Tilly, my mother mentioned a secret my father kept.The biggest secret of all, she said. Do you have any idea what it could be?”

She closes her eyes, and for a minute, she rolls back and forth on the rocking chair. A minute later, she opens her eyes. “Not sure, but it probably has to do with Brianna.”

“Brianna?” Not something I expected.

“Your mother locked her bedroom against the Earl after Royce was born. But he got good and drunk one night and broke down her door. She screamed at him, cursed him something awful. With the door left open, everybody in the castle heard them.”

“Did he hit here?”

“No, it wasn’t hitting he had in mind. Eight and a half months later, Brianna was born.”
“Good God.” His father raped his mother? Was that her secret? But what would she hope to prove after all these years. Wait. “Eight and a half months?”

“Almost from the beginning your mother had problems, spotting and such. At eight months, she almost lost the baby. They rushed her to the hospital. Kept her there for two weeks until your sister was born. She never cottoned to Brianna. Hated her from the get go. Maybe it was all the trouble she’d gone through or the way she was conceived.”

For a moment, I feel sorry for my mother. She’d endured my father’s violence only to discover his seed had taken root inside of her, an everlasting reminder of that night. “But my father cared about Brianna.” I’d never seen them together when there hadn’t been a smile on his face.

“Yes. He adored his little princess. Strange, since he never involved himself with the rearing of you and your brothers.”

“I’m glad she had him.” Even if that fatherly affection had gone missing when my mother ordered me whipped.

“Your mother, she was plumb jealous of all the attention he showered on Brianna. One night he was hanging over her crib talking to her while your mother watched from the shadows. The look on her face. Lord. Hate, love, jealousy. She tried to strangle Brianna the next day.”

I let out a curse.

But Tilly doesn’t stop her rocking, like the instance was just one more of the same. “The earl stopped her, threatened to strangle her if anything happened to Brianna. And then he took the baby to London and gave her to a nanny to raise, a no-nonsense Scots woman, brawny enough to take on even your mother  Brianna did not return to Winterleagh until she was four years old, and she always had her nanny with her.”

Good God. The hits just keep coming with my family. And now, I’ve made a hash of things with Elizabeth. Something I have to fix if I want any kind of future with her. “I better go. Elizabeth’s waiting for me.” 

“You take right good care of her, Master Gabe.”

“I am.” I bend over, kiss her on the cheek. “Thank you, Tilly, for everything. If you need anything, let me know.”

“I have everything I need.”

On my way back to the hotel I ponder my conversation with Elizabeth. Regardless of what it looks like, I owe her an apology and my trust. She’s my wife. At the very least, I can have Jake start an investigation, have him check into the hotel to see if there’s any truth to Elizabeth’s assertions.

I’ve always found it difficult to trust. A bequest from my mother. Why should I trust anyone else unless I know I can count on them? And Elizabeth has fought me every step of the way which is why I took the necessary steps to ensure she married me.

But if she swears she didn’t copy the papers, don’t I owe her the benefit of the doubt? She’s my wife after all. And the soon-to-be mother of my child. Yes, she lied to me. In London. In Washington, when she told me I may not be the father because she’d had sex with other men. At the time I suspected she was lying. Don’t ask me how I know, but she did no such thing. There was too much between us for her to fuck another man. Plain and simple, she lied to protect me, to prevent me from gaining knowledge about my mother’s perfidy. So the least I can do is give her the benefit of the doubt and have Jake investigate the hotel staff. I can also ask Carrey about the documents, where he got them, who gave them to him. I don’t think he would refuse to tell me, not now when Storm Industries is a client.

On the way back to the hotel, I think about Tilly. Should I arrange for security for her as well? Wouldn’t hurt. We haven’t gotten to the bottom of the unknown call she made. The tech’s still working on it, something about the signal being pinged around the world. But he’s got some high tech gadget that will work the signal back to the receiver. Only a matter of time before we find out.  

I find Elizabeth fast asleep on the suite’s king-size bed. Feeling like shite, I lean over and drop a kiss on her head. That’s when I notice the damp pillow and the track of tears on her cheeks. A pain stabs at me. I did this to her. Me and my arrogance and my lack of trust.

It’s close to dinner time. I should wake her, but all I want to do is crawl into bed with her, so I do just that. But when I wrap my arm around her center and draw her to me, she stirs awake.

“Where did you go?”

“To see an old friend.” I trust her, but I don’t want her to know the whole ugly truth about my mother. She knows enough. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said the things I said.”

“No. You shouldn’t have.” She heaves out a deep sigh. “And I shouldn’t have either. I don’t hate being married to you.”

“You don’t?” I nibble her shoulder. She smells of the frangipani perfume and of clean soap. 

“No. There are some rather nice benefits to it.”

“Such as?”

Biting down on her lip, she peeks up at me through her lashes “Well, you’re rather a good kisser.”

“Am I?” I drop a kiss on her throat.

“And you’re better than average in bed.”

“Better thn average?” I smack her on the bum.

She giggles. “Good you’re good in bed.”

“Elizabeth.” A distinct warning in my voice.

She heaves out a deep sigh of contentment. “I love when you say my name.” She curls her arms around my neck and draws me down to her. “Mr. Storm, you rock my world.”

To say the least, dinner is delayed.

Late at night, my mobile rings. One of my guards. “Mr. Storm. The USVI police is here. They have some questions for you.”

What the blazes could they want at this time of night? I glance at my mobile. It’s fucking 2 o’clock in the morning.

Elizabeth stirs. But I tell her to go back to sleep, throw on a robe and pad to the suite’s door.

Outside, two-beefy looking individuals flash their badges at me. I let them in. “What can I do for you?”

“Are you Gabriel Storm?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know Matilda Phillips?”

Tilly’s name. “Yes.” 

“You visited her this afternoon.”

“Yes. What’s wrong? Did something happen to her?”

“She was murdered in her home, stabbed to death.”

Chapter 31

______________

London

Elizabeth

IT’S BEEN TEN DAYS SINCE I LEFT THE ISLAND where Gabriel’s still being held. Apparently, he was the last one to see Tilly alive. They’d tracked him down through the car service. Limos rarely visited that part of the island, so when one showed up it’d sparked the curiosity of several neighbors, one going so far as to take a picture with her camera phone. So when police canvassed the neighborhood, she’d contributed her bit of news and the photo which led the police to Gabriel.

Originally taken in ‘for questioning,’ he’s now being held for suspicion of murder based on his fingerprints being found on the murder weapon—a knitting needle stabbed into Tilly’s heart. We haven’t talked since they took him, but Jake’s kept me informed. The company’s lawyer along with a criminal attorney have flown to the island. Jake hired additional investigators, island natives who knew the lay of the land, to get to the bottom of the murder. But seemingly the wheels of justice grind slowly in the Virgin Islands, and things are not moving along as fast as we wish. 

From the island, they flew me to D.C. where I remained only long enough to take my finals. After the last test, I wasn’t even given a chance to go home and pack, but had been driven directly from law school to the airport and dumped unceremoniously in Gabriel’s corporate jet. Marisol and Jorge had flown with me. An ominous sign, for it could only mean one thing. Our household was being transferred to London.

After ten days of not being allowed to so much as breathe the balcony air outside Gabriel’s penthouse, I’m going stir crazy. With Christmas fast approaching, I long for at least a glimpse of the holiday spirit to brighten my mood. Marisol and Jorge have done their best decorating the place, providing festive meals. But I miss the holiday sights. No matter how busy I’d been with school and work in D.C., I always made time to visit the White House and Capitol Christmas trees. And London seems a veritable feast for the senses, what with Buckingham Palace and the Tower of London, never mind the shopping on Bond Street.

I’ve been allowed three phone calls—one each to Casey, CeCe and my job. My friends commiserated with the turn of events. My job seemed quite amenable to my extended leave. Of course they did. Last thing they want would be to alienate Gabriel. Well, at least I’d finished all my projects before my wedding, so I hadn’t left anything hanging.

“I’m going out.” I announce to the one guard assigned to me today—baby-faced Jonathan. Samuel certainly wouldn’t let me walk out the door, and neither would Martha or Rick. But Jonathan’s younger and less experienced than them.

“Ma’am?” he says.

“You heard me. I’m going out.”’

“Mr. Taylor left explicit instructions you were to remain inside, Ma’am.”

I hitch up my chin. “He might be the boss of you, but he’s not the boss of me.”

While the wheels turn in his head, I make a break for the elevator, insert the card I found among Gabriel’s things into the slot. It will allow me to not only use the lift, but open the gate down below.

“Mrs. Storm, you can’t leave.” He chokes out.

“Watch me.” The door starts to slide close, but I strong arm it. “If you want to accompany me, jump in.” He’ll get intro trouble if he loses sight of me.

He jumps in. “Mr. Taylor will not be happy.”

“Right now, I don’t give a rat’s ass about Mr. Taylor’s feelings. I need to be outside. See some sun. Walk.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” He desperately pushes buttons on his phone, speaks into it, giving my break for freedom report. When we reach the ground floor, I sail through the metal gate and The Brighton’s lobby. and out the door where the doorman snaps to attention.

“Lady Ainsley.”

“Could you get me a taxi, please?”

“Mrs. Storm!” Jonathan has his cell phone glued to his ear.

I stop from getting into the taxi.

“Mr. Taylor says you are to return back upstairs. Right now.”

“Well, Jonathan. You have a choice. You can either put your hands on me and drag me bodily upstairs, something I would not recommend seeing how I’m six and a half months along and a tussle might harm the baby, or you can get in the cab with me.”

He slides into the cab.

“Wise man.”

“I’m gonna lose me job because of ye.” His cockney accent, the one he’s tried so hard to suppress, slithers out.

“No, you won’t. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Where to?”

“Waterstone’s on Oxford Street.”

Jonathan swallows hard. “That’s a right busy place.”

“Yes, it is. I’m going Christmas shopping.” I found money among Gabriel’s things, and I have my American Express as well.

By the time we arrive at Waterstone’s, Samuel and Rick, are waiting for us. Samuel doesn’t even try to argue with me, but simply talks into his wrist to report his location. Good thing Jake’s in the Virgin Islands because HE would not hesitate to lay his hands on me and haul me back to The Brighton.

For a while I’m in shopping heaven with Jonathan dogging my every step. I hand things to him, books, doo dads, Christmas gifts for Royce and Brianna. And, of course, Gabriel. 

After an hour, my energy’s flagging so I stop at the cafe to have a quick bite to eat. I wander outside to window shop. My bodyguards eyeball people so hard, the shoppers give me a wide berth as they pass by.

I set up a faster walking pace. Well, as fast as my belly will allow. At first the kinks are hard to get out but as I move from block to block my muscles warm, loosen. I swing my arms up and down to get circulation n them. I’m on top of the world until I spot a loving couple holding hands. The man looks so much like Gabriel, blonde blue eyed. He leans over to whisper something in his girlfriend’s ear. She laughs and kisses him. When he strokes her cheek, my heart twists with longing, and my eyes mist.

Damn it! I’m not going to break down and cry. Not in the middle of Oxford Street. I slow down, breathe in and out. But nothing diminishes the great big lump in my throat. Soon a tear spills out before I can catch it. Thankfully, my guards are scrutinizing the passersby. They’re rushing past so fast no one notices my meltdown.

When another sob breaks out, I stop walking altogether and head toward a storefront. A baby boutique with the cutest baby clothes. A stroller, blankets, those thingamajigs that you put in a baby’s room to hear the baby. What are they called? Oh, right, baby monitors. More delicate baby clothes, blues and pinks. And it occurs to me I haven’t bought one single thing for our child. What kind of a mother-to-be am I that I haven’t bought one single thing?

I’ve been busy yes, with work and school and the wedding, but online stores are only a click away. I could have made time to order something, anything. If I don’t care enough to buy something for our child, what kind of mother will I be? A lousy one, that’s what. I dip my head so no one can see the tears, not even the lady inside the store who’s now looking at me with concern. So deep into my pity party am I, I fail to hear the commotion behind me until hands grasp my shoulders and turn me around.

“What the blazes are you doing out here?”

Chapter 32

______________

Elizabeth

GABRIEL’S FACE IS LINED and his clothes are rumpled but he looks so, so good. I throw my arms around him and shower kisses all over his beloved face. “You’re here. You’re here.”

A confused look rumbles over his face. “Of course I’m here. Where else would I be? Have you been crying?”

“No. Yes. I missed you.”

His face softens. “Have you, love?”

He steps into me and finally, finally kisses me the way I’ve been dreaming for the last ten days. I don’t even care his week-old beard chafes my skin, all I care about is him safe once more. Here, in my arms.

We’re so lost in our world, whispering inanities to each other, we fail to see or hear the crowd surrounding us until somebody yells “Get a room, mate.”

We break apart to find a whole slew of strangers surrounding us. Somebody takes a picture, somebody else whistles. 

He ducks his head, drops a kiss on my nose. “What is this place?” He nods toward the storefront window.

“Baby boutique.”

“Let’s go inside so we can have some privacy.” Tugging my hand, he leads me through the door. 

The saleswoman who greets us is in her fifties with an upswept do that manages to project both a grandmotherly and sophisticated vibe at the same time. “How may I help you, Mr. and Mrs. Storm?” 

My jaw drops. “You know who we are?”

“All of London knows who you are.” She smiles a very kind smile. 

The doorbell jingles as a person walks in. He points a camera ready to snap a picture of us, but the saleswoman marches up to him and pushes him out the door. “Sorry, we’re closed.” She flips the “Close” sign and locks the door before turning back to us.

“Thank you.” Gabriel says.

“Not a problem, Mr. Storm. Now, my name is Mrs. Robbins. How may I help you?” She has a shrewd businesswoman look to her. Obviously, she knows a golden goose when she sees one.

“We need”—Gabriel looks around the store, scratches his head. “Everything.”

“Boy or a girl?”

“Boy,” both Gabriel and I say.

“How wonderful for you.” She probably would have said the same thing if we’d said girl.

We order rattles and bibs, the baby monitor in the window, tons of clothes. He defers purchasing the baby stroller. He wants to research them and get the best one. He’s actually enjoying this. While I listen to him chit chat, my heart spills over with love for this man. 

“Have you chosen a theme?” Mrs. Robbins asks.

“Theme?” Gabriel and I ask. Seemingly, he’s as clueless as I.

“For the baby’s room.”

“Err, no.”

“Well, we’ll have to remedy that, won’t we?” 

Does she have our number or what? 

“I have a couple of designers on staff who do marvelous work and that’s not just me saying that. They’ve won design awards. I’m positive they would love to do your baby’s room.” 

“They?”

“They work as a pair. Brilliant, really. Tim and Tom Worley. May I send them over to discuss what you would like?”

Gabriel looks at me. “What do you think, darling?”

I melt at the endearment and the look on his face, even though I know it’s all for show. Speechless, I nod.

She retrieves an appointment book from her desk. “What day would work best for you?”

“Actually, I’ll have to check my schedule. I just got back from an out of town trip.” 

“Yes, I know. I hope the difficulties have been resolved.”

Difficulties. Well, that’s one way of putting it.

“Yes, they have. Permanently,” he says gazing at me.

For the first time in the last ten days, I take a full breath. 

“Here’s my card. That’s not only the store number but my own personal cell. Give me a call anytime and we’ll set up a time for Tim and Tom.”

“Brothers? Imagine that.”

“Oh, no dear. They’re married. Tim took Tom’s last name. They couldn’t quite pass up that opportunity.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Robbins.”

“You’re most welcome, dear.” She pats my hand. Now, don’t you worry. I’ll have everything delivered by tomorrow at the latest.”

“Oh?”

“Or do you wish to take some things with you.”

I nod. “Yes, please.” I choose about twenty outfits and the baby monitor. Don’t know why I’m fascinated by the darn thing, but I am.

She places everything in beautiful bags, ties the bags with gorgeous bows. And hands the whole thing to Gabriel who accepts it with a surprised look on his face. “You’re doing most of the hard work, dear. Let him do his share.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” I beam at her.

We emerge to find Jonathan standing outside the store. “Mrs. Storm. Mr. Storm. Samuel’s waiting by the curb with your car.”

More paparazzi are perched outside. They snap a flurry of pictures as we get into the limo. Finally, we’re inside, with the divider between the front and back seats up. I’m thinking glorious reunion, but Gabriel has something else in mind.

“You shouldn’t have gone out. It’s not safe.”

“I was going stir crazy in the penthouse, not knowing if you were okay, what was happening to you.”

“I’m fine.”

“So what happened?” 

“Timmons, the solicitor, worked his magic. After Jake worked his. He worked with the police and local investigators to uncover every clue, interview witnesses.The break came when a neighbor remembered seeing an unsavory character hanging outside Tilly’s bungalow. She also remembered Tilly watering the bushes after I left.”

“So this unsavory looking man killed her?”

“Yes. They tracked him down. A junkie, with a record of breaking and entering. Usually when someone wasn’t home. Unfortunately, in Tilly’s case, she had been.”

“I’m so sorry, Gabriel. I know she was dear to you.”

His hands clamp down around mine. “You must not leave the penthouse. It’s not safe for you to wander the streets of the city.”

I free my hands from his hold, stare out the window. “Jonathan accompanied me to the store, and I had a whole contingent of guards, including Samuel, following me at Brookstone’s. 

“Jonathan shouldn’t have allowed you out of the building. He should have blocked your path and locked the elevator. He will be fired.” 

“Oh, please don’t.” I’m almost in tears. First he yells at me and now he wants to fire Jonathan. “It’s my fault.”

“Very well. I’ll ask Samuel to issue a reprimand. Next time think about the consequences. Not only to yourself, but to our child, to the person in charge of watching over you. You wouldn’t want his job jeopardized, would you?”

“No.”

I’d been so happy a minute ago, and now my joy has turned to dust. I’ve made a hash of everything.

 

Chapter 33

______________

Gabriel

WE ARRIVE AT THE PENTHOUSE to find Bri and Royce there, along with Jake who flew back on the plane with me.

Elizabeth’s happy to see them, but I’ve dampened her joy through my diatribe in the cab. But I won’t apologize for my words. She must be made to understand she can’t just flit around London, endangering our child, endangering her.

She greets everyone and excuses herself saying she’s tired after the shopping trip and needs to lay down for a nap. 

After I make arrangements for everyone to join us for dinner, I head for the bathroom to shower and shave.

By the time I enter our room, Elizabeth’s fast asleep, wearing a full length nightgown with a baby on board sweatshirt over the whole thing.

I crawl into bed with her and wrap my arms around her belly. I missed her so damn much. I paced that jail cell every night torturing myself with the memory of her soft skin, her lush body, the clean scent of her skin.

Sighing softly, she turns to me. The look on her face dismays me. Where has all the joy gone? The joy I saw in her eyes when she first spotted me.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“For a moment there, I forgot about our arrangement. This is all make believe. It’s not real. Oh, don’t worry I haven’t changed my mind. The last thing you want is a permanent wife. I understand my role in our marriage. The baby bearer. Once I give birth to our son, my role is done. Certainly, you can never trust me again. Not after what you think I did.”

“Elizabeth, I value you as more than a baby bearer.”

“Do you?”

“Yes. Do you want me to show you how much I missed you while I was in jail. How much I ached for you.”

Her luminous gaze turns to me. “Yes, please.” The longing in her eyes nearly unmans me. 

I slowly raise her gown and toss it over the side. She’s hesitant about revealing her body to me, wrapping an arm around her breasts and her belly while she gazes shyly at me. Has our time apart changed her? She was never this modest before. Regardless, she needs reassurance, something I’m more than happy to provide.

“You’re beautiful, Elizabeth. Don’t hide yourself from me.” It’s true. She’s just as stunning as when she wasn’t pregnant with our babe. Her breasts are spectacular, and her lush lips and womanly curves call out to me. I’m finding it hard not to take her fast and hard, but she’s with child and I must be gentle with her.

I turn her so her back’s to me and sweep my hand down her side, to her legs and circle around her front to where I hope she’s wet for me. 

Her scent intensifies as I sweep my fingers into her honey pot and thumb her pearl. “I dreamed about you while I was in jail. Every damn night thinking what I would do when I had you in my arms again. It was the only thing that kept me sane.”

“I was so worried for you.”

“And I for you. We won’t part again.”

“You mean until after the baby is born.” 

I won’t let go of her even then. But for now, I give us what we both want. Parting her thighs, I slip into her wet warmth.

She breathes a soft sigh, exactly what I want to hear. And in the tried and true ways of time immemorial, she welcomes me home.

Chapter 34

______________

Elizabeth

WITH CHRISTMAS RIGHT AROUND THE CORNER, I busy myself wrapping the gifts I bought in my one and only outing. What other gifts I need, I’ve ordered online. The Christmas wrap in gold, reds and greens, match the ornaments on the tree, including the golden angel on top I found at Waterstone’s.

Finished wrapping the presents, I find myself with time on my hands once more. Bored with reading and television shows, I decide to start a journal. But after an hour, all I have to show are two pages filled with trite events and nothing about the things bothering me, topmost of which is being held prisoner in my own home. 

I rub my baby belly. It’s for his protection and mine, I remind myself. And I only have a couple of months to go. After that, I’ll be able to walk free once more. Something tells me they’re going to be the longest two months of my life.

A couple of days before Christmas, Gabriel arrives home around noon. I put down the book I’m reading and rise to give him a kiss. “What are you doing home so early?” Not that I mind.

His strong hands circle my back and he pulls me toward him. “I have an early Christmas surprise for you.” He smiles the boyish grin he doesn’t parade often.

“Where is it?” He’s not holding a package. So I go digging into his coat 

“It’s not the kind you wrap.”

“Oh.”

He turns me so I face the elevator, circles me, and covers my eyes with his hands.

The elevator dings, and the door swooshes open. Someone steps off. 

I can’t tell who or what it is. “Gabriel?” 

He removes his hands, and I find Casey and Gina standing by the lift. “Oh, my gosh.” I waddle over to be caught in their embrace. Hugs, kisses are shared, and happy tears are shed. And not just by me. “Oh, I‘m so happy.”

“Thought you would be,” Gabriel says, walking up to us and putting his arm around my shoulders.

I turn to him, wrap my arms around his waist and squeeze. “Thank you. It’s the very best Christmas gift you could have given me.”

He drops a kiss on my nose. “I thought you’d be pleased. They’re here for ten days.”

“I managed to get Christmas week off at the hospital. Can you believe it?” Gina says as we take our seats in the living room.

“You work hard, Gina. It’s about time they gave you a Christmas vacation. But who’s managing the restaurant?”

“Jeannie,” Casey answers. “She knows the staff and all the suppliers. She’ll do a bang up job. I’m sure.”

“Where’s your luggage? You are staying here, are you not?” They’re family after all.

Gabriel lays his hand over mine. “I got them a suite at the Ritz. I thought they could use the privacy, and it will be easier for them to come and go.” 

And I wouldn’t have to watch them go out while I’m cooped inside. “Oh.”

“We’ll be here here every chance we get,” Casey says. He must have noted my crestfallen expression.

“They’re invited to Christmas Eve dinner, and they’ll join us at St. Paul’s Cathedral for Christmas Day services, after which they’ll return here and spend the day with us.”

“You’ll be sick of us in no time. You’ll see,” Gina says, obviously trying to cheer me up.

“I doubt that.” Determined to make the most of their visit, I put on a happy smile and make suggestions as to where they should go. “You’ll have to take in the sights. Buckingham Castle, the Tower of London, Canary Wharf. There’s so much to see in London.”

“We will, but I’ll also be checking possible restaurant locations,” Casey says.

“What?” I ask.

“Darling.” Some more hand tapping from Gabriel. “I’ve talked Casey into opening up a Ragin’ Cajun here in London. While he’s here, we’re going to look at sites.”

I hate it that I know nothing about these plans. Why hadn’t either of them clued me in? It’s like I’m stuck in a bubble watching everyone else lead happy lives.

The next night, Casey and Jorge treat us to a dueling cook off to see who can create the most delectable dish. With Jorge’s expertise of international cuisine and Casey with his knowledge of New Orleans and American food, nothing is beyond their range. 

While they’re cooking, Gina suggests I show her the place. “I would love to explore the penthouse. I’ve heard so much about it.”

“Of course, follow me.” I rise and lead her around the living room, point out the art on the wall. The baby’s room is the highlight of the tour. The designers decorated it with a jungle theme. Monkeys, lions, and tigers rumble around the walls ready to pounce among a foliage of faux trees.

“How darling!” Gina exclaims. “Why even the bedding matches the motif.”

“I know. Right?”

“What’s that?” She points to the high tech device I got at the baby boutique.

“It’s a baby monitor. See the camera. I point to a corner of the room. We’ll be able to see and hear our son all the way from the bedroom. You’ll see.” I turn it on and waddle into the bedroom. “Say something.”

Gina fakes a baby’s cry, loud enough to be noticed without the monitor. 

“That was so fake. Do it softer.”

She snuffles and I hear it perfectly through the monitor. I leave my receiver in the bedroom. I like to play with it to make sure the image and sounds come through loud and clear. When I arrive back at the baby’s room, Gabriel’s there. “Dinner’s almost ready.”

“Yum.” Can’t wait to see what they’ve cooked.

Christmas Eve we’re expecting not only Gina and Casey, but Royce and Brianna as well. Before they arrive, Gabriel gives me another present—a parure set which consists of a pendant, bracelet and matching pair of earrings. The set is made up of diamonds and emeralds to match my eyes. 

“It’s not part of the family collection. I commissioned the set just for you.” He secures the clasp of the pendant, maneuvers it so it rests in the valley between my breasts. “Perfect.” 

“The pendant or my breasts?” I tease.

“Both.” He takes my mouth in a breathless kiss. “Do you like it, darling?”

I study the stunning pendant, a huge oval diamond surrounded by emeralds in a yellow gold setting. “It’s beautiful, Gabriel.”

“I want you to wear it tonight.” His eyes flash with blue fire.

“Of course. It’s such a perfect match to the green gown.”

He laughs a husky laugh. “Yes, it is. But that’s not what I meant.”

I look up at him, confused.

“I want you to wear it and nothing else when you come to bed tonight.”

“Oh, Gabriel.” How he can want me this much when I’m big as a house is a puzzle to me. I curl my hand around his neck and draw him in for another heated kiss. Seven months pregnant and I still burn for this man. I think I will, even when I’m six feet under. A shiver runs through me at the unwelcome thought of death. 

“Cold?” he asks.

“No.”

He smiles. Knowing what he does to me, he probably takes my trembling as a sign of my weakness for him. He tweaks my nose. “Better go change. Our guests should be here any minute.”

“Right.” Just as I reach our bedroom, I hear the ding of the elevator. I’ve laid out my dress, a green velvet empire waistline gown with long sleeves, but I don’t want to put on such a beautiful gown without bathing. So I slip into the bathroom for a quick shower. I’m am brushing my hair in front of the vanity when squawks erupt from the baby monitor. Gosh, I forgot to turn it off. 

 

Chapter 35

______________

Gabriel

“NOW, WHAT’S SO IMPORTANT you have to drag me away from my guests.” I ask Jake.

He’d texted an hour ago, saying he needed to talk. When he arrived with Bri, I’d been serving cocktails to Casey, Gina and Royce. After offering Bri a cocktail as well, I’d suggested Jake accompany me to the baby’s room to discuss security measures.

Only Bri protested. “Cut him some slack, Gabe. It’s Christmas Eve.”

“I don’t mind, Lady Brianna. It’s my job after all.”

Leaving my guests behind, I’d led him to the baby’s room where I now awaited his answer.

“I fired Sarah Simmons.”

My mother’s guard. “Why?”

“I’ve had my doubts about her since she allowed your mother to put the drug in her tea. We put our operatives through a rigorous annual review process where we check out their entire lives—their financials, their families, among other things. Nothing popped up six months ago, but when I ran another check last month, a new problem surfaced.”

“Like what?”

“Her brother. He’d been the fly in her ointment when I first hired her, the issue that made me think twice. He’d been a juvenile delinquent, but they weren’t close. So I deemed it safe to hire her.”

“But something changed.”

“Yes. He became a drug runner for some Southie gang.”

“And?”

“He decided to start his own business. They found out and threatened to kill him. Unless he forked over the cash. Since he’d gambled it away, it became a problem. So he came to Sarah and asked for her help.”

“So when my mother offered her money to help her escape, and I suggested she accept it, I played right into her hand.” Stupid, stupid, stupid. One more reason I shouldn’t have gone about this alone. But what choice did I have? Jake would have never gone along with kidnapping and drugging my mother.

“Yes. That second phone call you mother made? Our tech guy finally figured it out. It was a request to transfer money into Sarah’s bank account. She used the money to pay off her brother’s debts.”

“And in return Sarah allowed my mother to call Elizabeth and scare her half to death.”

“Yes.”

Bloody hell. I run my hand through my hair, pull its ends. “Firing’s too good for her.”

“Don’t worry. I put the word out. No one else will hire her, at least not for security work.” 

“Good.” Although this smacked too much of closing the barn door after the horse was stolen. “Did my mother call anyone else?”

“Not from Sarah’s phone. Once we tracked down the phone call, I confronted Sarah. She broke down and told me the truth. Your mother only made two phone calls, one to Sarah’s bank to request the transfer of funds and another one to Elizabeth. She wanted to scare Elizabeth into breaking up with you. Again.”

“Except this time, Elizabeth said no.”

“Yes.”

“What about Tilly?”

“Tilly’s death had nothing to do with your mother. The killer was a junkie looking for money. He knew her routine from following her from the stores where she shopped for food. And he knew she lived alone.The day he broke in was her usual shopping day, so he thought no one would be in the house.”

“But she was there because of me. She was killed because I asked her to meet with me. God.” I drop into the rocking chair, bury my face in my hands.

“Tilly’s death is not your fault, Storm.”

I raise my head, “But it was. It was.” That kind old woman who had loved us as children lost her life because of me.

“You don’t control the world, Storm. Much as you think you do. Shit happens.” He squeezes my shoulder. “We can ease the restrictions on Elizabeth. She’ll appreciate that.”

Like hell I will. “No. Not yet.”

“Storm. You can’t continue to keep her a prisoner in this place when there’s no threat to her life.”

Wiping the moisture from my face, I fly off like a rocket from the rocking chair. “I’ll decide that, Jake. Not you. You are not to say a word to her.” I stride toward the entrance to the room. 

“Storm.”

“What?” Turning back to him, I barely register the baby monitor in his hand. 

“I didn’t see Elizabeth when I came in.” His voice is soft, cautious.

“She’s changing into her party dress.”

A myriad of emotions runs the gamut on his face, but he says nothing.

Impatient, I wave my hand toward the living room. “I have my wife and guests waiting for me. Anything else?”

“Just wanted to wish you a Happy Christmas. That’s all.”

“Same to you.” I head back toward the voices in the living room. And the warmth and light and joy that is Elizabeth. Only months later do I decipher the look on his face, the one that rolled over him as he held the baby monitor.

 

 

Chapter 36

______________

Elizabeth

ON CHRISTMAS DAY, there are so many presents from him under the tree, it takes me over an hour to open them all—more jewelry, clothes, shoes, and a brand new laptop. 

“Thank you so much, Gabriel.” I’m afraid my gifts pale in comparison, but he seems happy with them. I couldn’t buy him clothes since he gets everything custom made, but I felt safe ordering moccasin slippers. 

And he’s thrilled about the books, all on being a new dad. He curls his hand around the nape of my neck and kisses me. “Thank you. These are perfect.” He dips his hand into his shirt pocket and fishes out a box, a small one, wrapped in gold.

“More?” I say, tearing into it. Inside the box is a Platinum American Express card.

“I have one, you know.”

“You have a gold one. This one provides more perks.” I don’t feel right about accepting it, but it’s Christmas. So I smile and thank him again.

We’re joined by the family at St. Paul’s Cathedral for Christmas service. Afterward we return to the penthouse where Jorge has outdone himself. Scottish smoked salmon for starters, roasted turkey and baked ham, baked potatoes, brussels sprouts,  and two sauces, bread and cranberry. For dessert, he serves the traditional Christmas pudding.

After our guests leave, I change into one of his gifts—a gorgeous cranberry red fleece robe. When I return to the living room, I’m happy to see he’s reading one of the new dad books.

“Tired?” he asks, as I settle next to him.

“A little. It’s been a long day.”

He grabs the remote. “You want to watch something on the telly?”

“No. I’ve watched enough TV for the last week.” My tone comes across as curt. I can’t help it. During dinner the conversation partly revolved around Casey and Gina’s plans over the next couple of days, with everyone offering suggestions as to which places to visit. And I couldn’t help but be envious of their ability to come and go as they wished.

“Anything wrong?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ve been quiet since dinner. Are you feeling okay? It’s not the baby, is it?” He frowns and his lips tighten.

I shake my head. “I’m fine, Gabriel. The baby’s fine.”

He lays the book on the coffee table, fixes his full attention on me. “Something’s bothering you. What’s wrong?”

He’s not going to let it go, unless I explain myself. I heave a deep sigh. “Tonight, Casey and Gina were talking about their plans.”

“And?”

“I can’t help but envy them. They’ll get to see all the tourist sights and have fun. And I’m stuck here.” I make a face. “I’m sorry. Just saying that makes me realize how petty I’m being. Forget I said anything.” 

“You’ve seen London.”

“No, I haven’t.” I glance down and start to chip off my nail polish, a nervous habit of mine. “When I was here in July during the negotiations, I didn’t leave the hotel. Well, except to come here and to travel to Winterleagh Castle.”

He gets a hold of my chin, and gently lifts so I have to look at him. “You went shopping with CeCe.”

“Yes, I did. But I’ve never seen Buckingham Castle, or the Tower of London or Westminster Abbey.  Or enjoyed a play in the West End. Or visited Canary Wharf, the British Museum.“ Or done so many other things I long to do.

His hand covers both of mine, stilling the destruction of my manicure. “Just hang on a little while longer darling. You can see them after our son is born.”

“How can I? I won’t be here.”

He stands, walks away from me. Pours himself a scotch. By now, I know him well enough to realize it’s an evasion tactic. Something in me lurches. He’s hiding something. “What aren’t you telling me, Gabriel?”

“You’re not going back to D.C.”

“What?” I jump to my feet. “I have school, a job. And why would I stay here when you’re moving to New York?”

He looks down at his glass. “I’m not transferring to New York. Miranda Stone will run the Storm Industries-North America branch.“ 

“And you just decided this?”

“No. I never intended to move to New York.” He downs the drink in one gulp.

“You lied to me.”

“I had to. You wouldn’t have married me otherwise, bound and determined as you were to put our child up for adoption.  And I. I couldn’t allow that.”

Wild thoughts riot through my head. He’d lied about New York, and about his mother as well, going by the conversation I overheard through the baby monitor last night. I hadn’t confronted him with it, preferring to hear it from him, to have him explain why he’d done such a thing and keep it hidden from me. But now? If he’d lied about New York and his mother, what else has he lied about?  What about the photos taken in D.C. and the man who attacked us? Did he arrange for that as well? He said he hadn’t, but given his current actions, can I believe anything he has to say? One thing is clear, he has no right to sever my ties with the law firm. “When Gina and Casey return to D.C., I’m flying back with them.”

“No. You’re not.”

“I have a job, a school to return to.”

I informed Thomas Carrey you won’t be returning to Smith Cannon. He agreed it would be for the best.”

“You have no right—no right Gabriel. And Smith Cannon can’t accept my resignation. Not when it comes from you and not me.”

He fixes me with a resolute stare. “I’m bringing Smith Cannon business in the sum of hundreds of thousands of dollars. Do you think they’re going to quibble about who turned in your resignation?” 

“I’ll walk out of here. You can’t stop me from walking out.”

“The guards downstairs will. They’re under orders to physically restrain you if they have to.”

“I’ll tell Casey. He’ll help me get back to the states.”

“If you tell him, I’ll withdraw my financial support of his business. Since he’s started construction on the expansion, he will go bankrupt and lose his restaurant.”

“You son of a bitch. You can’t do this. You can’t—” I break down into sobs.

He walks up to me, puts his arms around me. “I’m sorry, but this is the only way I know to keep you safe, to keep our child safe.”

I struggle against him, but he only holds me tighter. I’m drowning, choking. I can’t catch a breath. “I can’t breathe. I can’t—”

“Bloody hell—”

He hands me his glass, the one with alcohol in it. “Drink.”

I shake my head. “The baby.” I wheeze out.

“One swallow won’t make a difference.” He lifts the glass to my lips and I take the smallest of sips. The heat burns all the way down my throat. I cough, gulp in air, cough again. Finally, I take a shaky breath, let it out, do it again.

“Better?” he asks.

“Yes.”

“You can’t get this upset, Elizabeth. It’s bad for you; it’s bad for our child.”

I nod while trying to regulate my breath.

“Listen to me, please,” he says. “We discussed your studying for the dual degree. Remember?”

I nod again while still struggling to take in oxygen.

“Well, this will give you an opportunity to do that. While we’re married, you’ll remain in England.”

I start to say something but decide I’ll just get too upset.

“You can apply for the program. Probably start classes in the fall. Next year you can return to D.C. and finish your schooling there before returning to London to finish your studies. It will all work out. You’ll see.”

I stare at the man I thought I knew, but never had. Not really. Come hell or high water he wanted our child. He’d worked out in his head the only way to have him, have me was to keep me here in London, a prisoner in the penthouse.”

“After the baby is born—”

“Yes.” He interrupts.

“—I’ll be given more freedom to come and go.”

“Yes, of course.”

No, of course about it. God only knows what he’ll plan next. “And I want to work. If not at Storm Industries, somewhere else. I need to keep up my credentials.”

“We can talk about it when the time comes.” He hugs me to him.

Does he honestly think I’ve given in? I’m furious at him. ‘I’m going to bed. Goodnight.” Hope he gets the hint. I don’t want him anywhere near me right now.

I change into my sleeping gown, crawl into bed, stare at the ceiling. God, what am I going to do? Nothing I can do until after the baby is born. He’s got this deathly fear his mother will harm us, even though he has her stashed someplace. 

Jake believes there’s no threat to us, that his mother can’t cause us any harm. But Gabriel believes she can. Irrational? Maybe. Maybe not. Given the level of abuse she inflicted  on him, it makes sense in his mind. Even if it doesn’t make sense to Jake. Regardless, for the time being there’s nothing I can do. I’m a prisoner in my own home.

Chapter 37

______________

Elizabeth

FEBRUARY 13, we’re on our way to a party thrown by Gabriel’s godmother. I’ve been experiencing back pains on and off most of the day, but haven’t told Gabriel. If I did, he would probably chain me to our bed, and I’ve had enough of being housebound. I’m eager to get out and talk to people.

The weather’s quite frigid, with rain and sleet spitting against the windows of the Benz. I’m bundled up in the heavy Vicuña wrap Gabriel gave to me for Christmas, and the car’s nice and toasty. At his godmother’s townhouse, a covered walkway keeps the ice off the outside steps, but the walk up is enough to chill me to the bone. 

Inside, Gabriel takes my wrap and hands it to a servant which leaves me in a long-sleeved black maternity gown. Its ankle length is not enough to keep me warm. Taking my hand, Gabriel leads me to the drawing room, where I greet his godmother, Lady Margaret Payne. 

Bri’s all ready there so we gravitate toward her. Jake’s watching her back, much as Samuel’s watching ours. “Hello, ducks.” She greets us with smooches on the cheeks. “How’s my nephew?”

“Kicking up a storm.”

She laughs. When I realize what I just said, I join in her laughter.  

“Ainsley! Glad you’re here.” An old codger dressed in an old-fashioned jacket with a pocket square calls out. “If we may have a word. A political issue to discuss.” He nods toward a group of men, conversing at one edge of the room.

“I’ll join you in a moment,” Gabriel responds, and the old codger drifts off to rejoin his chums.

“Who are they?” I ask.

“Political cronies of my father. They’re hoping I’ll go along with some of their less progressive ideas. I’m afraid I’ll have to talk to them. Do you mind?”

“Of course not. You do what you have to do.”

“I’ll keep her company, don’t worry,” Brianna says.

“Thanks, Bri.” And he’s off to join the politicos.

A passing waiter drifts by, and I request water. After he returns with the glass, Bri links arms with me and walks me through the room. Although she nods at the occasional person, we don’t stop to talk to anyone.

“Oh, bloody hell, Sebastian’s here.” She murmurs.

“Who?”

“Four o’clock. Dark-haired. Golden eyes. Can’t miss him.”

The man’s dressed in a dark, perfectly-tailored suit. Custom-made, unless I miss my guess. His gaze darts around the room, searching for something, anything to keep the boredom away. He certainly has no interest in the rail-thin woman at his elbow. 

“Wonder what he’s doing here.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He fell out of favor with his aunt.”

“Our hostess is his aunt?”

“Yes. They must have repaired their tiff.”

“What happened?”

“Don’t know. But they didn’t talk to each other for years.”

His roaming gaze finds us and a smile lights upon his lips. With a quick word to the woman, he abandons her and joins us. “Brianna. Lovely as ever.”

She makes a face. “Sebastian. What a pleasure.” By the way she sounds, it’s nothing of the sort. But as courtesy dictates, she offers her hand which he kisses before turning to me. “Introduce us.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Brianna asks.

He looks over his shoulder toward Gabriel who’s staring holes into his back. “And miss an opportunity to rile Ainsley?”

“You’re playing with fire, Sebastian.”

“Wouldn’t be the first time. Introduce us,” he says again.

“This is my sister-in-law, Elizabeth Storm, Lady Ainsley. Elizabeth meet Sebastian Payne, the—.”

But he interrupts before she can finish. “Enchante.” He bows over my hand, kisses it. 

In the background, Gabriel glowers. Whatever lies between these two men, it isn’t friendship.

“Surprised to see you here, Sebastian,” Brianna says. “Thought you were persona non grata with your aunt.”

“I got back in her good graces.”

“Bollocks.” This from Brianna.

“What happened?” I ask her.

“My strap’s coming loose.” She’s wearing a chain strap, mid-calf dress which like everything else she owns looks smashing on her. But the chain links which hold up the bodice appear quite delicate. And the last thing she’d want would be to flash her world-class boobs in the middle of this gathering. It would cause quite a stir. “I need to dash off to the loo to repair it. Are you going to be all right?” She tilts her head toward Sebastian Payne.

“Of course.” Honestly, why does everybody think I need somebody to watch over me. We’re in the middle of a cocktail party with nothing but upstanding citizens all around me.

Sebastian’s eyes sparkle with a bit of mischief. “I’ll keep Mrs. Storm company.”

“Watch him.” She whispers to me before dashing off.

He nips a flute of champagne from a passing waiter and takes a sip. “You’re quite beautiful, Mrs. Storm.”

I scrunch my eyes at him. “Flattery will get you nowhere.”

“Umm.” he sips from his glass. “It’s a wonder the old ball and chain left you alone. Why did he?”

“He got dragooned into a discussion about politics. Are you friends?”

“Quite the contrary.” When he holds up his glass in a salute to Gabriel, my husband’s brows hunch in disapproval. 

“You can’t be enemies.”

“More like rivals. He once took something I wanted very badly.”

A sharp pain stabs at me. “A woman?” I ask, once I catch my breath.

“No. He never cared enough about any female to fight for her, but from the fearsome glances he’s shooting over here, I’d say that has changed.” His gaze laser beams on me. “You’re valuable to him.”

I rest a hand over my blimp-sized belly. “I’m carrying his child.”

“And you think that’s the only reason?”

“Of course not. I’m his wife as well.”

He glances once more toward where Gabriel stands, who’s looking positively murderous by now. “I think it’s more than that. A lot more. Wonder what it would feel like to take you from him.”

Another pain hits. Wincing, I ignore it. “What makes you think I’d let you?”

“Passion as well as beauty. I’m beginning to understand what he sees in you.”

I fiddle with my clutch purse. “Can we change the conversation, please? I’d rather not talk about my marriage.”

“Certainly. So I read in the papers you’re studying to become a lawyer?”

“Yes, I am. I’ve taken a break until after the baby’s born. But I’ve applied to a dual degree program in King’s College and my school back home. If I’m accepted I’ll be able to sit for the bar in both countries.”

“Heaven knows, I’m not a marrying man, but I’m beginning to envy the old boy.” 

For a second I bask in the light of admiration in his eyes, but then another pain hits, sharper than the on and off ones I’ve been experiencing all day. “Oh.” 

“What’s wrong?”

“The baby kicked. I think.”

“You think?” His attention is fully on me. “You’re perspiring, Lady Ainsley.”

“Am I? It’s rather warm in here with all the people. And please call me Elizabeth. I’m not fond of that title.”

“Here. Grab my arm. We’ll just take a walk to that nice settee over there.” He juts his chin toward a white unoccupied two seater.

Holding on to him, I take mincing steps, about all I can handle at the moment.

“The child. When is it due?” He barks out military style, all his indolent charm vanishing.

“In two weeks.”

“I think he’s about to make an early appearance.”

“But he can’t. I’m not ready to give birth yet.”

“Trust me, Elizabeth. I’ve seen women out in the jungle giving birth, and you have that exact same look. Are you in pain?”

“Back pain. Off and on.”

“How long?”

“All day.”

He curses.

As we finally gain the settee, everything happens at once. Brianna returns from fixing her dress. Gabriel converges on us.“What’s wrong?” he asks.

“I think—” Another pain hits, making it hard to breathe.

“Baby’s coming, old chum,” Sebastian says.

“Now?”

“Very soon.” He glances at his watch. “Pains seem to be about two minutes apart. Apparently, she’s been having contractions all day.”

“All day? Why didn’t you tell me?” Gabriel demands of me.

“I didn’t know,” I say in my defense.

By now we’ve drawn quite a crowd. Somebody pipes up with. “I say, Ainsley, it would seem bad form to yell at your wife right at the moment.”

Ignoring the speaker, Gabriel tries to pick me up, but his leg gives out on him.

Sebastian elbows him out of the way and does what Gabriel can’t. “Go get the car. I’ll carry her down.”

“Thank you.” Gabriel’s gracious enough to say, even though he’s gnashing his teeth.

The next few minutes are a blur of activity. Before I know it I’m bundled up in my robe and Sebastian’s carrying me down the steps. Even though it’s still frigid outside, I’m not feeling the cold anymore. When the Benz pulls up, Sebastian gently slides me in while Gabriel climbs into the other side.

“Thank you.” I press Sebastian’s hand.

“My pleasure. We’ll need to continue our conversation another day.”

By the way, Gabriel grinds his teeth, I think he wouldn’t approve of a friendship between me and Sebastian Payne. And then all thoughts of Sebastian Payne desert me as a wrenching pain hits, and my water breaks.

 

 

Chapter 38

______________

Gabriel

ANDREW STEPHEN GERVAISE STORM rests in my arms after being born into this world during the early morning hours of St. Valentine’s Day. Exhausted after a fierce but mercifully brief delivery, Elizabeth sleeps while sounds drift in from the hospital corridor. 

His mop of black hair comes from his mother; and his blue eyes and long legs from me. But other than that. I can’t tell who he resembles. Only time will tell. 

“Hey.”

I glance up to find Elizabeth’s soft gaze on me.

“You’re awake.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this happy.” Like a benediction, her soft smile flows over me, easing the weeks of strife between us.

“Thank you for my son.”

“You’re welcome.”

“How are you feeling?”

She makes a face as she tries to sit up. “Sore.” 

I don’t doubt it.

The baby stirs in my arms, stretching his legs, his face scrunching in displeasure.

“He’s awake?” she says like it’s a big surprise. 

“The nurse said it would be good to feed him as soon as you woke up. Are you up to it?”

“I can try.” She unsnaps her hospital johnnie and bares a breast. We fumble the exchange of baby into her arms. She brings him to her, but he doesn’t quite get it. “How do I do this? I’ve never done this before.”

“I’m guessing most new mothers haven’t,” I say, trying to lighten the mood. But all I get is a frown in return. After a couple of tries, Andrew latches on to her nipple, and she jerks. When the baby suckles she settles back against the pillow, seemingly content. “He’s something else, isn’t he?”

“That he is.” I bend down and drop a kiss on his head and one on her lips. 

A couple of days later, they’re home where Nanny McKay takes charge. She’s a stocky, no-nonsense woman who knows when we want her to take Andrew and when we’d rather be left alone with him.

 Elizabeth insists on breastfeeding him, so whenever he needs to eat, he’s brought to her day and night. As family and friends drop by to see our newborn, she hovers around the baby just as much, if not more, than I do. She’s fanatical about guests washing their hands before they hold Andrew or come anywhere near him. It takes her a full five minutes to instruct Brianna on how to hold our child. She jumps at Andrew’s slightest whimper, and spends countless hours rocking him, allowing Nanny to get some much needed rest.

In the blink of an eye, it’s time for her six-week checkup, the one where she’ll get the go ahead to resume sexual relations. The dry spell of the last four months has been sheer torture. I’m like a stallion. One whiff of her, and I grow hard as stone. Cold showers don’t help, neither does wanking off. So I wait on pins and needles until she gets home.

When she doesn’t arrive by six o’clock, I text Samuel to find out the reason for the delay. His message is cryptic. “Mrs. Storm went shopping. B there soon.”

What the bloody blazes did she go shopping for? She has everything she needs right here at her fingertips. Fifteen minutes later, my question is answered when she breezes in through the door, holding a massive bouquet of flowers.

“Sorry I’m late. Is Andrew—?” Almost on cue, our babe’s cries wail from his room. “Oh, good. I need to feed him. Here.” She hands me the bouquet and hurries past me toward Andrew’s room, leaving a trail of her gardenia scent behind. She resumed wearing it after Andrew was born.

Marisol appears from nowhere. “Do you want me to take those from you, Mr. Storm?”

“Yes, please, and push back dinner by half an hour. Mrs. Storm is feeding Andrew.” If I know my son, and I do, his feeding will take ten minutes tops. 

“I’ll arrange them on the dinner table.”

“Thank you, Marisol,” I say absentmindedly. Would there be enough time to make love to Elizabeth before dinner? God. I’m a randy goat to think so.

Fifteen minutes later, Elizabeth returns, a smile on her face. “I’m starving. Is dinner ready?” 

“Just about.”

Once we’re seated at the dinner table, I finally get to ask her about the appointment. “So, how were things at the doctor’s?”

“Everything’s fine. Great, as a matter of fact. Breastfeeding really helps to get things back to normal.”

Hurray for breastfeeding. “That’s splendid.” Something stirs below, and I rearrange the napkin on my lap. Don’t want to give our serving maid a shock. 

“So by normal, do you mean?”

“We can resume sexual relations, Gabriel, if that’s what you’re trying to ask.”

“I didn’t. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be so gauche.”

“It also means I can go back to work.”

“Go back to work?” What is she talking about? “You don’t work.”

“I did. Back in D.C. I need to employ my analytical skills to keep my mind sharp, plus I need practical experience, here in the UK. So how about it? Can I go to work at Storm Industries?”

“No.”

“Why not?” 

“Andrew needs you.”

“He can do without me for three or four hours a day. Nanny takes excellent care of him.”

“I will not allow it.”

“You will not—?” She sputters. “I don’t need your permission, Gabriel. I can get a job on my own. If not with you, then somewhere else.”

“You need a work visa.”

“I’ll get one.”

“You don’t get it. Your employer has to get it for you.”

Rising, she tosses her serviette on the table. She’s barely eaten her meal.

“I thought you were hungry.”

“I was. I’m not anymore.” Chin held high, she stomps out of the room.

I will not change my mind. Andrew needs her. I temple my hands over my plate and drop my head. Damn. I’ve botched the whole thing. My cock, still hopeful, throbs with need. “Settle down. You’re not getting shagged.” Not tonight at any rate.

Chapter 39

______________

Elizabeth

“MRS. STORM TO SEE SEBASTIAN PAYNE.” I’ve checked out Sebastian Payne on the internet. Turns out he’s the head of a thriving conglomerate that buys and sells businesses throughout the world. If I could get a job, or even an internship, with him, I would gain valuable experience. 

“He’s expecting you, Mrs. Storm, please go in.”

I’ve thoroughly enjoyed being mummy to Andrew, but now that he’s three months and on baby formula along with breast milk, Since Nanny McKay handles most of the duties, I have the time to take on a job, never mind I’ve grown restless with hardly anything to do. Gabriel has been absolutely no help, refusing my suggestion that I work for him. So I’m taking the bull by the horns and sought out another job.

“How very pleasant to see you again, Elizabeth.” Rising, Sebastian Payne takes my hand, bows over it. Thankfully, he doesn’t kiss it like he did at the party. “Please take a seat.”

I sit on a black leather chair across from his desk. Clear glass lines his office. But when he presses a button, the walls frost, closing us in. I’m no longer as confined as I’d been while pregnant although one of the guards is accompanying me. He took a seat in the vestibule right outside Payne’s office while I talk to Sebastian. 

The frosted glass worries me. “My bodyguard won’t be able to see.”

Sebastian’s mouth quirks. “Do you want him to see?”

“I don’t want him to get in trouble.” After the baby Jonathan incident, I’m trying very hard not to get another guard in hot water.

“Very well.” He pushes the same button and the frost dissipates making us visible again.

I breathe out a sigh. I’m not fooling him. He knows how uncomfortable I felt. Which is ridiculous, if he had the usual office I would be behind a closed door. But the frosted glass lends a certain air of inappropriateness. I mentally shake myself at the silly thoughts. “Thank you for seeing me.” 

“How could I pass up the chance to talk to you again? How’s you son?”

This time my smile is real. “Thriving, happy.”

“And Ainsley?”

“He’s fine.”

“Well, now that we have taken care of the niceties, what can I do for you, Elizabeth?” His eyes light up with mischief. He’s enjoying this game of cat and mouse, except that I refuse to play along.

“As I told you at your aunt’s party, I’m studying to become a corporate lawyer. I’ve had to take a bit of a sabbatical between terms. And I find myself with time in my hands.”

“One would think marriage to one such as Ainsley and a new child would keep any woman quite busy.”

“Andrew’s nanny is quite efficient and Gabriel, well, he works all day. So there’s really very little for me to do.”

“And you’re used to working full time.”

“Yes. And going to school at night. So I would like to work three or four hours a day. Get some legal experience until the next term begins in January.”

“And you came to me to offer your services.”

“I would love to work in your legal department. If not a job, then an internship of some kind. I brought my resume with me.” I hand him the sheet of paper which took me several hours and drafts to produce. “As you can see I have two years of experience in the legal field. I’ve performed quite complex legal analysis, including the deal involving the SouthWind Brazilian wind farm assets Storm Industries purchased.”

“Is that how you met Ainsley?”

“Yes.” Heat rides my cheeks. Even after all this time, I can’t help but get flustered about all the things we did.

Rather than comment on my state of discomfiture, Sebastian studies the resume. After a few minutes, he says, “You graduated summa cum laude from an ivy league school and made law review in law school. Your grades are top notch.”

“You can contact Thomas Carrey, my boss at Smith Cannon, if you need to discuss the quality of my work. I got his approval for you to talk to him.”

“Why do you want to work for me rather than Storm Industries? Surely, Ainsley would find a position for you somewhere in his company.”

I fiddle with my hands. “Gabriel’s proving stubborn. He’d prefer I remain at home.”

“Ahhh.” He pushes the paper aside, folds his hands over his desk. “You have stellar credentials, Elizabeth, and I don’t doubt you’d be an asset to my company. I would enjoy having you work under me.”

I smile at the innuendo.

“But have you thought about the harm such employment might cause your marriage? I can’t believe Ainsley would take kindly to you working for me.”

“Let me worry about my husband, Sebastian.”

“Very well. I’ll let you handle him.” Another smile. 

He’s enjoying playing this game. But since I’ve learned from the best. I don’t give him so much as a ghost of a grin in return.

“I’ll consult with the head of my legal department. He’ll be in touch. I imagine he can find something for you to do.”

“If I may ask a question?”

“Of course.”

“At the party, you said Gabriel took something from you. What was it?”

“At an auction, we were both interested on a particularly beautiful object. It’d belonged to my grandmother, but my father let it slip from his hands. Ainsley outbid me for the piece. It happened several years ago when I wasn’t as successful as I am now. A year ago, I offered to buy it for twice the amount he paid. But he refused my offer. I was on the outs with my aunt, so I imagine he refused as a show of support for her.”

“Oh.What was it?” I finger the pearls I’m wearing, a gift from Gabriel upon the birth of our son.

“You’re wearing them, Elizabeth. I can tell from the clasp.” He rounds the desk and stares at me. “May I?”

I nod my consent.

His fingers finger the necklace, slide under the catch. “See. Our family crest is engraved upon it.”

“Here.” I start to unclasp it to give it to him.

“I won’t take it. Your husband gave it to you.”

He’s looking down at me when a commotion erupts in the outer office. I look up to find the last person I expect to see. Gabriel.

He barges in, hauls me up off the chair by my elbow.

“Gabriel. What are you doing here?”

But he ignores me and addresses Sebastian. “Stay away from my wife.”

“Really, old chum, you’re acting positively medieval.”

“I’m warning you, Ravensworth.”

“Are you now?” Without looking at me, Sebastian says, “Elizabeth. I don’t need to consult with my head of legal. If you want a job working with me, it’s yours.”

“Thank you, Sebastian.” I toss over my shoulder.

With an iron grip, Gabriel hauls me past Sebastian’s secretary’s station to the elevator where he proceeds to push the button several times.

“You’re out of line.” I spit out, so angry I can hardly speak.

“You will not work for him, do you hear me?”

I say nothing on the way down. But I have plenty to say once we climb into the car with Samuel at the wheel.

“You embarrassed me.”

“Except for Ravensworth, nobody heard what I had to say, and he doesn’t count.”

“Why do you call him Ravensworth? Isn’t his name Sebastian Payne?”

“Yes it is. Sebastian Payne, the Marquis of Ravensworth.”

Great. Another aristocrat. Do they grow like weeds?

“You will not talk to him.”

“Kind of hard when I will be working with him.”

“No, You won’t. You need to stay home and be a mother to our son.”

“I’m not his mother now?”

He yanks a hand through his hair. “You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t. Please enlighten me.”

His teeth make a clicking sound. “Andrew’s barely three months old. He needs his mother.”

“I breast feed him alternating with formula. I would only be away three to four hours a day. Surely he can live without me that long. In the meantime, I’ll gain experience working at Sebastian’s company.”

“I don’t want you near him.”

“I don’t understand your animosity toward him. Please explain.”

“We were in Oxford together. He got a girl in trouble and she went to him for help. When he refused, she committed suicide. She was only eighteen.”

“How do you know this?”

“After a night of drinking, he admitted it in the Junior Common Room.”

“You heard him?”

“No. I learned about it second hand. When she died, he quit school, disappeared and did not reemerge until four years ago. In the ten years in between, he acquired a fortune. Nobody knows how he earned it, but he used that money to build Payne Enterprises, Ltd.”

“He said this necklace belonged to his grandmother.”

“It did. I bought it to give to my godmother, his aunt, but she refused to accept it. Said it rightfully belonged to Ravensworth.”

“So you held on to it.”

“Yes. And when my son was born, I gave it to you. The Marchioness would have approved, you know. She loved children. She used to bring us sweets when she visited Winterleagh Castle.”

“Your families were friends?”

“Yes. My father was specially close to Sebastian’s father. They were both cut from the same cloth.” He snorts. “Ne’er do wells with nothing but the thought of pleasure in their heads. And in my opinion, Sebastian’s just like his father.”

“I can’t believe Sebastian abandoned a young woman pregnant with his child. There has to be more to the story than that.”

“Well, believe it. I won’t have you working for him.”

I don’t say anything. No sense going over the same ground again and again. But as it turns out other events intercede upon our arrival at our penthouse that thrust my going to work for Sebastian Payne into the back burner.

 

Chapter 40

______________

Gabriel

WE RIDE THE ELEVATOR in silence from the garage to the penthouse where, to my surprise, Jake waits for us. The somber expression on his face tells me his reason for being here is not good.

“What’s wrong?” I ask.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

Elizabeth whimpers as she clutches my arm. “Andrew?” 

“No. Your son is safe in his room. It’s the earl. He suffered another stroke. A fatal one. I’m sorry, Storm.”

“Gabriel.” The tension within her body fades and a well of caring replaces it. 

I’m surprised by the tears in my eyes. God knows my father and I had never been close. “Bri?”

“I haven’t told her.” Jake explains in his usual deep voice. “I thought it would be better coming from you.”

“Yes, of course.” My legs give way, and I drop into the living room sofa.

Elizabeth sits next to me stroking my arm, Her warmth, her nearness at such a moment comforts me. 

Jake strides to the liquor cabinet, pours two fingers of the Macallan and hands it to me. 

I knock back the alcohol. “We’ll need to make arrangements.” 

“We’ll do that,” Elizabeth says, “but you must tell Bri and Royce before you do anything else.”

“Yes, of course.” I reach for my mobile, ring up Bri. Thankfully she answers on the first ring. 

“Gabe? Funny hearing from you. I’ve been unsettled all afternoon. Everything okay?”

“Are you in your apartment?” It’s a fair question. I’ve rung up her cell, so she could be anywhere.

“Yes.”

Thank God. It would have been an ordeal to wait to tell her the news. “Could you please come up?”

“What’s wrong? Is something the matter?”

“Please, Bri. Just come up.”

While we wait for her to climb the stairs that connect the two floors, I call Royce and ask him to do the same. By some miracle he’s in his apartment as well. 

“Now?” Royce asks. “I’m kind of busy.” Something rustles in the background and a woman’s voice calls his name.

“Yes. Now.”

“Be up in five.”

By the time I hang up, Bri’s coming through the door that leads from her floor to ours. “What’s going on? Did you find mummy dearest?” 

I stand and take two steps toward her. “Bri. It’s our father.”

Her gaze bounces from me to Jake whose expression has darkened considerably. “No.”

“He suffered a fatal stroke,” I say.

She collapses but before I can get to her, Jake does, wrapping his arms around her, holding her tight. “I’m so sorry, Brianna.” For once he calls her by the name she prefers, rather than Lady Brianna, the sobriquet she hates.

“He can’t be dead, Jake. I just saw him yesterday. Tell me it’s not true.” She must have seen the truth in his eyes, because she breaks down into huge sobs while Jake kneels on the floor and brushes his hand down her back, murmuring soft comforting words to her.

A clatter on the stairs precedes Royce’s entrance. But he comes to a halt when he takes in the tableau. “What’s wrong? Why’s Bri crying?”

“Father.”

That’s all I need to say for him to understand. “Damn. When did it happen?”

“A couple of hours ago. It was quick. He did not suffer.” I have no idea if this is true, but it’s something Bri needs to hear.

He’d never been close to our father, rarely seeing him, so no surprise our father’s death does not affect him the way it does our sister. Still I can tell he’s stricken by the news. I splash liquor into another glass, hand the tumbler to him.

Without saying another word, he tosses it back.

Jake helps Bri gain her feet, holds her while she stumbles to the couch. She falls into Elizabeth’s arms and another round of grief ensues. I hand her a glass of the alcohol. “Drink.”

Elizabeth takes it off my hands and gets Bri to take a sip. 

“We’ll need to make arrangements.” Royce echoes the same sentiment as me.

“Yes.”

“Is there a protocol for this?”

“Protocol?” Elizabeth asks.

“He was an earl. There probably is with the succession and all. Bloody hell, Gabe. You’re the Earl of Winterleagh now.” He tangles a hand through his dark hair. “How are we going to explain our missing mother? Everyone will expect to see her there.”

I’d planned for many things, but not this. 

“Gabriel.” Elizabeth comes to her feet, rests her hand on my arm. “You’ll need to fetch your mother from where she is.”

“Fetch her?” Royce asks. Both he and Brianna glare at Elizabeth like she’s gone bonkers on them.

“From Scotland. From where you’ve been keeping her for the last several months.”

Bri hiccups. “You know where she’s been all this time?”

I don’t try to deny it. But how in the blazes did Elizabeth find out. “How do you know?” I ask her.

“At Christmas time, you and Jake talked about it in the baby’s nursery. I’d turned on the monitor to show Gina. It was still on when you and Jake walked into the room.”

“You’ve known since Christmas and you haven’t said anything?”

“Bloody hell, Gabe.” Royce tosses into the mix.

“I figured you’d tell me in your own good time.” 

“Why? How?” Bree asks.

“I knew what she’d do to Elizabeth, to our baby. So I put her away where she couldn’t hurt them. In the family’s hunting box in the highlands.”

“She’s been in Scotland all this bloody time?” Royce asks.

“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell us? I would think you would want us to know.”

“I didn’t want you implicated in case things didn’t pan out. You can walk away and claim you didn’t know.”

“Wait. If she was under wraps in Scotland, she couldn’t have had Tilly killed.” Royce says. So the thought had occurred to him as well.

“No.” Of this much I’m sure. “Tilly was killed by a local junkie. She caught him with his hand in her purse and fought him off. He grabbed the nearest thing, the knitting needles, and plunged them into her heart.”

“What do you want to do about your mother, Storm?” Jake’s voice of reason interjects into the maelstrom of emotions swirling about the room.

“Bring her back, but put several guards on her at all times. She may not have killed Tilly, but I don’t want her near Elizabeth or my son.”

“She won’t be.”

Bri wobbles up from her knees..“I want to see my father.” 

“No.” This from Jake. 

“You don’t get to tell me what to do.” She lashes out at him.

“Bri,” I intercede. “He wouldn’t like you to see him this way. You’ll get an opportunity to say your final goodbyes at Winterleagh. The entire family will. Would you like to spend the night here?” I glance at my sister and brother, half hoping they’ll say yes.

Bri shakes her head. Royce passes as well. The secret I kept about my mother has put a rift in our relationship, one that won’t heal anytime soon. I’m not sorry. If I had to do it the same way again, I would.

Without saying another word, Royce wanders back to his place. Alone. Or not alone. That woman, whoever she is, waits for him. 

To my surprise, Bri takes Jake’s hand. “Come down with me?” As far as I know this is the first time she’s sought his company.

His features sharpen as he scrutinizes her, “What about your artist friend?”

“We’re through. I kicked him out.”

Typical Bri. None of her boy toys last long. 

“Please, Jake. I don’t want to be alone tonight.”

My heart bleeds for her pain, but I hope she doesn’t plan on playing him. Because I need him as my head of security. I can’t intercede, though. I’ll need to trust Jake knows her well enough to handle her. “Fine, Lady Brianna. Lead the way.” He disentangles his hand and allows her to precede him down the stairs, back to her co-op.

The arrangements are both simple and complicated. The business of death is the same no matter where or who. My father’s body is taken to a mortuary for a post-mortem. The body will be released to an undertaker who’ll perform his services and we will have the funeral at Winterleagh. He’ll be buried with all the honors due an Earl of the realm.

We’ll place a notice in the papers with the details of the service. For family and close friends only. In lieu of flowers, I’ll request a donation be made to the hospital which first cared for him. In death at least he’ll do some good, even if he did little while he lived. He loved Bri. And that’s what I’m going to remember about him. Well, that and my tutor’s murder.

With Bri and Royce gone, I drift into the bedroom where Elizabeth is finished feeding Andrew. 

“Thank you,” she says handing our son to his caretaker.

“Yes, milady.”

I stop Nanny on the way out and drop a kiss on Andrew’s head. With my father’s death, he’s now Viscount Ainsley, but I shall never call him that. It would always remind me of my mother.

“I’m sorry,” I say to Elizabeth once we’re alone.

Elizabeth clips her nursing bra, slides into her blouse. “We don’t need to talk about it at the moment. Not now when your father’s arrangements need to be made. But after the funeral, when we return to London, we will need to discuss things.”

I expect I will not like what she’ll have to say.

Chapter 41

______________

Gabriel

“YOU WILL NOT WHISPER A WORD about your stay in Scotland. To anyone. Do you hear me, Mother?” It has taken five days for the funeral arrangements to be made, more than enough time to retrieve her from Scotland. She arrived today, just as Elizabeth, Andrew, and I have. Royce and Brianna chose to drive separately from us and should make it here by tonight. My decision not to tell them what I’d done with our mother still rankles with them. 

“And what happens if I do?” 

“I’ll find a doctor to certify you insane and have you committed to an asylum which would make your stay in Scotland seem like a vacation on the beach.”

She purses her lips, folds her hands across her middle. “Very well.”

I’m not fooled for a moment by her seeming acquiescence. Deep in that devious mind of hers, she has something planned. I just need to make sure she doesn’t execute it, whatever it is. “This is how it will go. The service will be held in the chapel tomorrow. Only a handful of close family members and friends are expected. I will stand at the head of the receiving line to welcome the mourners. You will stand next to me. Royce will be on your left. Jake will be directly behind you. So will a nurse. Should you act out of line, she will immediately administer a sedative, and we will take you away. Permanently.” 

“And where will your little whore be, dear?” A smirk flits across her lips.

By now I should be immune to her barbs about Elizabeth, but I’m not. It hurts to have my wife called by such an ugly name. “If you call Elizabeth by that name one more time, I will retaliate.”

“Very well. I will refrain.” She nods, like she’s granting me a boon. “For now.” 

She’s seeking to get a reaction out of me, but I’ll be damned if I give it to her. “When a mourner approaches, you will acknowledge him or her by name, you will thank them for coming. If they ask how you’re holding up, you will say ‘as well as can be expected.’ If they ask another question or make another comment, you will give a suitable reply. Do you understand?”

“Yes. And if I do exactly what you want, what do I get out of it?”

She had never been one to do something and not expect something in return. So I will give her what she wants, with limits, of course. “You get to live with a retinue of servants waiting on you as befits your status.”

“No more exile in the frozen hinterlands of Scotland?”

“You may remain here, if you wish. Under guard, of course. You will not be allowed any telecommunication devices, including phones. You will have a full library at your disposal. You may continue your horticultural pursuits. Any plantings or seeds will be vetted before you’re allowed to work on them.”

“Visitors?”

“None.”

“I require the services of a hairdresser. My hair’s a wreck.”

Still pulled into her usual chignon, her hair has gone white at the roots. That will play very well at the funeral service. She’s been so upset about my father’s illness, she hasn’t gone to a hair salon.  “I’ll find one and have him or her attend to you.”

“And I’ll need Tilly.” 

A stab of sadness knives inside of me. “I’m afraid that’s an impossibility,” I say in a much softer voice.

“Wherever you have her hidden away, fetch her. She should be here. I need her.”

“She can’t be fetched, mother. She’s dead.”

“Dead?” she screeches. “What do you mean dead?”

“She retired to an island in the Caribbean. There was a break-in while she was inside the house, a junkie looking for money to buy drugs. She fought him off and he killed her.”

Her shoulders stiffen and her mouth prunes up. Is she affected by Tilly’s death? “That’s too bad. She was the only who knew how to handle my garments.”

I should have known better than to expect her to mourn the woman who had served her faithfully for over forty years. All my mother cares about are her clothes. And her hair. “I’ll find somebody else for you.”

“No one else will do.”

“I’m afraid you’ll have to make do with whatever I provide, Mother.” And that is the final word on that.

She scrutinizes me closely. After a few seconds, her mouth tightens and her gaze narrows. She’s at her most dangerous when she wears that expression. “You’re too good to me, Ainsley.”

I don’t correct her on the title. Why bother? I escort her to the door of the study, hand her to one of her guards. She will remain at Winterleagh for three days, long enough to bury my father and have her present when his last will and testament is read. After that she will be taken to her new abode. She thinks she will remain at Winterleagh, but I have other plans for her. 

 

Chapter 42

______________

Elizabeth

HIS FACE IS LINED with exhaustion. No wonder. Having to deal with his bitch of a mother, the funeral, the mourners. 

We’re gathered in the drawing room, the same room where we gathered for cocktails before that dinner in July a lifetime ago, waiting for luncheon to be announced. 

Shunned by her children, the Countess sits alone on the sofa, watched carefully by two of her guards. The rest of the family’s gathered at the other end of the room. Brianna, sitting next to Royce on a blue sofa. Neither of them has said two words to Gabriel since they arrived. Can’t blame them. He made a decision to hide their mother without telling them. His highhanded ways are finally coming home to roost.

I don’t know what to do. This life in a gilded cage is not working for me. I may have more freedom to move about now, but not what I wish to do which is work. He doesn’t understand. I don’t think he ever will. 

“Milady?” Nanny, holding Andrew in her arms.

“Yes.”

“He won’t take the bottle. I think he misses his mother.” We’ve been alternating between breast milk and formula, but it’s clear he’s picked up on all the tension of this place. Who can blame him? I can hardly bear it myself. Only one more day until the reading of the will and then we can leave.

I take him from her, cradle him against me. “My sweet, sweet boy.” I fed him right before the service, but it’s been more than three hours, so he’s got to be starving by now. “Excuse me.” I say to no one in particular. I’ll need to find a quiet room to feed him. But I find my way blocked—by the Countess.

“Bottle? You’re not breastfeeding him?” she asks.

When did she leave her perch on the couch? “Yes, I am, but we alternate with the bottle.”

“Give him to me. I know how to get him to calm down.”

Hell, no. “No.”

“Mother.” Gabriel stands by my side, ready to intercede. “Allow Elizabeth to leave so she can feed our son.”

The Countess’s lip curls in derision. “Give him to me.” Her hands reach out for him, but Gabriel blocks her. “No.”

“How dare you deny me. I’m the Countess of Winterleagh.”

I’ve had enough of her highhandedness. “Lady, I don’t care who the hell you are. You’re not putting your hands on my son.”

Everyone freezes. Guess no one’s ever confronted the bitch in public.

“How dare you? I’ll have you thrown out, dismissed. You’re nothing but a—”

“I would think very carefully before you say the next word.” Don’t know how the harridan could miss Gabriel’s angry tone.

“How you could have married this creature is beyond me, Ainsley. She’s nothing but a common guttersnipe.”

I reel from the insult, but before I can say anything, Gabriel shouts. “Shut the bloody hell up.”

“How dare you insult me, Ainsley? I’m the Countess. I deserve your respect.”

 “You’re wrong, mother. You’re no longer the Countess of Winterleagh. Elizabeth is.”

“No, she’s not, she’s not,” the witch screams, pulling at her hair.

“I am the Earl and Elizabeth is my wife. Ergo, she’s the Countess of Winterleagh. You’re not the countess any more.” There’s a wicked delight in his speech, even though he’s spitting out the words through his teeth.

His mother screeches. Claws out, she comes for me. But before she can reach me, Gabriel wrestles her arms down. In a deadly tone, he turns to her guards. “Take her away. I believe she’s not feeling well.”

His mother breathes hard for a second or two. And then in a normal tone of voice, she says, “I haven’t had my lunch.”

“I’ll have a tray sent to you room where you will stay until you’re transported to your new abode.”

“What new abode? Am I not staying here?”

“No. You will not. You’ll be taken to the Dowager House. I renovated it specially for you. Bars on all the windows. You wil be allowed a walk in the inner courtyard, once a day for twenty minutes. Other than that, you will not see the light of day ever again.”

“You bastard.”

“Wish I were. Because then I wouldn’t have you for a mother.”

Talons out she comes for me again. This time Jake holds her back before she can get to me while Gabriel throws himself in front of me and our child.

“Stop this. All of you.” Brianna screams. ‘We’re here to bury father, not behave like animals at a zoo.”

“Always such a lady, Brianna,” her mother says, calm again. The woman truly belongs in an insane asylum. “You think you’re better than me. You’re not. Ainsley might not be a bastard but you most surely are.”

Brianna stomps up to her mother, her usual graceful walk gone. “What are you talking about?”

“You’re your father’s get born from his mistress. When he found out, she was pregnant, he forced himself on me. He was ecstatic when he discovered I was pregnant, but that baby never grew right. Lost him at the hospital. Another boy. Like I needed another one. That’s when he foisted you on me. I came from the hospital not with the brat he planted in me but you, his darling princess.”

Brianna’s eyes widen and her breathing’s grown erratic. “You’re lying.”

“No, I’m not. You don’t believe me? Do one of those tests. My blood doesn’t run through you.”

“So you’re not my mother?”

“No.”

Brianna steps up to the dowager to stand toe to toe with her. “I hate you. I’ve always hated you. The things you did to your children, to Gabe. I hope he buries you in that dower house and throws away the key.”

She goes for Brianna but Jake holds her back before she can harm her.

The butler walks into this insanity, his face chalk white. Good lord, what now? 

Andrew’s screaming at the top of his lungs, but I can’t get out. The butler’s blocking my way. 

“Your lordship. There’s someone here.”

“Not now.”

“I believe you’ll want to see him, milord.” 

Behind him a stranger walks into the room. No, not a stranger, Someone who looks just like the Countess, the ex-countess, whatever the held she is. Except he’s a man. Tall, dark-haired, dark eyes. A scar marks his left cheek. Except for Andrew and me, everyone freezes.

“Edward!” 

Edward? Gabriel’s brother, come back from the dead.

 

 

 

 

Chapter 43

______________

Gabriel

“EDWARD.” Words fail me. All I can say is his name. 

“Hello, Gabe.” Thinner than I remember, tanned. A scar mars his left cheek, one that wasn’t there before. But other than that he doesn’t appear to be injured.

“Where in the bloody blazes have you been?” I demand.

“Mexico.”

“For five years?” That’s how long he’s been gone. Since he was shot and killed. No, not killed. Obviously.

“Edward, my son.” Our mother falls upon him sobbing. “You’re not dead.” She plants her hands on his shoulders. paws at his face, falls weeping across his chest. 

His lips curl in distaste. “No, mother. I’m very much alive.”

“How can that be? I saw you die,” I say. “I brought your body back here. We fucking buried you.” I’d lived with the reality of his death for so long, I’m having trouble believing he’s alive, even though he’s standing in front of me.

“I didn’t die. The doctors at the Honduras hospital patched me up and I managed to pull through. You, on the other hand, were hanging on by a thread.” He brushes a hand across his brow. “We didn’t know for a couple of days whether you would survive the assassination attempt.”

“Why didn’t you come back to us?”

“Because if I did she would just try to kill you again.”

“What are you talking about? That was a guerilla attack.”

“No. It wasn’t. It was a hit, ordered by our mother.” He pulls her hands from around his neck. “Isn’t that right?”

She glances up, a wily look on his face. “You knew?”

“Of course, I knew. Why do you think I always accompanied you on those out of town trips. Because I knew you’d find some way to kill Gabe. I hoped that somehow by spending time with you it would prevent you trying to harm him. But after that hit and miss on Piccadilly, that hope was dashed.”

Six years ago. I’d almost been run over by a cab on Piccadilly Circus.

“That’s when I knew what you were trying to do. It wasn’t enough fo you to torture him growing up. No you had to try and kill him. All for what?”

“I did it for you. So you’d inherit the title.”

My mind reels with her confession. “You tried to have me killed?” 

“Yes. I meant you to die. I even told you when you returned, don’t you remember?”

You should have been the one to die. Her words echo in my head. I thought it’d been her grief talking. But she’d meant it, literally.

“But you didn’t die and Edward did. Except, he didn’t. He didn’t. And he’ll stop you from exiling me to that dowager house. Because he loves me. He’s the only one of my children who does.” She paws at his face.

But Edward clamps down on her hands and pulls them down. “You think I love you? I despise you. The only reason I went on those outings with you was because if you were out of the castle you couldn’t hurt Gabe. So I put up with you, played your little games, to keep you from hurting him.”

Mother shakes her head and her hair comes down in clumps. She’s aged a decade in the last few minutes. “You don’t mean that, Edward. I did it for you. So you would inherit the title. I did it for you.”

“I never wanted the title, mother. That was your dream, not mine. You are an evil, wicked woman. The thought you did all those things to Gabe because of me sickens me. For the last five years, I paid the price for what you did. I want nothing to do with you ever again.”

“No.” She collapses on the floor, sobbing out of control. “You love me. My son loves me.”

“No, mother. I never loved you. I despised you.”

Leaving her sobbing on the rug like she’s unwanted refuse, he skirts her and goes for the drink cart and pours himself a glass of scotch.

“Take her away.” I order.

One of the guards helps her to feet. The sound of her sobbing fades as they make their way out of the room, down the Great Hall. They’ll deliver her to her room. One of the smaller ones, far removed from the family suites.

“Where’s Elizabeth?” I ask of no one in particular.

“She left with the baby.” Jake answers.

Brianna and royce have converged on Edward, hugging him, carrying on a soft conversation. After the high drama of the last few minutes the soft voices are a welcome hush.

“He couldn’t have done this alone. He had to have help.” And I know who aided him. My head of security.

“I assisted him. Regardless of what he said, he was critically injured, and he almost died, same as you. When he regained consciousness, he shared his misgivings about the attack. I investigated. Those guerillas were not from the region. They were hired mercenaries hired to kill you. After I told Edward his hunch was right, we agreed he should fake his death. Your father refused to deal with your mother’s actions, weak man that he was. So Edward remained in South America until he died, and you claimed your rightful heritage.” 

No, my father wouldn’t have done anything about my mother, because she held the threat of disclosure of my tutor’s murder over his head. But with my father’s death, Edward could return and take his rightful place in his family.

“You should have told me. You should have fucking told me.”

“It was not my secret to share, Storm. And Edward didn’t want you to know.”

“You work for me. Not him.”

“I work for Storm Industries, for your family. I know what your mother held over your head, Storm. I know what she would have revealed.”

“What?” Brianna asks. “What did she do?”

“Our father killed my tutor in a drunken rage.”

“He didn’t. He didn’t. My father was not a murderer.” 

I wave my hand, dismissing her argument. “Tilly saw him, Bri. That’s why I sent her away.”

“No. No. You’re lying.”

Royce wraps his arms around her.  “Bloody hell, Gabe, couldn’t you allow her her memory of him?”

“Why? He was a murderer.” And a sot and a philanderer, and oh so many other things.

“Because she loved him. Is there so little softness in you, you can’t afford some kindness toward your own sister?”

“You hated him because he never stood up to her,” Bri says through her tears.

I knock back my drink. “He traded me for you, Bri. He knew I was strong enough to take the punishment. So he told her if she left you alone, she could do what he wished with me. So yes, I have good reason to hate him.”

“Take it easy on her. Gabe” This from Edward.

“Stay the fuck out of this, Edward. I didn’t notice you volunteering to take a beating for me.”

“It wasn’t me she hated. It was you.”

Edward crushes the glass in his hand, cutting it. Everyone converges on him. Bri with a napkin. Royce calls out for a first aid kit.

While they deal with Edward’s injury, I fix my sight on Jake. “You’re fired.”

“You don’t mean that, Storm.”

“Yes, I do. I can’t trust you. First the incident with Sarah. Obviously your judgment was faulty. And now this. You kept this secret from me for five years. What else have you hiding from me?”

“Not a damn thing, you arrogant son of a bitch. You want me gone? Fine. I’m gone.” Head high, he strides out of the room, but not without a final glance toward Bri.

 

 

Chapter 44

______________

Elizabeth

I WAKE UP CHOKING, gasping for breath, my stomach churning with nausea. Thick clouds of smoke hang over me. Andrew lies next to me, his small body racked with coughs. Flames lick up the curtains of the Tudor bed where we lay, and its ceiling’s on fire. For a second all I can do is stare, not believing what I’m seeing. A spark drops down right on Andrew, right on my baby. 

I smack at it to put out the flame. With him in my arms, I stumble away from the inferno the bed has become. The room’s no better. Dense smoke all around me Dear God. How did this happen? The heat, the smoke clog my lungs. I can’t breathe. My baby whimpers. I clutch him to me. 

I can’t get to the door. Something’s on fire in the middle of the room blocking my way. Clothes, the carpet who knows?  Desperate, my gaze darts around for a way out, but there is none. The room has only slits for windows, nothing big enough to escape. 

Somebody pounds on the door. “Elizabeth. Elizabeth.”  Gabriel’s voice muffled by the thickness of the oak.

“Gabriel! Get us out. Get us out.”

“Door . . . locked.” The inferno between the bed and me, hungry for us, eats up the space. Soon it will incinerate us if the smoke doesn’t get us first. My lungs struggle to breathe. Andrew coughs, his little body shaking with the struggle to breathe. 

A wet cloth will help him breathe, I recall from some college lecture. A vase stands on a side table. I drench his blanket with the water from the vase and wrap it around his mouth. A temporary solution for I must find a way out. And then I remember. The tunnel. The tunnel to the library. Next to the fireplace. The one Gabriel used last summer so we could make love.

On leaden feet, I move in that direction and pull at the latch that opens the hidden door. Searing pain shoots up my hand, my arm. I look around for something anything to wrap around the white hot handle. The dress I’d thrown over a chair while I breastfed Andrew. The fire hasn’t gotten to it yet. I grab it, wrap it around the shaft, and pull. I whimper when it doesn’t give.

A thump reverberates through the space. Somebody’s hacking at the door with something, but I can’t wait to be rescued. If I do, it will be too late. I pull again, harder this time. Finally, mercifully the portal swings open and I face my greatest fear—a big, dark hole.

Memories crash down on me of the last time I saw my mother, the day she locked me into a closet so she could entertain a john, the day she died from an overdose. Only by the grace of God and a nosy neighbor, I’d survived. They found me three days later, crying, hungry and soiled by my own waste. But where that dark closet offered me death, this tunnel offers me life. For my baby and me. I won’t allow my fear to rule over me.

Clutching Andrew to my breast, I stumble into the passage with no idea which way to go. But anywhere is better than the hell behind me. The draft of air sends the flames shooting higher. Soon everything inside the room will be gone. The door closes behind me, as if pushed closed by the hand of God.

I don’t look back but stumble through the pitch black corridor, trying desperately to remember the castle layout. Deep wracking coughs stop my progress while I fight hard to catch my breath. Andrew’s cries encourage me. He can’t cry unless he’s breathing. “Cry, baby. cry, so I’ll know you’re alive.” My voice comes out as a squawk. The smoke must have damaged something.

I shuffle through the darkness feeling my way an inch at a time. I don’t dare go faster, afraid I’ll tumble down some dark stairway. The air on the right seems clearer, not as smoke filled, so I move in that direction even though something in me tells me to go straight. The fresher air will give both Andrew and me a chance to breathe.

“Elizabeth!” Gabriel’s voice, somewhere in the gloom. 

“Here!” I try to answer, but all that emerges is a croak. 

Andrew’s calmed down, seemingly content to trust me to get us out of here, but I don’t know the way. He’ll have to be the one to cry out. I pinch him hard, whispering a sorry to him. And blessedly, as if his little heart’s been broken by my perfidy, he cries and cries and cries. Clutching him tightly in my arms,I slip down to the ground. I can go no further. I can breathe no more.

 

Chapter 46

______________

Gabriel

WE’RE EATING A RATHER UNCOMFORTABLE DINNER, my siblings and me, when a commotion erupts outside the dining hall.

A maid bursts into the room yelling, “Fire. Fire.”

My blood runs cold because I know exactly where the fire burns, the Emerald Room, our room. 

I take the stairs two at a time. Samuel’s all ready there, trying to break into the room. “It’s locked.” 

I push him out of the way, scream “Elizabeth. Elizabeth.” I pound on the door. “The door’s locked.” Made a million years ago from hearty oak, the door won’t give up easily. “Where’s the damn key?”

“The housekeeper’s gone looking for it,” Samuel says.

By the time she gets back, it will be too late. “Get an ax, a broadsword. Anything.” God knows there are enough weapons lying around the castle.

“Take off the hinges.” somebody says. Why the hell didn’t I think of that?

Somebody—the castle’s carpenter?—goes to work on the joints. Samuel and I step back to give him room to work.

Edward hands me an ax retrieved from somewhere. I take it from him and whack at the door with everything in me. I ignore the pain. 

The carpenter is working as fast as he can but it’s taking too long. He’ll never get through in time. Neither will the ax.

And then I remember. There’s another way into the room. “The tunnel.”

I race for the library, throw open the door to the hidden passage, praying it’s not too late. Light smoke fills the air on my dash up the stairs. The smoke grows thicker as I near the Emerald room. I brace to open the door, pleading a backdraft won’t occur, when I hear Andrew’s cries coming from my left. 

She got out. She opened the portal to the tunnel and got out. Relief washes over me.  I just have to find her. I retrace my steps. Which way would she have gone? The library is straight ahead but she didn’t take that passage. The air on the left seem less filled with smoke, so I go in that direction. When Andrew’s cries become stronger, I know I’ve made the right choice.

I find them. Even unconscious, she’s clutching our baby to her breast. I pick them up and maneuver my way through the tight space down the steps.  But before I get to the library, the passage door opens and someone takes them from me.

By the time I stumble out, emergency workers are administering oxygen to Elizabeth and Andrew. By Andrew’s cries it seems he was not as affected as Elizabeth who’s unresponsive. God. I kneel next to her. “Breathe, darling girl. Yu can’t leave me now. Not now.” When she doesn’t, I shake it. “Breathe, damn it.”

“You might want to take it easy on her, Sir.” One of the emergency workers. How dare he?

Elizabeth coughs, coughs again. Thank you, God. “That’s it, darling. Breathe. Breathe.”

She opens her eyes. Another cough. “Andrew?” Her voice rasps out.

“He’s safe, Elizabeth. Thanks to you. You saved him.” Tears streaming down my face, I kiss her hand, and give thanks to whatever angel watched over her and our son this night.

Chapter 46

______________

Elizabeth

OUR RETURN TO LONDON is conducted in silence, except for Andrew, babbling away in his car seat alongside us. Gabriel stares out the window practically the entire trip. I can’t imagine what’s going through his mind. So many revelations, betrayals. His brother’s return from the dead. His sister declared a bastard by his mother. And the ultimate betrayal. His mother tried to have him killed

I cough.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes.” He insisted both Andrew and I get checked out at the local hospital. Our baby is fine. He’s breathing normally. I have a lingering cough. But the doctor assured me my lungs were healthy. It would just take a couple of days for them to return to normal.

“Gabriel,” I curl my hand around his cold one, lean my head against his shoulder. “It will be all right. You’ll see.”

“Will it?” He says, not bothering to look at me.

“Yes.” He’s always had this fatalistic streak within him, always expecting the worst. Who can blame him? He’s experienced the worst. A mother who tortured him, a father who turned a blind eye while his mother did her worst. But he also has a brother who sacrificed himself for five years to prevent Gabriel’s death. A sister and another brother who love him, even if he can’t see that right now. A son who will adore him when he grows up. And me. He must be made to see the more positive side of life.

When we arrive in London, he heads for the shower before coming to bed. 

I catch up on my phone messages. One’s from Sebastian Payne. He’s sorry I won’t be able to work for him. What is he talking about? 

Wanting some privacy, I step into the study and ring him up. “Sebastian? It’s Elizabeth. I got your message. I’m confused.”

“Ainsley. I suppose it’s Winterleagh now. Your husband phoned to tell me you’d changed your mind. My condolences by the way.”

“Thank you, but I haven’t changed my mind. There . . . there must have been some misunderstanding. Things have been quite hectic after his father’s death,” I say to save face.

“I . . . understand.” I’m sure he does, but he’s not going to call me a liar.

“Do I still have a job?” I clutch the cell tightly in my hand. A position at his company would add a great deal of credence to my career. “It’s very important to me.”

“Yes. My head of legal was very impressed with your credentials.” He drops his voice. “Take time to deal with the aftermath of the old earl’s death. When you’re ready to start work, ring me up.”

“I will. Thank you, Sebastian.” 

“Who were you talking to?” Gabriel standing at the open door to the study, hair shining wet, wearing nothing but a loose pair of sweats.

Even after all he’s done, my heart skips a beat. “Sebastian Payne. He says you called him and told him I’d changed my mind about working for him.”

“You belong here, with your son. With me.”

“Gabriel. I need to work to keep up my credentials. This would be a great opportunity. I’ll wait a month or two, to help you deal with whatever you need. And then it would only be a maximum of four hours a day. Surely, that would not be a problem.”

“No.”

I look down trying to find a way to bridge our differences, but only one solution comes to mind. Raising my head, I look steadily at him. “I can’t do this anymore, Gabriel. This marriage. It’s not working for me. I need a break, a separation.”

“A separation?” In the space of two words, his voice’s gone breathless. “Why?”

“You lied to me about . . . so many things.. Your mother, New York City, the tunnels in the castle. You knew about them. The library contains schematic maps of them. You manipulated me every step of the way. Forcing the Cathedral Arms apartment on me, keeping me a prisoner here in my own home. You still don’t trust me, not entirely, even after I told you I didn’t steal those papers.”  I let out a bitter laugh. “Was anything you told me the truth?”

“If I’d told you the truth, you might not have married me. And I needed to legitimize Andrew.”

“So everything you did, everything you said, it was all a lie.”

“No. Not everything was a lie. I need you. I need you by my side. Andrew needs you.”

He steps forward, reaches for me. 

I step back. “Don’t touch me, please. This is hard enough as it is.”

“We can work this out, Elizabeth.”

I shiver as I always do every time he says my name. “I don’t see how we can. You’re too stubborn to change, too arrogant to compromise.”

Andrew’s cries echo from down the hallway. Nanny’s voice murmurs, trying to calm him down.

“That’s his hungry cry.”

I whimper. My heart lurches with pain. “Nanny will make sure he’s fed.”

“You’d walk away from Andrew, walk way from your son?”

My head jerks up. “I’m not walking away from him, just you. I want joint custody and don’t you dare deny me. I know enough dirt on your family to feed the media for years to come.”

He banks his fist against the door frame, and I jump. “You’re not taking him to the States.”

“I’m not going back. I intend to stay here, work, finish my education.” 

“And all that is more important than me, more important than us.”

“What about me, Gabriel?” I beat on my chest. “Am I not important? Don’t I matter? All those decisions you made, not once did you consult me.”

“I did it to protect you, damn it, to protect Andrew.”

“I don’t want to be protected. Don’t you understand? I want to know everything that affects me, affects our marriage. Maybe I would have agreed with you, maybe I would have suggested a different path. But no you decided my entire future on your own without once consulting me.”

He breathes heavy, in, out. “I love you.”

Oh, God, this is all I need. A declaration of love. Now. When he’d never said it before. “You don’t love me, Gabriel. You love this woman you’ve created in your mind. The sweet wife who cares for your child, waits for you to come home every night, spreads her legs every night for you. The perfect woman, the perfect mother, the perfect wife. I told you once I wasn’t like that, but of course, you didn’t listen to me. You thought if you wanted something bad enough I would change for you.”

His eyes turn moist, his lids grow red rimmed.

“But don’t you see?” Tears roll down my cheeks and I angrily swipe them away. There’s no room for weakness. Not now. “That would change who I am. I would wither away, day by day, night by night, until I’d become a bitter woman, regretting all the chances I missed. I love you, Gabriel. I do. You brought me so much joy, gave me a son. But I won’t give up on my dreams. Not even for you.” 

“Don’t you tell me you love me and then walk away.”

“I have to. Because if I stay, you’ll find some way to change my mind. Oh, yes, I admit, I’m weak when it comes to you.” 

“You’ll be miserable without me.”

I hitch up chin. Two can play at this game. “As much as you’ll be without me.”

“Stay and fight for it, damn it, fight for us.”

“What do you think I’ve been doing all these months? I’m tired, Gabriel. I can’t do it any more.”

His chin drops to his chest. He’s run out of ammunition. “Where will you go?”

“Tonight? To a hotel. I’ll look for a permanent place tomorrow. Somewhere close. Thanks to the money you settled on me, I have enough money to buy a decent apartment.”

He raises his head. I don’t like the light in his eyes. “You’ve been thinking about this for a while.”

“Since that day you broke into Sebastian’s office. I’m going to work for him, by the way.”

“Everything’s becoming clear.” He smirks. “Sebastian. He’s a marquis. You’re trading up, aren’t you?”

I punch him in the gut. Hard enough for him to double over. “You bastard. When have I ever given a damn about your title? Until Andrew came along, all I ever cared about was you.”

A myriad of emotions run rampant across his face as he rubs his stomach. That old familiar grin pops up. “If this is your way of showing you care for me, you’re failing miserably at it.”

How can he joke at a time like this? “Goodbye, Gabriel.” I go to move past him, but he grabs my hand.

The grin disappears, replaced by a tight white line to his lips. “Don’t go. Please.”

“I have to. Let go of me.” 

He releases my hand. I go to our bedroom, grab a duffle, throw some clothes, toiletries into it. In five minutes, it’s filled. It will have to do until I have time to retrieve the rest of my wardrobe. I retrace my steps through the hallway to the lift. He’s still standing at the entrance to the study, his back to me. 

“I’ll be in touch about Andrew.” I choke out, wiping the tears from my face.

He doesn’t say a word.

 

Chapter 47

______________

Gabriel

UNABLE TO WATCH HER GO, I turn away. Only when I hear the lift bell ding and its door open and close, do I turn back. The space seems so empty like the life has gone out of the place. 

What am I going to do without her? She is my life, my soul, my very reason for living. I can’t catch my breath. Desperate for air, I claw at my throat. But all I do is I draw blood.

Breathe you bloody wanker. Breathe.

Darkness beckons as the room closes around me, but in the pit of my despair, a voice emerges. I love you, Gabriel, the words she whispered, right before she walked out on me. My throat relaxes and I choke in a breath, cough, take a deeper one. I can win her back. I can. I just need to plan for it. But right now, I need to hold my son, hold something with a connection to her. I walk into the nursery to find nanny changing Andrew.

“Milord? Anything the matter?” Nanny stares at me out of knowing eyes.

“No. No.”

Andrew stares at me. Green eyes, so much like hers. There’s nothing of me in Andrew. He is all Elizabeth. My son will remind me of her the rest of my life. “Has he been fed?”

“Yes, milord and changed.”

“Give him to me.” Holding Andrew, I trudge to my bedroom, lock the door, and crawl into bed with him. 

I cradle him against my chest and soothe his upset. “Don’t cry, darling boy. We’ll get her back, you’ll see.” Only then do I realize the tears on my face don’t belong to my son. They belong to me. 

Somehow, I drift off to sleep. Not a surprise, I haven’t slept in three days. And, of course, in my dreams, I dream of her. Her gardenia scent drifts into the room. How can that be? I locked the door. 

“Come, darling boy,” she says, “you’re coming with me.” 

The bed dips as she takes Andrew. I struggle to wake up, but my body refuses to obey. 

“Where are you taking him?” I mumble, mostly asleep.

“I have him. He’s safe.”

Satisfied with the answer, I dream of happier days. Elizabeth, the first time we made love. Elizabeth, striking me stupid on our wedding day. Elizabeth, holding our son the day he was born and smiling at me. The dreams allow me to get the rest I need, while I sleep the sleep of the dead.

Hours later, I wake up to the harsh reality of day and come face to face with my nightmare.
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  Chapter 1


  ______________


  


  London


  Gabriel


  SOMETHING NIGGLES AT MY BRAIN. Something that happened overnight. Half asleep, half awake, I struggle to remember what it was. And then it hits me. Andrew! The dream. The scent of gardenia. A voice in the dark. “I have him. He’s safe.”


  I jump out of bed, yank off the pillows, frantically search the space on and around the bed. But he’s not here. My son is gone.


  I pound the distance between my bedroom and his nursery, hoping against hope he’s there, that I woke up in the middle of the night and carried him to his crib. But when I arrive only Nanny welcomes me.


  She looks at me with an expectant air. “M’lord?”


  “Where is he? Where’s my son?”


  “Why, her ladyship took him.”


  “And you let her?” I scream at her.


  A fearful expression rolls over her face. “Shouldn’t I have?”


  She kidnapped him. Last night, while I slept. Dread claws at my gut, sickening me. Where could she have taken him? I bang a closed fist against the wall.


  Think, you bloody fool. Think.


  It’s after eight. And she took him in the middle of the night. They could be halfway across the Atlantic by now. I brush tremulous fingers across my brow.


  But.


  We have round the clock protection. The guards should have stopped her. But would they? She’s his mother, after all. Maybe they wouldn’t have. But they would have followed her to wherever she went. And Samuel would know.


  I rush back to my room, as fast as my bad leg will allow, grab my mobile, dial his quick code. Samuel picks up on the first ring. “I can’t find Andrew. Elizabeth took him. Do you know—?”


  Before I have a chance to get the next word out, my door bursts open and crashes against the wall.


  “You wanker.” My sister. Blonde hair spiked every which way. Fire breathing out of her eyes.


  “I don’t have time for your drama, Bri. Andrew’s gone. Elizabeth took him. God knows where.”


  “She’s downstairs in my place, feeding him.” She spits out.


  “She’s in Lady Brianna’s apartment, Sir, with your son.” Samuel confirms.


  The strength in my legs vanishes and I drop on the chair next to the bed. Andrew’s safe. She didn’t kidnap him. I take a deep breath as the panic subsides. “Thank you, Samuel.”


  I hang up, face Brianna. “Why is she in your apartment?”


  “She appeared on my door step. At bloody two o’clock in the morning.” Her glare spears me. “Bedraggled, soaked from the rain. She’d walked for hours. Dragging that ratty duffel bag along with her.”


  The same duffel she’d left behind in the limo the day we first met. Though it has seen better days, she’d brought it to London like it was something precious to her.


  “She apologized for the lateness of the hour, but she didn’t know where else to go. She asked if she could stay for the night. She wouldn’t tell me what happened. But I can bloody well guess.” She marches up to me, punches my shoulder. “What did you do to her, you bastard?”


  I rub my shoulder against the ache. Brianna packs a mean punch. “Nothing. We argued. That’s all.”


  “Nothing doesn’t cause a woman to abandon her baby, walk out on her husband. You must have done something, said something, to upset her. What was it?”


  I stand up, rake a hand through my hair. “I . . . I called Sebastian Payne. Told him she’d changed her mind, wouldn’t be working for him. Elizabeth—” The devastated look on her face flashes inside my head, tearing me apart. “She objected, said our marriage wasn’t working out, that she needed a break. And then she . . . left.” My voice cracks on the last word.


  “And you just let her go without doing anything about it?”


  I reel back to her. “What was I supposed to do, Bri? Tie her to the bed, bar the doors?”


  “You’ve done everything else to keep her a prisoner here. Why stop at that?”


  “I could never do that.” My voice drops to a whisper.


  “No. You just order other people to hold her captive. Result’s the same, though. Isn’t it? Isn’t it, Gabe?”


  She comes at me again, but before she can strike, I catch her closed fist. “Stop that.”


  She steps back, still keeping that fulminating glare on me.


  “I didn’t lock her up. I was trying to protect her and Andrew.”


  “And she still got hurt. God. She looked so pitiable. Standing there at my front door, holding her bandaged hand, hurting.”


  The hand she’d injured while escaping the fire at Winterleagh. The blaze someone had set in an attempt to kill her and our child. I bow my head, drive the heel of my hands into my eyes to blot the tears.


  Brianna takes a deep breath. “Gabe.” Her voice turns soft. “You need to fix this. She’s the best thing that’s happened to you.”


  “Don’t you think I know that?” I turn away, take another swipe at the moisture on my face. “I just don’t know how. I don’t bloody well know how.” I screech out.


  “Aargh.” Exasperation’s clear on her face. “Tell her you love her, kiss her.”


  I whirl back to my sibling. “Christ. Don’t you think I tried that last night? I couldn’t.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because she wouldn’t let me come bloody near her. She said she was weak when it came to me.” I croak out a mirthless laugh. “But somehow she found the strength to walk away.”


  She groans, tosses back her head. “I never thought I’d say this. But you’re an idiot. A stubborn, arrogant idiot.”


  “So what the fuck am I supposed to do now?”


  “You pop down to my apartment, apologize for being an arsehole, and say whatever you need to get her back.”


  “But.”


  “No but.” One well-manicured finger points to the door. “Go.”


  “Fine.” I stand. “I’ll need to dress, so I would appreciate my privacy.”


  “Don’t fucking muck this up.” She flounces out without so much as a ‘Ta.’ Fine day when my baby sister reads me the riot act. But she’s right. I fucked up. Royally. And it’s up to me to clean up the mess I made.


  I only take time to throw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt before I head out in search of Elizabeth. As it turns out, I don’t have to go far. She’s in the nursery rocking Andrew. The image of his mother, he lies in her arms gazing at her with an adoring look on his face, one she fully reciprocates.


  I catch my breath at the glorious portrait they make. I should have them painted just this way. Before Andrew grows too fast, before his mother deserts me once and for all.


  A lump grows in my throat. I swallow hard to clear it. At the sound, she glances up. A myriad of emotions—sorrow, love, pain—stare at me out of her amazing green eyes. “Gabriel.”


  The reality that she hasn’t left, that she’s here, crashes down on me. My knees wobble. I clutch the door frame to keep me upright. It wouldn’t do for me to collapse on the floor, weeping like a fool. “You didn’t leave. You didn’t take him.” I rasp out.


  Confusion reigns in her gaze. And then she winces as the implication strikes her. “Did you think I kidnapped him?”


  “I—”


  “How could you think such a thing?” Her breath catches, her voice wavers. “I would never take your son away from you. Never.”


  Unable to meet the truth in her gaze, I bow my head. She’s right. How could I think she’d do such a thing? Elizabeth’s too honest for such subterfuge. If she came at me, she’d do it face to face, with a knife in her hand, screaming all the way. She wouldn’t steal away our child like a thief in the night. “I’m sorry. You’re right.”


  After a few seconds, I raise my head to find Andrew’s worried gaze on me, his eyes scrunched, his lips turned down at the corners. Where’s my happy son of a few seconds ago? He’s picked up all the tension between his mother and me. I approach, pat his head, chance a smile. It’s not much of one, but it will have to do.


  His is tremulous, unsure. He looks to Elizabeth for confirmation it’s fine to grin.


  “It’s okay, Andrew. It’s fine, my darling.” She kisses his head, props him over her shoulder, and gives him the combo pat-rub he likes so much. A world class burp erupts.


  “That’s my boy.” Elizabeth grins, and I grin back, glad we can take mutual joy in the thing.


  With perfect timing, Nanny strolls into the room. “Would you like me to take him now, m’lady?”


  “Yes, thank you, Nanny.” With one more kiss on his head, Elizabeth hands him over and walks out of the room. I follow her down the hall. I think she’s headed to our bedroom, but I’m wrong. She takes a turn and leads me right back to my Waterloo.


  Chapter 2


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  I’VE HELD TOGETHER through seeing him again, but now, afraid my legs won’t hold me, I head for the burgundy leather arm chair in Gabriel’s study. I spent half the night tossing and turning in Bri’s guest room, debating what my next step should be. Nothing concrete emerged, except for one overwhelming conclusion. I’m not leaving my baby.


  Hands jammed into his jeans front pockets, Gabriel stares at me out of those beautiful aquamarine eyes I love so much. “So, you didn’t leave?”


  Nothing like stating the obvious. Though tension arcs between us, his statement strikes me as funny, and I suppress the smile that flirts with my lips. “No. I couldn’t . . . walk away from Andrew.”


  What about me? The expression in his eyes seems to say. What about bloody me?


  His reaction sobers me. Wish I had an answer, but I don’t. It’ll take time to sort things out.


  “You’re staying with Brianna?”


  I don’t have to ask him how he knows. When I came up to feed Andrew, Brianna ate up the stairs alongside me and hunted down her brother to give him a piece of her mind. There’d been no stopping her, although I did try. “For the moment. It will give me a chance to figure things out. I’ll need to come up to breastfeed Andrew, and . . . play with him. You don’t mind, do you?”


  He jerks his head, as if he doesn’t quite believe I’m asking that question. “Of course I don’t mind. This is your home.”


  Gabriel’s study, with its rich burgundy leather sofa and priceless furnishings, screams wealth and class just like his living room furniture does. It doesn’t in the least resemble the casual style I much prefer. “Is it? It doesn’t feel that way. It never did.”


  “How could you say such a thing?”


  “Other than my clothes in my wardrobe and my son, there’s nothing of me here. Everything is yours. Your furniture, your paintings, your centuries-old family history memorialized on the wall.”


  “Christ. So redecorate. Hire a designer, do it yourself. I don’t care.” He says it like it’s no big deal. Like it’d be so easy to change him or his world.


  I shake my head. “I can’t alter a single thing about this place. How could I? I’m only your temporary wife. Here for only a year and a month.”


  His mouth twists. “I only put that clause into the settlement contract because that’s what you wanted. When I spoke our wedding vows, I meant them. I never planned to let you go.”


  My breath shorts. I trusted him when I signed that agreement, trusted he was telling the truth. But like so many other things he’s said and done, he wasn’t. He lied about heading up the New York office and about his mother’s whereabouts, kept me a virtual prisoner here in the penthouse during my pregnancy, and now this. I married him because I believed him, believed those lies. Unable to bear the pain, I rise from the chair and curl my arms around my waist. “Another deception, Gabriel. Where does it end?”


  “Now. It ends now. I will never lie to you again.” His gaze is firm. Truth shines there. Truth and resolution.


  My heart thumps in my chest. Am I supposed to believe him now after all his deceit from the past? God. I turn away and face the window where the bright light of day shines through the clear glass, illuminating every corner of this beautiful room. Do I want that from him? Illumination to shed light on every corner of his soul? It’s bound to uncover ugliness as well as beauty. And truth is not a one-way street. If I demand it from him, I must be ready to reveal myself as well. And when I do, what will happen? Will he still want me or walk away? Do I want to stay or go? So many confusing thoughts. But one thing is clear. We cannot go on as we have been. Things have to change.


  I brush a hand across my brow, marshaling my thoughts so I can make him understand. “Last night I was thinking—”


  “Yes.”


  This time I allow my grin to break through. “Always so impatient, Gabriel.” Except when it comes to making love to me. Then he has all the time in the world.


  “You and I. We never followed the normal pattern of most couples.”


  His brow scrunches. “What do you mean?”


  “People usually date before they commit to each other. We never did that. We went straight from lust to marriage. We’ve never gone to the movies, or bowling, or done any of the usual things most couples do.”


  “You want to go bowling?”


  So literal. “I think we should date.”


  “Date?” He spits out the word like it has a foul taste to it.


  “Yes. Get to know each other the way most couples do.”


  “I think we know each other well enough.” He tucks both hands into his back pockets, and his shirt tightens across his chest.


  My mouth waters at the sight of his hard pecs, his flat stomach. God. Stay focused, Elizabeth. “What’s my favorite ice cream flavor?”


  “I don’t know.” He shrugs. “Chocolate?”


  “Strawberry. And my favorite color?”


  “Err, blue.”


  “Red.”


  “Is knowing your favorite ice cream or color that important?” He scratches the back of his head, and the motion puts his iron-hewn bicep in full display.


  My mind wanders to the times I laid in bed breathing him in, worshiping the strength of his arms, the sculpted perfection of his abs. No. I can’t go down that road. Such thoughts will derail my purpose, my goal. I bite down on my lip and muster through. “Yes.”


  His jaw works back and forth. Clearly, he thinks I’m insane. “For how long?”


  “For as long as it takes. And while we date, we can’t have sex. It will just muddle up things.” I can’t think when he’s fucking me. I’m barely rational now, and he’s standing several feet away. If we resume sexual relations, I’m likely to agree to whatever he suggests. And that I can’t have.


  His nostrils flare. He strides up and down the study with that small hitch to his step that now seems sexy to me. Probably wondering how many dates it will take to get me back in his bed. After several seconds of this, he stops and confronts me.


  The rigid look on his face does not encourage me. “I need a time frame, Elizabeth. I’m not willing to be without you ad infinitum.”


  I glare at him. “Is that all I am to you? Someone to fuck?”


  “No. But you are my wife. As such I’m entitled to the pleasures of your body as you’re entitled to mine. And I know you bloody well enjoy them.”


  He’s right. I love everything he does to me. In bed, we’re in perfect unison. But. “Our relationship can’t revolve around sex, Gabriel. Don’t you see? There has to be more than that to make it work, to make us work.” I breathe hard for a couple of seconds. “Three months. We’ll date for three months.” It’s May now. At the end of the summer, I’ll need to return to my studies, whether here in London or back in the states.


  “And then what?”


  “We’ll reassess. See if there’s a future for us. This is not only for me, but for you as well. Maybe you won’t want me after the three months are up.”


  His gaze streaks to me with the speed of a rifle shot. “I’ll want you until I’m old and gray. I won’t change my mind.”


  “How can you know that, Gabriel?”


  “Because I bloody love you,” he screams.


  My mind freezes, even as my body trembles in response. He’d never said the words before last night, and here he is saying them again. Is he doing it just to keep me by his side? Or does he really mean them? I learned at an early age not to trust love. My mother said she loved me before she locked me in a dark closet so she could service her johns. And she told me she loved me before she used money that should have gone to food to buy drugs.


  So, no, I don’t trust the word. I trust Casey who taught me to be strong. I trust my intelligence, my work ethic, my studies, because they will help me meet my goals.


  But.


  My heart clamors for something different, a future which includes everything that’s there right in his eyes. But how can I trust my heart when it made all kinds of wrong decisions about Gabriel Storm? When it can be so easily swayed by him?


  But what if they were the right decisions? What if my heart knows better than my head what I need? Can I allow it to overrule reason when reason screams this is never going to work? And if I do, will I have to give up who I am, what I am, for him?


  “Elizabeth.” My name on his lips brings me out of my trance. His gaze’s gone soft and tender, as if he understands the struggle I’m going through. “When do you want our first date?”


  “How about dinner tomorrow? A small Italian restaurant I came across a couple of months ago. A family place. Nothing fancy.”


  “Fine.”


  “Okay.” Glad this much is settled, I move to go past him, but he steps into my path, blocking my way. I don’t say anything, but simply look up at him. Emotion shines out of red-rimmed eyes. How could I not have noticed how upset he is? He must have been devastated when he first woke up, thinking I’d taken Andrew from him.


  Tears fill my eyes in response to his pain. But I don’t want to appear weak in front of him, so I shift my gaze to the carpet.


  He curls a finger and places it underneath my chin, raising it until my gaze finds his. So much feeling in that gaze.


  “I love you.” He whispers. “I know you don’t believe me, but I’m going to make it my mission to prove it to you so you will never, ever doubt my love for you.” He bends his head and brushes his lips against mine. His kiss is soft, tender, reminding me of everything that’s good about us.


  I struggle to remain strong, to not let him in, but his taste, his man-scent are more than I can stand, and I surrender to the inevitable. My hands wind around his neck, and I sway against him, mold my body to his. My breasts rub against his steely chest; my nipples turn into hard little nubs. Moisture pools between my legs, and I grow restless. I want more, damn it. This is not enough. He angles my head so he can savor me more fully. When I moan, his tongue invades to taste every corner of my mouth. His leg insinuates between mine, and I ride his thigh. No shame, no embarrassment, only pure need. I’m about to suggest we take this horizontal when he brings the kiss to a close and lets me go.


  Mind scattered from the kiss, I wobble in a daze, eyes closed. When I open them, the expression in his eyes seems to say, ‘You won’t last three months without me.’


  I leave his study on the same unsure legs I entered, but not for the same reason. How am I going to stay away from him?


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 3


  ______________


  Gabriel


  IN MY DESPERATION TO FIND ANDREW, I dashed out bare footed. So before I meet Samuel to go over the fire investigation, I head back to the bedroom to grab a pair of shoes. I walk into my dressing area to find my valet, Parker, adoring the latest arrival, a wool-worsted bespoke three-piece suit from Savile Row.


  “Good morning, m’lord, will you be going out today?” How he can appear so unruffled after this morning’s drama is beyond me. But then he usually doesn’t concern himself with anything unless it has to do with my clothes or dressing me.


  “Not for the moment.” I hired him ten years ago when it became apparent I neither had the time nor the inclination to care for my clothes. He, on the other hand, has dedicated his entire life to the sartorial art. Not only does he keep meticulous care of my garments, but keeps up with the newest fashion. Although he never orders an avant-garde suit, he occasionally purchases a new style of tie or a clip to mix things up a bit. I trust him implicitly. At least when it comes to my clothes.


  “May I say, Sir, this suit is especially splendid. The new tailor did a fine job.”


  “Did he?” I open a shoe drawer, rummage around a bit. When I can’t find what I want, I slam it closed.


  He hurries to my side, likely eager to forestall any damage to his kingdom. “May I be of assistance, Sir?”


  “Can’t find the mocs Elizabeth gave me for Christmas. Do you know where they are?”


  “They were scuffed, m’lord. Thought about tossing them”—I groan—“but knowing how highly you think of them, I sent them out for repair. They should be back in a week. If I may suggest.” He opens a drawer which contains my casual shoes, and pulls out a pair of loafers. “These enjoy a similar style.”


  “Fine.”


  He kneels in front of me to slide on the footwear, and for the first time, notices I’m bare footed. He breathes out a laborious sigh. “Socks, Sir.”


  “If I must.” I know how he feels about skin sweating into fine leather shoes.


  After suffering through more of his fussbudgeting, I’m finally turned out to his satisfaction. And my comfort. The jeans stay but he insisted on a Henley rather than the cotton T-shirt I prefer. You have to pick your battles with Parker. As I head toward the study to meet with my head of security, my mobile rings. Bri.


  “Well?”


  Don’t have to ask what she’s asking about given her earlier harangue. “We talked, established a detente of sorts. Elizabeth decided we should date.”


  “Date?”


  Glad I’m not the only who thinks the idea odd. “Apparently, we missed a key step in our relationship, and we need to know each other better.”


  “I guess that’s something positive. If it’d been me, I would have kicked you in the bollocks.”


  That part of my anatomy cringes at the thought. She’s not bluffing. She’s responded more than once to an insult with a swift kick to the family jewels. “I have to go. Meeting Samuel in a few minutes.”


  “Wait. There’s something else we need to discuss.”


  “Can’t it wait?” I’ll be damned if I’m going to stand here and let her light into me once more.


  “No. It can’t. There’s something else we need to deal with. An explanation for Edward’s absence and his prodigal son return. The vultures will be circling the second they get a whiff of this.”


  Bloody hell, with everything going on with Elizabeth, I failed to handle this. And I can’t put it off until a more convenient time. If the truth behind Edward’s absence leaks out, things will go from bad to worse for our family. And we have enough to contend with at the moment. “I don’t want any of us talking to the press until we work out a story.”


  “Which is why I called Edward and invited him up for the weekend. So we can devise a logical explanation and determine the best way to announce it to the press. He agreed to come up. I suggested he stay with Royce.”


  “Nonsense. He’ll stay with me.”


  “Are you sure that would be best? Things are a bit cocked up with you at the moment.” She clips out in a tight voice. She’s still angry at me. Not only over what happened with Elizabeth but my branding our father a murderer after the funeral.


  Regardless, I need to discuss things with Edward which go beyond an explanation of his absence. Some financial, others more personal. So I’ll need him close by. “I’ll make sure my . . . situation doesn’t affect him. Did you tell him about Elizabeth and me?”


  “No, I haven’t. But he’s a smart man. He’ll figure things out. Well, if you’re sure, I’ll ring him up and give him the change of accommodations. Dinner on Saturday at your place? Just the four of us. And Elizabeth, of course.”


  “Yes. I’ll let Jorge know.”


  “He’ll be thrilled, I’m sure. The way that man cooks. He’s a bloody genius in the kitchen.” For the first time, her voice softens. “The dinner should be nice, don’t you think? It’ll be the first time the four of us have enjoyed a meal together since . . . I can’t remember the last time.”


  I do. “Before Edward and I left for Honduras. At some restaurant here in London.” At the time, I didn’t have a world-class chef on staff. “La Reve, I think.”


  “Yes, that’s right. I brought . . . oh, what was his name.”


  Bri and her men. Most of them barely make an impression. But who am I to judge when my life is such a mess? “Doesn’t matter. What matters is that we will be together again next week. Thank you for handling this.”


  “You’re welcome.” Her tone turns measured once more, so unlike her usual spontaneous self. She rings off with not so much as a goodbye.


  A heavy sigh escapes me. I wish I’d said something to try and mend our fences, but I don’t think she would have listened. It’ll take some time to heal the rift between us. Time and patience. Bri loves passionately, but she hates just as virulently as well. And right now, I’m afraid I make a rather large target. Putting those thoughts aside, I head for the kitchen where Jorge is sure to be found.


  After I give him the dinner details for Saturday night, he asks, “Any particular dish your brother prefers?”


  “Steak au poivre with pommes frites were his favorites.”


  “Then that’s what I’ll prepare.”


  “Thank you, Jorge.” Having taken care of that minutia, I resume my walk toward the study where Samuel waits for me. He’s now chief of security at Storm Industries. A job I asked him to take on after I fired Jake. He accepted, although he hesitated at first. Probably from loyalty to Jake more than anything else. Elizabeth trusts him. And that’s worth more than any set of credentials. Not that it matters. He has the necessary background and is very good at his job, as he’s proved time and time again.


  “Good morning, Samuel. Any progress on the fire investigation?” I ask as soon as I take a seat behind my desk.


  “Good morning, Mr. Storm.” He flips open his computer notebook. “After interviewing all fifty-seven castle servants, we confirmed the whereabouts of thirty eight of them. Many of the house staff were occupied with meal duties and vouched for each other. But we could not verify the location of the rest to my satisfaction, so we’re investigating them.”


  “Nineteen people unaccounted for. How long will it take?” Whoever set the fire hurt Elizabeth, almost killing her and our son. I will not rest lightly until he’s found and put behind bars. My mother didn’t leave her room so she couldn’t have set it. Doesn’t mean she couldn’t have hired someone else to do it, though. “Any anomalies?”


  “One individual stands out. A groundskeeper’s assistant. He disappeared the night of the fire. A Ronald Malloy. Ring any bells?”


  I shake my head. “Never heard of him. Our head groundskeeper has full authority to hire his staff, but someone from security should have vetted him.”


  “We did when he applied for the position a month ago. He came with excellent recommendations. We’re looking into those as well.”


  “What about Sarah Simmons?” She had an ax to grind after Jake fired her around Christmas for taking a bribe from my mother.


  “It couldn’t have been her. She left the country, traveled to somewhere in Africa. Some sort of gun-for-hire scheme.”


  “And her brother?”


  “We haven’t been able to find him. Word on the street is that the gang he stole drugs from is looking to find him as well.” Supposedly, Sarah’s brother used my mother’s bribe money to pay back the gang, but either the money never reached them or they were looking to send a message. So that no one would dare steal from them again.


  “Keep looking. Make sure to investigate every tunnel, including the one that leads down to the cove from the castle. Once you finish your investigation, I’ll order the tunnels blocked. No one will ever again use them for any means, nefarious or otherwise.”


  “Of course, Sir.”


  “One more thing.” Picking up a pen from the pencil stand, I twirl it around my fingers, a nervous habit of mine. “Jake was looking into something for me. Last summer during the SouthWind negotiations, some of my confidential documents were photocopied and turned over to Smith Cannon. This happened at the hotel where the discussions were held. Elizabeth suspects someone from the law firm engineered the theft, but he needed someone from the hotel who had access to the suite. She recalls seeing the concierge hand an envelope to Brian Sullivan, an associate at Smith Cannon. Could have been theater tickets. Could have been something else. Can you see what progress Jake made and get back to me?”


  “Yes, Mr. Storm. Of course. Anything else.” His fingers pause over the keyboard.


  I clear my throat. “Who will you assign to guard Elizabeth now?” Since I promoted Samuel to head of security, he can no longer handle that responsibility.


  “Jonathan Tilden.”


  The pen lands on the leather desk pad with a dull thud. “Isn’t he the one who allowed her to sneak out before Christmas?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why the blazes would you have him watch over her?”


  “She likes him. And was mortified over the trouble she caused him during her escapade. I believe she will listen to him. He’s quite good at his job, Mr. Storm. He’d take a bullet for her if the need arose.”


  “Very well. Let’s hope the need does not, in fact, arise. One more thing.”


  He pauses once more.


  “Other than myself, Elizabeth or Nanny, no one gets within six feet of Andrew. Nanny and only Nanny will prepare his bottles. And he can be fed only by the three of us. The formula and bottles are to be kept behind a locked cupboard to which Nanny has the only key.” After the fire, it occurred to me, there was one more way to get to Andrew. By poisoning his food. Even though I trust every member of my household staff, I will sleep better knowing only the three of us will feed him.


  “Yes, Sir. I’ll pass on the word.” He rises and wanders out. A big man, Samuel, with a quick mind. A worthy successor to Jake. I won’t get any arguments from him or uncalled for opinions. So unlike Jake in that regard. In many ways, he played devil’s advocate. I can’t expect that from Samuel. He’ll take my orders and follow them to the letter. And I don’t know if that’s good or bad. Guess only time will tell.


  


  Chapter 4


  ______________


  Gabriel


  WE’RE IN THE BENZ, being driven to Elizabeth’s Italian restaurant by one of our guards. Another member of the security team rides shotgun.


  “So what’s the name of this restaurant?”


  “Luigi’s.”


  “Original. I gather Luigi owns the place.”


  “Yes.”


  Her one-word answers grate on my nerves. But they’re par for the course. During the last twenty-four hours, she’s barely spoken to me, with ‘Hi’ and “Goodbye” being the extent of our conversations. If we’re to work through our problems, we’ll need lengthier give and takes. So hoping to get more from her, I ask an open-ended question. “So what’s the place like?”


  “Busy. Filled with families and couples. The food’s quite good. I hope you like it.”


  I have my doubts. Family-style restaurants are not something I’ve enjoyed in the past. But I’m willing to do whatever it takes to get us back together again.


  When we arrive, she insists on going in without an escort. Fine. They can stand outside and keep watch. Until I discover who tried to kill her and Andrew, I’m not taking any chances.


  As it turns out, ‘busy’ means screaming kids, loud voices, and tables butted up against each other. You can hear everything your neighbor says. Bloody hell. How are we supposed to carry on a private conversation in this madness?


  Our waiter approaches, a twenties something bloke sporting a white apron stained with red blotches. “Good evening. Me name’s Smitty. Would you loik something to drink?”


  Smitty’s not exactly Italian, and neither’s his accent. Cockney would be my guess. But he’s prompt and friendly, and his pencil’s poised over his order pad.


  “Do you have a wine list?” I ask.


  “On the table, mate.”


  I don’t see anything on the table which remotely resembles a wine list. “Where?”


  He grabs a 4 x 5 centimeter card nestled between the paper napkin holder and the salt and pepper shakers and hands it to me. There are exactly ten wines on it, five reds, five whites, with vintages unfamiliar to me. “What do you recommend?”


  “The pinot grigio seems pretty popular.”


  “I’m ordering veal so we’ll need a red.”


  He squints at me. “You a toff?”


  Sensing our food will arrive cold and taste like old shoes if I say yes, I assert, “Me. No.”


  He stares at my jacket, my tie, the blasted tie clip which winks aquamarine. Too late I realize I should have dressed more modestly. “You sound like one.”


  “Raised with the bloody lot of them. Me father’s a flippin’ butler at a fancy ‘ouse.”


  “Oy, that explains it then.” He licks the tip of his pencil and poises it over his pad once more. “So what will it be, mate?”


  In my best cockney accent, I ask for the chianti.


  Elizabeth watches the whole back and forth without saying a word. But when Smitty departs, her shoulders shake and a smile lights her lips. “Thank you.”


  “For what?”


  Her glance cuts to the couple sitting next to us who’re following our every word. “For dinner, of course.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  When the waiter returns with two glasses of chianti, I murder the pronunciation of the veal parmigiana and lasagna al forno.


  Once he’s gone, she rests her chin on her hands and stares at me, stars glowing in her eyes. “I like it here, don’t you?”


  “I adore the place.” I cup her cheek and lean in for a kiss, just as Smitty delivers our breadstick basket.


  “Oh, sorry, mate. Didn’t mean to—well—you know.”


  She smiles behind her napkin. Happy to see it, I sip the wine like it’s the finest vintage in the world.


  “We’ll have to bring Andrew here some day.”


  Not so sure about that, but I’m not about to disagree with her. Not when she’s so happy.


  During dinner, we discuss our favorite literature. I expect her to say women’s fiction, but her favorite genre turns out to be thrillers. Who knew?


  “And you?” she asks, sipping her wine. Since she’s breastfeeding Andrew, she’s allowing herself a small glass and no more.


  By this time, the couple finished their meal and no one’s been seated next to us, so I’m more comfortable opening up to her. “Business periodicals.”


  Her eyes widen. “You don’t read fiction?”


  “No. I read journals, papers on economics, industry, wealth.”


  “So before you developed this penchant for business periodicals, what did you do for fun?”


  She’s making fun of me, but I’m enjoying the give and take. “During my free time, I rode horses. You may have noticed we have a horse barn at Winterleagh?”


  Her cheeks pinken. Probably from memories of the time we fucked in the stable’s office. The last time we made love before she left me and I, maddened with grief, crashed my Jag into a tree. I shake my head in an attempt to vanish those memories. “And, I taught myself how to play the piano.”


  She props her elbows on the table and rests her chin on her closed fists. “How did you do that?”


  “There was an old beat up instrument in the staff room. I used to sneak down to the kitchen for cookies and treats. Our cook would indulge us children. I’ve always had an ear for music so one day I sat at the piano and picked out some notes. I tried to improve, but without formal instruction, there was only so much I could learn. When I went off to school, I demanded my studies include piano lessons. By the time I was ten I could play Mozart concertos.”


  “I’d love to hear you play, Gabriel,” she says softly, like she knows how touchy the subject is to me.


  My left hand can no longer reach for those difficult notes, not after my mother ordered my tutor to break all the bones in it. They healed but not perfectly. I shake my head. “I’ll never play again.”


  “Why not? You enjoy music.”


  I grab a breadstick, break it in half. “Because I can’t play the way I used to, the way I like to play.”


  She reaches across the table and gathers my left hand in both of hers. Brings it to her lips, kisses each and every knuckle. “I’m so sorry they hurt you, Gabriel, but don’t you see? If you let them keep you from something you love, you’re letting them win.”


  Rather than argue the point with her, I slide my hand from her grasp, reach for the menu. “So what would you like for dessert?”


  While we enjoy the cannolis, I try to impress her with my business acumen. “Sometimes I write a business periodical as well.”


  “I know.” She nods. “You’ve authored some fine papers on business.”


  I’m surprised, to say the least. “You’ve read them?”


  “Some, not all. The one you wrote at Oxford I couldn’t obtain.”


  “I have a copy at the penthouse. I’d love your opinion on it.”


  Her brows shoot up. “You would?”


  “Yes.” Why does she sound so surprised? “You have a fine mind, Elizabeth.”


  She twirls the glass and lets out a deep sigh. “Then why can’t you understand my need to work?”


  I temple my hands above the table. Why indeed? The bone of our contention. The thing I must come to terms with if our marriage is to succeed. “Maybe it’s because I don’t understand it. I have the money, the means to give you everything you desire. If you’d like something to do, you could run my properties, manage Winterleagh Castle.”


  “But all that is yours, not mine.”


  “It is ours, by virtue of the fact you’re married to me.”


  “And it could all be taken away in the blink of an eye if you desired it.”


  “I will never walk away from you. Never.”


  The corners of her lips downturn into a smile so sad it breaks my heart. She doesn’t believe me. What can I do to make her understand?


  “You see, Gabriel.” Without looking up, she draws little swirls on the tablecloth. “I’ve always been able to trust my abilities, my work ethic. If I work hard enough, I’ll succeed.”


  “You’ll succeed at whatever you do, Elizabeth. You’re highly intelligent.”


  “If you understand that, why can’t you give me the freedom to work? Why won’t you accept it?”


  And we’re right back where we were, going around in circles. Why does the thought of her working rattle me so? Why can’t I see things from her point of view? Why can’t I accept what she wants? I want her home caring for our son, loving me. That much I know. I also realize that we won’t reconcile until I come to terms with her decision to work. I reach out and hold her hand. “I don’t want to lose you.”


  The sparkle dies in her eyes. No wonder. I didn’t answer her question, but countered with a need of my own.


  After I pay for our meal, we stroll out, almost strangers again, to where the car waits for us. The date has not gone as well as I’d like, and it’s all my bloody fault. Once we’re settled in the car, I grab a hold her hand and kiss it. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “I don’t think you enjoyed yourself. Not as much as you wished anyway.”


  She shakes her head. “I never thought it would be easy. It’s a beginning, Gabriel. And for that, I’m grateful.”


  I pull her into me, attempt a kiss, but she slides a hand between my mouth and hers.


  “Not now.”


  What is this? A new rule she’s inflicting on me? The no-sex rule is bad enough, but no kissing as well? Wait. She said ‘Not now,’ implying a later. “When then?”


  “At Brianna’s door. You can kiss me goodnight then. I want a first date type of kiss.” I must have made a face, because she laughs. “What’s wrong?”


  “I’ve never done a first date.”


  “How can that be? You’ve dated women before me.”


  I rake a hand through my hair trying to think of a way to make what I’m about to say sound less disreputable. “I never had to work for it. Girls, women always fell for me.” Glancing down, I wipe nonexistent lint from my jacket. “All I had to do was crook a finger and . . .”


  “They slid right over your cock.”


  I glance at her, no doubt with a sheepish grin. “Pretty much.”


  She barks out a laugh. “God, Storm. What a life you’ve led. Well tonight, you’re going to experience a first date kind of a kiss. Sweet, loving, tender. That’s what I want.”


  She’s smiling again. By God, I don’t care if it sounds silly. I’m going to give her the best first date kiss she’s ever known.


  Like a perfect gentleman, I walk her to Bri’s door. She inserts the key Bri’s apparently given her into the lock. And then she turns and looks expectantly up at me.


  Before we left for our date, I made sure no guards would be keeping watch in the hallway and the cameras were turned off. So nobody’s here but us.


  Her mouth curves up in a soft smile.


  I crook a finger underneath her chin, raise it “You’re beautiful.”


  Confusion clouds her eyes. “Am I?”


  “Yes!” How can she still not believe it after all the times I’ve told her?


  She’s trembling. And all I want to do is take her right against the wall and bury myself in her. But I don’t. Because that’s not what she wants.


  Instead, I cover her lips with my own, barely brushing hers with mine. Her lips are soft, giving. She tastes of wine and her own inimitable flavor. It’s been so long since we made love. Before my father’s funeral. And one kiss is not enough. I want more. “Open, love.”


  She sighs and does as I ask. When she does, her taste, her scent are all too much for me, and the kiss goes incendiary. Can’t help it. My body craves her like a drug. There go my good intentions.


  And there go hers as well. Her hands encircle my neck, and she pulls me down to her, her hips swaying against me. My hard and randy cock knows and responds to everything that is Elizabeth. Her scent, her taste, the very essence of her. I push her against the wall, raise her skirt, ready to pleasure her all the way to paradise. When she wiggles, I think she’s going along with my plan. But she’s pushing me back, wresting her lips from mine. “Stop. Stop, Gabriel.”


  It takes a couple of seconds for her words to sink in. When they do, I step back, hating what I see. Two spots of red mark her cheeks. Her skirt’s rucked around her waist. She’s wearing dark hose beneath so at least she’s not bare arse. I breathe hard for a couple of seconds trying to get myself under control before I step away.


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have . . .” There are no words I can find to chastise myself. She’d asked for a sweet first date kind of a kiss and I’d practically mauled her in an open hallway.


  “Gabriel. Please. Don’t blame yourself. I got just as carried away.”


  “Yes, but I should have tried harder. I should have given you what you wanted.” How could I have fucked up so badly? “I failed you.”


  “Don’t do this to yourself.” She reaches out to cup my cheek. But I can’t stand the look of tenderness on her face. A look I don’t bloody well deserve.


  “Excuse me.” I turn, and with her voice ringing in my ears, I eat up the stairs between Bree’s floor and mine and head for my bedroom to spend an endless night alone.


  


  


  Chapter 5


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  SATURDAY MORNING, I’m standing by Bri’s kitchen counter, a fresh brewed cup of coffee in my hand when she strolls in. She looks like hell. Dark shadows under her eyes. Lips bitten raw. Even more alarming, bruises mar the delicate skin of her arms.


  “Morning, Bri. Did you sleep well?”


  She pours a cup of the brew, drops a dollop of milk into it, and sips. When the liquid hits her bruised mouth, she winces.


  Ouch!


  “Didn’t sleep at all. Too busy . . . entertaining to sleep.”


  After Gabriel’s hurried departure last night, I’d showered and crawled into bed hoping to fall into a dreamless sleep. No such luck. The noises coming from her bedroom last night kept me up and, to tell the truth, alarmed me. The whop of a belt. Groans. Muffled screams. I hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but my room is right next to hers, so they’d been hard to miss. What on earth is she into?


  Her kitchen contains a dinette table and two chairs. When she drops into one of them and leans back, she winces. “Bloody hell.”


  Okay, now I’m officially worried. Rough sex is one thing, but she seems to have gone beyond that. “Are you all right?”


  “No, ducks. I’m not. Todd got a little carried away last night. Totally my fault. I never used the safe word.”


  Safe word. Only one context I know of uses that term. “Didn’t know you were into BDSM.”


  “Light bondage. And I only do it once in a while.”


  “Didn’t sound that light.” She’d been beaten, and from the look of her this morning, her lover had done quite a number on her. I’m all for consenting adults indulging in whatever they like, but I truly don’t understand the need to be struck. But then I’m not Bri.


  “Sorry if I kept you awake.”


  “You didn’t.” I lie. Don’t want her to feel bad. “I was up doing some research on the internet. I’m applying for the dual degree program at King’s College and my school back home. The application is a bear.” This last part is true, but then I’d only done the research because I couldn’t fall asleep.


  “Good for you.” She takes another sip of the coffee with the same results. Seeming to give up, she pushes away the cup. “And how’s Gabe taking that decision?” She licks her lips, probably trying to soothe the sore.


  “He encouraged me to apply. I think he sees it as a way to keep my mind occupied. A job, however, is a whole another story. He doesn’t approve of me working, especially with Sebastian Payne as my boss.”


  “Can’t blame him. Sebastian’s a player. Gabe was the same. Before he met you, of course. Now he barely spares a glance for another woman.”


  I twirl the handle of my now empty coffee cup.


  “What’s wrong?”


  Maybe this is the wrong time to bring this up. But she knows Gabriel better than anyone else, except for probably Jake. And he’s not around to ask. “I’ve never understood why.”


  “Why what?”


  “Why Gabriel wants me. He’s dated women more beautiful than me, probably more intelligent as well. And yet, he’s fixated on me.” I hate feeling this insecure, but I need to understand Gabriel’s attraction to me.


  Bri covers my hand with her own. “He loves you, Elizabeth. Can’t you see that?”


  “No. I guess I can’t.”


  “Then he hasn’t done a good job of telling you or showing you.” She doesn’t sound at all like her usual self. Her joie de vivre’s gone missing.


  I shrug. “Or I haven’t done a good job of believing it either. It takes two, Brianna.” Why can’t I accept he loves me? Because I still don’t trust he’s speaking the truth? Or something else? Do I believe myself not worthy of being loved. Except for Casey, I never allowed any other man to get close. Am I so afraid of being hurt, I push men away? Is that what I’m doing with Gabriel?


  “Look. I know it’s been hard with everything he’s done. But he’s always been the protector, the one who cares for those he loves. It’s embedded in his DNA, handed down through an entire line of ancestors. Give him a second chance to prove himself.”


  “I want to, but . . .”


  “He gets carried away. I know. But can you blame him, after everything he’s gone through? He wants to make sure you don’t get hurt.”


  “And yet, even though I was guarded day and night, I was hurt.” I hold up my injured hand. The red’s faded to a bright pink, but I think a scar will remain as a reminder of that awful night.


  Reaching out, she pats my arm. “They’ll find out who did it, and then you can rest. We can all rest.” She’s saying the last more to herself than to me. She’s got to be in pain. Not only has she just buried her father, but she found out he was a murderer. No wonder she’s acting so out of character.


  “I hope so. For all our sakes.” I whirl my coffee cup around some more. “I just wish there was some give to Gabriel.”


  “He’ll never stop trying to protect you. But maybe you can compromise? Think about what you want and discuss it with him.”


  I take in a breath, let it out. “A compromise.” Guess that’s the best I can hope for, because she’s right. I’ll have a guard around me. For the rest of my life. Can I live with that? For his peace of mind? For Andrew’s sake? I don’t know. I truly don’t.


  She twitches a delicate blonde brow. “He means well, but he can be such a Neanderthal.”


  “Yes,” I echo her grin. “I know.”


  She tries to smile, but winces again. “Sorry, ducks. Not at my best this morning. I better go do something about it.”


  “What?”


  “There’s this darling spa not too far from here. They’re very good at putting me back to rights. By this evening, you won’t spot a single bruise on me, you’ll see.”


  And with that she wanders off to her room, presumably to shower and dress.


  At mid morning, I climb the stairs to feed Andrew. Nanny and I have worked out an alternating schedule where she takes the first feeding of the day and I take the next. That framework gives us time to get whatever we need accomplished. After I put Andrew down for a nap, I’m pleasantly surprised to run into Edward.


  “Oh, hello,” he says.


  “Edward! Didn’t expect to see you here.”


  “Came up for the dinner tonight.” The dinner Gabriel asked me to play hostess to welcome Edward home.


  “Of course. I just thought . . .”


  “I’d be staying somewhere else. Gabe asked me to stay here. Am I not welcome? Should I find another place to lay my weary head?” His accent reminds me of Gabriel’s, but with his dark hair and dark eyes, he looks just like his mother. Jarring, to say the least.


  “No. Of course not. Don’t be silly. Besides you don’t need my approval to stay here.”


  “Of course, I do. You’re Gabe’s wife.”


  “But I’m not . . . “ Oh, geez. Maybe nobody clued him in to the state of things. “I moved in with Bri.”


  For a second his eyes widen, but then his gaze warms with kindness as it settles on me. “Have you, love?”


  I have no reason to trust him. But my gut tells me he’s someone I can talk to. Edward, with his fresh perspective, might be a good sounding board. God, first Bri. Now Edward. Am I turning into someone who needs reassurance every chance she gets? No. That’s never been me. I’m just trying to understand Gabriel and his obsession with me. Logic tells me his siblings are the best to ask. “Yes. We . . . . argued about my returning to work.”


  He smiles. “He would. The Gabe I used to know would much prefer you stay at home.” He leans in, winks at me. “You know, he never shared his toys as a boy.”


  I jerk up my chin. “I’m not a toy.”


  He leans back. “My apologies. I never meant to imply such a thing. You’re his wife.”


  “And his property?” A long time ago in Britain, wives were considered their husbands’ chattel, to do with as they willed. Times have changed and I wouldn’t say Gabriel has adopted that philosophy, but still.


  “No. Of course not.” He threads his hand through his collar-length hair, brushes it back. “I appreciate your candor. Truly I do. But . . . I’ve been back in England for barely a week and spent very little time of that with my family, busy as I’ve been picking up the pieces at Winterleagh. With the death of our father, the drama surrounding our mother, the fire, I haven’t had a chance to get the lay of the land.”


  And here I’m acting like a needy bitch. I touch his arm. “No. Please don’t apologize. I’m the one in the wrong. I’m being totally self centered and talking about my problems when we should be talking about you.”


  “No. It’s fine.” He hurries to say. “I want to help you. I do. But first I have to hear what Gabe has to say. I hope you understand.”


  “Of course. He’s your brother, after all. You owe your allegiance to him.”


  A sadness flows over him. “Yes. My allegiance.”


  Curious as to what caused that shadow in his eyes and eager to make amends for my earlier faux pas, I blurt out, “So what did you in Mexico? How did you pass the time?”


  “I taught English and . . . painted as well.”


  His phone rings, stopping what he’s about to say.


  “Royce?” He listens for a few seconds. “Yes, of course. Be right there.” After clicking off, he addresses me. “He wants to have a drink before we join the rest for dinner. Talk more later?”


  What can I do but agree. “I’d like that,” I say with a smile.


  After he leaves, I spot a big spit up from Andrew on my top. Geez, and Edward let me blather on without saying a thing. Dinner’s not for an hour so I have time for a quick shower. I go into my closet, rifle through my clothes for something to wear. Most of my wardrobe consists of pregnancy outfits. Gabriel kind of went overboard on that. He was so proud of me being pregnant. The dress I wore at the Ragin’ Cajun. The Christmas day gown. All beautiful, but no longer appropriate. And my pre-pregnancy wardrobe looks so old and dowdy. Next to his sartorial splendor, I’m sure to look like a frump. My old clothes just don’t cut it any more. I’ll need to buy new ones before I start my job.


  I finally choose something not too bad. A low cut, but not overly so, dress Gabriel’s sure to like. Or maybe he won’t. As I debate the wisdom of wearing a revealing decolletage, I catch the time on the clock. Oh, geez. Only half an hour before dinner, and I still need to bathe.


  I ditch my clothes and jump in the shower, soap up, shampoo. As I reach for the conditioner on the uppermost tier of the stall, soap blinds my vision. Darn. I’m hunting blindly for it with my eyes closed, when the shower door springs open and cool air hits my hiney.


  “Here, let me.”


  Gabriel.


  Chapter 6


  ______________


  Gabriel


  KNOWING EDWARD HAS ARRIVED, I get to the penthouse a tad early, wanting to welcome him home. But he’s not anywhere. Maybe he popped down for a drink with Royce or Bri. I’m not the only sibling he needs to catch up with, after all.


  As I enter the dressing room to change into more comfortable clothes, I hear the sound of water running in the bathroom. At this time of day, no servant would be brave enough to invade my inner sanctum. And neither would anyone else. Except for . . . Elizabeth.


  Turned away from me, she doesn’t notice my entrance when I stroll into the bathroom. The glass-enclosed shower reveals every inch of her luscious back. Her beautiful hair streams to the middle of her spine in a wet tangle of dark curls. Her curves, even more womanly after the birth of our son, captivate me. And her backside? My cock throbs at the sight of her round, firm arse.


  Eyes closed she hunts for the moisturizer, but located on a high shelf, it’s beyond her reach.


  I only take time to ditch my shoes before, fully dressed, I walk into the shower stall. “Here. Let me.”


  Gasping, she whirls toward me. “Gabriel!”


  “Expecting someone else?” I smile down at her. All I want to do is kiss her, hold her, and tell her how much she means to me. But I agreed to no intimacy while we work things out. And I intend to keep my promise. Even if it kills me.


  She brushes the soap from eyes gone wide. “Oh, my God. Your beautiful suit. You ruined it. Parker is going to kill you.”


  My lips twist in a wry smile. My valet will indeed have something to say. “He can order a new one. Plenty of cloth out there.”


  She worries her bottom lip as her eyes signal apology. “I’m sorry.”


  “For what?”


  “I shouldn’t be in your bathroom. But I was running late, and I thought it’d be faster to shower here than in Bri’s apartment.”


  “It’s not my bathroom; it’s ours. And I don’t mind, love.” Grabbing the conditioner from its shelf, I pour the liquid over her head. Its fragrance fills the confines of the stall as I massage it into her scalp. Soon, another scent imbues the air, that of wet wool.


  “Ugh.” She wrinkles her nose. “Better lose the clothes, Storm.” Her tone might be businesslike, but an undercurrent of something else, something hot and primal, runs beneath it. Has she changed her mind? Is she eager to break her own rule?


  Eager to find out, I claw off my tie, peel off my jacket, toss the mess out the door to splat on the marbled floor.


  When I go to unbutton my shirt, she pushes my hand out of the way. “Here, let me.” She slides her palms underneath the placket and rips open my shirt.


  Bloody hell! How fucking hot is that? “Parker’s going to murder you.”


  “Then we can be buried together.” Her siren voice whispers. She unhinges the belt prongs, yanks, and in one slow pull strips me of the fine leather strap. Opening the door, she sends it flying along with the ruined shirt. I tear off my socks and fling them on top of the pile.


  All that’s left are my trousers and boxer briefs.


  She strokes down the placket of my trousers, beneath which my cock throbs with insistent need. “So beautiful,” she whispers.


  “My trousers or my erection?”


  She looks up through her lashes in a witch’s spell of a glance. “Both.”


  She lowers the zipper, unbuttons the waist, kneels and shimmy slides the clothes off me.


  When my cock bobs up hard and randy, she bites down on her mouth, licks her lower lip.


  Jaysus, Mary and Joseph. I’m going to come just from the look on her face.


  But then she pauses. Standing up, she turns her back to me.


  “Elizabeth?”


  “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—no sex, remember?”


  Christ. I yank on my hair. Is she really going to leave me hard and randy for her? After she set me on fire? Not knowing what else to do, I pluck the body wash from the shower caddy, pour it over the loofah, brush it down her skin.


  “I’ve already—”


  “I need to touch you.” My voice’s gone gravelly. No wonder, hard with need as I am. “Give me this much. Please.”


  She glances over her shoulder but doesn’t deny me. I rub the pad over her shoulders, her collarbone, down the valley between her breasts. Down her glorious backside, her legs. But it’s not enough. I have to touch her skin to skin.


  I ditch the loofah and squeeze body wash into my hands. Cupping her breasts, I thumb their peaks.


  “Gabriel.” She offers in a strained voice. “You agreed.”


  “I’m just bathing you.”


  Standing behind her, I slip a finger between her pussy lips, clean her clit.


  She moans and her scent intensifies. No doubt in my mind what she desires.


  But I gave her my word. Even though my body’s screaming for release, I step back. “There all done.”


  She turns and faces me. Her eyes smolder with passion. Her breath hitches with need. She’s as desperate as I am. Yeah, I’ve taken total advantage of the situation, but I’ve gone through hell for the last several days without her in my bed.


  “You drive me crazy, you know,” she says.


  “Ditto.”


  She takes me in from head to toes. No way she can miss the strength of my passion. My dick’s curled up all the way up almost to my navel. The damn thing’s aching so hard I’m almost seeing stars. But it’s worth it. If she gives us what we both want.


  “So what will it be, love?” I’m on the verge of losing it. If she says no, I’ll walk away, jerk off in the dressing room.


  “Fuck me, Gabriel.”


  I slide down until my knees hit the tiles. Her mons beckons me to pet it, consume it, make her come. I part her pussy lips, bury my tongue in her heat. God. The taste of her. I lick up her clit, nip her flesh.


  She pulls my hair, groans. “Harder, bite me harder.”


  I oblige and she yanks my head toward her. I’m buried so far in her pussy, all I can breathe is her delicious scent. I lick, nibble, nip her some more. Her legs give out and she crumbles. But before she hits the floor, I rise and lash my arms around her. Lifting her leg, I notch my thick erection into her opening.


  She locks her other leg around my waist. Her glance telegraphs desperate need. “Do it. Right now. Fuck me, Storm.”


  Aiming to please, I press her against the titled walls and bury my cock in her hot sheath.


  We both shout.


  Eager to possess every inch of her, I seal my lips over hers, lick, savour, ravage her mouth. She tastes like hot-blooded woman. She gives back as much as she gets tangling her tongue with mine, sucking and nipping the edge. But soon our primal need is too much. Breaking the kiss, I bury my face against her neck, unhinge my hips and go at her full tilt.


  “Storm!” All of her trembles, her legs, her arms locked around my neck. Her sheath ripples with her imminent climax.


  I redouble my efforts. My bad leg’s screaming for ease, but it’s nothing to the passion roaring through me. Shouting curses, I pound her again and again and again until she comes in one glorious shudder, screaming my name. When I spill my seed in her, I whisper hers.


  We breathe hard for several seconds. Afraid to let go, afraid of what I’ll see, I remain buried in her heat. After our heartbeats return to a more normal rhythm, she unlocks her legs, slides to the floor. Pain-filled eyes gaze at me. She doesn’t have to say a word. Her glance speaks for her. She regrets what we’ve done.


  Chapter 7


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  GABRIEL AND I ARRIVE IN THE LIVING ROOM to find his brothers and sister waiting for us. Their conversation stops as soon as we step into the room.


  “Sorry we were late. We were . . . detained,” Gabriel says, heading for the liquor cart.


  Identical grins pop up on his brothers’ faces. Given my disordered state, I can imagine what’s going through their minds. Although no fault can be found with my dress, my hair riots down my back in a clump of wet curls, and Gabriel, dressed in khakis and a button-down shirt, has the look of a well-fed canary. We look like we just fucked. Which, let’s face it, we have.


  “Yes. Quite,” Edward says. He may have been out of England for five years, but he still possesses the British gift of understatement.


  I lean over to buss Bri’s cheeks. We might be roomies, but I can’t skimp on this pleasantry. Not when I’m playing hostess for tonight’s dinner.


  “Hello, darling,” Brianna offers, studiously ignoring Gabriel. She hasn’t forgiven him for branding their father a murderer. Her bright complexion doesn’t hint at what she experienced last night. But she’s not sporting her usual sleeveless sheath either. So maybe some bruising remains. “You look wonderful.”


  She would notice. Nothing like a bout of raunchy sex to put a bloom on your cheeks.


  Marisol drifts in with a tray of appetizers—mushroom caps, stuffed with Dungeness crab and cream cheese—offering a diversion of sorts. Starving after our vigorous rout, I gobble one down. “Ummm. These are delicious. Marisol. Please thank Jorge for making them.”


  “I will, Mrs. Storm. He knows they’re your favorites.”


  “Want something to drink, darling?” Gabriel asks.


  I do the math in my head. I fed Andrew at five. My next shift will not come up again until roughly eleven. I could have a glass of alcohol. “Wine, but I’ll wait until dinner.”


  “Marisol, we’ll need the Kathryn Hall Cabernet Sauvignon. Could you have Jorge decant three bottles? They will go well with the steak au poivre.”


  “Of course, Mr. Storm.” She nods before disappearing from view.


  “Steak au poivre?” Edward exclaims, rubbing his hands. “One of my favorites.”


  A smile lights up Gabriel’s lips. “That’s why I asked Jorge to prepare it.” After he pours himself a glass of the Macallan Scotch, he drops on the sofa. Curling an arm around my shoulders, he tucks me next to him.


  More smiles surface on his brothers’ faces. Their relations might be strained due to time and distance on Edward’s part, and resentment on Royce’s for the way Gabriel treated Bri after the funeral, but they are happy for him. A strange notion that. Bri, however, is not so forgiving. But then she’s still grieving from her father’s death.


  “So, Edward, what did you do in Mexico for five years?” he asks.


  That same shadow I saw earlier crosses Edward’s face. Something traumatic happened to him while he was away. “I taught English, painted. Took a siesta in the middle of the day.” He stares down at his glass. “I led a much simpler life than the one I enjoyed in England.”


  “And how did you occupy your evenings?”


  “Visited the local cantina where the locals gathered to exchange gossip and listen to the occasional Mariachi band. A lovely singer sang there as well.”


  “Oh, ho,” Royce interjects. “There’s a tale there, I’m willing to bet.”


  Edward swirls the ice in his tumbler. “There is, but it’s not a story for mixed company.”


  “Spoilsport,” says Brianna, sounding a bit like her former self.


  Edward says nothing, but simply smiles. There’s more to his refusal than an unwillingness to discuss sexual conquests.


  A scream sounds in the distance. Royce bounces up from his seat, spilling his drink. “What the bloody hell is that?”


  Gabriel and I share a look. Parker must have discovered the ruined suit. “Disregard it. It’s nothing,” he says.


  “Nothing?” Edward asks, tossing a worried glance toward the shriek’s direction. “Sounded like somebody was being murdered.”


  Gabriel calmly sips his drink. “Something was. My suit. Parker must have found it.”


  “Your suit?” Edward asks.


  “Yes. I’m afraid it got wet.”


  “Wet? But it hasn’t rained for days.” Brianna remarks, a confused look on her face.


  I’m biting my lip, trying to keep from laughing.


  Gabriel pins an exasperated glance on them. “If you must know, I walked into the shower fully dressed.”


  “What?” Edward asks, not quite able to fathom what occurred.


  Royce on the other hand has no problem figuring it out. “You dog!” He exclaims, toasting Gabriel.


  “Yes, quite.” Gabriel’s heated gaze finds mine, and my face flushes with heat. Wish he’d cut that shit out. He knows what that look does to me.


  Just at that moment, Marisol strolls into the living room. “Dinner is served.”


  Thank you, God.


  During the meal, I can’t help but be fascinated by them. They’re so alike in some ways, different in others. While Gabriel and Brianna resemble each other the most, Edward’s looks remind me of his mother. But there’s a sweetness to him I never saw in his mother. And then there’s Royce, the rogue. Yes, that moniker suits him. There’s a sparkle in his eyes that hints of deviltry.


  After the main course is served, Brianna suggests an official welcoming party for Edward. The three glasses of wine have mellowed her and put her in a jollier mood. “Just the family and a few former close friends of Edward. Elizabeth can plan the whole thing.”


  I choke on the wine. “Me?” I haven’t got the foggiest idea how to throw a formal dinner party. The extent of my hostess duties in D.C. consisted of putting out chips and dip and serving beer and wine when friends dropped in.


  “Yes, darling, you. You’re the Countess of Winterleagh. Who better to plan a welcome home party for your brother-in-law?”


  I keep forgetting, as Gabriel’s wife, that title applies to me. “But how do I—What should I—”


  “Not to worry. Bentley will know what to do,” Brianna replies.


  “Bentley?”


  “Our family butler at the London family mansion. The dinner should be held there, don’t you think?”


  “Of course,” Gabriel agrees. “Its dining table can hold more guests than this one.” He stares into the distance for a second or two. “Twenty-four will be a good number. So with the five of us, William and his wife, you should invite seventeen guests.”


  Twenty-four? Granted several will be family, but how will I juggle that many people, many of whom are bound to be members of the upper class. Sweat trickles down my back. “When should this dinner party be held?”


  Gabriel temples his hands over his plate. “A couple of weeks from now, I would think. Does that work with your schedules?”


  Edward’s calendar is probably wide open, but Royce and Brianna are bound to have an event or two to attend, busy as their social lives are. Color me surprised when they both nod in agreement. Guess blood trumps everything else.


  “A couple of weeks? Is that enough time to plan a dinner this size?” I ask, grasping at straws.


  Brianna guzzles more of the wine before her slightly unfocused gaze lands on me. “Darling.” She waves the wine goblet about. “This will be The Event of the season. Everyone we invite will drop everything, and I mean everything, to attend this dinner. They’re all dying to learn about Edward’s whereabouts for the last five years.”


  “I’ll help you with the guest list,” Edward offers. “Mostly old friends, some family acquaintances. It won’t be so bad.”


  “And I’ll phone Bentley,” Bri offers. “Tell him to expect your call. Trust me. He’ll jump at the chance. He loves nothing more than to entertain guests. Your marvelous chef can whip up the food.” She pats my hand. “You’ll see. It will be fun.”


  A bright light shines in Gabriel’s eyes. “You can do it, love.”


  I hard swallow past the grapefruit-sized lump in my throat. “Okay.”


  “Fabulous!” Royce salutes me with his glass.


  They’re being so sweet with their help and support. I just hope I don’t screw it up.


  “So what story should we spread about Edward’s five-year absence?” Brianna asks now that the dinner’s been decided upon.


  Gabriel leans forward. “I don’t remember much about the hospital we were taken to after the assault, but I recall a great deal of chaos and confusion. We can use that. How about we explain that his records got switched with those of the guerilla, and when Edward recovered from his head wound, he could not recall his identity?”


  “Who’s going to believe that farradiddle?” Royce asks.


  “They’ll investigate.” Brianna says.


  “And they will find nothing,” Edward says. “I was dumped into the same room with a guerilla. When he died, I took his name—Eduardo Perez. Divine providence, if you ask me, given his name was so close to mine.”


  “And nobody questioned the switch?”


  “No. It was pure chaos, as you just explained. We’d just arrived at the hotel where the negotiations were to take place when guerillas burst in, their automatic rifles mowing down anyone in their wake. By the time Jake’s team responded, Gabe and I had been hit, along with a couple of the native negotiators. As soon as the bullets stopped flying, ambulances converged on the scene. They loaded our bodies aboard the vans, militants and us alike. About ten of us, I think. If it hadn’t been for Jake’s quick thinking, Gabe would have bled out. He made sure we got priority treatment.”


  Tears spring to my eyes. I cover my mouth to muffle a scream. If Gabriel had died, I would have never known him. And Andrew would never have been born. I knew his injury had been serious, but I hadn’t realized he’d almost died. Until now.


  As if he senses my distress, Gabriel’s voice reaches out to me. “It’s fine, love. I’m here, alive.”


  I pinch together my trembling lips.


  “Edward, move on.” Gabriel commands his brother.


  Edward clears his throat, sips his wine. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you, Elizabeth. I thought you knew. My apologies.”


  “It’s fine. I’m fine.” I sip water to wet my dry throat. “Please go on.”


  “I woke up from surgery to discover Jake next to me. He explained what he’d discovered. That the guerillas were not locals, but hired mercenaries. That’s when it came to me. What I had to do. Die, so mother would no longer have an excuse to hurt Gabe. After Jake and I settled on the scheme, he took care of the rest. I never revealed my identity to anyone, not in all the years I lived in Mexico.”


  “How difficult that must have been. Living in a foreign land, surrounded by strangers. Out of touch with your loved ones,” I say.


  “Not entirely out of touch. Jake kept me apprised of all the goings on. I was sorry to miss your wedding and Brianna’s graduation from Oxford. And, of course, I missed all of you. So much. So very, very much.” His glance slowly encompasses his siblings in a glance so heartbreaking it brings more tears to my eyes.


  Brianna jumps up from her chair and rounds the table to hug him. “And we missed you.” Tears flow down her face. “We’re so happy you came back to us.”


  After Brianna returns to her seat, Royce reaches over and gives his brother an awkward one-arm hug.


  Gabe doesn’t rise, but he clears his throat. More than likely in an attempt to choke back his emotion. “So, were the funds from your teaching and your paintings enough to cover all your expenses?”


  Edward bows his head and rearranges his napkin, which gives him time to gain back his composure. “Mostly. But Jake insisted on depositing an amount into a checking account every month. I barely touched any of it.”


  At the mention of Jake, Bri’s head dips. She keenly misses him, even if she doesn’t admit it.


  “Once I healed from my wounds, he should have confessed the truth.” A note of bitterness creeps into Gabriel’s voice.


  “No. It was my decision, not his. He did what I asked him to do.”


  “Still, he should have told me.”


  “And what would you have done?”


  “Flown back to Mexico to get you!”


  Edward flings his napkin on the table. “Exactly. That’s why he didn’t tell you. If I’d come back, she would have found a way to kill you. She wouldn’t stop trying until you were dead. And I couldn’t have that, Gabe.”


  “You need to apologize to Jake and ask him back.” Brianna pipes into the tension-filled atmosphere.


  “I have nothing to apologize for.” Gabriel growls out.


  “Gabriel,” I say. “He did it for you, for your family.”


  “He kept me from my brother for five years.”


  The maid enters with dessert—lemon souffles—and the room grows quiet. Emotions swirl in the air. Love, resentment. So passionate these Storm siblings. So very adequately named.


  Once the maid drifts back into the kitchen, Brianna explodes. “You don’t always know best, Gabe. You’re wrong, dead wrong, about Jake.”


  Gabriel jams his spoon into the souffle. “How’s the dowager?” he asks Edward, pointedly ignoring her. Clearly, he’s decided a change of subject is called for. And the question is a valid one.


  Before Gabriel and I returned to London, he and his siblings agreed that Edward would remain at Winterleagh to oversee the repairs to the castle and manage his mother’s care.


  Taking the hint, Edward digs into his own dessert. “Locked up in the dowager house. She’s asked me to tea. Twice.”


  “Have you gone?” Gabriel asks.


  Edward snorts. “No.”


  “I think you should.”


  Edward shakes his head. “I want nothing to do with her.”


  “We need answers about the fire,” Gabriel says. “I need to know if she was involved. Who set it. So far we’re coming up blank.”


  Edward takes a deep breath, lets it out. “Very well. I’ll do it.” He glances at me. “For Elizabeth and Andrew. And you, of course.” He offers the last almost as an afterthought.


  “Thank you.” Gabriel dips into the dessert again, this time without trying to murder it. “So, has she come to terms with her new life?”


  “Mostly. But she’s still calling for Tilly to do her hair and handle her clothes.”


  “I promised her a stylist.”


  “I don’t know, Gabe. Right now, she seems to have accepted her lot. Except for her demands for Tilly, that is. Bringing in a stranger might tip her into full-blown madness. At that point, we’d need to commit her to an institution. And none of us want that, do we? Think of the notoriety,” he says in a horrified tone.


  For a second, Bri and Royce glance at each other before they bark out laughs.


  “What?” he asks.


  “Dear Edward. While you’ve been gone, we’ve kept the media fed these many years. We’re a regular staple in the gossip columns. And right now they’ve fixated on you. Not that that will last.” Her face crumbles. “Once they figure out I’m illegitimate, they’ll have a field day.”


  “You don’t really believe our mother, do you?” Edward asks, not unkindly.


  “Yes, I do.” The pink in her cheeks is still riding high after the Jake discussion. “I always felt different from the rest of you. And now I know why.”


  Gabriel slams down his spoon. “Christ. She lied because she wants to hurt you. Your love for father renders you vulnerable. She’s well aware that’s your weak spot.”


  Her chin juts out. “Well, I’m going to find out for sure.”


  “Why would you want to do that?”


  “Because I want to discover the truth. I’ll know if I’m one of you, or a stray mutt.”


  “A stray mutt?” The vein on Gabriel’s neck is practically popping out.


  “You don’t think I come from prime stock, do you? Given father’s promiscuity, he probably found my mother in the gutter somewhere. Whoever she was, once she discovered her pregnancy she probably came to him for money. Probably to get rid of the baby. But for some reason he wanted me.” She glances down at her lap, rearranges her napkin. “Once I discover the truth, arrangements will need to be made.”


  “Arrangements? What arrangements?” Gabriel grits out.


  “Well, I’d no longer be part of the family, would I? I wouldn’t be entitled to the apartment below. That belongs only to legitimate heirs. Nor would I have claim to the money in my bank account. I’d need to give it all back.”


  Gabriel comes to his feet, flings down his napkin. “Are you bloody insane?”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “Gabriel.” I warn him. Unfortunately, I’m clear across the table from him. I can’t touch him to get him to calm down.


  “Christ!” he continues. “You’d think you’d be happy not to have that bitch for a mother.”


  “You would. I’ve always known I was different. That’s why father kept me separate from all of you.”


  “To protect you!”


  “Yes. Because she wouldn’t have blinked at snuffing me. I don’t belong here, with you. I’ll stay long enough for Edward’s party and then I’ll fly to Brazil.”


  “Can’t you stay a while longer, love?” Edward asks in a calm voice, obviously trying to quiet the heated rhetoric. “Whether the dowager is your mother or not, you’re still my sister. And I’d like to get to know you again.”


  “I can’t. The project is behind schedule, even though the foreman tried his best. There are some crucial decisions only I can make. We wanted to install the turbines before hurricane season. But now I’m not sure we can erect them in time. I’ll need to leave right after your party, Edward.”


  “Me too,” pipes up Royce. “Styrion Industries set up camp in Santa Maria. And since I haven’t been there for the last several months, they’ve gained the advantage. I don’t hold out much hope of getting the rights to that water project. But I intend to try.”


  “Neither of you are going anywhere until I can arrange new bodyguards for you.” After Royce ditched the last one, the operative had been reassigned, and Gabe had fired Jake, the one who’d minded Brianna.


  “I don’t need a babysitter,” Royce says.


  “And I don’t want one,” pipes up Brianna.


  “Have you forgotten, Royce, you almost lost your life on your last trek to Santa Maria, and Bri, do I honestly have to explain the danger of a woman going into an almost all-male environment without a protector?”


  “I don’t need a protector, Gabe. I can take care of myself.”


  “I don’t care what you want or don’t want. I’m the head of not only Storm Industries but the family now. You will obey my orders.”


  Bri jerks up, overturning her chair. “Sod off, Gabe.”


  Royce’s response is much more graphic. He gives his brother the one-finger salute and stomps out right behind Bri.


  “Christ.” Gabriel scrubs his face. “One would think she’d be thrilled not to have been born to that viper.”


  I come to my feet, lean into the table, glare at him. “You just don’t get it, Gabriel, do you?”


  He raises his head. “What’s there to get?”


  “You dismiss her feelings, like they don’t matter. For once in your life, why don’t you try to see another person’s point of view?” I toss my napkin. “I’m going after her and try to calm her down. And I won’t be back.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 8


  ______________


  Gabriel


  “YOU SURE KNOW HOW TO CLEAR A ROOM, BROTHER,” Edward says, calmly sipping his wine.


  I glare at him. “Don’t you wish to follow them? I’m sure you have some objection to me as well.”


  “No.” He shakes his head. “I’ve had enough of being separated from the ones I love.”


  The anger leaches out of me. “My apologies.”


  “Accepted.” He rests his empty glass on the table, twirls its stem. “May I be frank?”


  I rise, grab the bottle of Sauvignon and pour more wine into both our glasses. He might not need it, but I certainly do. “Of course.”


  “You keep going in this direction, you’re going to create an irreparable rift between our siblings and you.”


  Sitting down, I prop my elbows on the table, drop my head into my open hands. Why can’t I command my beastly temper? Brianna and Royce are all grown up. They no longer need me to fight their battles for them. Why must I always be in control? Because I’m afraid of losing them? If I keep going the way I am, I’ll lose them anyway. I come upright, scrub my face. “I’ve always protected them. It’s my job as the head of the family.”


  He pushes his plate away, leans his arms on the fine linen tablecloth. “I recognize your need to control everything. It’s no wonder given what our mother did to you and her threat to Elizabeth’s life. But Bri and Royce have no dog in that hunt. Why do you need to manage their lives? They’re grown adults.”


  “I’ve been doing it for so long. It’s . . . hard to let go.”


  “My advice? Get counseling. A psychotherapist.”


  “I don’t need a head doctor rattling around in my brain.”


  “You need something, Gabe. You can’t go on as you have been.”


  “While in South America, Royce came down with a jungle fever. It almost killed him. You should have seen him. He’d lost two stone. Could barely keep anything down. He could have died, all alone.”


  “We all die alone, Gabe.” His voice goes horribly sad. What the hell happened to him in Mexico? He won’t talk about it, but one way or another I’ll get it out of him.


  “You know what I mean. If he’d had someone with him, a security guard, a co-worker, that person could have gotten him to a hospital. He¸ like Brianna, has an operative assigned to him at all times. He puts up with it while here in London, but the second he lands at some godforsaken destination on Storm Industries’ business, he ditches his guard. I can’t bear the thought of losing another brother.”


  “You didn’t lose me, Gabe. I’m right here. Since Royce’s so adamant about having a guard, send in someone else.”


  “Someone else? Like who?”


  “Before dinner, we shared a drink at his apartment. He’s out of his depth with this Santa Maria place. Apparently, some ancient tribe controls the rights to the river. Why, is anyone’s guess. To get the country’s blessing for the Storm Industries’ hydroelectric project, the elders of the tribe must approve. And apparently the leader is a hard-headed old sod who believes in some mythical water god. What Royce needs is an expert on South American tribes. And, if one can be found, one on this tribe in particular. So find one and send him with Royce. He won’t resent such a person half as much as an armed escort.”


  “And where am I supposed to find such a person?”


  Edward hitches a shoulder. “I’d start with the British Museum. They’re bound to know somebody.”


  Well, that takes care of one sibling, but what about the other? “And Bri?”


  His gaze trails in the direction Bri took, before it returns to me. “I don’t know. She seems pretty broken up about mother’s claim she’s illegitimate. Unfortunately, not being around Bri for the last five years does not give me any insight. I can’t get a bead on her. She seems so strong one second and vulnerable the next. Plus father’s death hit her hard. I’ll talk to her and let you know.”


  “She hasn’t forgiven me for hiding the dowager in Scotland and not telling her.”


  “Can you blame her? She returned to England, put her life on hold, because she believed our mother had slipped your leash and was somewhere plotting against Elizabeth. If you’d shared our mother’s whereabouts with her, she wouldn’t have worried as much. She thinks you don’t trust her.”


  I draw circles on the table cloth. “I couldn’t take a chance on mother’s location leaking out. Not with Elizabeth’s life on the line.”


  “It’s more than that, Gabe. What about your marriage?”


  My marriage is none of your business, brother. Stay out.


  “Fine. But it looks to me as if you could use someone to talk to.”


  I start to protest, but he holds up a hand forestalling me.


  “Gabe, I have the benefit of not seeing you for five years. You’re not the man you were then. You’ve learned to control your environment. With good reason. The problem is you don’t give anyone the right to make their own decisions, make their own mistakes.”


  “Am I supposed to just let either of them travel to South America without escorts?”


  “Sending a babysitter with them does not help matters. You were always the older brother, the one they looked up to. When you were fourteen and Royce was eight, he used to mimic everything you did. Down to the way you walked. And Bri? She worshiped the ground you walked on. But now they’re what? Twenty six and twenty eight? And they have their independence to assert. Something separate from you. You cast a large shadow, brother.”


  “My large shadow never bothered you.”


  “I never wanted to be you. I saw what the weight of being the heir did to you. And I’m not talking about what our mother did to you. I’m talking about the mantle of responsibility thrust upon you. Hell at fourteen you practically ran the castle. God knows our father never did. And all Mother wanted to do was throw one grand party after another.”


  “Well, somebody had to take responsibility. The place was falling apart.”


  “You did and you triumphed. Look at what you achieved. The castle thrives under your management, even though you hate the place. Storm Industries is a leader in renewable energy projects. Your sister became a world class engineer and conservationist. And Royce’s doing what he does best, exploring the world, finding new challenges.”


  “And I’ve acquired a wife and a son.”


  “Yes. And from what I’ve seen, you love them dearly. Can’t you just relax and enjoy what you have?”


  My leg’s bothering me, so I come to my feet to stretch my legs. “Somebody tried to kill Elizabeth and Andrew. I can’t rest until we find out who did it.”


  “You will. Give it time. In the meantime, stop pushing everyone away.”


  “I’ll try.” Easier said than done, as it turns out.


  


  Chapter 9


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  THE MORNING AFTER THE DISASTROUS DINNER, I go for a run at the Mirador, the exclusive gym I joined to help me lose the baby weight. But today I have more than exercise in mind. I need to clear my head from the events of last night.


  Royce and I followed Brianna back to her place. As soon as she walked in the door, she phoned the man who inflicted the damage on her to schedule a session. When it became apparent who she was calling and what the call was about, Royce snatched the phone from her hand, and in exquisite detail told the dom what he’d do to him if he hurt his sister again.


  After he hung up, Royce and Bri got into a shouting match, one that ceased only when I sent Royce away. It took me an hour to calm her down, but it was exhausting work. If she keeps going this way, she’s bound to get hurt. I don’t dare ask her any more questions about her dangerous lifestyle, but I need more information to know how to deal with this side of her.


  It’s Sunday morning and the gym’s relatively empty. Only one other person is exercising, and she’s on a rowing machine at the other end of the space, facing away from me, with a headset on. No time like the present to talk to Royce.


  After I punch in his number, he greets me in a growly voice. “Elizabeth. Anything wrong?”


  Fair question after the events of last night. “No. Everything’s fine.”


  “Who is it?” A woman’s voice in the background.


  Oh, geez. Not only did I wake him, but he has a guest.


  “My sister in law. Go back to sleep. Hold on,” he says to me. “Let me go to the kitchen.”


  “Okay.” He puts me on hold.


  A few seconds later, he clicks back on. “I apologize. Not at my best in the early morning.”


  Early morning? It’s ten o’clock. But maybe that qualifies as early in his world. Even though my questions can’t wait, I did disturb his rest. “I apologize.”


  “It’s fine. Don’t worry about it. It’s not Brianna, is it?”


  “She’s fine. Left her sleeping. Managed to keep her from going out last night. She got drunk instead.”


  “Lesser of two evils.” A door slams somewhere. “Where’s the bloody coffee?”


  “I’m sorry,” I say again, trying hard not to laugh. I know what it feels like to need that caffeine fix.


  “Not to worry, love. Ah, here it is. Hold on. Let me get this going.” I maintain silence while he gets the coffee brewing. “Okay, I’m back.”


  “Has she always been like this?”


  “No. It started at uni. I was two years ahead of her. Soon after she arrived, the rumors started swirling. Experimenting, she called it. At first it was light bondage, but soon it escalated to whips and chains. She loves the pain. I tried to stop her. But she wouldn’t listen to me. For obvious reasons, I couldn’t tell Gabe. And Edward was out of the country. In Australia, I think, looking into a hydroelectric project.”


  Yeah, the last person you’d tell about Brianna’s predilection for pain would be Gabriel. “I didn’t see any marks on her when we first met. Who got her to quit?”


  “Jake. He didn’t bother reasoning with her, simply dropped in on the doms and the BDSM clubs she patronized. I don’t know what he said, but after his talk with them, the clubs refused her entrance, and her ‘masters’ wouldn’t accept her calls anymore.”


  “I can’t imagine she accepted Jake’s interference without a fight.”


  “Oh, she objected plenty. Yelled at him, threatened to go to Gabe and get him fired. He knew she wouldn’t. It would kill Gabe to find out what she’d been doing after everything he’s gone through.”


  “He still has no idea about her penchant for that lifestyle.”


  “You must never tell him, Elizabeth.” His tone is hard, insistent.


  “I won’t.” Last thing I want is to inflict more hurt on Gabriel.


  “Jake didn’t trust her to rein in her behavior. So he put a twenty-four watch on her. Every time she sneaked out, someone was right there watching over her. If she so much as talked to someone in the lifestyle, he’d step in and drag her away. It took him about a month or so to break her of the habit. Needless to say, she resented the bloody hell out of him.”


  “What I don’t understand is when did she have time to study? She graduated with a double major, didn’t she?”


  “Well, after Jake laid down the hammer, she discovered she actually liked uni. Oh, she’d still party on the weekends. As long as it was normal college stuff, Jake didn’t interfere. But during the week, she hit the books with a vengeance. She graduated summa cum laude. Gabe was so proud he sent her out to assist on a project overseas. Within a year, she was heading it.”


  “What about when she’s out on the field? Does she regress to her old ways?”


  “No. Not knowing what she will do when she gets to Brazil since Jake’s no longer around.”


  “Umm, is that coffee I smell?” The same female voice I heard before.


  “Yes, love. Want some?”


  “Umm, something else I’d like to taste first.”


  A rustle from his end, followed by a very appreciative male groan. “Bloody hell.”


  Oh, geesh. Time to hang up. “Bye. I’ll keep you posted.” I click off.


  Clearly, Brianna needs Jake back in her life since he’s the only one capable of controlling her. Somehow, I’ll need to convince Gabriel to put in a call and hire him back.


  So immersed am I in my thoughts, I fail to notice someone approaching me until he’s standing right in front of my elliptical machine.


  “Hello, Liz.”


  I whoosh out a breath. Brian Sullivan. Partner at Smith Cannon. A lifetime ago, I kicked him out of my office after he insulted me the day after my liaison with Gabriel went public.


  “Brian! What are you doing here?”


  “I transferred to Smith Cannon’s London office.”


  Damn. “Did you?”


  “Yes. Seeing how I have dual citizenship and a degree from King’s College, the firm felt my talents were better employed here rather than in D.C. I’m part of the international transactions practice group.”


  Has Smith Cannon told Gabriel about Brian’s transfer? After all, Storm Industries is a client now. And if they have, why hasn’t Gabriel told me? “That’s . . . nice.” Don’t know what else to say. He’s a bastard and I want nothing to do with him.


  “Everything all right, Mrs. Storm?” Jonathan, my guard. Something about my demeanor must have alarmed him. If there were ever a moment I needed him, right now’s the time.


  “Yes, Jonathan.” I introduce the two men, making sure Brian understands the nature of Jonathan’s role in my life. Brian’s tall but nowhere near as muscled as Jonathan who’s six four and built like a semi. Plus the man carries a gun, knows martial arts, and would not hesitate for a second to kill or injure a person, or maim some important body part, if my life was threatened.


  “I’ll be right over there.” Jonathan nods to a spot by the wall about four feet away before he strides off.


  “Storm guards you very well,” Brian says with a smirk.


  I’m not about to tell him about my near-death experience. The scar on my hand has healed to the point it’s barely noticeable. Besides, I don’t feel like sharing that bit of news. Not with him. Not with anyone. The news about the fire never hit the news. Gabriel made sure it wouldn’t by greasing the palms of the local fire department and police force. When a local newspaper reporter inquired about the fire at Winterleagh, he was told a small kitchen fire brought on the fire brigade.


  “I’m his wife. Of course he cares about my protection.”


  Locking both arms across his chest, he rocks back, sporting a smug grin on his face. “Or maybe he’s afraid you’ll stray. Your reputation precedes you.”


  What reputation? I lived the life of a nun for the three years before I met Storm. But maybe Brian knows something about my first year in college when my party-girl style almost lost me a full-ride scholarship. But how does he know? Did he delve into my background? And what the hell is he doing here at my gym? Did he join just so he could run into me? So many questions.


  I came here to get away from all the turmoil in my life, only to discover something sure to send me off the rails. I need to get away from him and calm down. “Excuse me.” I climb off the elliptical machine and try to skirt him, but he blocks my path.


  Jonathan comes to full alert and takes a step forward, but I wave him back. The last thing I want to cause is a commotion in such a public place. “I have an aquatic lesson to attend.”


  “Maybe I should join you,” he says still sporting that lascivious grin.


  Like hell he will. “You can’t. It’s for women only.”


  “Join me for a drink later on then.”


  What is it with this man? Can’t he take a hint? I don’t want to cause a scene, though. More people have arrived. They’re scattered among the exercise machines, some close enough to hear me if I raise my voice. Goodness knows the slightest thing I do is cause for a scandal or a mention in the news. Something I try very hard to avoid.


  In a very soft voice, I whisper, “I don’t have drinks with men other than my husband. Goodbye, Brian.” And with that I head for the women’s dressing area to change into my swimsuit. Jonathan follows as far as the entrance where he’ll hang until I emerge from my swim class.


  I glance back toward where Brian stands. Arms crossed against his chest, eyes half mast, a smirk on his lips. Like he anticipates owning me. “Jonathan?”


  “Yes, Mrs. Storm.”


  “Do you think you could teach me martial arts?”


  He tracks my gaze to Brian, who shrugs before he walks away. Like Jonathan is no big deal to him.


  A cocky grin rides Jonathan’s lips as he faces me once more. “Yes, ma’am.”


  Confident now, I smile in return.


  “See you in forty-five minutes, Mrs. Storm?”


  “Yes.” I touch his arm. “Thank you, Jonathan.”


  “You’re welcome, ma’am.”


  I sail into the dressing room, more at peace than I was before. If Brian Sullivan tries anything, he’s not going to know what hit him back.


  


  Chapter 10


  ______________


  Gabriel


  “BACK FROM THE GYM?” Of course, I’ve known where she’s been. I always do. Her guards keep me apprised of all her comings and goings, even if she does not.


  “Yes.”


  “Join me for brunch? Jorge prepared your favorite. Blueberry French toast.”


  Her face scrunches. “Better not. I just spent two hours at the gym.”


  “You’re gorgeous, Elizabeth. A slice of French toast won’t destroy all your hard work.” She’s trimmed down from her exercise regimen, but the enticing curves still remain, tempting me to reach out and touch what is mine. But the no-sex rule, and the warning in her eyes, caution I better not. Still, I hold out my hand, hoping she’ll take it for the peace offering it is. “Please.”


  “Okay. Maybe one slice.” Ignoring my hand, she heads toward the dining room where a mountain of French toast and bacon await on the buffet, along with a pitcher of orange juice and a carafe of hot coffee.


  Sunday mornings our staff serves the food and disappears into the bowels of the kitchen, unlike every other meal where we’re waited on hand and foot. So for the moment, we’re alone.


  Elizabeth fills her plate, heads for the other end of the table miles away from where I normally sit. The formal dining room table is fine for dinner parties. But for cozy tete a tetes? Not so much.


  After I pile food on my plate, grab a cup of the caffeine and a glass of juice, I take my seat. For a few minutes we dedicate ourselves to the meal without engaging in conversation.


  “How’s Brianna?” I ask, once my hunger is assuaged. Well, at least the one that doesn’t burn with lust for her.


  “Pissed off at you. You need to talk to her.” Eyes flashing, she bites down on a rasher of bacon.


  “I called her. When she didn’t pick up, I took the stairs to her apartment and knocked on her door. She didn’t answer.” I shrug. “Hard to talk when she won’t respond.”


  “I found a note when I returned from the gym. She’s gone to her spa. You’d know that if you’d checked with her security guard.”


  “I don’t check up on her, Elizabeth. She’s a grown woman and entitled to her privacy.”


  Her eyes narrow as she chews on the French toast. “You keep tabs on me.”


  I don’t bother to deny it. “You’re my wife.”


  Very deliberately, she rests her knife and fork on her plate and glares at me. “Why don’t you just ask me about Brian Sullivan? That’s why you asked me in here, isn’t it?”


  “I asked you here because I wanted to enjoy your company. But yes, I’m curious about your encounter with him.”


  “Did you know he’d transferred to the London office of Smith Cannon?”


  I nod. “Carrey informed me last week.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me?” With a trembling hand, she grabs her napkin and wipes her mouth.


  Not what’s that all about? Is she worried about that worm? “I didn’t think it’d be important to you.” Brian Sullivan had asked her out before she met me. He’d been a Smith Cannon associate at the time. But Elizabeth had never shown any romantic interest in him. Except for a couple of business lunches, conducted in public settings, there had been no involvement between them. But given her extreme reaction, I wonder if there was more to their relationship. Something she hasn’t told me about.


  “Of course he’s important. He probably stole those documents from your hotel suite, the very ones Carrey used to demand more money from Storm Industries for the SouthWind deal.”


  “We don’t know that for a fact, Elizabeth.”


  “Are you investigating what happened?” Her breath grows short. Why does Brian Sullivan affect her so?


  “Samuel’s looking into it, but he hasn’t discovered anything definite yet.” I squint at her. “Did Brian Sullivan . . . interfere with you in some way?”


  Her gaze darts across the space at me. I spot fear there before she drops her lashes to half mast, hiding her expression from me. “No. It’s just . . . I didn’t expect to see him here, that’s all. He took me by surprise.”


  She’s lying. He did something to her. Said something to her. Bloody hell. She won’t tell me. Probably afraid of what I’d do to the bastard. But I’ll find out. And when I do, I’ll slice off his bollocks and feed them to him a sliver at a time.


  Picking up her fork, she resumes eating. “I didn’t see Edward on my way in. Did he go down to Royce’s place?”


  Trying to change the subject, is she? Very well. I’ll go along. For now.


  “No. He’s gone back to Winterleagh. Got a call from the contractor who’s putting the castle to rights. Some problem came up, and Edward felt he should be there to handle it. Whatever it was.” I have no love for Winterleagh. Too many bad memories. So I’m glad to delegate the castle’s restoration to Edward. He always loved the place.


  A crestfallen expression rolls over her face.


  “Is there something you wanted to talk to him about?”


  “The official homecoming dinner at your family’s townhouse. The one Bri suggested last night? I want to find who he wants to invite. Guess I’ll have to call him.”


  I get the feeling she wants more than that from Edward. “Is that the only thing you want to discuss with him?”


  Another surge of emotion rolls across her face. “Of course. What else would I talk to him about?”


  She’s lying. First Brian Sullivan. Now my own brother. God, how many things is she hiding from me? She won’t tell me. And I won’t get the truth out of her. Not here where anyone could interrupt us. But there’s a place we can go where we can be private. I rise to my feet. “Are you done with breakfast? There’s something I want to show you.”


  She swallows the last bit of French toast and stands.


  Taking her elbow, I guide her through the kitchen where Jorge and Marisol are busy enjoying their own breakfast. “Do you need anything, Mr. Storm?” Marisol asks in her inimitable accent. She and Jorge might have fled Cuba decades ago, but her intonation still reflects her native land.


  “No. Don’t mind us.”


  “Great French toast, Jorge.” Elizabeth says. As I rush her through the kitchen, she asks, “Where’s the fire?”


  Saying nothing, I urge her through the kitchen’s back door where tucked away is a room which hasn’t seen much use. At least, not in the last several decades. Once we step through, I lock the door behind us, throw the switch and the chandelier comes to life above us, shedding light on everything within.


  Her gaze bounces around a space roughly the size of a child’s bedroom. The room has become a catch all for cleaning supplies, unused furniture, food storage. “What is this place?”


  “Once upon a time it was a private nook. A place where my great grandmother and her husband enjoyed intimate dinners, away from prying eyes.”


  “Really?”


  I stride across the room and yank the cover off a chaise lounge from the art deco era. With its fan-shaped back, the sofa calls to mind one of those old Hollywood movies where glamorous starlets draped in pearls and little else reclined on a similar piece. But I don’t need a starlet. The only woman I desire, the only woman I’ve ever loved is standing right here. Lying to me.


  Her lips shape into an ‘o’ of wonder and delight. “It’s beautiful.”


  “So are you.” I stride to her, curl my hand around the nape of her neck. Our gazes clash.


  “Gabriel?”


  Why, I’ve surprised her. I must have hidden my anger well. “What did Sullivan do to you?”


  She licks her lips, a delaying tactic I recognize. “Br-brian did nothing.”


  “You’re lying.” Breathing hard, I lower my head, lick the vein in her throat, taste her the way I’ve wanted to all morning.


  She moans when I mold my hand around her breast. “Ga-gabriel, we can’t. You agreed. No s-sex.”


  Leaning back, I nail her with a glance. “And you agreed to honesty and yet here you are, lying to me.” I lift her, wrap her legs around my waist, lay her down on the couch.


  When I grind against her pussy, a gasp escapes her and her breathing goes ragged. Her mind might want to stick to the plan, but her body? It burns for everything I can give her.


  I lick her earlobe, nibble on it. “Now what will it be, Elizabeth? Truth or sex?”


  For a second she stares at me and then she clenches her hands around my jacket’s lapels. “Sex.” She pulls me into her and gives as much as she gets, biting my lip, seeking entrance into my mouth, hard sucking my tongue.


  Not giving quarter, I lick the seam of her mouth, suckle the bottom lip.


  When a small sigh escapes her, I go in for the kill, invading the hot sweetness of her mouth, tangling her tongue with mine. I savor the sweet taste of syrup and her own inimitable taste. As I grow harder, my hand goes to the edge of her skirt, hitch it up, rip off her panties. I don’t need to touch her mons to know she’s soaking wet. As she always is for me.


  Her legs wrap around my hips, and she jerks up against me. I clamp my free arm around her back, curl my hand around her ass and urge her against me so she understands the strength of my need.


  “Do it, Storm. Fuck me. Hard.”


  “What did Brian do to you?”


  She blinks a couple of times. “N-nothing. He didn’t do anything to me.”


  “I don’t believe you.” Freeing her, I come to my feet.


  She lies on the couch, naked below the waist, her gorgeous pussy in display. Confusion, lust reign in her eyes before she finally understands. Her gaze narrows. “I hate you so much right now.”


  Her scent, her obvious need almost weaken my resolve. But there’s more at stake here than a quick fuck. She must tell me the truth. “Hate me all you want, Elizabeth, but you’re lying to me. And as long as you do, you’ll pay the consequences.”


  “Fuck you, Storm.”


  “Not tonight, love.” I straighten my tie before I stride away and, without saying another word, walk out the door.


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 11


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  HAVING SURVIVED THE GAUNTLET OF THE RECEIVING LINE at Edward’s homecoming party, I’m enjoying a glass of champagne in a corner of the drawing room. If anybody should ask, which no one will, I don’t have to feed Andrew until morning. And darn it, I’ve earned the damn drink.


  For the past two weeks, I’ve worked hard to make Edward’s welcome celebration a glittering affair. I hand wrote the invitations on cream stationery adorned with the family crest, had them delivered by messenger to our guests, worked with Jorge to create a truly superb menu and with Bentley to make sure everything is perfect. And it is.


  While Gabriel and Edward stand by the door, Brianna and Royce work the room, all of them spouting the same party line. Edward lost his memory and regained it only recently. Once he realized his identity, he flew back to England to be welcomed into the bosom of his family with open arms. Doubt anybody seriously believes that poppycock, but they won’t question it. Not openly at least.


  “You look smashing, darling,” Brianna. Stunning as always in a blue signature sheath, the shade of which exactly matches her eyes.


  “Thank you, Bri.” The one shoulder emerald silk crepe gown I’m wearing somehow manages to minimize my curves and enhance my shape at the same time. A sartorial wonder designed by a couturier who knows how to dress a curvy woman. After Bri introduced us and I realized her genius, I ordered a complete wardrobe from her—business as well as formal wear.


  “Gabriel can’t take his eyes off you.”


  “Can’t he?” Even as she says that, his glance finds me across the room. My nipples harden at the promise I see there. I’m surprised his stare doesn’t sizzle a path across the room. But there’s more than hunger in his gaze, there’s also pain. And I’m the cause of it. Because I refuse to open up about Brian. But if I do, no telling what Gabriel would do. And I’d just as well not have Brian’s blood on my conscience. He might have stolen those papers from the hotel and be a jerk to boot, but he doesn’t deserve to be hurt.


  When an acquaintance pulls Brianna away. I sip the last of the champagne and grab another flute from a passing waiter. It’s going to take a great deal of alcohol to get me through this night.


  Somebody sidles up to me. Edward. When did he drift from Gabriel’s side? And why didn’t I notice? Because I’m so focused on Gabriel I can’t see anyone but him, that’s why. “You outdid yourself, Countess.”


  I wince at the title, mainly because it reminds me of his mother. “Thank you, but please call me Elizabeth.”


  “Not tonight. Tonight you are the Countess of Winterleagh, and that man across the way staring holes into you?” He gestures toward Gabriel. “That’s the Earl, your husband.”


  I know what he’s trying to say, that Gabriel’s title comes with the territory, and it’s something I must accept, get used to, if our marriage is to survive. “I know that.”


  He twirls his champagne flute while staring down at it. “He loves you. Quite desperately in fact.”


  Now that he knows how things stand between Gabriel and me, he’s probably mounting this assault on my sensibilities to set things right between us. “He’s mentioned it a time or two.”


  “But you don’t believe him.”


  I shake my head. “Edward. Now’s not the time. You should talk to your friends. After all, you’re the reason they’re here.”


  “I will. Soon.”


  A servant strolls by with a tray filled with canapes, including my favorite, stuffed mushroom caps. But I’m too nervous to eat, so I don’t indulge.


  “Why are you keeping him at arm’s length?”


  My head jerks up. “Did he gossip about us?”


  “No. He refuses to talk about your marriage. Not from my lack of asking, I might add.”


  I fiddle with the emerald necklace Gabriel gave me for Christmas. “Then how do you know . . . how things stand between us?”


  “I know Gabriel. That look of misery in his eyes can only stem from one thing. You. He deserves happiness, Elizabeth.”


  My breath catches in my throat. “I know he does.” Not wanting him to see the moisture in my eyes, I shift my gaze to the rich Aubusson carpet beneath my feet.


  “He needs love, reassurance, not to be frozen out.”


  Oh, geez. I bite down on my lip to keep from breaking down. Why is he doing this in such a public setting?


  “Anything wrong? You look upset.” Gabriel.


  I jerk up my head. When did he sneak up behind us?


  Having done his job, Edward blends into the sea of guests, but not before I catch a Cheshire cat smile on his lips. He said those things to drive Gabriel to my side, the fiend.


  “No. Everything’s . . . fine.”


  Gabriel raises my hand to his lips, kisses my wrist. “You don’t look fine.”


  In an attempt to calm down my racing heart, I take a deep breath. But that only makes things worse when I breathe in his expensive cologne and him. Turning my back to our guests, I allow my gaze to roam over him. Turning my back to our guests, I allow my gaze to roam over him. The hunger in his eyes tells me just what he’d like to do to me. From across the room, he can set my body ablaze. Up close? The size, scent and sheer power of him devastate me. How am I supposed to stay away?


  The door to the drawing room clicks open. Another guest must have arrived. His gaze wanders over my shoulder, and his eyes, so full of heat a moment ago, turn into a block of ice. “What is he doing here?”


  “Who?” I ask, like I don’t know. Only one person could provoke such a violent reaction from him. I swivel toward the door to confirm my guess.


  “Sebastian Payne.” He grits out.


  “I invited him.” My stomach churns from the emotion coursing through my system. But I must get it together if I’m to avoid a disaster.


  His gaze shifts back to me. “Without consulting me?”


  “I consulted Edward. It’s his welcome home party, after all. When I mentioned Sebastian as a possible guest, he gave me his approval, said it should prove entertaining.”


  “He would.”


  Across the room Edward raises a glass in Sebastian’s direction and then at us.


  “The blighter.”


  “He is a guest in your home. I trust you will act civilized.”


  His incensed glare lands on me. “Are you actually lecturing me about my behavior?” Arrogant, maddening Gabriel. And jealous. Dangerously so. He could derail all my work of the last two weeks if he doesn’t keep his temper in check.


  I adopt a softer tone in an attempt to calm him down. “You do tend to act a bit medieval around Sebastian.”


  “That’s because I know what that bastard is capable of. Pardon me if I’m not eager for my wife to be seduced by a cad.”


  My chin jerks up at the insult. “It takes my consent, Storm. What makes you think I’d succumb to his charms, great though they may be.” And they are great. As Sebastian Payne walks toward us, he draws every female eye. Tall, dark-haired, a smoldering look in his golden eyes. But he doesn’t do a thing for me.


  Gabriel growls at my prolonged study of his hated rival. With Sebastian heading in our direction, I have to do something to take Gabriel’s mind off things. Otherwise, don’t know what he’d do.


  I step close to him and whisper so only he can hear. “Gabriel. Do I really need to tell you I find you infinitely more attractive?” My hand finds its way to his chest, not as a sexual maneuver but as a way to calm him down.


  “Prove it.”


  “How? You want me to kiss you? Right here, in front of everyone?”


  “I want more than a kiss, and in front of no one. In private.” His heated gaze meanders over my lips, my breasts, my . . .


  My pussy clenches. Somebody near us gasps. Oh, God. They noticed. “Stop looking at me like that.”


  “Like what?” He grasps my hand, kisses it while his eyes tell me what he’d like to be doing instead. But I have to be sensible. “We can’t leave our guests.”


  “Bri and my brothers can handle them during cocktails. Come.”


  Without a backward glance, he drags me out of the room. My pulse races out of control. Where is he taking me? And what is he going to do to me once we get there?


  I soon have my answer when he leads me up the stairs to my favorite room—the library.


  As soon as he nips the lock, he pushes me against the wall, ravishes my mouth. His lips hot, demanding, take mine in a soul-stealing kiss. Finally, after I give him what he wants—surrender—he walks away.


  What the hell? He brings me here, proves all he has to do is kiss me and I melt. And then he leaves me wanting? What is he up to?


  He lifts the lid of an old world globe that contains a bar inside, drops a couple of ice cubes into a tumbler and pours himself a scotch.


  After he takes a healthy swallow, he waves his hand about the space. “You tore my heart into little pieces in this room.”


  “Yes.” I’d had no choice, not with the devil’s pact I struck with his mother. I was to break up with Gabriel in exchange for her silence about a family secret which would have devastated Gabriel and ruined his family.


  He prowls forward until he’s standing no more than six inches from me. “So I’d like you to prove just how much you want me.”


  “Gabriel.”


  “Strip.”


  I scowl. “It took me twenty minutes to get this dress just right.”


  “Take it off or I’ll tear it off you.”


  And he would too. “Fine.”


  I show my back to him. “Unzip me.” His lips—hot, needy, insistent—brush against my spine as he unveils my back. The dress drifts down, but before it hits the floor, he rescues it and drapes it over a wingback chair.


  I’m left wearing a green bra, matching panties, and high heels.


  His finger traces the lacy edge of my bra down to the clasp in front. “Take it off. I want to see your breasts.”


  Unsnapping the hook, I slide out of it, and toss it over the dress on the chair. With my arms akimbo, I wait for his next step.


  Circling me, he trails a hand over my shoulder, fingers the emerald necklace, brushes the valley between my breasts. One handed he hauls me against him, my back to his front. His cock’s hard and ready against the small of my back. I’m burning up, just from his touch alone.


  “Have I told you how beautiful you are?” His gravelly voice whispers against my ear.


  “Not lately.” But then we haven’t been together like this for a while.


  “Well, you are, more than any woman I’ve ever known.”


  His fingers sneak down beneath the edge of the panties, brush against my mons.


  “You’re wet.”


  “Yes.” I’m always wet around him.


  He teases my clit once and retreats, the bastard. “Now tell me, Elizabeth.” My ass curls against him. “Do you want me to fuck you?”


  More than my next breath. But “We don’t have time for that, Gabriel.” I can’t believe our absence’s gone unnoticed. A titillating tidbit for our guests who would know exactly what we’re doing. “But there is time for something else.”


  “Such as?” As I turn to face him, he pulls me into him, rubs his hard cock against me, kisses me.


  I glance up through my eyelashes, a flirty move he loves. Dipping my hand in his drink, I fish out an ice cube, pop it into my mouth. “I’m going to rock your world, Gabriel Storm. You’re going to come in my mouth, so hard you’ll see stars.”


  I get down on my knees, slowly unzip him. Eagle-eyed, he watches my every maneuver. When I take him into my mouth, he hisses out a breath. Clamping my hands on his ass, I run my tongue along that vein of his. He’s got a world class cock, my husband—big, hard, and, oh, so eager for me.


  Somehow the alcohol has made me more reckless than usual, taking me back to my college days when I did not have an ounce of inhibition in my body. The alcohol must have diluted my gag reflex because I swallow him whole.


  He jerks. “Jesus, Joseph and Mary.”


  Wrapping my hand against the base of his rod, I pump him while squeezing his balls with the other. His head rolls back. He’s panting now. He’s loving everything I’m doing to him.


  “I’m going to come.”


  I stop what I’m doing to glance up at him. “So come.” And return to pleasuring him. His balls tighten and I have only a half second’s warning before he spurts his seed into my mouth. He tastes hot, salty, potent. He goes on and on and on while I swallow every drop of him.


  When he’s finished, I rise, kiss him, give a taste of himself back to him. “Satisfied, my husband?”


  Gone are the tension lines around his eyes. Instead a soft contentment lies in their depths. “For the moment. We’ll need to finish tonight.” He flicks my cheek. “Now, let’s get you dressed so we can rejoin our guests.”


  We arrive back in the drawing room to find Brianna fuming. “Where were you?” She asks as soon as we step into the room. “Bentley’s held off announcing dinner for the last fifteen minutes.”


  “Busy,” Gabriel says, with not the least bit of remorse.


  No sooner is the word out of my mouth than the butler enters and announces, “Dinner is served, m’lord.”


  “Thank you, Bentley,” I say. We’ve come to an understanding, he and I. He knows I won’t interfere with the running of the townhouse mansion, and he’s ecstatic about that.


  Gabriel smiles and nod graciously as he leads our guests into the dining room. Maybe my ministrations managed to soothe the savage beast after all.


  Seating around the dinner table has a required order, as set out in etiquette books. As the hostess, I sit at one end, Gabriel at the other. On his right, the highest ranked peeress sits, a marchioness, invited because of her rank and her social standing among the aristocracy. She will disseminate word about Edward’s return to her cronies. Unfortunately, the highest ranking male is Sebastian Payne. By protocol, he must be seated next to me. But having thought ahead, I seated Brianna on his right. Out of everyone present, she’s the one most able to keep him entertained.


  As soon as everyone’s settled, Gabriel stands and toasts his brother’s homecoming, giving thanks he regained his memory and returned to the bosom of his family. I have no idea if the guests believe the lie, but they nod and raise their glasses and wish Edward well. That’s the best we can hope for, I guess. After Gabriel’s toast, Royce rises and offers his own welcome as well.


  Everything sparkles in the space, from the dinnerware, to the glassware, to the chandelier that reigns above us.


  After the toasts are finished, Sebastian leans into me and sotto voce he asks, “Where did you and Winterleagh disappear to?” His brow quirks up. The devil. He knows exactly what we were doing.


  “I’ll never tell.”


  “You don’t have to. Your rosy cheeks speak for you, and so does your husband’s satisfied look.” He nods in Gabriel’s direction, who’s seated at the other end of the table, next to a marchioness and the daughter of a duke.


  His siblings are spread around the table making small talk with the diners seated next to them. After the appetizers are served, I breathe easy. Maybe the dinner will go off without a hitch, after all. But after the entree is served, someone asks me about Andrew. I gush about him for a minute or two. Someone asks if I will retire to Winterleagh for the summer, or if we will be traveling instead?


  In former times, the aristocracy would come up to London for the Season which was held between March through early summer. After which, they would return to their ancestral seats or travel. But then, I’m not part of the aristocracy and retiring to the mausoleum known as Winterleagh Castle will never be in the cards for Gabriel and me.


  “Oh, no, I’ll be working.”


  “Working?” The marchioness next to Gabriel stares at me as if I’ve grown two heads.


  “Yes. I’m studying to become a lawyer and will be working at an international firm. To gain experience.”


  “Not with your husband’s company?” The marchioness asks, her head gravitating between Gabriel and me. “How odd.”


  “No. I—I deemed it more advantageous to work in another firm.”


  “Where?”


  “Payne Industries.”


  “Ravensworth’s company.” Somebody down the table says.


  “But. I don’t understand,” the marchioness says.


  “If I may?” Sebastian offers.


  I nod. “Lady Winterleagh has a rare mind, one especially attuned to the intricacies of international finance law.”


  How he knows this without ever seeing my work is beyond me.


  “So she has kindly accepted my job offer to work under me.”


  Someone gasps. A hush falls over the table. What happened? What did he say that was so wrong?


  “Under you?” The marchioness chokes out.


  Someone titters, probably the daughter of the councilman, a teenager with more hair than wit.


  Gabriel comes to his feet. Red-faced, he strides toward us.


  Oh, God. What is he going to do?


  “Ravensworth, a word with you.”


  “Gabriel, whatever you’re about to do, don’t,” I whisper.


  Ignoring my plea, he remains rooted to the spot, a cauldron of seething emotion. “Now Ravensworth.”


  Arching a brow, Sebastian rises. “If you will excuse me, Lady Winterleagh.”


  “Yes, of course,” I say, trying to put a good face on this.


  Together, they walk out the door, leaving a shocked silence behind.


  Embarrassed to the core, I glance down the table at the myriad of expressions on the faces of our guests. Derision, pity, amusement. God, how could Gabriel do this to me? After all the hard work I put in.


  Edward rises from his seat and curls his hand over mine. “I’ll try to get him to stop.”


  “Please do,” I say in a heartfelt plea.


  Mortified over the turn of events, I signal Bentley to serve the next course—a cold Vichysoisse.


  Not a word is spoken by any of our guests. Everyone eats their soup in silence while listening hard. As I am. What are they doing out there? Did Edward reach Gabriel in time to prevent bloodshed? Suddenly into the silence, the sound of flesh hitting flesh reaches us. How could that be? I turn. Damn it. The door’s been left open.


  As heat rises in my cheeks, I turn to our butler. “Close the door, Bentley. Please.”


  But it’s too late. Everyone’s heard. The councilman’s daughter is busy texting into her cell. I can only imagine what she’s saying. Soon it will be all over the news that the Earl of Winterleagh and the Marquis of Ravensworth fought over Lady Winterleagh. My name will be dragged through the mud. Again.


  Ten minutes later, Gabriel returns to the table, tie askew, knuckles rubbed raw. “Ravensworth won’t be back. He sends his apologies. He had to leave. A prior engagement.”


  Taking his seat, he signals Bentley for a fresh serving of soup. Eyes wide, the marchioness stares at him, but he resumes eating like nothing’s wrong.


  He’d hired a classical music trio to play for our guests after dinner. But after dessert, everyone drifts off. Headaches, stomach upsets, a myriad of reasons offered as excuses for the early departure. But nobody voices the real reason. So they can spread the news far and wide about the contretemps between the Earl of Winterleagh and the Marquis of Ravensworth over the earl’s wife.


  The last guest to leave is Lady Margaret Payne, Gabriel’s godmother, who ironically enough is Sebastian’s aunt. She glances up at Gabriel who’s hovering over me. “If I could have a word alone with Elizabeth?”


  “Of course. Thank you for coming.” Gabriel kisses her cheek before turning to me. “I’ll be in the drawing room.”


  Afraid I’ll blurt out something rude in front of our guest, I simply nod.


  As soon as we’re alone in the hallway, she hugs me. We barely exchanged words at the Valentine’s Day party at her home the night I went into labor. So her embrace surprises me.


  Her eyes signal nothing but kindness. “These Storm men. So much passion.”


  Storm men. As in more than one. But then her brother had been intimate friends with Gabriel’s father. So she would know about the former Earl’s penchant for extramarital affairs.


  “Yes.”


  “It will be all right, my dear. You’ll just need to ride out the storm. If you need someone to talk to, I’m only a phone call away.” She hands me her calling card. Printed on a gorgeous cream cardstock with an understated font, it’s classy just like her.


  I brave a tremulous smile. Best I can do at the moment. “Thank you.”


  Just then the maid returns with her wrap and an umbrella. “It’s been raining m’lady. Would you like a footman to accompany you to your car?”


  “No, thank you. But I’ll take the umbrella.”


  The maid bobs and disappears back where she came from.


  I walk Lady Margaret to the door and down the steps. Seems the polite thing to do. When we arrive at the curb where her car waits for her, she turns and cups my cheek. “Take care with Gabriel. He’s very dear to me.”


  Understandable request, given she’s his godmother. But I can’t agree to such a thing. Not after the events of the night.


  As she climbs into her sedan, the light from the corner lamp post illuminates her features. I gasp. Why she resembles Bri. How very odd.


  Watching her car fade away, I’m tempted to walk home and leave all the chaos behind. It’s not that far as the crow flies. But that’s the coward’s way out. And I can’t walk out on Gabriel. I did that once before to disastrous consequences. He’d gotten drunk the next day and crashed his Jag into a tree. Heaving a deep sigh, I trudge up the steps to do what must be done.


  


  


  Chapter 12


  ______________


  Gabriel


  “YOU’RE A FUCKING IDIOT.” Bri yells at me. “How could you do such a thing? Right now every last one of our guests is calling, texting, sending smoke signals about what happened here tonight. Tomorrow morning the event will be headline news in the gossip rags.”


  I tangle a hand through my hair. “I know that. Don’t you think I know that?”


  Edward hands me a tumbler with more than two fingers of liquor. “Here, drink this.”


  “NO!” Bri grabs it out of my hand.


  “What the hell, Bri?”


  “Don’t you remember what happened the last time she walked out on you? Because I do. You got blind drunk and crashed your car against a tree. You lost your memory, fucked up your leg. I’m not letting you do that again.”


  “I’m not going to do that. Christ. Who do you take me for? I have a son, a wife. I wouldn’t put—”


  The door to the drawing room opens and everyone freezes, including me.


  Elizabeth walks in, her gorgeous hair in disarray. Dark shadows bruise the skin beneath her eyes. A pain stabs at my heart. I put those there. Me. And no one else. “Elizabeth.” A cry from the heart.


  She doesn’t say anything, just stands inside the door, with a look of despair in her eyes. Christ. I’d rather have her screaming at me, cursing my name.


  “We need to talk,” she says.


  “Yes.”


  Edward’s the first to walk out. Royce follows but not before he squeezes her shoulder in a show of support. Bri hugs her. “I’ll be waiting outside to take you home.”


  She hugs Bri back. “Thanks. I’d appreciate that.”


  Aching to comfort her, I take a step toward her.


  But before my hand can brush her face, she stumbles out of reach.


  “I—he—Sebastian.”


  “Sebastian did nothing wrong. He only stated a fact. I will be working for him.”


  “He said ‘under you’.” It might be inadequate, but it’s the only defense I have.


  “A slip of the tongue. If you hadn’t made such a big deal out of his words, they would have been disregarded. Instead your actions ensured no one will. More than likely everyone who was here tonight believes I’m having an affair with Sebastian. Because that’s the only conclusion to be reached from your actions.”


  “I’ll fix it.”


  She crosses her arms across her chest and glares at me. “How? How Gabriel?”


  “I’ll find a way. I’ll bloody find a way.” A public show of accord would probably fit the bill. I don’t know how I’ll do it, seeing I can’t stand the bastard. But I’ll do anything to keep Elizabeth by my side. “I don’t want to lose you over this.”


  She doesn’t hear me as she paces the rug. “You were determined to pick a fight with him. Why didn’t I see that before?” she says almost to herself.


  “I wasn’t. That was not my intention.”


  She stops in the dead center of the room. So lost in her anguish, she’s forgotten about me. “And now he’ll rescind his offer of a job. Because of what you did.”


  “I’m sorry. Truly.” I embrace her, because I can’t help myself. I need to feel her heart beating against mine, to press her warmth to me. This time she allows it. But it’s like clutching a block of ice. “I hate you so much right now.”


  Her words wound me to the quick, and I almost double over from the pain. My arms drop to my side and, head bowed, I step away.


  Behind me the drawing room door slides open.


  “Are you done, love?” Royce. It would be him.


  “Yes,” she says.


  “I have your shawl. Come,” he says.


  I turn in time to watch him drape her wrap over her. With him on one side and Brianna on the other, they make their silent way down the hall. The front door opens, closes. And then she’s gone.


  I grab the bottle of scotch, pour another drink, and collapse on a tufted antique from the 18th century.


  “Gabriel.” My brother, Edward. I’m not feeling too kindly toward him. If he hadn’t invited Sebastian, none of this would have happened.


  “This is all your fault.”


  Marching up to me, he grabs the tumbler and slams it down on the mahogany drum table. “Don’t you dare blame me for your stupidity and for your temper. I warned you two weeks ago how it would be. I advised you to seek counseling. But you’re too stubborn, too full of pride to do so. And now you may have lost the best thing that ever walked into your life.”


  Screaming, I swipe at the bar. Everything crashes to the floor. The glasses, the bottles of liquor. The lemon, lime and oranges slices infuse the air with their citrus scent. I drop my head between my hands, scrub my face. “Why did you invite Sebastian? How can you be friends with him, after what he did?”


  “He did me a favor once, long ago, at the cost of his own reputation.”


  “He got that girl pregnant in Oxford and abandoned her. She killed herself because of him.”


  “He didn’t get that girl pregnant.”


  I jerk up my head. “How do you know?”


  “Because I was the one responsible. If you want to blame someone for her death, blame me.”


  “You?” I choke out.


  “It was my first year at uni. I was only 18. Not that that’s any excuse. I wasn’t bloody handsome like my older brother, the one who could have any woman with a snap of his fingers. Sometimes you didn’t even have to do that. They just fell into your lap. You had money, looks, charm. I was bloody jealous of you. Women didn’t come on to me like they did you. But she did. I couldn’t believe someone as beautiful as her could be attracted to a spotty, gangly-foot blighter like me. So I shagged her, as many times as she’d let me. Sometimes twice a day.”


  “Is that why your grades slipped there for a while?”


  “Yes. I was too busy fucking her to care about anything else. So when she told me she was expecting my child, I believed her. She asked me for money to get rid of it because her Da would kill her if he found out. I begged her not to do it. Told her there was another way, but she was adamant about it, so, God help me, I gave her the money she needed. Except . . .”


  “Except what?”


  “Her Da knew all about it. He took her money and used it to pay off his gambling debts. And then he sent her to a butcher to get rid of the baby. She bled to death. If I’d known, I would have taken her to a reputable place, insisted on personally escorting her, but the thought of her getting rid of the child sickened me. So I let her go believing she would follow through on her promise.” He hurls his glass at the fireplace where it smashes into a million pieces. “She died because of me. If only I had known. But by the time I found out the true state of affairs, it was too late.”


  “But she named Ravensworth as the father of her child.” I can’t let go of my animosity toward my rival for Elizabeth’s attention.


  “She went to him for money. She never had enough. Told him she’d keep quiet about the baby if he gave it to her. He knew the child wasn’t his. They’d broken it off by the time I took up with her, so he refused. In reality, he didn’t have money to give. His family was destitute.”


  “So when he wouldn’t pay, she branded him publicly.”


  “Yes. I think deep down inside, he was the one she loved. When he rejected her, she took it out on him by branding him a cad. Familiar as she was with the young aristocrats who attended Oxford, she knew that was the worst insult she could offer the son of a peer. But he was not to blame. I was the one responsible. I was the father of her child.” He breaks down and collapses on a wingback chair, head between his hands.


  “God, Edward. What a tragedy we are.”


  “I’m going upstairs.” He grabs the only bottle to survive my ire and leaves. He’ll get good and drunk tonight. Hope the bottle buys him forgetfulness. Even if there were another one, it wouldn’t do me any good.


  And it’s in this moment of solitude when I’m all alone, something Jake said a long time ago comes back to me. “If you lose her, there won’t be enough liquor in the world for you to drown in.”


  I have lost her, and the only person I have to blame is myself. I slog out the door, down the stairs to my waiting car—in pain, alone. And stone cold sober.


  Chapter 13


  ______________


  Gabriel


  BEFORE I’M ALLOWED INTO THE OFFICE of the doctor Edward recommended, I provide my vitals to the receptionist. Name, birthdate, address. I leave the insurance information blank. Whatever happens in this office will remain between the doctor and me. Not some insurance flunkie who figures out who I am and turns over the information to some news outlet for a quick payday.


  “Who shall we bill then?”


  “Me. At this address.” I tap my finger on the private mailing address I use for confidential items. I want neither Elizabeth nor my secretary to know about my visits to this particular physician.


  Taking the clipboard from me, she invites me to take a seat. I barely have time to skim a magazine before she calls my name. “Mr. Storm?”


  “Yes.” I quickly come to my feet. Having determined it should take no more than three sessions to discuss my issues with the psychotherapist, I’m eager to get this over and done with.


  “Dr. Langenfeld will see you now. Go through that door.” She points to the one clearly labeled with the physician’s name. “No need to knock.”


  Doing as she says, I walk into Chris Langenfeld’s office and come to a dead stop. The good doctor is not what I expected. Petite, blonde, blue eyed. Oh, and one more thing.


  “You’re a woman.” I can just hear Edward’s laughter. The tosser failed to mention the psychotherapist’s gender.


  “Yes.” Her sharp eyes are filled with humor. She must get this a lot. “Does that present a problem, Mr. Storm?” she asks, shaking my hand.


  I blink. “Umm. I don’t know. Maybe.”


  “Langenfeld & Associates has several male therapists on staff. Maybe you’d feel more comfortable with one of them.” She takes a seat behind a glass-topped desk with chrome legs.


  Would I feel more comfortable baring my soul, spilling out all the messy details of my life, to a man? No. That would suit me even less. This whole process stinks to high heaven, but a female doctor is the lesser of two evils. “No. I’d like to consult with you.”


  “Well, now that that’s settled.” She grabs an electronic device from her desk, shows it to me. “I like to record the sessions. Do you mind?”


  I tilt my head. “Who will listen to the recordings?”


  “Only me. After a client’s visit I download the conversation to my laptop and erase it from the unit. I’m the only one with access to my laptop.”


  “Computers have been broken into before.”


  “True. But we use a top-of-the-line encryption process. Even if someone managed to break through our firewall, all he would hear would be garbled words. We take our clients’ confidentiality very seriously.”


  I might not be totally comfortable with the situation, but clearly she’s taken all the necessary steps to safeguard the conversations with her clients. “Very well.”


  Clicking on the recorder, she swivels the chrome and white leather chair toward me.


  From the corner of my eye, I spot a sofa in the corner. Damn if I’m going to lie down. “I don’t have to use that, do I?” As tired as I am from a week’s worth of restless sleep, I’d probably nod off if I lay down.


  A small smile lights up her lips. Probably not the first time she’s been asked that question. “Not if you don’t want to.”


  “I’ll sit, thank you.” Having never visited a psychotherapist before, I’m not sure of the process. Unbuttoning my jacket, I sink into a white upholstered armchair and wait for her next move.


  In her two-piece, navy blue business suit, she’s beautiful, feminine, the embodiment of everything I found attractive before Elizabeth. And yet, I don’t feel the smallest inkling of interest in her. I never thought I’d see the day when I’d be so hung up on one woman. And yet, there it is. I can’t think of anyone but Elizabeth.


  “So what can I do for you, Mr. Storm?”


  Where to start. “My brother suggested I talk to you.”


  “What’s his name?” She jots the information on a pad. When I don’t answer, she lifts her head and gazes at me expectantly.


  “You also take notes?”


  “Yes. It helps with the analysis.” She points to a small machine in the corner of her office. “I shred my notes once I type them on my laptop.”


  Enough delays. Get on with it. “Edward. My brother’s name is Edward. He’s two years younger than me. Surely you’ve read about him in the news. How he disappeared and only recently returned to the family fold?”


  “I find it best to hear the details of my patients’ lives from my patients, not from the media. The press so often gets things wrong.”


  “Well, in this case, they have it right. He went missing.” A wave of resentment washes over me. “I thought he was dead.”


  Her pen pauses over the pad, and she directs a curious glance at me. “And how do you feel about that?”


  “Angry. I believed I caused his death. He stepped into the path of a bullet meant for me.” I brush a hand across my brow as confused thoughts roil through my brain. “Please don’t get me wrong. I’m very happy he’s alive. But . . .”


  “You’re cross with him, as well.”


  “Very.”


  “Why?”


  “He let me believe he was dead,” I yell. “Not a word. For five years. When he could have so easily called, written, something.”


  “The papers said he’d suffered amnesia. How could he call if he didn’t know who he was?”


  So she had learned about Edward from the news, but she preferred to hear it from me. “That’s the story we fed to the media. The truth is quite different, I’m afraid.”


  I spend the next hour talking about Edward which is not why I came here at all. Before I know it, the hour’s up. Where did the time go?


  “We’ll need more sessions, Mr. Storm. I think twice a week appointments, if you can manage it.”


  “Yes, of course.” Now that the dam has broken I want to get my thoughts out, unjumble them, find out just why I’ve made such a hash of things. I walk out of there just as confused, but somehow lighter in spirit. It’s good to share, I guess.


  I’ve taken time off from work, not only so I could visit the doctor, but to talk to Samuel about the dual investigations. When I arrive home, he’s waiting for me.


  “So have you made any progress into the fire investigation?” I ask as soon as I take a seat.


  “Yes, Sir. Ronald Malloy is alive and well working at the Duke of Wentsworth’s castle in Norfolk.”


  “So he just took off the night of the fire without letting anyone know? Did the fire spook him?”


  “He knew nothing about the fire, or Winterleagh Castle for that matter.”


  “How could that be?” He’d worked as a groundskeeper’s assistant at Winterleagh. Had he suffered an accident that caused memory loss? I could certainly empathize if that was the case.


  “Turns out Ronald Malloy’s identity papers, along with his reputation, were stolen by Bernard Simmons.”


  “Sarah’s brother?” Sarah, the agent I assigned to watch my mother in Scotland, the woman who betrayed us by taking a bribe from her. In exchange for the cash, she’d allowed the Countess to phone Elizabeth so she could threaten to kill her and our baby.


  “Yes. They grew up in the same neighborhood. While Ronald Malloy made something of himself, Bernard Simmons turned to a life of crime. But they stayed in touch. When I interviewed him, Mr. Malloy said Bernard dropped in out of the blue a couple of months ago. Took him out for drinks to relive old times. He got drunk, so much so that Sarah’s brother had to carry him home. Ronald doesn’t remember much of the ride home or what happened once he got there. Sarah’s brother must have stolen his papers, or at least photocopied them, while Ronald lay unconscious. When Ronald moved on to another job, Bernard must have seen his opportunity to apply for the groundskeeper’s assistant position at Winterleagh. They look enough alike. That’s why we didn’t pick up on it.”


  “Bloody hell.” I run a hand through my hair. “So our Ronald Malloy was a fake.”


  “Exactly, Sir. This would not have occurred if we’d fingerprinted him. With your approval, I’d like to fingerprint the staff at all your properties to verify everyone’s identity. We can then run the data through a criminal database and see if anything pops up.”


  That thought gives me pause, but only for a second. After the fire at Winterleagh, it’s a small price to pay to secure the personal safety of my family. And truth be told, of the staff themselves. Right now the Winterleagh servants have to be wondering who set the fire and must not be feeling too safe at the moment. “Very well. But let me tell them. I’ll drive to Winterleagh and personally address the staff. I don’t think they’ll protest the safety measure. After the fire, they might not be feeling too secure.”


  He types the details into his notebook. Fingers paused, he asks a follow-up question. “What about your other properties?”


  I nod. “Yes. Of course. I’ll talk to the townhouse staff here in London. As far as the other properties, I’ll contact the stewards in charge and let them know what to expect.”


  “Very well, Sir.” More keying into the notebook. “If you approve, we should also institute the same procedure at Storm Industries. Whether at headquarters or in the field, everyone should be fingerprinted, not just a select few.”


  Jake had instituted such a measure for Storm Industries’ high level staff, basically anyone with access to sensitive information, and all security personnel. He’d suggested we fingerprint the rank and file staff as well, but I’d nixed the idea, thinking it unnecessary. But maybe that decision needs to be reconsidered.


  “Give me a few days to think about that.”


  “Of course, Mr. Storm.”


  “Going back to Bernard Simmons, what does your gut tell you?”


  He shifts his focus from the laptop to me. “That he set the fire.” The blaze in the Emerald bedroom, the chamber where Elizabeth had gone to breastfeed our son. After feeding Andrew, she’d fallen asleep and awakened to a fiery hell.


  “I agree.” No doubt in my mind, he’s the one who started it. He’d probably sneaked in through the castle tunnels, hidden somewhere in the room, and waited until Elizabeth had nodded off. He’d then set the fire by piling clothes in the middle of the room and putting a match to them. “But where is he now?”


  “We’ve instituted a search of all the tunnels in the castle. So far we haven’t found anything.”


  And several weeks have passed since my father’s funeral. Any evidence left behind would be difficult to find.


  “Keep looking. There’s got to be proof somewhere in one of those tunnels. Have you searched the one that leads to the beach cove below the castle?”


  “Yes, but there was a recent cave in which has made the search a big more treacherous than I’d like. I’ve acquired the services of an expert on cave explorations. He will arrive next week. If there’s anything there, he will find it.”


  “Thank you, Samuel. What about the other thing I asked you to investigate?”


  “The concierge no longer works at the hotel. He was let go with little notice. Couldn’t get anything from the hotel management, but I tracked him down. He claims he was wrongfully accused of taking a bribe. Although he obtained another position, the hotel where he now works does not enjoy the same sterling reputation as his old one, so the tips are probably less generous. He’s bitter, but more than willing to cooperate to clear his name.”


  “Very well. You might want to talk to a bellboy named Julio. I tipped him a time or two. See if he has anything to offer.”


  “I will.”


  “Until we find out Bernard Simmons’ whereabouts, please have Elizabeth’s security detail keep a sharp lookout. She’s not to go anywhere without Jonathan Tilden.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “Thank you, Samuel. That’s all. As soon as you hear anything, let me know.”


  “Of course, Mr. Storm.”


  After he leaves, I drop my head against the back of the chair and torture myself with the thought. What if Bernard Simmons is out there somewhere planning to strike again?


  Chapter 14


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  TWO WEEKS HAVE ELAPSED since Edward’s homecoming party at the family’s mansion. With his siblings no longer in town—Bri gone to Brazil, Royce returned to South America, and Edward back at Winterleagh—Gabriel and I sit across the vast dining room table, eating dinner alone. Well, as alone as we can be with several servants around.


  Gabriel and I have been tiptoeing around each other for the past fourteen days. During the day, I come up to feed and play with Andrew. But in the evenings, I linger only long enough to eat dinner before I hole up in Bri’s apartment. To say things are tense between us is an understatement.


  “Have you heard from Bri?” I ask, dipping my spoon into the potato leek soup.


  “No. I’ve phoned and left voice messages, but she hasn’t returned my calls. I did hear from her foreman.”


  “Oh?” I don’t know if that’s standard operating procedure or something unusual.


  “They’re experiencing complications. Equipment pilfering, destruction. And the laborers are having problems with Bri.”


  My head comes up at that. “What kind of problems?”


  “Misinterpreting her directions, downright disobedience. The locals don’t respond well to a woman in charge.”


  “Did you have these issues in the past?”


  “No. Jake kept them in line. Terrence, who took his place in Brazil as security head of the project, does not possess Jake’s gift of command.”


  I frown. “Then why did you send him?”


  “Terrence speaks Portuguese fluently. I thought that would help. Unfortunately, it hasn’t. At least not enough. But from something the foreman said, there’s more to it than Terrence’s weak managerial skills. Bri’s behavior may be responsible for the trouble.”


  “Bri? What has she done?”


  “She’s acting out of character. I pushed him for details, of course, but he refused to provide more information.” He rests his spoon on the soup bowl. “I hate to do it because we need him here, but I may have to send Samuel to Brazil to get a handle on things.”


  “As highly as I think of him, he’s not the man for this job. Not if it involves Bri.”


  “Then who would you suggest?”


  “Jake.”


  His hand clenches around the eating utensil. “He’s not available.”


  “How do you know?” I push. “Have you talked to him?”


  “No. Not since . . . I let him go.”


  I blot my mouth with the linen napkin. “Since you fired him, you mean. Your sister needs Jake, Gabriel. You must mend your fences with him.”


  He lays down the spoon, leans back on his chair. “And how am I supposed to get a hold of him? He didn’t exactly leave a forwarding address.”


  The night Gabriel fired him, Jake returned to London, grabbed his gear, and jumped on his Ducati motorcycle, never to be seen again. But I doubt he can’t be reached. “Maybe not with you, but surely with Samuel. Jake wouldn’t have disappeared without leaving a phone number or another way to track him down.”


  He twirls his wine glass stem. “He left without saying goodbye to her,” he says in a much softer voice.


  “You fired him. He had to break things off with Bri.”


  “He could have stayed in touch with her.” His tone turns accusatory.


  Can’t he see the impossible situation he created? “And how would that have worked out, Storm? She’d be torn between loyalty to you and her attraction to Jake.”


  He darts a questioning gaze across the table at me. “Do you think Bri would welcome his involvement in Brazil?”


  “I believe so, yes. I don’t pretend to understand their relationship dynamics. But he centers her somehow. Now that he’s not here, well, it’s like she’s lost her anchor. You saw the way she acted at Edward’s dinner when the issue of her legitimacy came up. She fell apart. And with Jake not around—”


  “—there was no one there to help her pick up the pieces.” Some more wine glass twirling. “I’m sorry she’s so upset about our mother’s announcement. I doubt the dowager told the truth.”


  Our conversation temporarily pauses while the maid removes the soup bowls and replaces them with the entree and accompaniments—chicken kiev, roasted vegetables and mashed potatoes.


  As soon as she disappears through the swinging door that leads to the kitchen, I say, “She wasn’t lying.”


  He squints. “How do you know?”


  “Brianna had a servant sneak out your mother’s hair brush to test her DNA. It came back not a match. Bri’s not your mother’s child.”


  His fork clatters to his plate. “Why didn’t she say something?”


  “She only found out the day before she left. And she and you weren’t exactly on speaking terms at the time.”


  He temples his hands over his plate. “She should have told me. Not that I care. She’s still my sister, no matter who her mother is.”


  “She cares, Gabriel. A lot. She sets great store at being a member of the aristocracy and a part of your family. Now she’s someone born on the wrong side of the blanket not entitled to the benefits that come along with being a legitimate heir.”


  “I don’t support that interpretation.”


  “It doesn’t matter what you think. That’s the way she sees it.” Stubborn, stubborn man.


  “Christ.”


  “So that’s why she needs Jake. He can help her find her footing again. Just think about it, okay?”


  “Fine.” He spits out through clenched teeth. Clearly, last thing he wants to do is ask Jake for a favor after the very humiliating way Gabriel fired him. But it’s something he must do. For Bri’s sake and for the sake of Storm Industries as well.


  I wish I didn’t have to, but I have to bring something else up, something he won’t like. “I’m starting work tomorrow at Payne Industries.” I blurt out after the dessert is served. After the altercation between Sebastian and Gabriel at Edward’s welcome home celebration, I thought the job at Payne Industries was gone for good. But to my surprise, Sebastian called me the next day, confirmed the job offer and asked me for my start date. Immensely grateful, I didn’t hesitate and said I could report to work in two weeks which makes tomorrow my first day.


  Gabriel pauses before he dips his spoon into the black currant sorbet. “Are you?” Not by so much as a raised brow does he give away his feelings.


  “Yes. I’ll be gone from ten until two. Jonathan will be my bodyguard.” When I discussed the arrangement with Samuel, I asked him not to tell Gabriel until I had a chance to talk to him. He didn’t like it, but he agreed to keep quiet. Driving myself to and from work is out of the question. Gabriel would never approve that, but I’d insisted on only one person to watch over me and chosen Jonathan as the least objectionable guard.


  “Do you know what you’ll be doing?”


  “Working in legal, that’s all I know. The experience should improve my chances for admission at King’s College.”


  “So you would attend school in the fall?”


  “If I am admitted into the dual degree program, I’ll need to return to D.C in August and finish a final semester there.”


  “And come back to London and do your work in King’s College in the spring?” There’s an edge to his voice, as if he’s unsure of my answer.


  “Start it, yes. But I need to complete three years here as well.”


  “And what about your . . . job at Payne Industries?”


  “I’ll take a sabbatical while I’m in D.C. Sebastian has already approved it. When I come back, I’ll go back to work for him.”


  He voices no objection. Gotta give him credit. He’s trying hard to remain neutral. But I want more from him.


  “Can’t you be happy for me, Gabriel? This is exactly what I want.”


  “And what about Andrew? Does he get what he wants?”


  “Andrew will not be neglected. I will feed him before I leave and be back for his late afternoon meal.”


  “There’s more to raising a child than feeding him.”


  I bite down on my lip to keep from lashing out at him. “I play with Andrew every chance I get. You’re just not around to see it.”


  “Because I’m at work. Christ.” He tosses his napkin on the table. “What about me? What about your husband? Don’t I count in all this? You’ve barely spoken to me for the last two weeks. And God forbid you’d come to my bed.”


  “Can you blame me after your fight with Sebastian? I’m lucky I have a job after the way you acted.”


  “That bastard doesn’t deserve you.”


  “He’s not getting me. He’s getting my services. Can’t you understand that?”


  His hands tremble as he temples them above his plate, shakes his head. “I don’t understand your need to work. Not when you have everything right here. If only you would reach for it.”


  Glancing down, I twirl my wedding and engagement rings. “I’ve lost things my mother promised, things she never delivered on. The foster care system failed me by placing me in a dangerous situation.” Lifting my head, I fix him with a steady stare. “But my brains and hard work? I can count on those.”


  “I’m not your mother. I’m not the foster care system. You can count on me.”


  “Only when you get your way. When you don’t, you haul me somewhere and fuck me to prove your mastery over me. That’s no way to conduct a marriage, Gabriel.” God, I really hope the servants can’t hear any of this.


  “What marriage? You’re sleeping in a strange bed, come and go as you please.”


  “Am I supposed to keep you informed of my whereabouts?”


  “I’d just like to share things the way most couples do. Right now we’re like two ships that pass in the night. If it weren’t for Andrew, I would never see you.” His gaze softens. “I miss seeing you at the end of my day, talking things over with you. I miss breathing in your scent, the feel of your body next to mine. I miss you, Elizabeth, so much I hurt with it sometimes. So forgive me if I can’t be happy about this venture of yours at Payne Industries. Because I see it as you putting more distance between us. You may go to work for him, but it will be without my blessing.”


  “Why not?”


  “When I married you, I had all these dreams. That you’d be my friend, my lover, my wife. We would share things, have children.”


  Children? “I don’t know that we’ll have more than one. Right now it looks doubtful.”


  “I know it was wishful thinking, that it was only a dream.”


  “I never lied to you about what I wanted.”


  “No, you didn’t. You made it abundantly clear you wanted a career in the law. I just thought . . . I could change your mind. I could make you want to be a wife to me, a mother to Andrew more than you wanted a career. Guess I was wrong. It’s hard to give up on that dream. I accept your decision, Elizabeth, but I fear happy is beyond me.”


  I want to reach across the table and reassure him. But he’s so far away. The table is at least twelve feet long. The look in his eyes scares me. He’s in so much pain. I want to ease it, but it would mean giving up on my dream. The longer our separation lasts, the more it appears one of us will need to give in to the other. And that won’t work. Not in the long run. My breath hitches. I don’t want to lose Gabriel. I don’t want to give up on my career. What on earth am I to do?


  “Excuse me.” Leaving the sorbet mostly untouched, he steps from the dining room, his limp more noticeable.


  Should I follow him? Or give him space. Not knowing whether to comfort or leave him to his own devices, I hesitate. A door slams in the distance. Well, that’s that, I guess. I rise from the table and head down to Bri’s place to spend another endless night alone.


  


  Chapter 15


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  “HI, I’M CHARLIE, your assistant. I come bearing gifts.” The red-streaked blonde thirty something rests a cup on my desk. Coffee from the scent. “Didn’t know whether you took it black, so I brought a couple of creams and some sweetener.”


  I stand, shake hands. “Thank you, Charlie. Nice to meet you.” This morning I rose early, climbed the stairs to the penthouse in an attempt to make peace with Gabriel. But he’d beat me out the door. Recalling every moment of our last encounter, I’d showered in our bathroom, wishing he were there, wishing I could somehow change things and make everything right again.


  “Just so you know, everyone in the office knows about the to-do between your hubby and Sebastian. They think he offered you a job because you’re shagging him.”


  I choke on the coffee. “Are you serious?”


  “Yes. It was all over the news.”


  I bite down on my lip. “I really hate the British press.”


  “I don’t believe it.”


  “You don’t?”


  She shakes her head. Her hair comes in a myriad of colors, red highlights on blonde. Or maybe it’s the other way around. She’s tall and very, very thin. “You’re not his style. He likes them blonde, busty and stupid. You might have the correct shape, but you’re not blonde and certainly not stupid. Besides, if anybody bothered to pay attention, Sebastian Payne does not poach on another bloke’s territory. What I can’t understand is the deal with your husband. Care to share?”


  Have no idea what she’s talking about, but I’m not spilling my guts about Gabriel or my marriage, especially with someone I met a bare five minutes ago. “Sorry, Charlie. I don’t discuss my personal life.”


  She shrugs. “Fair enough, ducks. Would you like the tour now?”


  “The tour?”


  “The loo, break room, office services, that kind of thing. Plus an introduction to all the players.”


  “Okay.” I follow her out the door where she hangs a right.


  “First up, Natalya. Man eater extraordinaire. They can’t stay away from her. Lucky duck.”


  Natalya’s curvy, blonde, and stacked. She’s on the phone as we walk by, so all I get is a wave of her red-tipped, well-manicured hand.


  We round the corner to find a fifty-something typing away on her computer.


  “Bertha. Head secretary. Stay on her good side or she’ll make your life miserable. Loves chocolates.”


  “Got it.”


  After Charlie performs the introductions, I say, “How do you do, Bertha?” I say.


  She nods. “Mrs. Storm.”


  “Oh, please call me Elizabeth.”


  “We don’t do that here, Mrs. Storm.” Lips tight with not even a hint of a smile.


  I have my work cut out with her. But been there, done that, I know just what to do. A frame on her desk with a photo of two gap-toothed kids sits on her desk. “What gorgeous children.”


  The ice cracks a bit. “My grandchildren.”


  “They’re beautiful. I have one of my own.”


  “Yes. I know.” She offers a glimpse of a smile. One point for me.


  Moving on, Charlie points to the next administrative assistant. “Nicholas. Fucking gorgeous. Unfortunately, gay. Still recovering from a painful breakup. If I’m not around, go to him.”


  After I exchange a few pleasantries with the gorgeous Nicholas, we continue the tour with Charlie making sub rosa comments about each and every one of the AAs.


  After a tour of the entire floor, including the ladies room, the break room and the copy room, I’m back at my desk, where Charlie shows me how to boot up the computer. My password’s been handed to me in a folder, but I don’t have the slightest clue how to pull up anything. “Training will be tomorrow. They wanted to take it easy on you the first day. You have a meeting at eleven with Trevor Howard, the head of legal, and he and Sebastian Payne are taking you to lunch at one.”


  Lunch with the director of legal and the head of the company? Seems a bit much for a part-time employee. “Do all new hires enjoy such a warm welcome?”


  “No. Which will make life even more difficult for you. Watch out for Miranda Hopkins.”


  “Who’s she?”


  “Assistant Director of Legal, also known as The Witch. She thinks everyone’s out for her job. Word is she sees you as a threat and will make your life miserable if you let her.”


  Great. One more complication in my life. As if I didn’t have enough. “Got it.”


  “Oh, and one more thing.”


  “Yes.” I girth myself to take another hit.


  She waves a black-lacquered fingernail at me. “Your dress? Divine.”


  I smooth down the skirt of the dress I spent half an hour picking out last night. The bodice, slashed across the bosom, offers just a hint of cleavage, before the dress tapers down to a fitted waist and flared skirt. I scrunch my face. “It’s not too much?”


  “Darling, it’s the right combination of business chic and sophistication. The Witch will hate your guts for that alone. Where did you get it?”


  “My sister-in-law found this new designer for me.”


  “You’ll put that designer on the map, just you watch. Well, gotta jet back to my desk. If you need anything, just press this and I’ll pick up.” She points to a red button on the phone.”


  “Thanks, Charlie. I really appreciate the 411.”


  “Anytime, ducks.” And with that, she drifts off.


  I laugh. If nothing else, she’s amusing. My working hours are ten to two. But I’m guessing it will go past that time today if they’re taking me to lunch at one, but I did promise Gabriel. And I mean to keep my word. I call to let him know I’ll probably get home late and get his voice mail. After I leave a message, I call Jonathan and clue him in to the lunch. The arrangement is that I will not need a guard while at work, but the second I step a foot outside the building, he will be there.


  The meeting with Trevor Howard goes great. After a brief discussion of projects they’re working on, he hands me the file of a troubled American company Payne Industries is thinking about acquiring. He’d like me to analyze the financials and get back to him by the end of the week.


  I return to my office, a surprising sizable one given my part-time status, and immerse myself in the work. What seems like a short time later, someone knocks on my door. I look up to find Sebastian standing there.


  “Ready?” he asks.


  I glance at my watch. “Is it one already?” Where did the time go? Obviously ten to two won’t be long enough to work on assignments. I’ll need to take some of my work home.


  “Hope you like the restaurant I’ve chosen,” he says, leading me down the corridor.


  Before I have a chance to respond, Natalya rounds the corner and bumps into Sebastian. The papers she’s carrying scatter all over the floor.


  “Are you all right?” Sebastian asks as he picks up the papers. Coming upright, he hands them to her.


  She clutches the documents to her chest, putting her quite impressive bosom in full display, and whispers in a breathy murmur. “Yes. I’m so sorry. So clumsy of me.” Just to make sure she has his full attention, she bats her eyes as well.


  In the next desk over, Charlie rolls her eyes. She’s probably seen this particular maneuver before.


  “Well, as long as you’re all right,” he says, dismissing her and turning to me. “Ready?”


  “Absolutely.” I flash him a winning smile.


  Behind him, Natalya narrows her gaze at me. Well, I certainly made an enemy of that one and on my first day on the job too.


  “Where are we going?” I ask as we near the elevator where Trevor Howard’s waits for us.


  “Le Rêve.”


  From the reception by the maitre ‘d to the white-gloved waiters, I can tell the restaurant is top of the line. After we’re seated, a plate of cheese biscuits is whisked in front of us. They look awfully tempting, but I’ve worked hard to watch my weight and limit myself to one.


  Through the appetizers, we chit chat about projects they’re working on. It’s clear from Trevor and Sebastian’s conversation they would like me to succeed at Payne Industries. I’m very happy with my reception so far, and I tell them so. Charlie is wonderful and the assignment Trevor handed me is exactly the kind of work I thrive on. Seemingly relieved, they relax against the seats, and the conversation moves on to more mundane topics.


  It’s only when the entree is served that disaster strikes. Gabriel being led to another table. Oh, God. Why does he have to be here? Today of all days. Samuel’s with him. I doubt they would discuss a security matter in such a public place. What is he up to? I never told him where we were going to lunch. Mainly because I didn’t know. Is this sheer coincidence? Or did Jonathan phone to tell him where I was going?


  When he approaches our table, I stop eating and clutch the napkin on my lap. What is he going to do? He can’t possibly get into a public altercation with Sebastian, not here in such a classy restaurant. I hold my breath not knowing what to expect.


  “Darling,” he bends over and drops a kiss on my lips. “How pleasant to run into you.”


  Around us, heads turn in our direction. Maybe it’s idle curiosity. And maybe it’s more than that. The to-do between Gabriel and Sebastian received a lot of play in the press, so I can imagine more than a few of the diners are hoping for a round two. Sick to my stomach, I send a prayer to whatever divinity is on watch up above. Please let this not turn into another disaster.


  “Ravensworth.” He sticks out his hand and offers it in friendship to Sebastian.


  Sebastian, who’d come to his feet as soon as Gabriel approached, shakes hand all smiles. I breathe easy. Looks like this time no blood will be shed.


  He introduces Trevor to Gabriel. I’m so glad Sebastian included him in the lunch. Otherwise it might look like we were having an intimate meal. And that I must avoid at all costs.


  “Well, I’ll leave you to your coq au vin.” Gabriel kisses me again, squeezes my very cold hand. “See you at home, darling.”


  “Yes.” I flash him a grateful smile. At ease now, I resume the conversation with my boss and his boss.


  Lunch over, we return to the office. Since it’s past two, I turn off the light and head out. Expecting to see Jonathan, I slip into the familiar limo waiting for me at the curb. But it’s not my bodyguard waiting for me.


  “Gabriel!”


  He hauls me into the steel of his chest. “You’re mine and no one else’s, you understand?”


  My sweet husband. Possessive to the last. I curl my hand around his cheek. “You’ll get no argument from me in that respect.”


  With a growl, he captures my lips, kissing, licking, devouring. Clutching on to him, I fully return his kiss and give him full access to my mouth. He smells so good, and tastes like sin itself. When his hand raises the hem of my dress, I offer a small protest. “Now? Here?”


  A crooked smile lights his lips. “We’ll be home in fifteen minutes. Just enough time to make you come.”


  In the next second, his hand finds and rips off my panties. He pulls me across his lap so I’m straddling his hips.


  “This is not enough. I need to see your tits.”


  Practically dislocating my shoulder, I reach behind me and unzip my dress. As soon as it’s loosened, he yanks it down to reveal my lace bra covered breasts.


  The front snap is child’s play to him and soon my breasts are spilling into his hands. He pauses for a moment to take them in before raising a lust-filled gaze to me. Has there ever been a time when I haven’t been captivated by those aqua blue eyes of his?


  Curling his hand around my head, he whispers against my lips, “Beautiful, lovely Elizabeth.”


  And, as always, I melt.


  Chapter 16


  ______________


  Gabriel


  MY THIRD APPOINTMENT AT THE PSYCHOTHERAPIST. At the second, I revealed the events which led up to my marriage to Elizabeth, including the threat to her life. I’ve kept secret my mother’s involvement, instead explaining a disgruntled employee had been responsible for the threat and the fire which almost took Elizabeth’s and Andrew’s lives.


  Dr. Langenfeld has made me see how badly I botched Elizabeth’s confinement prior to her giving birth to Andrew. Don’t get me wrong if I had to do it over again, I would. But I would have discussed it with her, explained why she needed to remain behind closed doors. And we would have come up with a way to keep her safe while giving her the bit of freedom she craved. Which might have made a world of difference. But what’s done is done. No sense crying over spilt milk.


  Moving forward, all I can do is measure my responses. I’m possessive to a fault, insanely jealous of anyone who comes near Elizabeth. Her working for Sebastian is killing me, but I’ve learned to accept her decision, even if the thought of her being in the same building with that bastard drives me insane.


  “So we left off with the events following your father’s funeral. When your wife walked out on you.”


  “Only for one night. Not even that. She returned within a few hours. Couldn’t bear to be parted from our son.” A wave of sadness rolls over me. Yes. I’m happy she came back. But her reason did not involve me. If she could have taken Andrew with her, I believe she would have stayed away. Permanently. Oh, we’ve mended fences of a sort after her first day on the job, but she hasn’t returned to my bed. A sore point with me. For I miss her more than I can say.


  “Why did she walk out, Gabriel?” Chris and I mutually decided to address each other by our first names. Dr. Langenfeld seems too formal for someone who’s shedding light on all the dark corners of my life.


  “My fault, I’m afraid. She’d been offered a job. After the fire almost took hers and my son’s lives, I called the man who’d hired her and told him she wouldn’t be working for him.”


  “Without consulting her?”


  “She almost died. Christ. She and Andrew. If she hadn’t . . .” My voice chokes with emotion. “If she hadn’t escaped through one of the castle passages, they both would have burned to death.”


  “I see. And what did you hope to gain by your phone call? You would have known the man offering her a job—”


  “Sebastian Payne.” I spit out.


  “Surely you should have expected Mr. Payne to contact her and ask for an explanation.”


  “I hoped my phone call would terminate their relationship. Obviously, I was wrong.”


  “Their relationship?” Her brows draw together and her pen pauses over her notebook. “Do they know each other on a personal level?”


  “No.”


  “So basically they’re employer and employee.”


  “Yes, but . . .”


  “But?” She prompts.


  “I don’t trust the bastard not to seduce her.”


  “I see.” She jots something down on her pad. I can imagine the words. Extreme jealous type. Has trust issues. “Do you doubt your wife, Gabriel?”


  “If you’re asking me if she would stray, no, I don’t believe she would. But . . .”


  This time she doesn’t bother asking. She just quirks a brow.


  “But in a moment of weakness, she might . . .” My gut clenches with the thought of her and Sebastian Payne in bed, his body surging over hers, pounding into her heat. I rise, tangle a hand through my hair. “Christ.”


  “Has she shown an interest in this Sebastian Payne?”


  “She admires his business acumen, and enjoys working for his company. But on a personal level, no, she hasn’t.”


  “Then why do you believe she’d have sex with him?”


  I pause pacing to glare at her. “They’re not having sex!”


  “How do you know that, Gabriel?”


  I whirl toward her. “Judas Priest. Whose side are you on?”


  “I’m trying to get to the truth. What are you afraid of?”


  I take a deep breath, let it out. “That I’ll lose her. That I’ll bloody lose her.”


  “I see.” The third I see. Bollocks. “Let me ask you this, Mr. Storm. Are you and your wife intimate?”


  “You don’t really expect me to answer that?”


  “Yes. I do. Are you having relations with your wife?”


  “She’s living in my sister’s apartment. One floor below ours. Does that answer your question?”


  “No. Not really.”


  “We had one encounter in our limo. A week ago.”


  More scribbling in her notebook.


  “You are destroying those notes?”


  “Of course. As soon as I’ve jotted them into my computer.”


  Like that’s not worse.


  “So after your argument, she moved into your sister’s apartment.”


  “Yes.”


  She looks at her notes and the calendar. “That was over a month ago. What have you done to rekindle your connection with her other than the intimate encounter in the limo?”


  “We went out. To an Italian Restaurant. One she chose. It was loud, crowded. No place to hold an intimate conversation. She treated the evening out as a first date.”


  “Why?”


  “She thought we needed to do things the way normal couples do. Date, get to know each other.” I scoff.


  Her stare scrutinizes me. “You didn’t take her request seriously.”


  “At the time, it sounded silly to me. It still does.”


  “She doesn’t think it’s silly; otherwise she wouldn’t have proposed it. You should consider a second date. Maybe you’ll make some progress this time.”


  Her clock beeps which means it’s the end of our session. I stand, button my jacket. “Fine. I’ll do that.”


  “Oh, and Gabriel, you might want to send her some flowers. At her job. Even if you don’t fully approve of her employment. It would be a nice gesture on your part.”


  When I walk out, rain drums the pavement, and my car’s nowhere in sight. Probably stuck in traffic somewhere. As I pop open my umbrella, I notice a flower shop on the first floor of Dr. Langenfeld’s building. No time like the present to take her advice. Although gardenias are her favorite flowers, it will take too long for the florist to obtain them. So instead I order her other favorite, two dozen yellow roses. Since by now she’s off work, I ask for delivery first thing tomorrow morning. The clerk assures me the flowers will be fresh. I sign the card, ‘All my love, G.’


  The rain’s coming down even harder when I gain the outside. Holding an umbrella in one hand and a package in the other, a flustered Dr. Langenfeld stands by the curb trying desperately to catch a taxi.


  My car sits idling ten feet away from her. It would seem rude to leave her out in the pounding rain, so I walk up to her and ask “Need a ride?”


  “Gabriel. What are you still doing here? You left half an hour ago.”


  I point to the flower shop. “I took your advice and ordered flowers for Elizabeth.”


  A smile blossoms over her face. “I’m sure she’ll love them.”


  “Yes. Can I give you a lift?”


  “I shouldn’t accept your offer. What with you being a patient, but I am running late. Do you mind?”


  “Of course not. Come.” I tuck my hand against the small of her back and guide her toward my car. On the way, she stumbles. I catch her in time to stop her from hitting the pavement.


  “Thanks.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  We slide into my car. “There. Much drier in here.”


  “Yes. Much.”


  “Where to, Mr. Storm?” Travis, my driver, asks from the front seat.


  “The Ritz,” Chris answers.


  “Right-O.”


  At the hotel, paparazzis crowd the entrance.


  “Wonder what’s going on?” she asks with worried eyes.


  “Probably a celebrity sighting. It is the Ritz.”


  The photographers are three thick in front of the entrance. The doorman asks them to step aside, but they ignore him.


  As petite as she is, it’ll be hard for her to maneuver her way inside. There’s one thing I must do if I want to call myself a gentleman. “I’m going to escort Dr. Langenfeld until she’s safe within, Travis. Be right back.”


  “Yes, Sir.” He nods approvingly.


  I help Chris out of the car and make our way through the throng. The click click click of cameras go off as we navigate the mob.


  Once safely inside, she turns to me and brushes her hand against my arm. “Thank you, Gabriel. For the ride and for shepherding me through that horde.”


  “Don’t mention it. Enjoy your evening out.”


  I fight back my way through the crowd but don’t breathe easy until I’m inside the car once more.


  “Fucking vultures if you ask me, Mr. S. Pardon the language.”


  “No need to apologize. I feel the same way.”


  Pulling out into what’s now become a soft, drizzling rain, he heads for home.


  The next day, to my surprise, Elizabeth calls me at work. “Gabriel.” Just the sound of her voice hardens me. It’s been so bloody long.


  “Hello, darling.”


  “The flowers. They’re beautiful.”


  “Not as beautiful as you.”


  Her husky laugh reaches into me, turns me inside out.


  “Are you doing anything tomorrow night?” Outside of work and her gym, her only appointments are to the hair dresser and the occasional shopping spree, but I have to ask.


  “No.”


  “I was hoping we could go out on another date.”


  For a couple of seconds, there’s silence from her end during which I suffer the fires of the damned. Have I misjudged her frame of mind? Maybe she’s changed her mind about going out on dates. “That would be lovely.”


  In relief, I exhale a long-held breath. “Is it, love?”


  “Yes. I’ve been hoping you’d ask.”


  What a bloody fool I’ve been. All this time she’s been expecting me to take the step, and I’ve been too much of an idiot to see it. “You mentioned bowling once. You still up for that?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll set it up then.”


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 17


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  DATE NIGHT. Hopefully, something good will come out of it. We haven’t been intimate since that encounter in the limo and that was much too short. Intense, yes, but not long enough. I’m beginning to doubt the wisdom of staying away from Gabriel’s bed. Every time we run into each other, his nostrils flare, like a stallion smelling a mare in heat. Since I’m probably throwing off some pheromones, I can’t blame him. The self imposed sex ban is driving me bonkers. I can only imagine what it’s doing to him.


  Rather than worry about whether we should toss my good intentions out the window and fuck each other’s brains out, I decide to relax and see where the night takes us. I was a fair hand at bowling during college so I intend to enjoy myself.


  When we get to the bowling alley, he brings out his own bowling shoes. Figures. Parker would never allow him to slip his feet into something countless other individuals have worn. Since I don’t own my own pair, I rent mine.


  He’s reserved our lane and the two next to us. ‘So no one will disturb us.’ Since he brought a whole cadre of security guys who line up facing the other bowling lanes, it’s got to be more a security thing than anything else. Fine. If it makes him happy, I’m all for it.


  Bowling with Gabriel seems surreal to me. Such an ordinary thing to do with such an extraordinary man. Like everything else, he’s aces at it. The castle contains an alley where he and his brothers played in their youth. And his school had one as well. So he’s had lots of practice.


  “Best two out of three?” I beg after losing the first game.


  “Never let it be said I’m not a sporting man.” But before we start our second game, the bowling alley manager strolls over with a worried look on his face.


  The place is packed and the customers are making noises about the unused lanes. Could Gabriel free up a lane? He points to a group of women dressed in low cut tops and tight jeans. The bowling bunnies, the manager’s words not mine, won’t disturb us.


  When Gabriel glances in their direction, every last one of them smile and wave.


  ‘Please say no.’ I whisper.


  But Gabriel can’t help being the gentleman he is. He nods and the manager waves the group over. Well, one thing’s for certain. They’re not carrying clandestine weapons. Where would they hide as tight as their clothes are.


  Squealing, the four women rush over to introduce themselves. The blonde with the biggest tits practically dislocates her jaw, she’s smiling so hard. The redhead doesn’t bother to smile. She thrusts her cleavage right underneath his nose instead. He sees it, honey.


  All politeness, Gabriel assures them it’s not an imposition, and he hopes they enjoy themselves. Finally leaving them behind, he turns to me. Glad he remembered I’m his date for the night.


  We settle into our game which I lose badly. How could I even begin to concentrate when every time Gabriel throws a strike, a spare, takes a breath, the bowling bunnies squeal.


  “Ooh, you’re so good.” Big tits says. Soon they’re begging him for a lesson. “Could you teach us how to hold the ball? Spot the ball? We’re so bad at this.”


  Gabriel being Gabriel strolls to their lane and teaches them the proper hold, lift, bend. While every last one of those hussies wiggles her ass, flashes her tits. If they don’t stop, blood’s going to be shed and it ain’t going to be mine.


  After a ten minute lecture on how to appropriately address the bowling lane (whatever that means), Gabriel finally glances in my direction. With that hitch to his step I now find irresistible, he saunters back to our side. “Ready for game three?”


  By this time, I’m beside myself. Fuming in our lane, totally ignored by Gabriel, is not my idea of a good time. “No. I want to go home.”


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing.” I’m not about to reveal how upset I am. Not in front of the bunnies.


  He strolls to me, tucks a curl behind my ear. With him showing his back to everyone else, he’s created a private space for us. No one can see my face except for him.


  “You’re upset.”


  I bite down on my lip. Don’t fall apart, Elizabeth. Not here in public. “I’ve lost both games. One more isn’t going to make a difference. I need to feed Andrew.”


  “Nanny can feed him formula. Tonight’s for us.”


  My gaze darts up to his. “Really? Wouldn’t know it by your behavior?”


  His brows draw close. “What behavior?”


  “You going over there.” I nod toward the bunnies’ lane. “Flirting with them.”


  “I was not flirting with them. I was teaching them how to bowl.” His gaze lightens up, and his lips quirk into a smile. “You’re jealous.”


  “No. I’m not.”


  “Yes, you are.” He barks out a laugh. “Never thought I’d see the day.”


  “I’m not jealous.” I am, but I’m not about to admit it.


  He pulls me into the steel of his chest. In between kissing me, he whispers, “You don’t have to be jealous of them, you know. None of them hold a candle to you.”


  I glance around him at the tramps who’re not a missing a second of the action. Good. Leaning into him, I whisper. “Not even the one with the big tits.” I run my hand down his chest to his erection which is hard as a rock and squeeze.


  He moans and his nostrils flare. “Yours are so much better.”


  He allows me to stroke him while his breaths harsh and his eyes flare with heat. A few seconds later, his gaze narrows and he curls his hand around my wrist in a silent command to stop his torture. It takes him a couple of beats to regain his composure. “Care to make a wager?” he asks in a raspy growl.


  I’m being suckered into something, but curious where his mind is going, I bite. “What do you propose?”


  “Whoever loses the next game gets to be the winner’s sex slave for the night.”


  Sounds like a win win to me. But do I want to be the master or the slave? Rhetorical question, I know.


  I try to lose the third game, but he won’t let me. By the end, he’s literally hurling the ball into the gutter. I end up winning by three points. The bastard.


  “Not fair. I wanted to be the sex slave.”


  “We can take turns, love. Now what is your first wish, oh mistress of mine.” He brings my hands to his lips and drops a kiss on it.


  Predictably, the bowling bunnies sigh in unison. “What a man,” one of them says.


  Yeah, and he’s all mine.


  On the way home, I curl into his lap. Anticipating the games we’ll enjoy, we play with each other. I lick his lips. He nibbles mine. I stroke his cock. He suckles my breasts. Right through my blouse, leaving wet spots around my nipples. I’m seriously considering another quick fuck in the car when his mobile phone rings. It’s the agent assigned to Andrew. Our son’s spiked a high fever and been taken to emergency care.


  We rush to hospital where worried to death we pace the floor while the doctors and nurses do their thing. Finally two hours later, the fever breaks. We arrive home at four in the morning. Worried sick as we are, neither Gabriel nor I want to leave our son’s side.


  But he insists. “Go to sleep, Elizabeth. I’ll watch over him.”


  “You’ll wake me if . . .” I can’t even voice my worst thoughts.


  He jerks up a chin and stares at me out of resolute eyes. “Nothing’s going to happen. I won’t let it.”


  Arrogant as always, but this time I’m glad. He’d fight death itself for our son.


  Expecting to spend a restless night, I drag myself to our bed. I’m not about to head for Bri’s apartment. If anything were to happen . . . I whimper. No nothing will happen. Gabriel won’t allow it. After tossing and turning and torturing myself with thoughts of what ifs, I finally fall asleep.


  I wake up to the cold light day creeping into the room through a chink in the curtains. I hurry to the nursery where Andrew’s sleeping soundly. I touch his forehead with the back of my hand. His brow’s cool to the touch. Thank God.


  Gabriel nodded off next to the crib on the rocking chair, with his arm resting on the crib’s mattress and Andrew’s hand in the center of his palm.


  Nanny is doing things as quietly as possible around the room. “His lordship fell asleep only five minutes ago.”


  He remained awake until Nanny could take over the watch. My heart brims over with love for this man.


  When Andrew stirs for his feeding, I touch Gabriel’s shoulder and he comes awake in a snap. “Andrew?”


  “He’s fine. Go to bed, Gabriel. Nanny and I will take it from here.”


  He kisses Andrew on his soft fussy cheek. But before he slips off to much needed sleep, he asks, “Rain check?”


  He hasn’t forgotten the slave boy/slave girl deal. “Rain check.”


  Why can’t he be this sweet all the time? After feeding our son, I slip into bed with Gabriel. He tucks me into his side, breathes my scent. “Andrew?”


  “He’s fine.”


  He relaxes in his sleep. It’s only then I notice how tensed he’d been before I crawled into bed with him.


  


  Chapter 18


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  WHEN I ARRIVE AT WORK the following day, my phone message light is on. A call from Trevor Howard, the head of legal. “Good morning, Elizabeth. Can you come down to my office as soon as you get in. There’s something we need to discuss.”


  Must be a new assignment since I turned in my most recent analysis on Friday before I left work. Happy to be given a new challenge, I grab my notebook computer and head for his office. But what I find there is the last thing I expect to see.


  “Elizabeth.” As soon as I walk in, Trevor stands up and points to the man seated across the desk from him. “You know Brian Sullivan, of course.”


  The shock of seeing Brian steals my breath. “Yes,” comes out in a breathy murmur. Thankfully, Trevor doesn’t notice my unusual mode of speech. But Brian sure does because the son of a bitch smirks.


  Following Trevor’s lead, he stands up and offers me his hand. I have no choice but to extend mine as well. Not unless I want to appear rude. Under cover of the handshake, his thumb scrapes my palm and I shiver with distaste.


  “Please take a seat, Elizabeth,” Trevor says.


  I do making sure it’s not one close to Brian.


  “As you know, Brian’s a partner at Smith Cannon, your former law firm.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, we’ve hired his firm to represent our interests in the United States for the deal you analyzed.” Even before he mentions it, I know what he’s going to say. “He’ll join us for the weekly meetings revolving around this project, but you’ll be our point person with him. We thought it best to have you liaise with Smith Cannon since you’re so familiar with the firm and Brian. He knows about your part time schedule, so he’ll phone you during your usual hours. Does that work for you?”


  “Definitely.” I’m a team player if nothing else. I’ll make it work with the son of a bitch if it kills me.


  We spend the rest of the meeting going over the project and the timeline for when things will happen. At the end, Trevor suggests I show Brian my office. Since he’s bound to spend some time here, he’ll need to know where I’m located. “You don’t mind, do you?”


  What can I do but agree. “Of course not, Trevor. It will be my pleasure.”


  On unsure legs, I walk toward my space. When we get there I point to my door. “Well, here it is. If you need anything, give me a call.”


  “I have a question about the project. Maybe we should step inside.”


  I can’t appear rude. Not with a couple of secretaries ogling our every move. So I have no choice but to agree. Rather than have him precede me, I walk into the room ahead of him and put the breadth of my desk between us.


  Alarm bells go off inside my head when he closes the door behind him.


  But I’ll be damned if I’ll be cowed by him. Now that no one can see us, the kid’s gloves come off. “Make it quick. I have a lot of work to do.”


  “Now is that any way to talk to a business associate?” He steps closer to my desk. “I only wanted to talk to you alone. You made it very difficult to do so at the gym.”


  “I prefer we keep our conversation to business and nothing else. What do you want to know about the project?”


  “I don’t have any questions. Trevor Howard covered everything pretty thoroughly.” He picks up the framed photo of Andrew on my desk and frowns before he puts it back where he found it.


  I open a desk drawer, grab the frame and stash it inside. Crossing my arms against my chest, I ask again, “What do you want, Brian?”


  “I suggested you as my contact person, explaining we knew each other from your Smith Cannon days. Your boss, of course, did not see an objection.” He accompanies that statement with the pleasant smile he uses in public, quite different from the predatory one he pins on me.


  Understandable Trevor wouldn’t object. After all, Brian and I are business acquaintances. However much I’m a team player, though, I can’t allow this intimidation. “Say what you need to say and get out.”


  “Liz. I need to make you understand.” He rounds the corner of my desk and reaches for me.


  I back up against the wall. “Don’t touch me. Don’t you dare touch me.”


  A wrinkle mars his brow. “Why do you keep avoiding me? Are you afraid I’ll hurt you. I would never hurt you. I love you.” His voice goes soft when he says that, but his eyes? Oh, God, his eyes take on a maniacal glint. The man’s obsessed with me. Why haven’t I seen this before? Probably because I’d had so much on my mind the last time I saw him.


  In an attempt to get him to see reason, I explain, “I’m married, Brian. You know that.”


  His face turns dark. “To Gabriel Storm.”


  “Yes.”


  Chameleonlike, his expression changes from a glower to a smirk. “That won’t last.”


  “Why not?”


  “The bloom’s off the rose by now, isn’t it? I grew up in England so I know a thing or two about how the upper crust thinks. With your American mutt pedigree, you haven’t a prayer, love.” He speaks the last sentence with a British accent rather than his usual American one. “In the eyes of the peerage, you’re not good enough to assume the role of a countess. You’ll never measure up. By now, he probably regrets marrying you.”


  “That’s not true. He doesn’t.”


  “They why are you sleeping in separate beds?”


  “How—? What—?”


  “It’s all over the gossip rags, love. You really should pick one up once in a while. Amazing what a fountain of information they are.”


  “My marriage is none of your business, Brian. I will not discuss it with you.”


  “Suit yourself.”


  When he reaches out to stroke my cheek, I burrow deeper into the corner of the room. “My guard sits outside my door. You touch me and I’ll scream.”


  That nasty grin pops up on his face. “Your guard is stationed outside the building at a cafe down the street. You think I don’t know?”


  The notion he knows that much about my security detail chills my blood. I scoot around him and put my finger on the red button on my phone. The one that summons Charlie. “I’ll call my assistant and tell her to fetch security.”


  For a second, his lips twist into a grimace. But then quick as lightning, he adopts that nonthreatening smile. “No need. I’m leaving.”


  When he gets to the door and puts his hand on the knob, I breathe an easy sigh.


  But before he twists it open, he turns back and fires one last salvo. “Your marriage to Gabriel Storm will end. Soon. When it does, I’ll be waiting for you. We’ll be together. Forever.” And then, with that chameleonlike ability of his, he morphs into milquetoast Brian and walks out the door.


  


  


  Chapter 19


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  WE’RE SEATED IN THE LIVING ROOM watching The Inspector Lynley Mysteries, something about the Oxford-educated fictional detective helps Gabriel unwind at the end of the day. Since our bowling date and the hospital scare with Andrew, we’ve drawn closer. Although we still sleep in separate beds, I now remain up here after dinner. We talk or watch tv. Nothing like a crisis over a child to draw two parents together.


  I usually enjoy figuring out the tv mystery, but tonight my mind’s on what happened at work today. And, of course, Gabriel, being so attuned to me, notices.


  “What’s wrong?” he asks.


  “Nothing.”


  “Give over, love. Your mind’s a million miles away.”


  One of the things we’ve agreed upon is to be more forthcoming with the truth. But given Gabriel’s temper and what happened with Sebastian when he made an innocuous remark at Edward’s dinner, I hesitate to share today’s event with him. “If I tell you, will you promise to reign in your temper?”


  His eyes flash blue fire. “What happened?”


  “That reaction is exactly why I hesitate to tell you.”


  “What reaction?”


  “The steam coming out of your ears. And I haven’t said anything yet.”


  “What happened, Elizabeth?” His lips form a white slash.


  “I’m not going to tell you. Not until you promise.”


  “Fine. I promise to stay calm.”


  “And you will not go after him?”


  “Did Ravensworth try anything?” He spits out.


  “No. He’s been a perfect gentleman.”


  “Then who?”


  “I won’t tell you until you promise.”


  “Fine. I promise not to go after the bastard, whoever he is. Now tell me, who is it?”


  “Brian Sullivan. Smith Cannon’s been hired as outside counsel to work on a project for Payne Industries, and he will head their team. Today, we had a meeting to explain Smith Cannon’s role on the proposed acquisition. Afterward, he insisted on coming into my office, ostensibly to talk about the project, but . . .”


  “What the bloody hell did he do? Did he hurt you?”


  “No! He didn’t even touch me. It’s just. He said things.”


  “Things. What things?”


  I fiddle with the cranberry robe I’m wearing, the one Gabriel gave me for Christmas and one of my favorites. “You have to understand. Even though I never gave him the time of day, the man’s rather obsessed with me. He believes our marriage will end, and I will turn to him.”


  He squeezes my hand. “That’s not going to happen, darling.”


  “He seems quite maniacal about it.”


  His hand clenches around mine. “Much as I want to teach him a lesson about hitting on my wife, you just exacted a promise I wouldn’t go after him.”


  “I can handle him. No need for you to get involved.”


  “Then what would you like from me?” He brings my hand to his lips, kisses the knuckles.


  I definitely don’t want things to get physical between him and Brian. We don’t need any more notoriety in the press. But I do need something from him. “He said . . . things.”


  “What things?”


  “He questioned my ability to fulfill the role of a peer’s wife.” Before I married Gabriel, I never gave a second thought to the position because I thought our marriage would be short lived. But since Gabriel intends our marriage to be permanent, I find myself in the uncomfortable situation of playing a role I’m neither suited for, nor have a desire to take on—that of a countess. I may be aces in a business setting, but I’m lost in the role of the Countess of Winterleagh.


  He scrunches his brows. “What are you talking about?”


  “Gabriel, you have to admit. Not only do I know next to nothing about the British aristocracy, but I’m an American, not Brit born. People look askance at me just because of that, never mind the lack of blue blood running through my veins. I’ll never be a proper countess.”


  “And that has you worried?” He smiles and his eyes take on a soft glow. “Fine. Let’s talk about it. What’s a proper countess?”


  “I don’t know.” I wave my hands about. “Somebody who knows the rules, how to behave.”


  “If you haven’t noticed, I’ve never paid much attention to rules.”


  Glancing down, I fiddle with my rings. “But they are there, Gabriel, and they need to be observed. If you’re invited to a formal event with other peers and their wives, I’ll be expected to act in a certain way. And when I don’t, they’ll laugh at me—the American with dubious parentage.”


  A fierce glare from him. “They won’t dare laugh.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because if they do, they’ll have to deal with me, that’s why.”


  “You can’t be there to fight every battle for me, nor would I want you to. I want to stand on my own two feet.”


  “Then learn whatever you need. Heaven knows there are plenty of etiquette books on that subject. Or hire somebody to teach you.”


  “And then there’s the media—”


  “Bugger the media.” He spits out.


  “I wish I could, but I can’t.” I don’t know why I allow the tabloid articles to bother me, but they do. I don’t like being in the limelight, and yet, it seems sometimes we’re all they talk about. Somehow they found about our separation, and they’re claiming I’m not satisfied with the money Gabriel settled on me. As if twenty million pounds wasn’t enough. “They keep saying I’m nothing special, that I’m a mongrel with no class.” The last word comes out in a whimper. God, I hate feeling this way.


  Rising, he holds out his hand. “Come.”


  When I put my palm in his, he leads me to the nursery where Andrew lies sleeping. For a moment we stand next to the crib and take him in.


  He’s sleeping so peacefully, with his mouth shaped into a delicate bow. He’s perspiring a little, so I curl back the blanket from his neck hoping it will cool him off. The powdery, lotiony baby scent of his reaches inside of me, and a wealth of love pours out.


  “Do you think he’s nothing special?”


  How can he say such a thing? “No! He’s beautiful and strong.”


  “How could you have created such a beautiful and strong being if you were nothing special?”


  “He got it from you.”


  His mouth quirks into a grin. “How could that be, love? He looks exactly like you.” He threads our hands together, pulls me into him. “The truth is he got it from both of us. From his beautiful, smart mother and his strong, handsome father.”


  “Modest much?”


  “Not when it comes to our son, I’m not. Would you like for me to show you how special you are to me?”


  I peek up at him through my eyelashes. “I might need a reassurance or two.”


  “Witch. Have you had your bath?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Then let me draw one for you.” He leads me to the bathroom where he lights the candles surrounding the jacuzzi and adjusts the water jets to the way I like them. With the remote control he finds some soft music, jazz of some kind, and then he dims the lights. A moment later he slips off my robe. I’m wearing nothing underneath.


  “So beautiful.”


  He holds my hand as I step into the tub. “May I join you?”


  “Please.”


  After losing his clothes, he slides behind me, his long legs alongside mine. Leaning against him, I relish the strength of him at my back.


  “There’s no other woman that could fulfill the role of countess as well as you,” he whispers in my ear. “You are perfect just the way you are, and I would not change a single thing about you.”


  I take a deep breath, let it out. Dropping my head against his shoulder, I surrender to his ministrations. I’m so tired of fighting. Let him do what he will.


  As if he senses my capitulation, he’s gentle with me. Sliding his arms around my arms, he grabs the gardenia-scented body wash and pours the liquid into the loofah sponge. He cleans me from the top of my shoulders down my flanks to my midriff, my hips my legs. Turning me so I’m facing him, he brushes the loofah down my legs, behind my knees down to my piggies.


  When he licks the sole of my foot and suckles each of my toes, a streak of lightning races up to my groin. My pussy clenches and my nipples tighten into nubs. “Oh, my.”


  His hand kneads my calf, my thigh, higher up, until it finds my hot button. By this time I’ve gone totally liquid but he has more than my surrender in mind. My breath stutters as he slips one finger and another into me while keeping up the pulsing motion on my pearl. The whole thing has my hips jerking. “Aaaah, Storm, you’re killing me.”


  “The French call an orgasm La Petite Mort.”


  The little death. Rightfully so. “Fuck me, Gabriel.”


  “In a moment, love.”


  Why do I even bother to ask? When small tremors build within, he increases his speed. His fingers jam in and out of me; his thumb circles my clit, faster and faster it goes. Everything in me tightens; my hips pump double quick. “Oh, god, oh, god, oh, god. Please.” I gulp and come in one long, pulsing screaming rush.


  Before I float down from my high, he curls me over the edge of the Jacuzzi so my back’s to him, and enters me from behind. He’s big and hard and strong.


  “Yes. Oh, yes.” I go off again as he pumps, taking my orgasm to a new height. How does he do that?


  Curling over me he pounds his hips against my ass. “So good. So bloody good.”


  My breasts scrape the smooth tile adding an additional friction which shoots me even higher. He slides one hand over my nipple and squeezes. With the other he turns my head so he can ravish my mouth.


  Trapped as I am between him and the edge of the tub, there’s little I can do, but I reach back and squeeze his balls.


  “Bloody hell.”


  He turns me, maneuvers me until I’m straddling him. He sucks the tip of one breast into his mouth, love bites it. One hand curls around my ass, and he squeezes my flesh. Buried as he is deep inside of me, the gesture does something which makes him jerk inside of me.


  “Oh, sweet lord.”


  His other hand clamps around my hip, and he sets a punishing rhythm surging, pounding into me hard. Once, twice, three times. And he cums in one glorious spurt inside of me.


  With all the strength gone, I drop against him while he collapses back against the tub. La Petite Mort indeed.


  Chapter 20


  ______________


  Gabriel


  THE FOLLOWING MORNING, rather than leave at my usual time, I wait until she’s ready and join her in the elevator.


  Stepping into me, she nibbles my lip, smooths down my tie. “You’re going in late.”


  “I’m driving to work with you.”


  “Why? Not that I mind.”


  “Can you blame me? After last night, I can’t bear to let you out of my sight.” After our intimate bath, I’d carried her to bed where we’d fucked like bunnies late into the night. Making love to her has never been as sweet, as loving. This morning I found myself unable to let her go to work alone. Once I drop her off, I’ll count the hours until we can be together again. And she doubts her role as my wife? Christ. Doesn’t she realize how crazy in love with her I am? I shake my head.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.” I raise her hand to my lips, kiss the knuckles. “How about we go out on another date? We did not get to finish the last one.”


  Her eyes light up. She knows exactly what I mean. We still need to play the sex slave game. “Where?”


  “The theater. You mentioned you’d liked to see a play. What’s your pleasure—drama, comedy, musical?”


  As she ponders her choices, she bites down on her lip, and I grow hard. But then every little thing she does makes me hard.


  “Musical.”


  “How about The Jersey Boys? American music.”


  “Oh, that sounds like fun.”


  “We’ll have dinner out first. After the theater, we can come home and play.”


  Her lips form a moue. “You cheated at the bowling alley. I wanted to be your sex slave.”


  “We can take turns, love. I can grant your every wish and then you can grant mine.”


  She giggles. “Somehow I think our wishes will end up being the same.”


  I love seeing her so happy. “More than likely. But how we get there will be half the fun. We’ll go to the theater during the week. Less crowded.” And easier to arrange the security I need. Regardless of what she wants, I’m not about to leave her exposed where anybody could hurt her. Samuel is doing the best that he can, but our failure to find Bernard Simmons sticks in my craw.


  “We’re here, Mr. Storm.” Travis’s voice announces through the car intercom.


  Sliding out, I hold the door open for her. and she scoots out. But before she has a chance to disappear into her building, I hold her close to me.


  She trembles in my arms. “Gabriel. Somebody will see.”


  “So. Let them see.”


  Whoever followed us from The Brighton jumps out. I give him enough time to point the camera at us before I haul Elizabeth into me and kiss her the way I’ve wanted to during the ride. The click click click of cameras flurry around us. For once I’m glad we’re tabloid bait. I want everyone to see how much I love my wife, how much I treasure her, but most of all, I want to make sure she understands her value to me. For good measure, I kiss her hand before I reluctantly let her go.


  Head shaking, she drifts into her building. But not before I catch a smile of pure contentment on her lips.


  I arrive at work to find my eleven o’clock appointment waiting for me, and it’s only ten thirty. I’ve been interviewing candidates for the position of cultural expert for Royce. Most of the candidates have been men, but today’s interviewee is a woman, Dr. Cataleya Wilkinson, who obtained her degree in Anthropology from Oxford University. She wrote her dissertation on tribes of South America.


  Easily the most qualified candidate, still I hesitate to send her out on the field with my brother. One would think he would be happy to have anyone alongside him who knows the tribe’s language and customs, but I have my doubts. How will he react to having a woman as his guide, as the expert on the tribe? Not only that, she’s beautiful. Bronze-skinned, big brown eyes, raven hair and a figure honed by exercise. His tastes have always run to the exotic which she certainly is. Would he spend his time trying to seduce her instead of using her expertise?


  “Dr. Wilkinson, may I offer you something to drink? Tea? Or coffee or water instead?” Amita, my administrative assistant, asks.


  “Tea would be fine. With a little bit of milk, please.”


  We chit chat about the weather and other mundane subjects until Amita returns with her cup. Putting her briefcase aside, Dr. Wilkinson accepts it with a soft smile and a thanks.


  “Tell me about yourself.” When interviewing a possible recruit, I’ve found it best to break the ice this way.


  “I’m a Londoner, born and bred. But I expect you already know that. After stints at private schools, I attended Oxford. As you can see from my curriculum vitae, I wrote my Ph.D. dissertation on tribes of South America with an emphasis on the Triboni tribe.”


  “I read it.” I tap the inches-thick document sitting on my desk. “Or at least the part of it which pertained to the tribe. Quite a thorough study, if I may say so.”


  Smiling, she eases back into the barrelback, white leather chair. “I find them fascinating. They’ve existed for at least 2,000 years. An offshoot of the Incas from Peru, they broke off to create their own sect. They trekked to what is now Santa Maria and made their home near the Triboni River.”


  “And they own the rights to the river?”


  “Yes. Governments have come and gone, but the tribe retained possession of the water rights. They fought anyone who tried to wrest the river from them. You see, Mr. Storm, they believe the River God, Tutucalca, lives in the waters, and if the tribe were to be separated from the River God, the tribe would wither and die.”


  “Did you travel to Santa Maria to write your dissertation?”


  “No. I planned to do so, but it didn’t pan out. My mother”—she swallows hard—“she became ill. Cancer. I stayed home to take care of her. Unfortunately, nothing much could be done. She died a year ago.” She sips from her tea, perhaps to cover up the emotion flowing out of her.


  “I’m sorry to hear that.”


  “That’s why I’m so eager to land this job. I’ll finally get to see first hand everything I’ve written about.”


  “You know what the position entails?”


  “Yes. You’re looking for an expert on the Triboni tribe and their customs so your firm can gain their approval to build a hydroelectric plant. I’m the best candidate for the job. No one has the knowledge or the familiarity with the tribe that I do.”


  She’s right. She is the best candidate, but I need to make her understand the situation she may face. I thread a pencil through my fingers, a habit which helps me marshal my thoughts. “You will be . . . advising my brother, Royce. He might resent being guided by a woman. And, if I may be blunt, Dr. Wilkinson, it’s likely he will try to—” How can I phrase this without running afoul of hiring practices? “—charm his way into your good graces.”


  Her left brow hitches up. “Seduce me, you mean?”


  “Your words, not mine.”


  She rests her teacup on the table next to the chair and fixes me with a direct stare. “I can assure you, Mr. Storm, I will not succumb to his charms, great though they may be. My purpose for going to Santa Maria is, of course, to gain the tribe’s approval for your project. I will not allow your brother to interfere with that goal.”


  “Are you sure? He can be quite charismatic when he wants.”


  “Mr. Storm. How can I explain this? Let’s just say he’s barking up the wrong tree.”


  She prefers the company of women? I mentally flip through the dossier Samuel compiled on her. Nothing in there hinted at that sexual preference. But then some people prefer not to trumpet it about. Picturing Royce’s reaction when he discovers that fact, I laze back into my chair and grin. A woman he can’t seduce. How very delicious.


  “Well then you’d be perfect for the position. Could you be ready to leave for Santa Maria by Monday? We’d fly you down there in our private jet, of course.”


  “Yes, Mr. Storm. I could.”


  “Then welcome to Storm Industries, Dr. Wilkinson. My assistant is waiting outside to have you complete the necessary paperwork and fill you in on the benefits.” Standing, I offer her my hand. “I expect great things from you.”


  Her grip is firm and strong. “I won’t disappoint you.”


  She turns to leave, but curious about one thing, I ask, “What prompted your interest in the Triboni Tribe?”


  “My mother. She was a member of the tribe.”


  “There’s an interesting story in there somewhere.”


  “There is, but one that will have to wait for the telling. Thank you, Mr. Storm.” And with that, she strolls out the door.


  That afternoon, Samuel surprises me when he drops by my office.


  “My apologies, Mr. Storm, for the unscheduled visit.”


  “Nonsense. You wouldn’t be here unless it was important.”


  “It is.” He brushes a hand across his dark brow. “As you know, we have security cameras throughout Winterleagh Castle and the dowager house.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, yesterday, your brother Edward visited your mother. Their conversation was . . . troublesome. I’d like you to listen to it. If you have the time.”


  I don’t. I have a bloody meeting in a few minutes. But that must wait for now. This is more important. I ring Amita. “Can you push back the meeting with the New York office half an hour?” Miranda had set up a transcontinental teleconference to go over the projects she was working on. Obviously whatever has Samuel so concerned takes precedence.


  “Yes, Sir.”


  “All right, Samuel. Show me.”


  He sets up his laptop on top of my desk and fiddles with the keyboard. “Here it is.”


  Edward’s visit takes place over a tea tray. No surprise there. I’d urged him to accept my mother’s invitation. After the maid arranges the food to my mother’s satisfaction, she leaves, leaving only my mother and Edward in the room.


  By the grim look on his face, Edward’s none too happy to be there, but he’s doing as he always has—his duty.


  “Why are you sitting so far from me? Come closer,” my mother says.


  Balancing his cup in his hand, he sits next to her on the cream-colored divan. “How are you, Mother?” he asks, sipping his tea.


  “How do you think I am in this prison your brother has thrust me into?”


  “Did you expect him to treat you any other way? You threatened his wife and their child.”


  She tosses her head. “That slut. She spread her legs just to get herself pregnant with your brother’s get. He never had any sense when it came to women.”


  My face heats up from hearing Elizabeth and our precious child being referred to in such a manner. Clamping down on my emotions, I remind myself her opinion means nothing to me.


  Apparently, Edward’s similarly affected by her venom because he clinches his teeth. “I will not sit here and listen to your vitriol about Gabriel’s wife.”


  “She doesn’t deserve to be the Countess of Winterleagh. She’s the daughter of a whore. Did you know?”


  “No, I didn’t. But even if she is, it doesn’t matter. She’s Gabriel’s wife, and he loves her.”


  My eyes mist at the show of support from Edward.


  “You never would have married beneath your station. I taught you better than that. You should have inherited the title.”


  “Gabriel is the earl.”


  “For now.” The smile she directs at Edward chills me to the bone. What is she up to?


  “What do you mean?” Edward asks.


  “I put a plan in place.”


  “A plan? What plan?”


  She bites into the savory ham sandwich in her plate. “You’ll see. In time. And then you will be Earl of Winterleagh.”


  “You’re wrong. Even if something were to happen to Gabriel, his son would inherit the title.”


  “Not if he dies as well. I have someone on the inside. Someone who will take care of both Gabriel and that whore’s son.”


  “Who?”


  She cackles. “You think I’d tell you? Think again. You renounced me.”


  “You can’t do this, mother. I don’t want the title. I never did.”


  “What you want doesn’t matter. I want it. For you.”


  “Excuse me.” Edward rises and storms off, leaving my mother to calmly polish off the rest of her sandwich. She stares right into the camera as if she knows exactly where it is, and her lips curve into the cold, calculating sneer of a snake.


  Samuel stops the transmission. “That’s it, Mr. Storm.”


  Such is the power of my mother to affect my emotions, it takes me a couple of seconds to return to the here and now.


  “Thank you, Samuel. I’ll drive to Winterleagh. Tomorrow. And talk to Edward. To her as well. In the meantime, please reexamine the background of all the servants and security personnel who work directly with Mrs. Storm and Andrew.”


  “I thought you’d issue such an order, Mr. Storm, so I’m already reviewing files, double checking histories.”


  “I want you and you alone to do it, and no one else.”


  “Yes, Sir. With due respect, Mr. Storm, you’ll need to reinvestigate me as well. I can recommend someone to do it, if you wish.”


  “Don’t be absurd, Samuel. You’ve had numerous opportunities to hurt Elizabeth and Andrew. I trust you, implicitly. Everyone else is suspect, though. Have the report by early next week.” God knows I won’t get a decent night’s sleep until he confirms everyone’s credentials.


  He leaves just as quietly as he arrived, leaving me alone with my thoughts. Worried sick about my wife and son, I brush my hand against my brow. Christ, when will it end? Can we ever enjoy peace? And why didn’t Edward call to let me know?


  


  


  Chapter 21


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  THE MORNING AFTER GABRIEL DROPPED ME OF AT WORK, we’re enjoying another of Jorge’s sumptuous breakfasts. Trying to lose weight on my eternal diet, I stick to a spoonful of shirred eggs, dry toast, and fresh fruit. Gabriel piles his plate with all manner of calorie-rich foods—waffles, bacon, some clotted cream dish.


  I drop into my chair and unfurl the napkin over my lap. “It’s so unfair.”


  He looks up from his plate. “What’s so unfair?”


  “Men can eat anything they want and not gain an ounce. If I so much as look at a waffle, I gain ten pounds.”


  “I exercise. At work and here as well. Which come to think of it. What have you been doing with Jonathan? Samuel tells me he’s training you.”


  I busy myself with the fruit. “He’s teaching me Jujitsu.”


  “Why?”


  “It’s great exercise. I burn up a bunch of calories.”


  “Seems to me there’d be an easier way than one which would bruise your tender skin.”


  Heat rises in my face. He’d noticed purple marks on my rear end, obtained while Jonathan taught me a forward flip and roll. Klutz that I am, I landed on my ass.


  “I’ll get better at it as time goes by.”


  “Ummm. Are you sure you can’t come to Winterleagh with me? We can bring Andrew with us and make a weekend of it.” Last night out of the blue he informed me he was traveling to his castle to visit Edward. By the tone of his voice, something’s bothering him, something he’s not sharing with me. Which means it must have something to do with Andrew or me.


  The one sure way to find out what’s going on is to accompany Gabriel, but, unfortunately, I can’t. “The designers are coming to discuss my plans for the dining nook. They rearranged their plans to come here today, and I would hate to reschedule.”


  Finished eating, he walks over to and drops a quick peck on my lips. He smells so good and tastes of everything delicious.


  Wordlessly asking for more, I tug on his shirt and pull. His breathing harshes and I moan as we suckle, nibble, nip each other’s mouths.


  When we finally come up for air, he rests his forehead against mine. “I’ll miss you.”


  “Me too,” I whisper back. “Say hi to Edward for me.”


  One more lick of my lips and then he’s gone.


  I spend the bulk of the afternoon with Tim and Tom Worley, the couple who decorated Andrew’s nursery. The dining nook is about twelve by fourteen feet and just the right size for the table seemingly created for this space.


  They practically faint when I show them into the room. “Darling, where have you been hiding this?” Tom, the taller of the two, asks.


  “In storage.”


  “Oh, my heavens.” Tim’s so overcome he waves his hand and fans himself.


  After Gabriel showed me the room, I asked Bentley, his London townhouse butler, about the whereabouts of the original furniture. If anyone would know, he would. Sure enough, he pointed me in the direction of a warehouse where the family’s unused furnishings were kept.


  At my visit to the storage facility, I unearthed the table and chairs. To my untrained eye, they appear to have been designed during the art deco period, which makes sense since that’s when The Brighton was built. I fell in love with the furniture from that era stashed at the warehouse, but especially the chandelier. Now that its prisms have been cleaned, they sparkle and shine, shooting shards of light to every corner of the room.


  Tim squeals and heads straight for the divan. “Is that a Decoque Duville?”


  I have no idea who or what a Decoque Duville is but obviously he does. “Umm, don’t know?”


  “Oh, my word. It is. See?” He points to one of the legs on which a marking is carved. “His signature mark. A dove.” He rests his hand on his chest. “I do believe I’m having heart palpitations. I never thought I’d live to see the day.”


  “Do you think you’ll be able to repair it?” I ask. “There’s some damage to the cloth, and it’s come undone from the frame in a couple of places.”


  “Darling, absolutely.” Tom pats my shoulder. “We’ll move heaven and earth to restore these pieces to their shining glory.”


  I mean to recreate an exact replica of the room as it existed back in the day. I’d dug into the family photo archives and unearthed a picture of the nook. A black and white. Still, it showed me where all the furniture had been positioned. Once Tim and Tom work their magic, I’ll invite Gabriel to an intimate dinner for two. I’ll wear some diaphanous lingerie, put some scratchy records on a gramophone I bought online, and allow him to plunder my body while I drink champagne.


  Overcome with emotion, Tim kisses my hand. “It will be an honor to decorate this room for you and the Earl of Winterleagh. Once we’re done, I hope you’ll agree to feature it in London Design magazine.”


  I normally eschew publicity, but they’re so excited about this project, I don’t have the heart to say no. Still, I have to get it past Gabriel. “My husband will need to approve it.”


  “Of course.” Unlike Tim, Tom settles for shaking my hand. “You will not be disappointed to have placed your trust in us.”


  “I’m sure I won’t.” While Tim is the more artistic of the two, Tom’s the businessman. He’s probably anticipating the new customers it will bring them.


  After they leave, and I feed Andrew, I’m debating whether to take a much needed nap when my cell rings. Sebastian’s number. Odd. He never calls me at home.


  “Sebastian.”


  “Good afternoon, Elizabeth. Are you doing anything this evening?”


  “Umm, no.” Other than going to bed early, I hadn’t planned a thing.


  “May I impose on your good nature then?”


  “What’s up?”


  “That potential acquisition Trevor had you analyze—the boat builder?”


  “Yes.” For some reason, Sebastian had gotten it into his head to acquire an American boat building company. He usually bought properties which could be improved and sold at a pretty penny, or companies which had been run down due to terrible management or lack of capital, but the boat company doesn’t meet those requirements. It’s doing fine. I found a weakness in their financials, however, which somebody could use to take over the company if they wanted to. And Sebastian very much wants to, except that I sense a reluctance to take it over completely. It’s more like he wants a partnership with the boat builder.


  “He’s in town. I talked him into a meeting. But you’re the one most familiar with his financial situation. Can you come to dinner and a meeting? I promise not to keep you late.”


  Oh, geez. I’d told Gabriel I’d be turning in early. After working much longer than my twenty hours a week and rushing home to take care of Andrew and spend time with Gabriel, I’m pretty exhausted, but this is a primo opportunity not to be passed up. “Sure.”


  “Brilliant. I’ll send a car for you. Say seven o’clock?”


  It’s six now. I’ll have just enough time to shower and dress. “Fine.”


  “He’s old school, Elizabeth. So he might not take kindly to a woman’s input.”


  “Don’t worry. He won’t know what hit him.” I’ve done my fair share of schmoozing the old boys’ network back at Smith Cannon. If it hadn’t been because I’d gotten pregnant with Andrew, I’m sure I would have gained enough brownie points to be hired as an associate. I certainly don’t intend to waste this opportunity. Whatever it takes to convince the owner of the boat company to sell to Payne Industries, I will be more than glad to do.


  


  


  Chapter 22


  ______________


  Gabriel


  “GOOD MORNING, TRAVERS.”


  “Good morning, m’lord.”


  “Sorry to arrive unannounced. I hope it won’t prove a problem.”


  “The castle is always in readiness for his lordship.” Spoken like a true and faithful retainer.


  “Good.” My sudden arrival at Winterleagh Castle does not raise the slightest of brows among the staff, but then they’ve been trained to expect the unexpected. After decades of turbulent years filled with my mother’s never-ending parties and my father’s endless carousing, I hope they’re enjoying the more peaceful environment. I suspect, though, some prefer the hectic pace more.


  The smooth running of the castle testifies to Edward’s superb management skills as well. I’d hoped to entice Elizabeth with the supervision of all the properties we own, but her interests lie in corporate law. Since I prefer a family member to oversee our holdings, I asked Edward to take on the role of steward. Not only does he manage the castle and the surrounding property, but I’ve put him in charge of all the Storm landholdings as well. A position he’s eminently suited for. Truly, he should have inherited the title. He loves the castle and the other properties much more than I do. I only care about one thing, my wife and my son. And, truth to tell, Storm Industries, which I rebuilt from the ground up after my mother almost bankrupted it.


  “Where is Lord Edward?”


  “Upstairs, your lordship. In his studio.”


  “Studio?”


  He clears his throat. “The nursery, m’lord.”


  Everything in me clenches. Christ. He built a studio in the nursery? My torture chamber, the place where my sadistic mother and tutor shackled and beat me for the slightest infraction.


  “Very well.”


  “I’ll place your things in the Ruby Room.”


  The Ruby Room where the Earls of Winterleagh from time immemorial have laid their heads, including my father. I bite my tongue to keep from asking about the Emerald Room, the bedroom which was set on fire with Elizabeth and Andrew inside. So many horrible memories of this place. I can’t quit it quickly enough. But, I’ll need to spend the night. The things I need to discuss with Edward will take several hours.


  “Should I announce you, Sir?”


  “No, thank you, Travers. I’ll announce myself.”


  Dragging my steps, I climb the stairs to the east tower where the nursery lies. I take a deep breath to fortify myself for the sight. But when I arrive, I’m pleasantly surprised. The dark, dingy curtains have been torn down. In their place, light shines in through the windows into what indeed has been transformed into an artist’s studio. At one end, Edward stands with a palette in hand staring at a canvas on an easel on which he’s painting a beautiful woman obviously of Mexican descent, her dusky skin similar in tone to that of Dr. Wilkinson.


  “Edward.”


  “Gabe!” He drops the palette on a table close to him and hugs me. “What are you doing here?”


  “Thought I’d drop by and see how you’re doing.”


  “I’m fine. Elizabeth and Andrew?” He glances around me. “Did they come as well?”


  “No. She had an appointment with the decorators. You remember the dining nook in the penthouse?”


  “Vaguely.”


  “Well, she’s redecorating it. She’s quite gung ho on the project. Speaking about redecorating, what have you done with the place?”


  “You like it? It was always so dreary. I had all the old furniture carted off.”


  “And burned?” That’s what I would have done.


  “No.” He smiles and shakes his head. “I donated it to a local charity. Thought you wouldn’t mind.”


  “You’re right. I wouldn’t. Hope they put it to good use.”


  I approach the canvas and take a closer look at the woman in the canvas. Dark hair flowing down to her waist. Eyes the color of chocolate and a Mona Lisa smile, almost as if she’s . . . A strange premonition skitters through my senses. Edward’s reluctance to discuss his past. Did he fall in love with this woman? “Who is she?”


  “Her name was Luisa. Luisa Reyes. She was my wife.”


  A bottle of Patron Tequila sits on the table right along the tubes of paint. The slight aroma of alcohol hangs in the air. Something must have happened to her. Something that’s tearing him apart. “What do you mean was?”


  He grabs the bottle and stumbles toward the couch, a world of sadness in his eyes.


  I drop next to him and, as gently as I can, I say, “Tell me about her.”


  He takes a swig from the bottle, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “She was young. Eighteen when I first met her. And innocent of the ways of the world. She wanted to learn English and so I taught her along with other students. She was bright, so bright, picked up on the language quite readily. One day she missed her ride, a storm brewed and I didn’t want her walking home all alone, so I accompanied her. Along the way, I fell in love.” His unfocused gaze lands on me, asking surcease from his pain. “She was so full of life, Gabe. And I . . . I was lonely, homesick. She brought happiness into my dreary existence. I shouldn’t have done what I did.” His shoulders slump, and he takes another swig of the booze.


  “What did you do?”


  “I seduced her. She fell for my British charm, truly she was fascinated by all English things. She dreamed of coming to England. I allowed her to think I would bring her back with me.”


  “But you didn’t intend to.”


  “No. And then one day she told me she was pregnant with our child. She was ashamed. Her father would disown her once he found out. So I did the honorable thing left to me.”


  “You married her.”


  “Yes. At least I could do that much for her. She was happy, dreaming of a future which would never happen. For a while we were happy. So happy. She chattered a dime a dozen and she could vanish my dark moods with a kiss and a smile. Somehow in the two room house we lived in, she managed to create a nursery for our child. And then one day she went to market, like she did every day, to buy a chicken to cook for me that night.” His breath hitches. “God.”


  “What happened, Edward?”


  “She was caught in a wrong place, wrong time kind of a thing. Gunned down in the middle of the plaza. She was eight months pregnant. She died and so did our child.” He breaks down into sobs as tears stream down his cheeks.


  I wrap my arms around him and hold him tight to me. “Oh, Edward. I’m so sorry.” How has he lived through that pain? If the same thing happened to Elizabeth and Andrew— No, I can’t think like that. That’s not going to happen.


  Once he gets his grief under control, he says, “I buried them by the river, at her favorite spot where the flowers bloom and erected a cross to make sure no one ever forgot who they were—Luisa Reyes Storm and Richard Storm. She was a big fan of Richard the Lionheart.”


  “It was a boy, your child?”


  “Yes. You should have seen him, Gabe. He was tiny, but beautifully formed. He lived long enough to die in my arms.”


  I hug him even tighter to me. “Oh, my brother. My dear, dear brother.”


  Another paroxysm of grief sweeps over him, and for several minutes he succumbs to it. Not knowing what to do other than hold him, I do just that. Finally after a few minutes, he emerges from his sorrow.


  “I would have brought her and our son back with me. If they’d lived.”


  “And we would have welcomed them.”


  For the first time, I glance around the room. Other paintings lean against the walls. Of the beautiful Luisa and their son. In one, they’re laughing by a river. In another, she’s reading to him. He’s creating images of a family that will never be.


  He rises, covers the canvas on the easel with a cloth. That’s when it hits me. Nothing has changed. This room is still haunted by ghosts of the past. Is it any wonder I hate the place?


  He strolls to the window where the light shines through and gazes outward. A healthy sign. But he will need to be coaxed into healthier endeavors. Maybe I’ll ask him to visit our other properties and report back to me.


  “I know why you’re here. Because of what mother said.”


  I nod. “You’re right. Why didn’t you call and tell me? I had to hear it from Samuel.”


  “I didn’t call you because she’s lying. The entire time she was talking she kept glancing at the camera in the corner of the room. She knew exactly where it was. Knew it would get back to you. Since you refuse to come, she did the next best thing, she asked me to tea so she could terrorize you with her pack of lies. Once again, she used me to get to you. And I’m so very tired of being stuck in the middle.”


  All these years I never once wondered what it must have been like for him, playing favorite son when he hates every ounce of her being. I never put myself in his place until now. “I’m so sorry you are caught in this situation. I won’t ask it of you again.”


  “I’d gladly do it, Gabe, if I thought it would help, but it won’t. She’s evil and only seeks to hurt you. Can’t you see that?”


  “Yes, I do. But problem is, little brother, I can’t take the chance. I have to protect Elizabeth and Andrew. Now, let us go down stairs and have ourselves a nice luncheon. I expect they’ve killed the fatted calf now that both prodigal sons are home.”


  His smile fills the room. It’s a sad one. But a smile nonetheless.


  That afternoon we spend going over the castle books, taking a stroll around the estate. He knows the name of everyone around, and everyone smiles when they see him. Just as I suspected, he makes a great steward.


  At the end of the day, we’re watching the telly, a spy caper which holds little interest for me, but he’s fascinated by it. Once it’s done, he flips through channels looking for something else to watch. I’m thinking about begging off for the night and seeking my bed when he comes across a gossip show.


  The announcer, one of those eternally chirpy types, smiles broadly for the camera. “Tonight at La Reve we came across Elizabeth Storm, also known as Lady Winterleagh, enjoying a cozy dinner with Sebastian Payne, the Marquis of Ravensworth. As we reported last week, the Countess’s marriage to Gabriel Storm seems to be on the rocks, separate beds and all that. Could it be she has a new man in her sights?”


  They flash a photo of Elizabeth and Sebastian leaning against each other, close enough to kiss. It’s a punch to the gut that picture. What a fool I’ve been. I thought the work drew her to Payne Industries when all the time it’s been him.


  “It’s not what it appears, Gabe,” Edward says, a concerned look on his face.


  “How the bloody hell would you know?” I snap.


  “Elizabeth wouldn’t stray on you.”


  “Wouldn’t she? She said she was meeting with the decorators. She never mentioned going to dinner with him.” I spit out the last word.


  “Maybe it came up at the last minute. Give her a chance to explain.”


  “Not bloody likely.” Once I get back to London, everything will change.


  


  Chapter 23


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  “GOOD EVENING, GABRIEL. Did you have a nice visit with Edward?” It’s Sunday evening. I’ve been pacing around the penthouse worried sick about the pictures that popped up on that horrible entertainment show last night. My only hope is that he was too busy at Winterleagh to have seen them.


  But as soon as he walks in, I know how wishful thinking that is.


  His half hooded gaze lands on me, and all I get is a single, “Yes.” Lips slashed into a white line. Skin tight across his face. I’ve never seen him like this. Angry, yes, even hurt, but now he looks tortured, tormented. Clearly, he’s seen the photos.


  “It’s not what you think.”


  “How do you know what I’m thinking?” He grits out through clenched teeth.


  “That I went out with Sebastian. It wasn’t like that. It was a business dinner.”


  “Like the meal your first day on the job was just a business lunch?”


  “It was.” How can he not believe that? I’d had lunch not only with Sebastian, but the director of legal as well. Gabriel was there. He saw us.


  “Whatever you say, Elizabeth.” He scrubs his face. “When will dinner be served?”


  “Half an hour.” I clench my hands to keep them from reaching for him. “Gabriel, we need to talk.”


  “No. We don’t. Now excuse me. I need a shower.” He disappears down the hallway toward his bedroom, the one we no longer share.


  Should I go after him and force a discussion or wait until after dinner when he might be in a better frame of mind? Better do it now. If I wait, he’ll just get angrier.


  Something crashes in the distance. Not knowing where the sound came from, I rush into Andrew’s nursery, but he’s fast asleep. Everything’s right as it should be.


  “M’lord!” Parker’s voice.


  What happened to Gabriel? What did he do? I run to the dressing room and find it in shambles—the round table overturned, the vase in shards, ruined flowers spilled over the cream carpet. And the gorgeous heirloom mirror, the one he inherited from his great grandmother, shattered.


  “What happened?” I ask.


  He doesn’t answer. Just stands there, shoulders slumped, his left hand broken and bruised. And his life’s blood dripping red on the Aubusson rug.


  I gasp. What did he do to himself? What prompted this wreckage?


  “Go away, Elizabeth.” His voice is that of an old man.


  At the other end of the room, his valet’s gaze takes in the damage done to the room, and his face twists with emotion. No wonder. His place of worship has suffered a mortal wound. But the dressing room is not important, the man standing in the center of the devastation is.


  “Parker, could you please bring me the first aid kit? It’s in Andrew’s room.”


  “Yes, madam.”


  “Milady, not madam.” Gabriel spits out. “She’s the Countess of Winterleagh.”


  “My apologies, m’lady.”


  “Oh, for Pete’s sake. It doesn’t matter what he calls me. Just go. Please.” I add as an afterthought.


  “Yes, m’lady.”


  After Parker hurries out, I step gingerly around the shards, take Gabriel’s good arm and lead him to the bathroom where I grab a cloth and dab at the cuts on his hand. They’re not deep, thank God, except for one nasty one which must have been the point of first contact. Most of the blood streams from that gash.


  When his valet returns with the medical supplies, I take them from him. “Thank you, Parker. If you could please see to it that the dressing room’s cleaned up.”


  “Already being attended to, m’lady.” The third milady’s bit of an overkill, but I don’t dare protest, not after Gabriel insisted on the form of address.


  The sound of footsteps trudging into the dressing room reach me. While a vacuum cleaner roars, I meticulously clean Gabriel’s wounds, disinfect them and apply bandages, a butterfly one on the big gash, smaller ones on the other cuts. During the entire process he doesn’t say a word, but leans back against the marble counter, staring over my shoulder into the distance.


  Finally, satisfied I’ve done the best I could, I wrap his hand in gauze, knot it tight so it won’t slip off.


  “Thank you,” he says in that same tired, old voice.


  Despair sweeps over me. I hitch a breath trying to keep the tears at bay. “How did this happen, Gabriel?”


  Stone-faced he stares at me. “Pretty self explanatory, isn’t it? I kicked over the table, punched the mirror.”


  “Why?”


  Glancing down at his bandaged hand, he hitches a shoulder, like the answer doesn’t matter to him. “Who knows?”


  That wayward curl of his falls across his brow. I reach to brush it back, like I’ve done so many times, but he jerks away from me. Like my touch offends him.


  I clench my hands to keep them from straying in his direction again. “You could have seriously hurt yourself.”


  He sneers. “Don’t worry. I led with my left hand.”


  The hand his mother ordered his tutor to break. “Hasn’t it been hurt enough?” No longer able to hold back my tears, I bow my head to hide them from him.


  Curling a finger underneath my chin, he raises my head. Frowning, he sweeps his thumb across my wet cheeks, and glares at the moisture as though it’s repellent to him. “What do you care, Elizabeth?” Blue ice frosts those beautiful eyes of his.


  The rumble of the vacuum cleaner stops. I hope to God there’s no one left in that dressing room listening to this conversation, because it’s about to turn ugly.


  “Of course I care. How can you say that?”


  “I don’t believe you. Now excuse me, I need to shower before dinner. You might want to use the time to move the rest of your things to Brianna’s place.”


  A cold frisson trickles down my spine. “Why should I do that?”


  “I want you to move out. You can stay in her apartment while you look for a permanent place to live.”


  “You’re kicking me out?”


  “No. I am not. You left when you chose Ravensworth over me.” His lip curls. His gaze telegraphs cold, unfeeling arrogance. “And I’d just as soon not put my cock where some other man’s has been.”


  Hot, red anger flares within me. I hit him, right in the stomach. “You son of a bitch. I’m not going to let you do this to me, to us.”


  Where a lesser man would be doubled over from the pain, he barely registers the punch. He glares at me but doesn’t say a word.


  “What is it going to take for you to believe I’m not sleeping with Sebastian?”


  “Nothing. There’s nothing you can do or say.” His anger dissipates like air from a balloon. “Now go. Please.”


  “No. I don’t care if you’re hurting, I don’t care if you’re mad at me. You’re not tossing me away like so much refuse.”


  “I’m not tossing you away, Elizabeth. You chose your path. Go.”


  I scream, long and loudly. Feet pound the dressing room carpet. Seconds later, Jonathan, Jorge, Marisol, Parker rush in, every last one of them brandishing a weapon of some sort—a revolver, a carving knife, a rolling pin, a shoe stretcher.


  “What’s going on?”


  “Are you hurt, Mrs. Storm?”


  “Ay, Dios mio.”


  “M’lord?”


  I know what they see. Gabriel and I frozen in a tableau. A foot or so apart, facing each other like two combatants. The sight of them shocks me into silence.


  While I labor to breathe, Gabriel calmly studies the small army at the bathroom’s entrance, like this happens every day of the week. “Mrs. Storm is fine. She saw a spider and screamed.” He offers with not even a hint of the lie.


  Doubt any one of them believes him, but they’re not about to call him a liar. Not to his face.


  “Now please return to your duties.”


  “With all due respect, Mr. Storm,” Jonathan says, holstering his weapon. “I’m not leaving until Mrs. Storm tells me she’s not hurt.”


  I take a cleansing breath. “I’m fine, Jonathan. Sorry for the disturbance. Please do as Mr. Storm says.”


  Glancing over their shoulders, they straggle out, leaving Gabriel and I alone once more. God, what a mess. So much for hoping no one would overhear our argument.


  How did we get to this? Where did we go so wrong? “Gabriel.” I reach for him, wanting to comfort as well as be comforted by him, but he steps away. Clearly, he doesn’t want anything to do with me.


  “You’re wrong. Dead wrong about Sebastian and me. And I’m going to prove it to you.”


  Andrew’s cries sound in the distance. It’s time to feed him, but I can’t go to him. Not now when my marriage is falling apart.


  “And how are you going to do that?”


  There is only one action I can take. But it will cost me the one thing I’ve fought for for so long. My job. Maybe at some point in the future he’ll realize how important my career is to me. Maybe I can work somewhere else. But for now, it’s the only move I’ve got left. I grab my phone from my slacks pocket, push a direct dial button.


  A deep voice answers. “Hello.” I put the call on speaker so Gabriel can hear every word.


  “Sebastian.”


  Gabriel’s brows climb up.


  “Elizabeth? Anything wrong?”


  “No. I’m calling because—” My breath hitches. Am I really going to do this after I’ve worked so hard for this job? “I’m sorry to give you such short notice, but I’m turning in my resignation.”


  For a beat or two, there’s dead silence from his end. “Did Winterleagh put you up to this?” Winterleagh, his name for Gabriel.


  “No. He didn’t. It’s my decision. I think it’s for the best.” I bite down on my lip to keep it from trembling.


  “Elizabeth. I want you to think carefully about this. You have a bright future at my company. Trevor thinks the world of you. He’s never seen a mind as sharp as yours. Last night you convinced the owner of one of the best boat building companies in the world to partner with us, all in the space of one evening. I’m begging you, please, to reconsider.”


  “I’m sorry, Sebastian, my decision is fi—”


  Gabriel snatches the cell from my hand. “Ravensworth. Gabriel Storm here.” His arrogant voice is back. “Please disregard my wife’s phone call. There’s been a slight misunderstanding. She’ll be at your office bright and early tomorrow morning. Oh, and such a brilliant mind deserves a raise, don’t you think? If you want to keep her, that is. She’s considering another offer at the moment.”


  “Whatever it is, I’ll double it.”


  “Good to hear. The two of you can discuss the exact amount in the morning. Good night.” And he clicks off.


  To say I’m dumbfounded is an understatement. “Why? What?”


  “Quitting your job is not a solution to our problems.”


  I’m devastated. I played my last card and it’s not good enough. “I don’t know what else to do to prove to you he doesn’t mean a thing to me.”


  “There is another way.”


  “What?”


  “Come back to me, to my bed. Where we can make love. Every single night. For as long as we both shall live. That’s the vow you made. Remember? Well, it’s time to prove you meant it. Come back and stay. Forever. That’s my offer. Take it or leave it.”


  Andrew’s cries become strident, giving me the excuse I need to go somewhere and think about the offer he’s made. “I have to go feed Andrew.”


  “Go. But don’t come back unless you mean to stay.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 24


  ______________


  Gabriel


  SHE WON’T RETURN. I’ve driven her away. And this time for good. The idiocy of giving Elizabeth that ultimatum boggles my mind. When she phoned Ravensworth and quit her job, knowing how important that is to her, and how she was willing to give it up for me? My heart turned over in my chest. And I saw with blinding clarity.


  The fool I’ve been.


  Somewhere deep inside I knew she wasn’t fucking Sebastian. She’s too true, too honorable to cheat on me. But my damn Storm pride got in the way. I couldn’t accept the fact that she doesn’t want my money, nor does she care for the social standing I can provide her. And who can blame her? Why would she want all the baggage that comes along to being married to the mighty Gabriel Storm? God.


  What an idiot I’ve been.


  With Elizabeth gone there’s no reason to go to bed so I strip off my slacks and throw a robe over me. Wound up as I am, it will be hours before I fall asleep.


  Fool. Idiot. Cretin.


  I could have charmed her into my bed, and she would have come. All it would have taken was a soft touch, a heated kiss, for us to reach paradise. Instead I’m standing here in the center of my bedroom with only memories of what was and the impossible dream of what can never be.


  My hand throbs with pain, from the cuts, from the pummeling it took. The wounds did not come solely from the shattered mirror. But also from where I punched the wall. If Elizabeth were to find out, she’d probably insist on an x-ray and putting my arm in a sling. So I mean to keep that particular bit of news a secret.


  Maybe some alcohol will relieve the pain, give me peace. With my uninjured hand, I pour myself two fingers of the Macallan and step into the balcony. The cool air will do me good. The first swallow goes down easy, burning some heat into my aching body. God, what a disaster my life has become. And I have no one to blame but myself.


  The sliding door opens behind me. Her scent envelops me and I harden in an instant. Has she come to say a final goodbye? Or to torture me with her nearness? I don’t think I can take it. Not anymore.


  I knock back what remains of the scotch. “Forgot something?” I ask, without turning around. I don’t want her to see me like this.


  “Yes.”


  Her fingers skim along my right arm to pluck the empty glass from my hand. She places it on the small metal table beside me. Her hands climb to my shoulders, hook the edge of my robe and slowly strip it from me. My back to her, I stand naked and aching, longing for something that cannot be. With my emotions fraying at the edge, I cannot control my voice. “What the bloody hell are you doing?”


  “Shhh.” A rustle behind me and she’s pressing her body, her very naked body, against mine. When her hard nipples drill into my back, I swallow back a groan.


  “Elizabeth.” I croak out. “What are you doing to me?”


  Her hand curves around to my chest, roams down my belly, to my randy cock. When she curls her hand around its girth, my head rolls back and I groan. This feels so good. So bloody good. Needing to touch her, kiss her, I twist in her direction, but she stops me.


  “No, don’t turn around.”


  Surely, she doesn’t mean to jerk me off and leave me wanting for the taste and feel of her. As she strokes me, I grow longer and harder in her hold. “Why?” My voice gravels, even as I fist my hands to keep from reaching for her.


  “Because there’s something I need to say.”


  “Could you—” I gulp “—could you stop touching me then?” I can’t believe I’m asking her this. “Otherwise, I don’t think I’ll hear your words.”


  She laughs against me. The vibration of her laughter reaches inside, melting the core of ice deep within me.


  “As you wish.” She releases my cock, but keeps our bodies connected, skin to skin. Several seconds elapse as we breathe together. The full moon illuminates the balcony shading everything with its soft, blue light. She caresses my chest, setting my skin on fire. Well, at least it’s not my cock.


  “I want you, Gabriel. I’m tired of sleeping alone every night in Brianna’s apartment. I toss and turn half the night. Can hardly sleep knowing you’re only one floor away.”


  I let out a small sigh as tension flows out of me.


  “We’re miserable apart, you and I. And the distance is making things worse. If we have any hope of saving our marriage, we need to have sex, and lots of it.”


  I close my eyes and send a prayer to whatever divinity helped her make that decision. “Does that mean you’re coming back to my bed?”


  “Yes.” She breathes in, out. “I can’t promise forever, though. Too many things we need to work out.”


  “Such as?” Shut up, you fool. Haven’t you learned anything?


  “You keep too many secrets from me.”


  “So do you.”


  “I know. We’ll need to work on that, trust each other to do the right thing.”


  No time like the present to test her intentions. “Why are you training with Jonathan?”


  “Because of Brian Sullivan. In D.C. he insulted me, bullied me when he found out I carried your baby. I’m not sure I can trust him. Not after that bit of intimidation in my office.”


  I grit my teeth. “I’ll pummel the bastard into the ground.”


  “No, you won’t. You promised you wouldn’t. If he tries anything, I’ll pummel him into the ground.”


  The thought of her fighting off Brian Sullivan is like a punch to the gut. He’s almost as tall as I am, with a strong built. She might be training in Jujitsu, but she’s no match against him. “Please release me from my promise.”


  “No. This is something I need to do.”


  I breathe hard but finally accede to her wishes. “You make it very hard to be your hero.”


  “You don’t need to pummel Brian Sullivan to be my hero. You do that simply by taking care of our son, taking care of me, loving me. But Gabriel? No more secrets.”


  “But I—”


  “No buts. Promise me.”


  “Very well. I promise. Any conditions to your coming back to our bed?”


  “None.”


  With my good hand, I pick her up, lay her down on the balcony’s chaise lounge. She’s so beautiful in the moonlight. Kneeling in front of her, I worship her skin, kissing my way across her jaw, down the valley of her breasts, to her mons. The scent of her when she’s excited is enough to drive me to the brink.


  Her hand curls around my neck, draws my face up to hers. She licks my lips, nibbles on the bottom one. “Fuck me, Storm.”


  Even though my body screams to do just that, now that she’s capitulated, I want to enjoy her, take my time. “In a minute, love.”


  I circle her clit with my thumb, and she groans and writhes beneath me. Her eyes gleam in the moonlight as she fixes her gaze on me. “You love to torture me, don’t you?”


  My lips twist in a grin of pure wickedness. “The longer the wait, the sweeter the cum.”


  I press my thumb right over her most sensitive spot, and her body arcs. “Damn you, Storm. Just once, I’d like you to fuck me fast and hard.”


  “Your wish is my command.” I rear up and in one long slide enter her, grab her ass and give her the ride of her life. Her screams of ecstasy fill the night as I pound hard and sure into her. “Yes, yes, yes.” If anybody’s listening they’re getting an earful, but I don’t care. Let them hear.


  Finally, the crisis hits and I spill my seed into her. Afterward, I lie spent and satiated in her arms, listening to the sound of her heart beating.


  “Is it supposed to hurt this much?” she asks.


  What the—? I uncurl my body from around hers and cradle her face in my hands. “Was I too rough? Did I demand too much from you?”


  “No.” She smiles softly as she cups my cheek. “You were magnificent as always.”


  “Then what are you talking about?”


  “Love. It hurts, right here.” She points to a spot over her heart.


  “Me too,” I say dropping a kiss on her lips.


  “Is that normal?”


  I wrap my good arm about her. “I don’t know. I’ve never loved anyone before. But if loving you means pain, bring it on.”


  Her laughter rumbles through me, hardening my body.


  “God! What a pair we are, Storm. You can’t tell that I love you, and I don’t know what love is like.”


  I tuck her close to me, right next to my heart. “Maybe that’s why we’re so perfect for each other.”


  Chapter 25


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  A MONTH LATER, I walk into my office to find a message from Sebastian waiting for me. He’s wondering if I have time to talk. What can I do but say yes.


  When I arrive, he’s fiddling with his espresso machine. “Good morning, Elizabeth. Would you like some coffee?”


  “Yes. That would be perfect.” I’d spent the morning calming a fussy baby which meant I’d skipped breakfast. And missed the caffeine.


  When he hands me the cup, I breathe in the aromatic brew before taking a sip. Nothing like a hit of fresh strong coffee to put the heart back in you. Feeling much more enervated, I gaze expectantly at Sebastian.


  His lips quirk. “Good?”


  Am I that transparent? “Umm, yes.”


  Dressed in a dark suit, bespoke unless I miss my guess, he’s the ultimate businessman—professional, focused, goal oriented. And devastatingly handsome and charming. I can see why women fall for him right and left, even though he does nothing for me. I have my own devastatingly handsome charmer at home.


  “How are things?”


  “Great. Trevor’s assigned me some great projects.” As I’ve proved myself to the head of legal, he’s handed me more and more complex assignments. Something I’m thoroughly enjoying.


  “Trevor sings your praises every time I talk to him. He can’t say enough good things about you and your grasp of international finance. Brilliant and hard working are only two of the many superlatives he’s expressed. From what I’ve seen, I quite agree.”


  “Thank you.” Every word he utters is music to my ears. I’ve worked so hard to get to this point and look forward to more of the same.


  “So I wanted to talk about your plans for the future.”


  “Well, as you know, I’ve been accepted by King’s College and my school back home’s dual degree program. I’ll be traveling to D.C. this fall to finish one more semester and then I’ll return to London to start my studies at King’s College in the spring.”


  “Splendid.” His smile quirks up on the left side of his mouth. “Once you’re back, we’d like to make things a bit more permanent. We’d like you to take on even more responsibility. Maybe even put you in charge of a small project. Of course, we can’t make you a full time counselor until you’ve passed the bar. But given the way things are going, you can expect a very lucrative offer once you do.”


  “That would be . . . wonderful.”


  “Have you thought about working in New York City?”


  I choke back a gasp. “New York?”


  “Yes. The head of legal there could use someone with your financial expertise. And if things work out, you could take over once he retires in about five years or so. He wants to spend time with his grandchildren.”


  “I don’t know, Sebastian.”


  “Obviously, that’s a big decision. Something you’d need to discuss with Winterleagh.”


  “Yes.”


  “How is he, by the way?”


  And now we’re in dangerous territory. I can’t mix my family life with work. But it’s a fair question. “Fine.”


  “I was sorry to hear about his hand.”


  It had made the news, Gabriel’s injured hand. “Yes. A silly accident.” We’d circulated the story he’d cut it while splitting an orange with a kitchen knife.


  “He’s . . . changed, you know. He never cared two snaps about other women. But you? Well, we saw what happened at his brother’s welcome home dinner.”


  My face heats up. We’ve never talked about that night. Until now. “I’m so sorry that happened, Sebastian. Gabriel is quite . . . possessive when it comes to me. Not that he has anything to be jealous about. You’re not attracted to me.”


  He stabs the desk with the pen he’s been playing with. “Oh, I wouldn’t go that far. If you weren’t so much in love with your husband, I’d make a run at you.”


  Totally surprised, I gulp. “But you don’t have liaisons with married women.”


  “True. But I’d make an exception in your case.” His focus lands on me, and for the first time I experience the power of that heated gaze. Oh, my. Thank God I love Gabriel. If I didn’t, I’d be awfully tempted by Sebastian Payne.


  “Well.” He stands holds out his hand. “Think about what I said. Talk it over with Winterleagh. No need to make a decision about it right away.”


  What remains of the afternoon and early evening, I spend thinking about that strange conversation. On one hand it’s the opportunity of a lifetime to be offered the head of legal at his New York branch. But I can’t move to New York. Can I? And then the other half of the discussion, when we practically told me he’d love to seduce me. If only I weren’t married. If only I weren’t in love with Gabriel. Yeah, I’m keeping that little tidbit to myself. If Gabriel found out? I shiver. Not knowing what he might do. No. I know exactly what he’d do. And this time it would land him in jail. Nope. Not sharing. That’s one conversation I’m taking to the grave.


  Especially since things have been going so well since I moved back into his bed. We’re feeling our way to each other, both of us trying so hard. The sex as always is great, but everything else? Some things we agree on. I accompany him on social outings even though I strongly dislike them, mainly because I feel like a bug being scrutinized. Afraid of making the slightest mistake, I copy everyone around me. What fork goes with which food? What glass did they drink out of first? But I do it for him, for us, because that’s what’s expected from the Countess of Winterleagh. And that’s what I am. Whether I like it or not.


  So far I haven’t committed a major faux pas. And the whole thing with Sebastian and him blew over to be replaced by another scandal. So we’re no longer a daily item in the news.


  That evening after feeding Andrew, I join Gabriel in our bedroom. Now’s the time to bring up Sebastian’s proposal, when things are winding down for the night.


  “Sebastian wants to offer me a more permanent position after I graduate and pass the bar exams.”


  “That’s more than three years away. Things could change. For you. For us.”


  “You’re right. They could. But I think it would be a good thing to shoot for, don’t you think?”


  “Maybe.” He hasn’t quite gotten over his animosity toward Sebastian. Oh, he knows I’m not sleeping with Ravensworth as Gabriel calls him, but he still resents the time I spend at the office away from home. Well, in for a penny, in for a pound.


  “He mentioned the New York office.”


  He jerks up at that. “What about New York?”


  “The head of legal there will be retiring in about five years’ time. If I play my cards right, I could take over from him.”


  “In New York?”


  “Yes. We could make it work, Gabriel. You could maybe work out of your New York office for part of the year, and Andrew could come and stay with me for part of the year.”


  “My son is not leaving England.”


  “You refuse the idea out of hand, without even considering how to make it work.”


  “There’s nothing to consider. I can’t up and move my office to New York City just because that’s where you’ll be. We’d be living apart, Elizabeth. And that’s something I won’t consider.”


  “You’re so inflexible. This is everything I’ve ever dreamed about. The head of legal in an international corporation.”


  “What about our marriage? What about us? Do you expect me to change everything so you can fulfill your career goals?”


  “Isn’t that what couples do? Make compromises? To do what’s best for the marriage?”


  “This is not what’s best for our marriage, Elizabeth. This is what’s best for you. There are other jobs, you know. You could come work for me.”


  I fly off the bed. “Oh, now you offer me a job. When you refused to do so before.” The day I walked out after his mother blackmailed me into breaking up with him, he’d promised me everything to stay—an apartment, jewelry, money. But when I’d asked for a job in Storm Industries, he’d turned me down.


  “I wasn’t about to offer employment to a woman who’d just confessed to betraying me.”


  “You’ll never change.”


  “And you’ll never take your vows seriously. Not when you put your career ahead of our marriage, ahead of Andrew.” And ahead of him. He doesn’t have to say the words, they bleed into the space between us.


  “God. I’m taking a bath.”


  To calm me down, I light a few candles around the Jacuzzi, and work the jets just the way I like them. While I bathe, I think back on the conversation. He’s so stubborn. Why can’t he at least discuss the subject? As soon as Sebastian brought up New York, I knew it would be a problem to get Gabriel to accept such a thing, but at the very least he should be willing to discuss it. And we should mutually decide what to do, the way married couples do. But he won’t do that. So typical of him. If he doesn’t like whatever I’m offering, he shuts the subject down, shuts me down. Never to be discussed again. I hate that Lord of the Manor attitude of his. How can I stay with a man who refuses to even talk about a subject?


  Resting my head against the edge of the tub, I close my eyes and breathe in the candles’ fragrance while I ponder the situation. This decision is three years away. Gabriel is right about that. I’ll need to finish my degree back home and the studies here at King’s College. And a lot can happen between now and then. So no sense allowing this to drive a wedge between us. Not now when we’ve found a fragile peace.


  When I come back he’s lying on the bed, the sheet up to his waist. He’s probably naked under there since he doesn’t wear pajamas to bed. But what’s on display is magnificent. His chest hair gleams gold from the night table light. He’s reading a business periodical, a pair of reading glasses perched on his nose. He’s so hot. When am I ever going to stop lusting after this man?


  I’m wearing the peignoir set he bought for me after Andrew’s birth, a see-through wisp of a thing which reveals more than conceals my skin. As I stroll into the room, I smooth on the gardenia-scented lotion over my body.


  Needless to say, he notices. His glance tracks up and down my body. Even from across the room I can smell his rising need. I know what he wants, the same thing I do, but there’s something we need to talk about first.


  “Have you talked to Brianna?” I say, sliding into bed next to him. I’d called her a week ago, but only managed a ten-minute conversation before we lost the connection. She sounded distant, detached. “I’m really worried about her.”


  He puts down the journal, tosses the glasses on the night table, rubs his forehead with the heel of his hand. “She won’t take my calls.”


  He seems so despondent over the state of affairs with his sister. Seeking to ease his pain, I climb behind him, curl my legs next to his hips, and massage his shoulders. He loves it when I do that.


  “Ummm, that feels good.”


  He lets me go at it for a while, before he lays his palm over my hand to still it. “Why the change in your mood?”


  I know what he’s asking. I went into the bathroom mad as a hornet, and emerged a pussycat. “Something you said. I won’t graduate for three years. Plenty can happen between now and then. No sense getting bent out of shape about it now. And Storm, I do not put my career goals above our marriage. And most certainly not above Andrew or you. I just want it all.” I knead his shoulders some more, but there’s no give to them. “God, you’re so tense.”


  Curling an arm around my neck, he brings my face close to his and drops a soft, tender kiss against my lips. “I know something that’ll relax me.”


  For a brief second, I enjoy the warmth of him against me, but then I straighten back. “Stop trying to change the subject. You need to call Jake. Ask him to go to Brazil and check things out.”


  “And what do I tell him?”


  “You apologize for firing him.”


  “I’m not going to apologize. I did the right thing.”


  “No. You did not.”


  Leaning back, he rests his head against my breasts. All he has to do is turn in either direction and he can suck the tip of one inside his mouth. Well, two can play at his game. I trail my hands down his chest, knead his hard pecs, thumb a nipple.


  For a few seconds he enjoys my ministrations and lets me do as I will. But then he pulls me around until I’m lying across his lap. Glancing up at him, I reach out and brush that curl I love so much. “I do love you, you know.”


  “Do you?”


  “Yes.” How can he doubt me?


  “Then show me.”


  Ahhh, I knew it would end this way. “Promise me you’ll call Jake.”


  “Is that the price I must pay to make love to my own wife?”


  “For tonight, it is.”


  “Very well. I promise. Now may I do what we’re both hoping I’ll do.”


  “Yes.”


  He pulls the string of the robe and loosens it off my shoulders.


  “Lift.”


  I do and he slides it off me. Underneath the robe is only a wisp of a thing. With only a hint of mystery over my boobs, its v neck opening reveals every inch of me. Brushing aside the silk, he sucks one nipple into his mouth. I wrap my hand around his neck while he feasts on me. Soon I grow restless for more. His hand parts my folds and thumbs my clit.


  “Yes. Right there. Harder.”


  “You’re so fucking hot, Elizabeth.” His voice harshes as the words spill from his lips.


  “So are you.” I push him back until he’s lying on the bed, climb over him. Notch him into my opening. I’m still wearing the peignoir it’s a wonder he’s left it on, the way he likes to tear things off me. I shrug and allow the v neck to drop around my hips. Naked above my waist, I cup my breasts, display them for him.


  “I love your tits, Elizabeth. Now ride me, love. Ride my cock.”


  I slowly descend unto his massive erection. He’s big as always, almost impossibly so. But I patiently work at it, up and down, slowly, until he’s buried deep inside me.


  “Yes.”


  I lean into him drop my hands on his chest and slowly rise. His hands go to my hips to help me rise and fall. At first I go slow and my skin blooms with sweat as does his. His gaze is pinned to the joining of his cock and my pussy. I can only imagine what he sees as up and down and up and down I go.


  His hands on me urge me faster and faster, but soon the pace is not enough for me. I want his power over me, not beneath me. “Turn us, Storm.”


  He grabs my waist and topsy turvies me, grabs my ass and pounds into me. Sweat drips from him unto my belly. With one finger, I swipe it off him and bring it to my tongue. He tastes of salt and potent male.


  “I love the way you taste.”


  His eyes flash with blue fire and he redoubles his efforts, unhinging his hips. It’s like he wants to get to the end of me. But there’s no end. There’s only this insanity which exists between us. I wrap my arms around him, curl my legs around his hips and let him do his best. It doesn’t take long before we both reach our climax. And then he collapses on me, smelling of hot, delicious man.


  Dropping to his side, he lets out a cleansing breath. All the tension has drained out of him. Good. He’ll sleep well tonight.


  Chapter 26


  ______________


  Gabriel


  GIVEN OUR HIGH LEVEL OF SECURITY, Andrew never goes anywhere, except up to the roof where he takes his daily forays into the sun. Don’t get me wrong. The Brighton rooftop is quite nice. Half garden, half deck. One can enjoy a nice morning or afternoon laying out in the sun or rooting around in the dirt. We’ve even talked Jorge into barbecuing up there.


  But Elizabeth has argued for months that Andrew needs to leave the building and mingle with people. Otherwise, he’s bound to turn into a hermit. A little extreme, but I can see her point.


  So I’ve settled on the London Zoo for his first public excursion.


  A great deal of planning takes place before we take our child into the world. We’ll drive there in a convoy—one car in front of us, one behind, ours in the middle. Except for the security team, no one will know which car carries Andrew and Elizabeth. Once we arrive, we’ll surround ourselves with plenty of security. The agents will be dressed like tourists—cameras, backpacks, the whole shebang. They’ll weave in and around us so as not to attract attention. But the upshot will be anyone would have a hard time getting close to us.


  After weeks of anticipation, the day finally arrives. But before we slip out the door, Samuel asks for a moment of my time.


  Not in the plans, but maybe there’s a last minute security issue he wants to discuss. Elizabeth’s busy in the nursery, getting Andrew ready for his trip. I’ll fill her in later on whatever Samuel has to say.


  Since the study is the best place to hold a private conversation, we head there. Once he steps in, I close the door. Don’t want our conversation to be overheard. “So what did you wish to talk about?” I ask as we take our usual seats.


  “The cave expert I told you about? The one who was investigating the tunnels in the castle?”


  I nod.


  “He found something.”


  My senses come to full alert. “What?”


  “A body.”


  “What? Whose?”


  “Well, that’s what the GP is trying to figure out.”


  Damn and blast it. “You brought in the police?”


  “Had to, Mr. Storm. Can’t hide a body. It’s recent though. Plenty of flesh on him. So it’s not one that’s been lying around for centuries.”


  “Any chance it’s Sarah Simmons’ brother.”


  “More than likely, I’d say. The police is aware of your need for secrecy so they’ll keep it hush hush. But things being what they are . . .” His words hang in the air.


  I can see where he’s going with this. And more than likely, he’s right. “It will get out. The news will hit the papers.”


  “Yes, Sir. I’m working closely with the authorities to minimize the damage, but be prepared for the discovery to leak out.”


  “Yes, of course. Thank you, Samuel, keep me apprised of any progress.”


  “Will do.”


  On the way to the zoo, I share Samuel’s news with Elizabeth. She concurs it’s a good thing if in fact it turns out to be Bernard Simmons for it would mean he’s the one who set the fire. And we wouldn’t need to worry about the bastard coming after Elizabeth and Andrew again.


  When we arrive, I harness Andrew to my chest. Easier to carry him that way. Five months old now, he bounces up and down when he sees the capuchin monkeys. “He likes them.”


  “He should. They’re his best friends,” Elizabeth says. His nursery, decorated as it is in a jungle theme, has monkeys, as well as tigers and lions lurking among the trees. And, of course, he has plenty of stuffed animals to play with.


  The rain forest is a cordoned-off section of the zoo where you can meet and touch some of the animals, but you have to be over a certain age to enter. “We’ll have to bring him to the rain forest once he’s old enough. He’ll enjoy getting up close and personal with his real live friends.”


  Our security does a bang up job of surrounding us without drawing attention, not even when we pose for a couple of pictures with our son. When he gets too fussy, Nanny takes over and Elizabeth and I spend the next hour strolling along holding hands. When the sun climbs high in the sky, Andrew’s had enough. And to tell you the truth, so have I. The tension associated with his outing’s beginning to wear on me. So when Elizabeth suggests we head home, I readily agree.


  On the car ride, Andrew falls asleep in his car seat situated between Elizabeth and me. I drop a kiss on his sleepy head. He smells of sunshine and him. Such a wonderful baby, Andrew is. He hardly fuzzes. Happy most of the time. Now that he’s a bit older he’s much more sociable. He still looks exactly like Elizabeth. That won’t change. He inherited the Storm nose, though. Long, straight as an arrow. And he inherited my height as well. I glance up to find Elizabeth’s soft gaze on me.


  “He’s beautiful, isn’t he?” she asks.


  “Yes, he is. Have I thanked you for him?”


  “Yes. Often.”


  “It can never be often enough.” Judging her mood to be mellow, I say, “He needs brothers and sisters.”


  Her lips quirk. “Brothers and sisters. As in more than one?”


  “Yes. I think two boys and two girls. don’t you think?” I tease, knowing darn well what her reaction will be. Andrew’s a bloody miracle, given her initial aversion to motherhood. Once he was born, though, it seemed to awaken something in her. She’s truly an excellent mother.


  She shakes her head. “Ain’t gonna happen, Storm.”


  “One more each?” If there’s something I know, it’s how to negotiate.


  She glances at me and then at him. Her gaze softens when it lands on Andrew. “I have to finish school first. And then . . . we’ll see.”


  She didn’t say yes, but she didn’t say no either. And that is something I can work with. “So you’re not opposed to the idea.”


  She plays with the baby’s hand and drops a kiss on his head, much like I did. “No. Not opposed. But the timing would have to be right.”


  I don’t ask what she means. I’ve pushed my luck as it is. Edward and I are two years apart. We played with each other, slept in the same room until I was eight. I love Brianna and Royce, but we were never as close as I was with Edward. And I firmly believe it was because of those early years. In many ways, he’s always been my best friend. That’s why his death hit me so hard. It was like a chunk of my heart had been torn from me.


  Elizabeth’s classes should end in three years. If we play our cards right, our children would be three years apart. Not bad.


  A chuckle bursts out of her, drawing my gaze. “What?”


  “Nothing,” she says, shaking her head. Undoubtedly, she knows exactly what I’m thinking. I curl my hand around hers, bring it to my lips, kiss it, and then pull her into me and kiss her soft lips.


  When we arrive home, Elizabeth accompanies Nanny to bathe and feed Andrew, while I head to the study to take care of the thing I promised her.


  Taking a deep breath, I dial the number I obtained from Samuel. The phone rings only once before it’s picked up.


  “Jake.”


  “Storm. How are your wife and son?”


  He’s asking to be polite since I’m sure he’s kept tabs on us. Still, I need to respond in kind. “Fine. They recuperated from the fire without any lasting damage. Thank you for asking.” I clear my throat. “How are you?”


  “Can’t complain.” He’s not going to volunteer any information about his whereabouts. Fair enough. He doesn’t work for me anymore.


  “I need you to do a job for me.”


  “I’m busy.” Curt, and to the point, as always.


  Samuel filled me in on what Jake has been doing since I fired him from his job as head of security for Storm Industries. He’d turned down a high level operation, similar to the one he enjoyed when he worked for me, to take odd security stints here and there, all temporary in nature. So whatever he’s doing is probably not a long-term commitment. “Doing what?”


  “Nothing I can share.”


  “Guess I’ll have to hire somebody else to watch over Brianna then.”


  “What’s wrong with her?” His Achilles heel. One mention of my sister and his senses go on full alert.


  “The foreman called. She’s causing trouble at the site. He wouldn’t give me details, but I can only imagine. And she’s insisting I pay her a salary like she was a ruddy employee, instead of a principal in Storm Industries.”


  “The illegitimacy thing hit her hard, Storm. Can’t you see that?” And we’re right back to our former give and take. With him giving me his unvarnished opinion.


  “That she doesn’t share my bitch of a mother? I would have considered that a blessing, not a curse.”


  “She’s no longer a member of the aristocracy. You never understood how much that meant to her.”


  “I’m trying to see things from her side.” I’ve missed Jake’s brutal honesty. I’d like for him to come back to Storm Industries. Not as head of security, but to watch over Brianna and the Brazilian operation. Something which I think would be good not only for Brianna and Storm Industries, but Jake as well. Her being an aristocrat kept them apart. In his mind, he thought he was not good enough for her. But now that she’s no longer legitimate? He finally might be willing to cross that line. I hope so. For he’s the only man able to temper Brianna’s wilder impulses.


  He whooshes out a breath. “I have only a couple more days at this assignment. And then I can turn my attention to her. Is she in Brazil?”


  “Yes. I’ll send you the coordinates.”


  “I know the damn coordinates, Storm. I designed the security for the blasted place.”


  “Whatever salary you want, I’ll pay you.”


  “I don’t want your damn money.” He spits out. Probably gritting his teeth as well.


  “You bloody well will take it.” Way to mend fences, Storm.


  “Can’t. I may have to do things an employee wouldn’t do.”


  “Such as?”


  I’m met with silence from his end.


  “Fine. Have it your way. Recalling the information the foreman revealed about Brianna’s state of mind, I speak in a softer tone. “She’s fraying at the edges, Jake. So whatever you do, don’t hurt her.”


  He laughs. “You don’t know your sister very well, Storm.”


  “What do you mean?” I ask. But he’s already rung off.


  


  Chapter 27


  ______________


  Gabriel


  SEVERAL DAYS LATER I’m at the office when Samuel phones. Hopefully, he’s calling with news about the body at Winterleagh. “Yes.”


  “Mr. Storm. I thought you’d like to be present when I talk to Julio, the bellhop from the Londoner hotel. Do you have time to come down to the security office?”


  “Yes, of course.” I tell Amita where I’m going and ride the elevator down to the security suite where a team of operators monitor cameras and security equipment throughout Storm Tower. Nothing happens in the public spaces of the building that they don’t know about. The Brighton and Winterleagh Castle have their own security command centers. The Brighton’s located in the co-op’s basement and Winterleagh’s in the castle’s former dungeon.


  When I arrive in the suite, Samuel stands and Julio follows suit.


  “Mr. Storm. Julio Gonzalez, the bellhop from the Londoner. I believe you’ve already met.”


  “Hello, Julio. Good to see you again.” During those times I stayed at the hotel, I sought him out when I required an extra service or two. He always performed admirably with a ready smile.


  “Hey, Mr. S.” He’s always called me that. A street smart kid from the streets of New York, he’d followed his girlfriend across the pond and landed a job at one of the most exclusive hotels in the city.


  “Do you understand why we asked you to come in?”


  “Mr. Taylor said somebody took something from your suite last summer. It wasn’t me. Just so you know.” His shoulders twist in a defensive maneuver. From our conversations, I know he trains as a pugilist during his off hours.


  “I don’t suspect you, Julio. You wouldn’t do such a thing.”


  “Got that right, Mr. S. You’ve been real good to me. You tip real nice.” With a ready smile, he holds out a closed hand to me, and we bump fists.


  “Glad to hear it. We just have a couple of questions.”


  “Shoot.” He drops back against the seat. His body posture tells me he’s got nothing to hide.


  “Last year when I stayed at the hotel did you notice anything out of the ordinary?”


  “Yeah, I did. One of the other porters flashed a whole bunch of cash right around then. More cash than he usually had. He bragged he’d gotten a real nice tip from one of the guests. Don’t know about that. He never took pride in his work.” He taps his chest. “Not like I do. He usually did the least he could get away with. So that big tip? Didn’t make no sense.”


  “Did you ask him about it?”


  “No. Summer is our busiest time. So I chucked it off to him actually doing some work for a change. Only reason he got the job is because his uncle, the maitre d’, put in a good word for him.”


  “What’s his name?”


  “Russell Maull.”


  “Does he still work at the hotel?”


  “No. He was let go a couple of months back. A detective paid him to take pictures of some guests. Apparently, the woman was married and the husband hired the private dick to find proof she was balling another man. Excuse the language, Mr. S.”


  I grin. “It’s fine. Go on.”


  “Russell hid in the closet, but he sneezed and the man hauled him out. He was fired on the spot.”


  “And where is he now? Do you know?”


  “Nah, he and me were never tight, you know.”


  “Thank you, Julio. You’ve been very kind to come here.” I shake his hand. “If you ever need a job outside of the hotel business, let me know. I can always use a loyal employee.”


  “Thank you, Mr. S. I may take you up on that.”


  Samuel slips him an envelope. “Here’s something for your time.”


  “Thank you.” Julio takes the envelope, slips it into his jacket, fist bumps me again before he leaves. He’ll be nicely surprised when he finds the 500 pounds inside.


  “We’ll need to find this Russell Maull.” I tell Samuel.


  He nods while typing into his laptop. “Already on it, Mr. Storm.”


  “When you do, let me know. I’d like to be there as well.”


  “Yes, Sir. One more thing. The coroner who examined the body found in the cave at Winterleagh confirmed the body was that of Bernard Simmons.”


  Thank God. One less thing to worry about. Satisfied with the progress of our document theft investigation, I head back up to my office. When I walk in, Amita reminds me about my two o’clock appointment, something I’ve noted on my calendar with the initials CL. My fifth session with Chris Langenfeld. Of course, my administrative assistant doesn’t know who I’m meeting. I don’t exactly want it prattled about that I’m seeing a therapist.


  After I eat a quick lunch at my desk, Travis drives me to the doctor’s office. He knows the address but not the purpose for my visit.


  “Pick me up in an hour, Travis.”


  “Yes, Mr. Storm.”


  I ride the elevator to the 12th floor. After I sign in, I only have a few minutes to wait.


  “Good afternoon, Gabriel,” Dr. Langenfeld greets me as soon as I walk in the door.


  “Chris.” I smooth down my tie as I take my usual seat.


  “Chocolate?” She waves a box in front of me.


  “What are they?”


  “Caramels. My favorite.”


  A huge bouquet of red roses presides over her desk.


  Caramels and roses. Her significant other probably sent them to her. “Anniversary?”


  “Uh huh, six months.” She mumbles while chewing one of the caramels.


  “So it’s serious then.” I’d never been in a relationship. Until Elizabeth came along. So I’d missed the celebratory dance of flowers and candy.


  She shrugs, but a small smile accompanies the gesture. “Maybe.”


  “The flowers and candy suggests it’s serious. At least at his end.”


  She covers the box of chocolates, turns on her recorder, and picks up her pad. “How is everything?”


  Okay. I get it. She doesn’t want to talk about it. Fair enough. “Things are going well.”


  “Glad to hear it.”


  As I talk about the latest progress in my relationship with Elizabeth, I’m happy at how far we’ve come. But we’re not home free yet. Not by a long shot.


  Chapter 28


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  I CAN’T GET OVER THE IDYLLIC EXISTENCE we’re living. Everything is working out for the best. But I know it won’t last. Both he and I have too many demons to vanquish. The biggest one of all is his reluctance to accept my future at Payne Industries. The work is much more stimulating than the one I’d performed at Smith Cannon. It truly challenges my intellect, and it’s something I’d love to do once I graduate.


  A week after our zoo trip, I walk into my office looking forward to the project Trevor has assigned me. Another in depth financial analysis of a projected purchase. I’m beginning to learn the ins and outs of British property law. Since American law is based on its justice system, there are many similarities, but also a fair number of differences. The trick is to reconcile the two so that everyone gets what they want.


  I’m up to my ears in economic modeling when there’s a knock on my door. I look up to find an unwelcome sight. Brian Sullivan.


  “May I come in?”


  “What do you want, Brian?”


  “Is that any way to greet an old friend?”


  “You’re not my friend.”


  His eyes flash with emotion. He steps into the room and closes the door behind him. Shit. My hand hovers over my office telephone. My secretary is only a buzz away.”


  “She’s away from her desk. And so is every other secretary in the place. Staff luncheon.”


  Not only that but most everyone goes to lunch at the same time, so the chances of somebody being close by are not good. “I’ll call the receptionist.”


  “And tell her what? I haven’t done anything.”


  It’s true. He hasn’t. Still. “What do you want?” I ask again.


  “Nothing. I come bearing gifts.” He slides over a folder.


  “Is this something about the Smith Cannon representation?”


  “No. This”— He taps a finger on the folder — “is personal. Just for you. Go ahead. Open it.” His smile tells I’m not going to find anything I like inside.


  I flip open the folder and photos of Gabriel and a blonde woman, a quite stunning woman, spill out. He’s holding the door open for her as she slips into his car. “Who is she?”


  “Dr. Chris Langenfeld. He goes to see her twice a week at her office. She’s a psychotherapist.”


  “A psychotherapist?”


  “Yes. Can’t see the mighty Gabriel Storm seeing a shrink. So whatever they’re doing in her office has to be personal.”


  Could he be cheating on me? I study the photo of the woman. She’s everything I’m not—slim, tall, blonde, precisely the kind of woman he used to date. Except she’s a professional.


  “She’s single in case you’re wondering.”


  Yeah, I am. As far as I know Gabriel never got involved with married women, but then neither has Sebastian and he confessed to being tempted by me. My stomach churns. I’m going to be sick. But not in front of this son of a bitch.


  “Get out. And if you ever come near me again, I will retaliate.”


  “How? You won’t have your husband’s protection any more. Not once he kicks you to the curb.”


  “If you don’t leave, I will scream, and I don’t care who hears me.”


  “Fine. I’m leaving.” He slides a piece of paper toward me. “My cell number, in case you need anything. I still want you, Elizabeth.”


  “Go to hell.”


  As soon as he steps out, I lock the door. Bile rises in my stomach, chills run up and down my spine. I cover my mouth and will back the sickness. Somehow I manage not to throw up. Once I’m sure the nausea has passed, I head for the bathroom, throw some cold water on my face. That’s where Charlie finds me.


  “Are you okay, ducks? You’re looking a bit pale.”


  “I think I ate something that didn’t agree with me.”


  “Better go home and have a bit of a lie down then.”


  “Yes, I think I better.” It’s time for me to leave anyway. So I grab my things and head out the door.


  Jonathan, who’s waiting for me in the lobby, takes one look at me and squints. “Anything wrong, Mrs. Storm?”


  “Upset stomach, that’s all.”


  When I get home, rather than feed Andrew, I tell Nanny I’m feeling out of sorts and would she mind taking over the next feeding. “Of course not, m’lady.”


  I tear off my clothes and sink into a bath. Could it be true? Is Gabriel cheating on me? I can’t believe he’d do such a thing. Not now when things are going so well. But are they really? There’s been so much drama in our lives. Maybe he longs for a bit of peace. And maybe, just maybe, that’s something that this woman can provide. Tired of my thoughts, I lay down to rest, and somehow end up falling asleep. Hours later, I am awakened. By Gabriel.


  “What’s wrong? Nanny said you weren’t feeling well.”


  Ask him about Chris Langenfeld. Now. But I don’t because I’m afraid of the answer he’ll give. “I think I ate some bad tuna fish for lunch.”


  He sweeps a hand through my hair. “My poor darling. How are you feeling now?”


  “Better.”


  “Good.”


  “Gabriel.” I twist the sheet between my fingers. “You’d tell me if there was anything wrong. Between us I mean.”


  “There’s nothing wrong between us, love.” He curls his hand around the nape of my neck, kisses me. “Now, what brought this on? Do you need more reassurance? Because I’d be more than happy to give it to you.” His lips quirk into that crooked smile I love so much.


  Reassurance. Code word for sex. I’d sought it from him that day Brian had called into question my fitness as a peer’s wife. Like an idiot, I’d believed him. Gabriel has no concerns in that regard as he’s proved time and time since then. There has to be a logical explanation for Gabriel visiting Chris Langenfeld. Maybe he has engaged her professional services, although I can’t quite see that. Guess I’ll just have to wait it out and hope that he’ll share it with me.


  “No. I don’t need reassurance. But I do want my dinner.” I jump out of bed, slip into my slippers.


  “Then you’re in luck because Jorge has fixed your favorite—chicken with rice.”


  “Yum.” Stepping into him, I slide my hand up the lapel of his jacket and nibble his bottom lip. “The decorators are almost finished with the dining nook.”


  “Are they?”


  “Uh huh. And then we’ll have to properly christen it.”


  “Anything special in mind?”


  “Oh, yes.”


  His eyes light up. “Can’t wait.”


  During dinner, I encourage him to tell me about his week. He tells me about Julio, the porter at the hotel. And how Samuel’s following that lead. But not once does he mention a visit to Chris Langenfeld.


  


  


  


  


  


  Chapter 29


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  FOR THE LAST WEEK, I’ve had trouble concentrating on the smallest of tasks as images of Gabriel in bed with the stunning blonde pop into my head. I keep thinking of his body surging over hers. Gabriel whispering all those words he whispers to me.


  I can’t sleep. I can’t eat. At work I’ve had to dig deep to focus on the simplest of tasks, meeting my deadlines by sheer will. My reaction stuns me for I’ve never been the jealous type. But then I never cared about any other man the way I care about Gabriel. Care. Such a mild word for the way I feel about him. I’m crazy in love with him. Have been for a long time. And it’s taken this to make me realize the depth of my love for him.


  The rational side of me tells me to let it go, that it’s just Brian yanking my chain. But the thing is I can’t come up with a logical reason for Gabriel visiting Dr. Langenfeld. I’ve researched her. She’s exactly what Brian said. A psychotherapist. But Gabriel would never pour his heart out to a shrink, especially a woman. So he’s seeing her for another reason, one that has nothing to do with her profession.


  To add to this turmoil, my school back home is pressing me for answers. Having received my letter of acceptance into the dual program for both schools I should have accepted and wired a deposit. But I haven’t. I need to decide whether to go to D.C. or stay in London and focus on the King’s College program. If I do the latter, I will not be licensed as an attorney in the United States which means I would not be able to work as the head of legal in Payne Industries-New York. Given the state of events between Gabriel and me, it might be best if I go.


  But the thought of leaving Andrew behind sickens me. Wherever I go, my baby will go with me. So after arriving home from work, I plan my strategy on the best approach to take with Gabriel. Tonight’s our date night. Dinner and the musical Jersey Boys. But I can’t bring up this subject in public. Not when the discussion is bound to get heated. Best do it while he’s dressing for our evening out.


  After a shower, I slip into a cocktail gown—a black, bare shoulder affair that clings to my curves while revealing little skin. When I walk into Gabriel’s dressing room, his gaze roams appreciatively over my figure. I suppose I should find comfort in that, but then he’s always reacted physically to me.


  Parker is attaching cufflinks into Gabriel’s snowy white cuffs, reminding me of the first time we met.


  “Why are you smiling?” Gabriel asks.


  “The first day we met. On the elevator at Smith Cannon. The first thing I noticed about you was your cuff. You stopped the door from closing so I could jump in.” In one short elevator ride, I’d fallen in lust with this man and haven’t recovered since.


  His aquamarine gaze, mesmerizing as ever, finds mine. “I remember.” He shakes down the sleeve, and Parker tugs to get it to lie right. Once his valet slips the jacket over Gabriel’s broad shoulders and makes a couple of minute adjustments, Gabriel says. “Thank you, Parker. I’ll take it from here.”


  “Yes, m’lord.” Polite as ever, Parker nods and slips out the door


  Gabriel’s wearing a black business suit. To match me, I suppose. He grabs the tie from where Parker placed it, slips it around his neck. Is there anything than gets my motor running more than watching him dress? Well, undressing Gabriel takes the top spot, but watching him dress takes a close second. Nothing I’d like better than to run my tongue along that chiseled jawline of his, suck his bottom lip into my mouth, savor the intoxicating taste of him.


  “You keep looking at me like that, and I fear you won’t get your dinner.”


  I uncurl from the chair and stride up to him. “I’ll just have to snack on you then.”


  “Elizabeth.” His voice gravels as he reaches for me.


  Knowing we have a topic to discuss, I take a step back. “We need to talk.”


  “About?”


  “You know I got the letter of acceptance from my school back home.”


  He pauses for a second before tacking on the aquamarine pin, the one that matches his eyes, to his tie. “Your home?”


  Oh, geez. Now I’ve put my foot in it. “Sorry. D.C. I’ll need to finish one last semester there.” I remind him, like he doesn’t know.


  “So when do you need to be in D.C.?”


  “Classes start in three weeks.” I twist my hands and take a deep breath. “I’d like to take Andrew with me.”


  A shadow falls over his eyes. “No.”


  I didn’t think he’d agree, but I’ve marshaled arguments to counter his opposition. “I’m still breastfeeding him.”


  “He’s nearly six months. Old enough to be weaned from breast milk.”


  “He’s my baby, Gabriel. How am I supposed to leave him behind?”


  “You’ll have to if you want to continue your studies.”


  “Is this your way of punishing me because I want to further my education?”


  “No.” He shakes his head. “Regardless of what you believe, I’m doing what’s best for him. I can protect him here.”


  “You can protect him in D.C. Send whatever guards you wish. I’ll be so very careful with him.”


  “I know you believe you can, but it’s not a risk I’m willing to take. Not with my son. I’m sorry, Elizabeth, but the answer is no.”


  “Is there no room for compromise?”


  “Not in this case. No.” He strolls to me, cups my chin. “I’m sorry.”


  The last thing I want to do now is go out. But if I’m to have any hope of changing his mind, I need to maintain the status quo. So I grab my clutch and my wrap and follow Gabriel to the private elevator which takes us straight to the garage.


  Memories of the first time I’d visited The Brighton flash inside my head. I’d moaned and screamed while he’d given me one of the best orgasms of my life. But now, we ride down in silence, like strangers.


  Dinner is not much better. He’d chosen La Reve. Impeccable service, delicious food, and a wonderful ambiance. But even so, we don’t exchange more than polite pleasantries.


  It’s when dessert is served that the food turns to ash in my mouth. A woman walks into the restaurant, Dr. Chris Langenfeld. Her escort is a much older man who bears a strong resemblance to her. Must be a relative of some kind.


  When Gabriel sees them walking in our direction, his glance darts to the woman. Her eyes widen in recognition. As she walks by, her hand brushes against his, and she drops her purse. He picks it up and hands it to her.


  “Thank you. That was clumsy of me.”


  “You’re welcome.” And then she’s past us and seated at a table to our right.


  “Who is she?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “Don’t know.”


  I bite down on my lip to keep my emotions from spilling out. That touch, that glance. They know each other. Intimately. That tiny spark of hope I’d guarded deep in my heart flickers and winks out, leaving behind the acrid smell of betrayal.


  Somehow I get through the rest of the meal without breaking down. But he notices my mood, because on the ride to the theater, he asks, “What’s wrong?”


  Words beat against my breast, dying to get out. Ask him, you fool. But I can’t. If I have any hope of taking Andrew with me to D.C. I can’t afford to get him angry. So I lie. “A small headache, that’s all.”


  “Should we skip the theater?”


  “No. It will pass.” He insists on me taking a couple of aspirins from the car’s first aid kit. I take them just to keep the peace. When we arrive at the theater, Jonathan, who’s been riding shotgun, holds the door open for us. Gabriel gets out, and I follow him. We’re running a little behind because of the dinner. Only a few people stand on the sidewalk in front of the doors. A couple at the box office are getting their tickets. A man glances impatiently at his watch as if whoever he’s meeting is late.


  Taking my elbow, Gabriel leads me toward the entrance where an usher holds the door open for us. We’ve barely taken a couple of steps, when Jonathan’s voice sounds from behind. “Mrs. Storm, your wrap.”


  Given my emotional turmoil, it’s no wonder I left it in the car. Both Gabriel and I turn and reach for it.


  And all hell breaks loose.


  Chapter 30


  ______________


  Gabriel


  A SHOT RINGS OUT, and Jonathan crumples to the ground, as an ugly red stain blooms across his chest.


  “Jonathan!” Elizabeth screams, dropping to the pavement. But before her knees hit the ground, I grab her and toss her back in the car.


  Her arms flailing, she fights me off. “We can’t leave. Jonathan’s been shot.”


  “I know. Go,” I yell to Travis as soon as she’s safe inside. He peels away, squealing tires all the way.


  “What are you doing? We have to go back. We have to help him.”


  “He will get aid. I promise.” Even as I say this, sirens screech in the night. I pull my mobile from my jacket and speed dial Samuel.


  “Mr. Storm.”


  “We were shot at in front of the theater. Jonathan’s injured. Make sure help’s on the way. Find out where they’re taking him and then call the police. I want to talk to the inspector in charge.”


  “Yes, Sir,” he says, unruffled as always. If anybody can get to the bottom of this, he can.


  Elizabeth clutches my coat’s lapels. “We can’t leave him behind. Please, Gabriel.”


  I pull down her trembling hands, hold them within my own. “He’s getting help, Elizabeth.” An emergency vehicle passes us on the opposite side of the road. “See?”


  “There was so much blood. What if he dies?”


  “He won’t.” I have no way of knowing, but maybe my words will give her some peace.


  “Who could have fired that shot? Some crazy person, don’t you think?” Her eyes dart from side to side. She’s going to lose it if I don’t do something. I pull out the bottle of Courvoissier that’s always kept in the Benz, pour her a shot. “Drink this.”


  With trembling hands, she pushes it away. “I can’t. I’m feeding Andrew later on.”


  “Nanny will give him a bottle. Drink. You’ll feel better.” Her rapid, shallow breathing, the clammy feel to her skin tell me she’s in shock.


  She takes a sip, makes a face. She’s never developed a taste for cognac. Before her next nip, she takes a breath, tips the glass and drinks the rest.


  “Good girl.” I swallow a healthy dose myself before I return the bottle and the glass to the hidden receptacle.


  “Now lay down.”


  “Why?”


  “You’re in shock, darling.” When she does, I open a side compartment where we keep a traveling rug and drape it over her. And then I remove her shoes and prop up her legs to get the blood flowing to her head.


  When we arrive home, we’re greeted by chaos. Phones ringing nonstop, every member of our household staff gathered in our living room, talking a mile a minute. But as soon as we step off, the elevator, the room grows quiet.


  In as calm a voice as I can manage, I fill everyone in on the details. Promising an update first thing in the morning, I send them back to their duties or their beds. Before heading into the study, I escort Elizabeth to our bedroom and unzip her dress. It’s the measure of how she’s feeling that she doesn’t protest as I remove every stitch of clothing she’s wearing. Only when she’s swaddled in the cranberry robe she loves does she break down into sobs.


  “Oh, God, Gabriel. What if he dies?” she asks again.


  And I give her the same answer. “He won’t.”


  “Andrew!” Her wild-eyed gaze turns toward the nursery.


  “He’s fine, darling.”


  “I have to know for sure.”


  “Of course.” Holding her hand, I accompany her to where our son lies sleeping soundly in his crib. “See?”


  “I’ll stay to watch over him.”


  “Of course. I need to call Samuel.”


  Without taking her eyes from Andrew, she nods. “Go.”


  “I’ll be in the study. Come find me when you’re ready.”


  Her head bobs again.


  Once inside my inner sanctum, I shut the door and call Samuel. “Any news?”


  “I’m at the theater getting the lay of the land. Jonathan was taken to City General. He arrived in critical condition and is now in surgery. We won’t know anything more for at least an hour.”


  “Dispatch someone down there to watch over him and report back to us as soon as he knows anything.”


  “Already have.”


  “What about the shooter?”


  “Scotland Yard’s crawling all over the area. Their criminal investigation team’s collecting evidence, talking to witnesses. Hold on, Sir. Someone’s asking a question.”


  Somebody mumbles something and then he’s back on the phone with me. “That was Inspector Petrie. He’s in charge of the investigation. He wants to talk to you.”


  “Of course. Put him on.”


  More mumbling from his end. “No. Not on the phone. He wants to talk in person. He’ll come by in an hour, it that’s all right with you.”


  “I’ll be waiting, no matter when he gets here. Give him my number so we know he’s on his way.”


  “I’ll pass it on.” And with that he clicks off.


  Elizabeth drifts into the study, her glorious hair tussled around her shoulders in an unholy mess. What has she been doing to herself? I open my arms, and she runs to me.


  Her hands clench against my back as she burrows her head into my shoulder. “Jonathan?”


  I report what Samuel said.


  “I won’t rest until I know he’s okay.”


  “Neither will I. Samuel will call as soon as he knows anything about him. Stay with me?”


  Trying hard to keep the tears at bay, she nods. With everything I have, I pray for Jonathan’s recovery. Granted, danger is part of a security guard’s job, but it’s something you don’t expect. Not really. As I sit on the couch with my arm around her, several questions race through my mind. Who could have done this? I don’t believe for a second the shooting was a random one. No. That bullet was intended for one of us. But who did the assassin intend to kill? Elizabeth or me?


  


  Chapter 31


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  THE BULLET MISSED all of Jonathan’s vital organs. With the quick emergency response and excellent care at the hospital, Jonathan, thank God, will recover.


  Against Gabriel’s wishes who demands I not step foot outside the penthouse, the next day we visit Jonathan at the hospital. I almost break down into tears when he gives me a quick smile and a thumbs up. But when he apologizes for falling down on the job, his attempt at a joke, I can’t contain them any longer. “Oh, Jonathan. You did your job. Much more valiantly than I can say. Thank you.”


  I kiss his cheek and squeeze his hand, and that ruddy complexion of his does him in, reddening his face. “You’re welcome, Mrs. Storm.”


  “Heal fast so you can show me more of those martial arts moves.”


  “I’ll do my best, ma’am.” When he twinges, I know it’s time to go.


  But Gabriel surprises me when he takes my place by Jonathan’s side. “I’ll take care of all your hospital expenses. So no worries on that behalf.”


  “Thank you, Mr. Storm.” Jonathan’s eyelids flicker with exhaustion.


  “No. I’m the one who’s thankful.”


  “Just doing my job, Sir.” He nods off after the last word.


  Monday, I acquiesce with Gabriel’s wishes and remain indoors, but by Tuesday, I’m chomping at the bit. I refuse to hide in fear. So I tell him I’m returning to work the next day.


  “You cannot do this, Elizabeth. Stay home for a couple more days while we investigate, while Scotland Yard investigates.”


  “Can’t do that.”


  “Why for Pete’s sake, would you go out in public when there’s a lunatic out to kill you?”


  “First of all, we don’t know that. It could be someone on a killing spree, or a terrorist. And we just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Second, I know you. If I comply with your wishes, a couple of days will turn into a week, and a couple of weeks will turn into a month. Before I know it, I’ll be housebound. And I will not do that ever again. I’ll be careful. I promise. You can station a guard outside my office if it will make you feel better, but I’m not staying home.”


  He grudgingly gives in, and the next morning, my new guard, Neville, accompanies me into my building. Having phoned Sebastian and gotten his blessing, I don’t foresee any problems with my new security arrangements.


  As soon as we arrive in the office, I introduce Neville to Charlie, my AA. Neville’s quite the charmer, and soon he has her eating out of his hand. We make it clear no one can enter my office without getting approval from me. At first, it’s a little cumbersome, but by the end of the second day, everyone gets into the groove.


  A couple of days later, I need a document from the file room. Charlie is out to lunch and Neville has temporarily stepped away, probably to the men’s room. I think nothing of going to the file room by myself. After all, it’s just down the hall. It being lunch time, there’s only one clerk in the room. I tell him what I need, and he disappears into the bowels to look for the file.


  While I wait by his desk, the door clicks softly behind me. I turn to find Brian Sullivan standing just inside the door.


  “How did you get in? You’re not an employee.”


  “I swiped a card from somebody’s desk. Oh, don’t worry. I’ll return it. She’ll just think she misplaced it.”


  “What do you want, Brian?”


  “I’m sorry to hear about the shooting. How’s your guard?”


  “Jonathan’s recovering. He should be out of the hospital in a few days. He lucked out. The wound missed all his vital organs.”


  “Nothing lucky about it. A trained sniper would never miss.”


  A cold frisson of dread skitters down my spine. “How would you know that?”


  “I trained as a sniper in the army. What I aim for, I hit.”


  Is he the shooter? Had he meant to hit one of us? Or is he just yanking my chain once more as he had with the folder of Chris Langenfeld.


  “Your husband is poking where he shouldn’t.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “His head of security is asking questions from the staff at the Londoner hotel. You might want to caution him to desist. He might not like the consequences if he proceeds.”


  My breath whooshes from me, and I clutch my throat.


  That ugly grin pops up on his face. “No need to panic, Liz. I would never hurt you.”


  The sounds of the clerk returning reaches us. Brian swivels and is out the door.


  “Found your file. Let me fill in the details and then you can check it out.” He jots down the information on his computer and hands me an electronic pad for me to sign while I shake and shake and shake. “Are you okay? You look a little pale.”


  “Yes, I’m fine. Need to get something to eat, that’s all.”


  After I thank him, I stumble out on shaky legs. Unable to walk, I lean against the closed door and take a couple of deep breaths. Once I find a measure of calm, I head to my office where I find Neville in a state of panic. “There you are. Where did you go?”


  I wave the file at him. “The file room.”


  “Mrs. Storm, you know the protocol. You should have waited for me.”


  “Sorry, Neville. I promise it won’t happen again.” And it won’t. From now on, I won’t go anywhere unless I’m accompanied by him or another security guard.


  After grabbing a quick sandwich from the downstairs deli, I hole up at my desk, barely glancing at the file I risked everything to get. Should I tell Gabriel about Sebastian’s veiled threat? Or should I keep quiet? There’s no proof he or anyone’s the shooter.


  By determining the trajectory of the shot, Scotland Yard pinpointed the location from where the shot was fired, a rooftop near the theater. But they only found spent shell casings at the site, nothing to identify the culprit. So no hope to be expected from that direction.


  If I tell Gabriel about that conversation in the file room, chances are he’ll do something about it. If he’d gotten into a fist fight with Sebastian over an imagined insult, he’d do much more to Brian. He wouldn’t just confront him. He’d try to hurt him. And Brian, who acts like a milquetoast, in reality is a cold stone killer who won’t hesitate for a second to kill Gabriel.


  If I keep quiet and let Gabriel’s investigation run its course, he’ll discover hard proof of Brian’s perfidy and bring it to the attention of Smith Cannon. And Brian Sullivan will get fired. He’d surely come after Gabriel then. But there’s really no choice. I have to tell him. Now. Before somebody else gets hurt.


  At home, I’m pacing the floor as Gabriel arrives from work. He immediately notices my upset. “What’s wrong?”


  “Not here. In the study.”


  He accompanies me into the room and closes the door behind us.


  In a few shaky words, I explain what happened today.


  “So he was the shooter.”


  “He seems to be, don’t you think? He never came out and said it, but if he was a sniper with the Army he’d know his way around a high-powered rifle, wouldn’t he?”


  “Yes. From his dossier, I knew he’d been in the army, but not that he’d received sniper training. My mistake. I’ll have Samuel look into his stint in the military. I don’t doubt we’ll find exactly what he said.”


  “I can’t get over it. Before he became obsessed with me, he appeared so meek and mild. And even then I didn’t think there’d be such hidden depths to him. Come to think of it, though, the night we’d landed at Dulles there’d been a look in his eye that told me he was hiding something. But I was so upset about breaking up with you, I didn’t think much about it. Maybe I should have.” I wrap my arms around my middle remembering those few months after my return to D.C.


  “You were upset about breaking up with me?”


  “Yes. Didn’t you think I would be?”


  “I don’t know. We never talked about it.”


  “I was miserable. Couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat. Most women pack on the pounds while they’re pregnant. I lost weight. Most nights I cried myself to sleep wondering how you were. When I heard about your accident, I wanted to fly to London to check on you, but I couldn’t. I knew what your mother would do if I did.” Tears roll down my cheeks as I remember those horrible months when I longed for him, wanting the comfort of his body next to mine.


  “Elizabeth.” He cups my face in his hands, sweeps away the moisture. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that alone. I had no memories of you. Only fleeting wisps of a gardenia scent, the shape of a woman’s breast in my hand, her intoxicating taste. And I never knew it was you. I only know my heart felt like it had been rent in two, like a piece had been carved out and I was not whole. But I didn’t know. I bloody well didn’t know. And then Brianna told me about you and your pregnancy. In a strange way it made sense, even though I couldn’t remember any of it.”


  I brush back that wayward curl of his, the one that always falls over his brow. “At the closing, you acted like you didn’t know me.”


  “I didn’t, love. It was only the next day, when I touched you, that I felt something I hadn’t felt for a long time. I came alive because of you.”


  I curl my hands around his neck, rest my head against his chest. “I’m afraid, Gabriel.”


  “Of what?”


  “Of Brian. He’s dangerous. And he’s been trained as a marksman. What’s to stop him from killing you next time?”


  “He won’t kill me. Samuel and I will stop him. We’re really close to getting the proof we need. So there’s no need to be afraid.”


  But there is. Brian Sullivan is a very dangerous man. In the past, I dismissed him as someone of no consequence. But he’s damn serious. That shooting at the theater proves it. He’s determined to win me no matter what it takes. Even if it means killing Gabriel.


  


  


  


  Chapter 32


  ______________


  Gabriel


  MY PHONE RINGS. Samuel. “We found the bellhop.”


  “Where?”


  “In a hospital. Somebody ran him over and then beat him into a coma. He was admitted without any ID on him. He regained consciousness only recently. So only then were they able to put a name to him.”


  Had we gotten too close to Brian Sullivan and had he reacted by trying to kill the porter? “Can we talk to him?”


  “Yes.”


  “Meet me downstairs.” No time like the present to discover the truth.


  At the hospital, he’s in a ward with several other people. From what I observed coming in, the hospital does not appear to have sufficient staff to deal with the number of patients. Too many are scurrying about dealing with the most urgent cases. And every bed is full which tells me the bellhop might not be getting the best care.


  “Russell Maull?” I ask.


  His eyes dart between Samuel and me. A nasty scar mars the side of his head, partly shaved to deal with the wound. Was that caused by his head hitting the pavement or had someone struck him there? No wonder he lost consciousness. He’s lucky to be alive.


  “Who wants to know?” He’s missing a couple of teeth and his mouth, torn in a couple of places, twists in pain. Somebody did quite a number on him.


  “My name is Gabriel Storm. And this is Samuel Taylor. We don’t want to harm you. If anything, we want to help.”


  “Help me how?”


  “Well, for one thing, I can have you moved to a better hospital. One where you’ll get private care so you recuperate faster.”


  “And drugs?” He tosses out. “Don’t get enough here. I’m in bloody pain all the time.”


  Having been in a similar situation, I can imagine the agony he’s going through. But there’s more at play here. He’s way too thin, for one. And his arms are scored with needle tracks. He’s a junkie in need of his next fix. I’ll be damned if I cater to that, but I need to get the information I seek. So I’ll have to fashion my words in a way that gives him hope without promising to feed his habit. “Your new doctors will assess what you need and deal with your pain accordingly.”


  His gaze travels back and forth between Samuel and me. He rubs his brow, twinges.


  “We can help you get better, Russell, but first you need to talk to us.”


  His shoulders droop with pain, fatigue. “What do you want?” He’s toned down his belligerence. Good. I’m making headway.


  “Last summer you worked at the Londoner Hotel?”


  “Yes.”


  “In July, my company held a business meeting there. We reserved several rooms and suites, including the Park Suite.”


  He catches his breath. And I think this time it’s not from pain. He’s beginning to understand my reason for being here.


  “Now I’m not accusing you of anything, but it’s something I need to know. Did you to go into the Park Suite and take pictures of some documents?”


  His hand clenches on the sheet. His eyes dart from side to side. “Can’t remember.”


  Bloody hell. I’m going to lose him, unless I do something, say something to convince him. “Look. I’m not going to press charges, but I require the truth. And unless I miss my guess a confession will help you as well. How did you end up here?”


  “Somebody ran me over and then beat the tar out of me. Bloody wanker.”


  “Who?”


  He starts to hitch a shoulder, but halfway up, his mouth twists in agony and he changes his mind. “Don’t know.”


  “I think you do. I think the person responsible came after you because you talked to Mr. Taylor and were about to tell him the truth. So your attacker almost killed you to keep you from talking.”


  “And what’s to stop him from coming back and finishing the bloody job?”


  “I’ll stop him. We’ll move you to a private hospital where you’ll get round-the-clock protection. If you sign an affidavit confessing to what you did.”


  “You won’t sick the coppers on me? I can’t go to jail. I have me mum to support.”


  Finally, something I can use as leverage. “No. And if you help us, I promise, you’ll be amply rewarded.”


  “How much?”


  “Five hundred pounds.” That should make his mum’s life a bit more comfortable.


  His gaze narrows as he studies me. I know what he sees. Fancy suit. Expensive watch. Jeweled tie pin. “Make it a thousand. Got a pregnant girlfriend as well.”


  I would have paid a lot more, but he doesn’t need to know that. “Done. Now tell me, did you photocopy those papers?”


  “Write it down before I tell you.”


  I let fly a curse.


  “I got it, Mr. Storm.” From his briefcase, Samuel fishes out a pad. I write an I.O.U., sign it, hand it to the pitiful excuse of humanity lying on the hospital bed.


  Ronald takes his time reading it over, mouthing the words as if he finds it difficult to read. He folds it, slips it beneath his pillow before peering back at me. “Yeah, I done it.” His chin hitches up as if he’s proud of what he did.


  Finally. “Who paid you?”


  “An American bloke. A lawyer. The miserable git only paid me fifty pounds. But I needed the money. For me mum.”


  I glance at his needle-track-riddled arm. His mum, my foot. He needed it to get his fix.


  “What did this man look like?” Samuel asks.


  “‘Bout his height.” He points to me. “Maybe an inch shorter, dark hair, brown eyes.”


  “And what did he ask you to do?” I ask, fervently hoping Russell does not notice the small recorder Samuel palmed when he returned the pad to his briefcase. If he notices, he might clam up.


  “He gave me a small camera. Asked me to go into the Park Suite and look for a briefcase. I was not to remove anything but to take pictures of any papers inside.”


  “And when did you do this?”


  “Kept me eye out. Waited for the bloke to leave. Wait a minute. That was you. I recognize you now. My eye weren’t on you, though. But on that looker with the big tits—”


  Anger bursts hot and fierce inside me. “Shut the bloody hell up. Right now.”


  Samuel clears his throat. “Maybe I should conduct the rest of the interview, Mr. Storm.”


  By sheer effort of will, I bury my rage. “No. I want to hear this. Go on. Just keep any comments about the looker to yourself.”


  “Roight. Sorry, mate. Didn’t mean no disrespect.” While he gives me the once over, I try to appear as calm as I can. “So you and the look—”


  I growl.


  “Your lady. You went out. All dolled up she was. So I figured you’d be out for a while. That’s when I snuck in. Didn’t have to look far. The briefcase was right there next to the dining table. Found a binder with lots of documents. Blimey. Must have taken me over half an hour to take all those pictures.”


  “And then what did you do?”


  “What he told me to do. Put the memory card inside an envelope. Wrote his name on it. And gave it to the concierge.”


  “Did the concierge know what was in the envelope?”


  “Hell, no. Ye think I’m stupid? Told him a bloke asked me to get him some condoms.”


  “And then what happened?”


  “Well, the next morning he picked up the envelope. All the trouble I went through and I only got fifty pounds. He promised me one hundred.”


  “What a shame. No honor among thieves, hey?” I say imitating his cockney accent. He starts to say something but thinks better of it.


  “So this name you wrote on the envelope. What was it?”


  “Sullivan. Brian Sullivan.”


  A smile of satisfaction rolls over my lips. Got you, you son of a bitch.


  


  


  Chapter 33


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  IT’S BEEN A HELL OF A WEEK. After Gabriel obtained a sworn affidavit from the bellhop at the Londoner hotel, he called Thomas Carrey and faxed the proof of Brian Sullivan’s perfidy to him. Incredulous at first, my former boss eventually admitted the seriousness of the matter. Especially after Gabriel told him he planned to not only terminate his business relationship with Smith Cannon but hinted at legal action against my former law firm as well. The former would financially impact the firm, but the latter would destroy it. He promised Gabriel the firm would investigate and take appropriate action. As if they have a choice. The only appropriate action the firm can take is to sever its relationship with Brian Sullivan.


  And that has me in a panic. Brian will retaliate, and this time he won’t miss. I’m not afraid for myself, but for Gabriel since he’d be the target of Brian’s wrath.


  Gabriel not being a fool has doubled the security contingent, adding more members to the security team. Not a problem. Storm Industries earned a reputation among ex-Armed Forces and ex-British SSB as a company with great pay and benefits. So plenty of security types lined up to work for us. With everything going on, Samuel had anticipated the need for additional staff and given several candidates a heads up. Once Gabriel called Smith Cannon, Samuel activated the plan and extended offers of employment to several prospects. Not one of them turned him down.


  But still I don’t feel it’s enough. Only now do I realize the terror Gabriel experienced while I was pregnant. How terrified he had to have been for me. If it was only half the way I feel right now, no wonder he went to such extraordinary measures to protect me. I bark out a bitter laugh.


  “What’s so funny?” Gabriel, emerged from his shower, smelling delicious as always and wearing nothing but white silk pajama bottoms. A garment he’ll toss as soon as he slips into bed. Under the sheets, we’re skin to skin.


  “I never understood your frame of mind while I was pregnant. Until now.”


  He wraps his arms around me, tucks my head underneath his chin. “You have nothing to worry about. I’ve hired additional security. He won’t get to you.”


  “It’s not me I’m worried about, Gabriel. It’s you he’ll come after.”


  “He can try, but he won’t succeed. Scotland Yard will find him.”


  I don’t see why they’d bother. “They wouldn’t look for him over a document theft.”


  “You’re right. But he left behind a glove. Rather careless of him if you ask me. And Scotland Yard was able to obtain a fingerprint from the inside. Since it was found on the rooftop where the shot originated right next to spent shell casings, it’s clear he’s the shooter.”


  “Why hasn’t Scotland Yard taken him into custody then? Smith Cannon knows where he lives.”


  “He’s in the wind. The Inspector in charge of the investigation called me today at work to let me know. Sullivan’s cleared out of the flat he’d been living in. He must have figured out the jig is up after I moved the bellhop to another hospital. I overplayed my hand with that. But I couldn’t take the chance he would get to Ronald Maull again.”


  “Again?” I choke out.


  “I suspect Brian Sullivan drove the car that put Ronald Maull in the hospital.”


  I curl my hands around his neck, latch on tight, burrow my head against his shoulder. “Gabriel. I’m frightened.” For him.


  “Don’t worry, darling girl. They’ll find him. He’s got nowhere to go.”


  “How can you say that?”


  “Britain’s an island. He’ll need travel documents if he wants to go anywhere. They’ve alerted every airport, train station, and port. If he tries to leave, they’ll nab him.”


  “What if he doesn’t leave? What if he stays?”


  “They’ve frozen his bank accounts, stopped his credit cards. He’s not a wealthy man. Whatever money he’s got left won’t last long. In a week, two at the most, they’ll nab him.”


  “I hope so. For I won’t rest easy until they do.”


  “In the meantime”—he drops a kiss on my nose—“security will remain tight. You will go nowhere without an entire retinue of guards.”


  “It’s not me he’s after. Can’t you understand that?”


  “Yes, I do. But darling, he could use you to get to me. Andrew won’t be going anywhere either, not even the rooftop. I’ve doubled up the security on Edward as well. Now come.” He pulls me toward the bed. “We’ve spent enough time worrying about a man of no consequence. It’s time we enjoyed ourselves for a change.”


  For the next hour, I surrender to the magic of Gabriel. While his arms hold me like I’m precious cargo, his lips whisper sweet words, and his body tells me how much I mean to him.


  Deep in the night, I come awake. Twisting over, I breathe in the glory of him. He sleeps so peacefully with a satisfied smile on his lips. I put that there. I gave him that peace. With that knowledge comes the realization. I can’t go to D.C. and leave him to face all this danger alone. I must remain in London until Brian’s apprehended. No matter how long it takes.


  Half awake he rolls in my direction. Even in his sleep he seeks me out. It’s but the work of a second for him to slip inside of me. And it’s only then, when our hearts beat as one, that I’m able to forget the madness.


  Finished with my shower the next morning, I’m standing in the dressing room deciding what dress to wear when his phone rings with a special tone, one I don’t recognize. He answers with “Chris?”


  My stomach clenches. As far as I know, he doesn’t know anyone by that name. Except for Chris Langenfeld. The woman he swore he doesn’t know. If she’s his doctor, why is he calling her by her first name?


  “You want to meet earlier? Let me look at my schedule.” A couple of heartbeats later, he says. “I have a two o’clock, but I can move it back. Things are happening at my end. Things I need to resolve. Does that work for you?” A pause and then. “See you then.”


  A wave of grief rolls over me. Is she that important to him that he moves a meeting just to see her?


  When his steps approach the dressing room, I rush back into the bathroom. It’s far enough away I wouldn’t overhear his phone call. For good measure, I flip on the hair dryer just as he strolls into the room.


  He takes one look at me and asks, “What’s wrong?”


  I shrug. “Nothing.”


  He walks over and wraps his arms around me from behind. “Stop worrying. We’ll catch him. You’ll see.”


  How could he be this loving with me after hanging up with her? Does he think he can carry on an affair, and I’ll go along with it, blessedly ignorant of his afternoon trysts? I don’t think so. Without saying a word, I step out of his arms and head for the bedroom where I open the armoire and grab a dress.


  He follows me with a perplexed look on his face. “Elizabeth?”


  “Sorry. I have to go to work early today. I have an early meeting to attend.”


  “You didn’t mention it last night.”


  “I forgot. What with everything that’s going on.”


  “Fine. We’ll go in together.”


  “No. One of us has to stay here and eat breakfast. Otherwise Jorge will be insulted.”


  The look he shoots tells me how silly that sounds.


  After I zip up my dress, I dial my driver and ask him to be downstairs in five minutes. I grab my purse and briefcase and walk toward the door, but he bars my way.


  Mouth frowning and brows hunched, he glares at me. Clearly, he’s upset. That makes two of us. “Tell me what’s wrong. What the bloody hell is wrong?”


  “Nothing. Gabriel. I just have to go to work, that’s all.” Two can play at this game. He doesn’t tell me about his private life. I’ll keep my feelings to myself. No matter how much it hurts. “Excuse me.” I dart around him and dash out the door. Once in the hallway, I run for the elevator.


  “Elizabeth. Wait.”


  But I don’t. The elevator arrives, and I jump in. The last thing I see is the dark look on his face. Good. Now he knows how I feel.


  


  Chapter 34


  ______________


  Gabriel


  “WHERE ARE WE GOING?” Elizabeth asks, as we roll down the motorway away from the city.


  “It’s a surprise.” I answer.


  “You were very quiet during dinner.”


  I bring her hand to my lips, kiss it. “A lot on my mind, that’s all.”


  “Brianna?”


  “Haven’t talked to her, but Jake checked in. He’s not making much headway into the equipment thefts. I urged him again to take over as head of security for the project, but he thinks he can do more incognito.”


  “He may be right. Since you fired him, the thieves may believe he doesn’t care and grow careless. What’s his cover?”


  “Brianna.” Something easy for everyone to believe since he’s carried a torch for her forever, and the construction workers in Brazil have known it all along.


  “Are things better with her now?” She slips her hand from my grasp. She doesn’t wish to maintain contact with me, that much is clear.


  “Jake wouldn’t discuss her, the blighter.” I spit out. I’d specifically sent him down there to stop two things—Brianna’s out-of-character behavior and the equipment pilfering. “He told me he was handling her.” I can only imagine the kind of handling going on.


  Elizabeth’s lips curve upward in a sad sort of smile. “Look at the bright side. Maybe they’ll finally get it out of their system.”


  “What?”


  “The attraction they feel toward each other so they can move on.”


  Telling, that statement. Does Elizabeth hope to get over her attraction for me? Her distant behavior over the last week seems to indicate such a direction. But no sense asking her about it. She won't tell me what's wrong, though I've asked her a million times. And by now I don't want to know. I'll just sit here and wait for the ax to fall. “I don’t know about Bri. But Jake? He’ll never get over her. He’s carried that torch too long.” As I have for Elizabeth. As I bloody well have.


  She glances out the window. “We’re traveling away from London. And this is the road to the airport. Are we flying somewhere?”


  My hand clenches. “No. We’re not.” I hope she doesn’t zero in on the ‘we’ part of that statement.


  “Then why?”


  I brush my finger against her lips, feel her warm breath against my skin while I still can. “Hush. You’ll see. It’s a surprise.”


  “Good surprise or bad?” Her gaze grows wary.


  “I’m hoping you think it’s good.”


  She claps her hands. A smile of pure joy lights up her lips. She hasn’t appeared this happy for a long time. “I know what it is.”


  My heart clenches. “Do you, love?”


  She nods and her curls bounce around her shoulders. “You flew in Casey and Gina. Is that it? Did I guess right?”


  “I’ll never tell.”


  “Spoilsport.” She settles back into the seat and gazes out the window, content for now. But for how long?


  When we roll into the hangar where we keep our company jet, her eyes light up. Excitement ripples through her as she hops from foot to foot, no doubt expecting Casey and Gina to come tripping out of the plane. When nothing happens, she gazes at me, a question in her eyes. “Aren’t they getting off?”


  “They’re not on the plane, Elizabeth. Nobody arrived, but somebody is leaving.”


  Her eyes turn dark. “Who?”


  “You.”


  “Me?” Her breath harshes. “Are you”—she swallows hard—“are you sending me away?”


  I grab her hand, hold it tight. “Yes. I am.” Scotland Yard’s not even close to finding Brian Sullivan. With every passing day, the danger grows. What if he finds a way to get to Elizabeth? She continues to work at Payne Industries. I’ve doubled and tripled security, all with Sebastian Payne’s approval. Even so, I can’t help but worry Brian Sullivan will find a way to nab her and hurt her in an attempt to get to me. If she’s not here, he won’t be able to use her as leverage. She will be out of danger in D.C.


  “Don’t do this, Gabriel. Don’t send me away.” Tears swim in those beautiful eyes of hers.


  “I have to. It’s too risky for you here. You’ll be safe in D.C., and you can finish your final semester at school.”


  She wrenches her hand from me. “I’m not going. You can’t make me. I can’t leave Andrew. Please don’t do this, Gabriel. Please.” She’s trying hard not to cry, but one tear escapes anyway. Thankfully, there’s no one around to witness this scene.


  “You’re not leaving Andrew. You’re taking him with you. He’s already on the plane. And so is Nanny, Jonathan, Jorge and Marisol, and a full contingent of security guards.”


  “But.”


  “No, buts.” I give the high sign toward the plane. The door slides open and Samuel descends, followed by Nanny with Andrew in her arms. Jonathan and several other guards follow her down the stairs.


  Elizabeth’s gaze bounces to the plane, back to me. “I don’t understand. You said Andrew would never leave England.”


  “Brian took a potshot at us in front of a marquee crowded with theatergoers. He injured Jonathan. That tells me he doesn’t care who gets in the way. He’ll do whatever it takes to hit his target.”


  “What makes you think he won’t come after me in D.C.?”


  “Because it’s me he wants, Elizabeth. Not you.”


  “We don’t know for sure it was him. It could have been anyone,” she says in a small voice.


  “Give over, love. We both know it was him. He was a sniper in the Army. And now that Smith Cannon severed their partnership with him because of the information I turned over to them, he’ll be even more dangerous. His vendetta is against me, not you. But if you’re here, if Andrew is here, you might get in the way. You and our son will be safe in D.C.”


  “But if you’re sending Samuel and all those guards with me who will remain behind to protect you?”


  “Travis, plus a whole slew of other guards. Don’t worry, love. I’ll be fine.”


  “No, Gabriel. I can’t leave you. I won’t leave you.”


  “If you don’t leave for yourself, leave for Andrew’s sake.”


  By this time, Nanny has arrived at our side. I pluck Andrew from her arms, hold him one last time, kiss his soft cheek before I hand him over into Elizabeth’s keeping. “Take care of him. Take care of my son.”


  “Gabriel. I can’t go. I can’t leave you all alone.”


  “Yes. You can.”


  “Come with us. Please.”


  “I can’t. I’d put you in danger if I did.”


  “Now—” I give Andrew one final kiss— “Go.”


  “Gabriel.”


  “Don’t make this more difficult than it has to be, Elizabeth. Please.” I give her a hard kiss on the lips and walk back to the car. When I arrive there, I turn to look back at her.


  Standing right where I left her, she stares at me for a long while before heading toward the plane stairs. At the top she takes Andrew’s hand. “Say goodbye to Daddy, Andrew.”


  “Dadaddadadaaa.” He waves.


  Hiding her face in him, she disappears into the plane. Everyone else follows suit, except for Samuel, who remains by my side.


  “Take good care of them, Samuel. They are my life.”


  “Yes, Sir. You can count on me.”


  “I always have, my friend.” I shake his hand. He nods before he follows Elizabeth and the rest of the retinue into the plane in that measured, dignified gait of his.


  The door slides shut. A few minutes later, the engines rev up and the aircraft heads toward the phalanx of other planes on the runway. It might be fifth in line and dwarfed by the bigger jets, but it carries my heart, my soul, my very reason for living. Slowly the other birds take their turn and lift off, until it’s the Storm Industries jet’s time to go.


  Something inside me screams ‘Stop’. I miss her so much already it’s like I’m bleeding inside. I take several steps forward as if somehow my anguish can call it back. But that would be the wrong thing to do. She will be safe in D.C. and she’ll fulfill her goal. She needs this so she can become the best corporate attorney she can be. So she can be happy and fulfilled. But when she obtains that degree, will she still want to be married to me?


  Picking up speed, the plane rolls down the runway. Faster and faster it goes until finally it loses contact with the earth and spreads its wings into the evening sky. Standing on the tarmac, I watch the plane become smaller and smaller until it disappears from sight. And even then I remain, hoping for one more glimpse before she’s gone from my life. Knowing the futility of such a thing, I turn and walk back to the car where Travis waits by the open door.


  “Where to, Mr. Storm?” he asks, once I’m inside.


  “The Brighton.” The place I’d called home before but no longer is. Not now that they’re gone.


  


  


  Chapter 35


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  ON THE PLANE RIDE, Samuel assures me the Cathedral Arms penthouse is ready for our arrival. Gabriel arranged for a cleaning service, plus he’d asked the designer we’d used before to set up Andrew’s baby room on the second floor and an additional mini nursery in the room next to mine. He’d thought of everything, hadn’t he? And never breathed a word to me about his plans.


  By the time we get to our new home, I’m beyond exhausted. So I tuck Andrew into bed with me and drop into a troubled sleep. In my dreams, I glimpse Gabriel in the distance, but no matter how fast and hard I run, I never catch up to him.


  By the time I wake up Friday morning, the penthouse is running like clockwork. Nanny has put her own unique touches in the nursery, displaying Andrew’s favorite toys in and around the room. Since he needs to establish his routine in the new place, I give him a quick kiss and hand him over to her.


  In the kitchen, Jorge and Marisol are busy stocking up food supplies and arranging things. The security staff has set up their command post in one of the bedrooms and is busy checking the equipment to ensure everything’s in working order.


  After grabbing a quick cup of coffee and a fresh croissant Jorge popped out of the oven, I head back upstairs to unload the five suitcases, none of which I filled. Parker had to have been the one to pack for me. His attention to detail shows in everything. From the clothes carefully folded between sheets of tissue paper to the toiletries stashed in their own satchel. It only takes me an hour to hang everything in the closet, store my underwear and lingerie in the clothes armoire, and lay out my toiletries in the bathroom.


  In the bag that contains my laptop, I find an envelope from Gabriel. The letter inside tells me that everything’s ready for school. The classes I’d chosen have been reserved for me. All I need to do is pick up my textbooks. When I check my class schedule online, I discover my first three classes run one right after the other starting on Monday at ten o’clock. All have extensive reading assignments. Which means a trip to the law school bookstore is in order.


  But before I head out, I call Gabriel. I hate the way we left things. Shellshocked as I was, I didn’t ask any questions. Only begged him to let me stay. I’m worried sick, not only about his safety, but his well being as well. And let’s face it, I’m more than a little concerned about this Chris Langenfeld.


  He knows her. Those pictures Brian showed me didn’t lie, given that phone call. And yet Gabriel denied their acquaintance. Could he really be having an affair with her? He’s been so loving and caring toward me. But maybe, just maybe, he’s had enough of my need for a career and shipped me off so he can conduct a liaison without me around.


  The phone rings for several seconds before it goes to voice mail. Where is he? And why isn’t he picking up? Those questions torture me. But I can’t obsess over them. Not with as much as I have to do today.


  After a quick kiss to Andrew with a promise Mommy will be back soon, I track down Jonathan and tell him I need to go to my school. He’s still recuperating from his injury and is not 100%, but, other than Samuel, I won’t trust my well being to another guard. Given the circumstances, though, I need an additional one. He introduces me to Ben, a local behemoth who’s got to be at least six six. He’ll accompany us where ever I need to go.


  The three of us head down the elevator to the garage where the silver Benz waits for us, the same one Gabriel bought for me so many months ago. The new guard gets behind the wheel and off we go to my law school.


  The smell of books hits me as soon as I walk into the store. Gosh, I’ve missed this. I roam the aisles with my class list and hand books to the new guard to carry for me. I’m just about to check out when I hear my name called. “Liz!”


  Maggie, a student from my first year and a member of my former study group, is bearing down on me, dragging behind her another familiar face.


  “Oh, my gosh. You look fantastic.” She hugs and kisses me. “Look, Mike, doesn’t she look faboo.”


  “Absolutely.” Mike grins. He eschews the hug and kiss for a handshake. His wardrobe hasn’t changed a bit. He’s still sporting his favorite Nationals team jacket and a Washington Nationals cap.


  “When did you get back in town?”


  “Last night.”


  Maggie points to one of my books. “You’re taking Finance Law? Us too. The teacher’s a bear. She works her students to death.”


  “Looking forward to it.”


  “You want in on the study group?”


  “Absolutely.” During my first year, the weekly get togethers helped me not only assimilate the extensive reading material but socialize with my fellow students. Working a full time job as I had, I enjoyed the comraderie of our tight-knit group. We’d celebrated birthdays, each other’s successes, and shared a brew or two at a pub close to the school. Of course, things are no longer the same with me. I can’t socialize as freely as I used to do. But at least there’s one advantage to my current lifestyle. “How about we meet at my place?”


  “Where do you live?”


  When I give him the details of my Cathedral Arms address, Mike whistles. “That’s some fancy abode.”


  Maggie elbows him in the ribs, probably to get him to shut up.


  “I’m afraid you’ll have to go through a bit of security.” I point out my two guards who are hovering close enough to prevent me from coming to harm but far away they don’t intrude on our conversation. “But I can promise you the most divine food. I have a chef who loves to cook.”


  Mike’s eyes light up. “A chef? Wow. I’m in.”


  I laugh. His slender, six-two frame belies the fact he loves to eat. He’d often scarfed down every last bit of snack the students brought to study group. Looks like his appetite hasn’t changed.


  After discussing several time frames to meet, we settle on Saturday mornings at eight. That would give us four solid hours of study group and still leave time for other weekend events.


  “I’ll call the rest of the gang and let them know,” Maggie says.


  “Great.”


  “See you Monday in class.”


  She wiggles her fingers at me, while dragging Mike away with her other hand. They’d always been sweet on each other. From the way she’s bossing him around, it looks like their relationship has moved to the next level.


  “Yeah, see you.” It’s good to get back into the swing of things. I may have a killer schedule. Seven classes. But at least I don’t have to work as well.


  On the way back to the Cathedral Arms, I pull out my cell and check the call log. But nothing recent pops up. Why hasn’t Gabriel called? Hating myself, I dial his number. It rolls to voice mail once more. Refusing to be needy—too late, I know—I leave an upbeat message and ask him to call back.


  Needing a pick-me-up after degrading myself, I phone CeCe who screeches into the phone when she hears I’m back in town.


  “You want to get together this weekend?” I ask, hoping she’ll say yes. Need something to keep my mind off Gabriel.


  “Drats. Can’t. Paul and I are going away.”


  Last time we talked, she’d been on the outs with her husband, suspecting him of stepping out on her. “Oh, how are things with the hubs?”


  “Great. All those late hours he was putting in?”


  “Yeah.”


  “He made partner at his accounting firm.”


  “Oh, that’s so great.” I’m happy for her. God knows she deserves it. But I sure wish we could have gotten together. She would have been a great sounding board. But it’s not her fault my marriage is such a disaster.


  “So now that he can actually take a weekend off now and then, we’re going to Atlantic City. Leaving in an hour.” Somebody says something at her end. “Gotta go, girlfriend. But definitely let’s get together next weekend. Shopping and lunch?”


  “You got it. Have fun.” And she rings off.


  By mid afternoon, I’ve rearranged everything on my desk, marked my assignments in my textbooks, and worked out a reading schedule.


  I pull out my phone and check the call log. Again. Nothing. Nada. Not even a text. Collapsing on the bed, I stare at the ceiling, as I play with the cell buttons. With no pride left, I dial his number one last time. It predictably rolls over into voice mail. I don’t leave a message. Why bother?


  Chapter 36


  ______________


  Gabriel


  SHE’S CALLED THREE TIMES, and every time I’ve allowed the call to roll over to voice mail. If I answer, I’m likely to beg her to come back to me and that’s something I won’t do. She’s worked her whole life with one goal— to work as a corporate attorney. A dual degree earned from American and British law schools, when coupled with that brilliant mind of hers, will make her the best of the best. She need never look for a job, the jobs would come to her. As they already do.


  Sebastian Payne did not hesitate to triple her salary, offering as much as someone who worked full time because he wants to keep her working for him. No doubt in my mind why he made the offer. She has a steel trap of a mind when it comes to international financing. With time and experience, she’ll make a brilliant lawyer. So she needs this time to focus on her school work and the peace of mind that comes with having Andrew by her side.


  Late in the evening, I head for home. No sense asking Parker to whip up something. His culinary skills don’t extend to French cuisine. About all he can manage is boiling water and warming soup. I’ll need to ask him to pick up the basics so at least I’ll have bread, milk, eggs, luncheon meats, coffee. I’ll eat lunch at the office and grab takeaways for dinners.


  I know it’s silly, but I can’t bring myself to hire a cook. It would spell an end of sorts to the idyllic life I enjoyed with Elizabeth sitting across from me at the dining table enjoying Jorge’s fine cuisine.


  I’ll hire a cleaning service to clean once a week. The way we used to handle things before Elizabeth walked into my life.


  My phone rings. Elizabeth again. I better answer it. Next phone call might be to Travis to find out just where the hell I am.


  “Hello.”


  “Gabriel.” Her cherished voice skitters along my senses making me ache deep inside. “I was beginning to worry.”


  I rub a closed fist across my brow, trying to ease the pain there. “Sorry. Busy day.”


  “Yeah. Me too.”


  “What did you do?” As she tells me about her day of visiting her school and buying books, I want to reach into the phone and hug her to me. But that’s something I cannot do.


  “So we’re setting up a study group. I thought it best if we held it here.”


  “At the Cathedral Arms?” Alarm streaks through my belly. I don’t know these people. “I don’t know, Elizabeth. Who are they?”


  “Friends from school. We’ll only meet once a week on Saturdays. I’ve already checked with Jorge. He loves the idea of whipping up a spread. Frankly, I love it as well. I need to socialize.”


  “I sent you there to study, not socialize.” I bite out. I’m being a bastard, I know, but the thought she’s putting herself in danger has thrown me into a spin.


  For a couple of beats, there’s only dead silence from her end. “What do you expect from me while I’m here in D.C.?”


  “I expect you to go to school, come home, study.”


  “And that’s all?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that. I won’t be kept a prisoner in my own home. Not again.”


  “If you don’t obey me, I’ll have no recourse but to—” Chris Langenfeld’s warning rings in my head. ‘Wouldn’t it be better to consult her about safety measures you might want to undertake?’


  “But to what?”


  “I don’t want you hurt. I don’t want Andrew hurt. Can’t you see how inviting strangers into our home can jeopardize your safety?”


  “First of all, they’re not strangers; they’re friends. And second, they’ve agreed to go through security. Which frankly was an embarrassing thing to ask. But I did it because I knew it was what you would want.”


  “You did?”


  “Yes. I’m trying to see things from your point of view, Gabriel. Can’t you work with me on this? Not everyone’s out to get me, you know.”


  Can I? She and Andrew are so far away. I can’t be there to guard them. But Samuel is. And I trust him with their lives.


  “Fine. I’ll call Samuel to give him a heads up. Please give him their names so he can vet them. If he finds anything, anything at all, that person will not be allowed into the penthouse.”


  She heaves a deep sigh. “I guess I can live with that.”


  Eager to turn our conversation to a safer subject, I ask, “Have you touched base with CeCe and Casey?”


  “I talked to CeCe, yes. We’re getting together next week to go shopping.”


  “And Casey?”


  “Not yet, but I will.”


  “Do that. Sounds like you’re settling in then. How’s Andrew?” My voice chokes when I say his name.


  “Right here. Look Andrew, it’s daddy.”


  “Hello, sweet boy.”


  “Dadadada.”


  I clutch the mobile. I want to hug my boy to me so badly it hurts.


  “The designer set up a crib for him in the study. Hope you don’t mind.”


  “Why should I mind? I asked her to do it.”


  “Because that’s your office. That’s where you work when you visit. You will come and visit us, won’t you?” Her voice sounds hopeful and anxious at the same time.


  I wish I could, but I can’t. If I travel to D.C., it might put them in danger. And that’s something I won’t do. But if I outright say no, she’ll argue. “Maybe. We’ll see. Things are quite busy here. What with the thefts in Brazil and trying to get a new project off the ground in the United States.” My phone beeps. Caller ID tells me it’s one of my VPs. “I have to go. Call coming in.”


  “Gabriel?”


  “Yes.”


  “I love you.”


  “Right.” I click off. I try to swallow past the lump in my throat. Why didn’t I say I love you back? One small phrase. That’s all it would have taken. Because if I say those words, I won’t be able to stop myself from getting on the next plane and joining her. And I can’t do that. Her life and Andrew’s life are at stake. But if I keep pushing her away, sooner or later she’ll reestablish her life in the states, close to her friends, and realize she doesn’t need me. She never did.


  I wipe the moisture from my face and grab my raincoat. I can’t remain here at The Brighton, where everything reminds me of her, of my son. Going out into the night, I wander down to Soho, where I come across a former watering hole.


  The temptation to drink away my pain beckons me. Not the first time I’ve used liquor to dull the ache in my heart. But I know better. Last thing I want is a repeat of that disastrous night when I wrapped the Jag around a tree. Whatever happens between Elizabeth and me, my son will need me. And I’m not willing to jeopardize my life for a few hours of oblivion.


  So I pass up the bar and head for the sushi restaurant next to it. Rather than take food home, I decide to eat in. And as fate would have it, I run into one of the models I used to date. What’s her name? Nicky. Suzy. Something that ends with a y.


  She leaves her friends behind and, talking a dime a dozen, drops into the booth by my side. When she busses me on the cheek, I almost gag from the stench of her perfume. What did I ever see in her?


  “How are you, darling?” she asks.


  “Fine.”


  “All alone?”


  I take a sip of the Japanese Rice lager. “Thought I’d pop out for a quick bite to eat.”


  “Want some company?”


  “Aren’t you with friends?” I nod toward the table where her acquaintances stare unabashedly at us.


  She waves her stiletto-tip nails at them. “Oh, they’ll understand.”


  “You do know I’m married now.” Trying my best to ignore her, I pop a California roll into my mouth.


  Flashing me her most brilliant smile, she asks, “She’s not here, is she?”


  “No.” I wave the waiter over and ask him to box my meal to go. When he walks away, I finish the rest of my ale.


  She brushes her hand down my arm, leans in to whisper in my ear. “I don’t mind.”


  A camera flashes somewhere. God, I really hope that camera is not aimed at us. At the restaurant’s entrance, the club owner is pushing back the paparazzi. Blasted vultures.


  When the waiter returns with the container in a carry out bag, I stand and hand him more than enough to cover the tab. Buttoning my jacket, I turn to whatever- her-name-is. “You might not mind, but I do.”


  Leaving her with her mouth agape, I stroll out and head back home, knowing damn well which photos will hit tomorrow’s gossip rags.


  


  


  Chapter 37


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  AFTER I HANG UP WITH GABRIEL, I clasp Andrew to my breast. Why is Gabriel acting so distant? Does he intend this separation to be something more permanent? He’s always kept his cards close to his chest. Is this his way of saying we’re through?


  Gabriel swore Andrew would never leave England. Is this his way to get me out of the country? Is he killing two birds with one stone? Andrew gets to be safe, and he gets rid of me so he can enjoy some time with his lover. Or does he finally approve of my career choice? So many questions. With unfortunately little in the way of answers.


  “Dadadadada.” Andrew pats my cheeks.


  “Dada’s not here, sweetheart.”


  My cell rings. Casey.


  “Hi.”


  “Hey, Lizzie. How are you?”


  It’s so good to hear his voice. He’s always been an ocean of calm in my crazy world. Through all the months since my marriage to Gabriel, we’ve stayed in touch, usually me calling him with one thing or another. He decided not to open the restaurant in London because it would be too difficult to manage from the United States, but he’s opening a Ragin’ Cajun in New York. Gabriel helped with the financing and with finding a primo spot. The Big Apple opening is only two months away. So I’m glad I’m here to support him for once. Even if I’m a wreck at the moment.


  “Fine.”


  “Settling back into D.C. okay?”


  What? “Yes, but how did you know?”


  “Gabriel. He called this morning. Told me there’d been a change in plans. Although, to tell you the truth, I thought I’d hear it from you, not him.”


  He sounds hurt. No wonder. We’d talked two days ago, and I hadn’t mentioned the move. On the contrary. I’d told him I wasn’t coming back to D.C. after all. “I would have called if I’d known. But I didn’t.”


  “You didn’t know?” His voice rises. He sounds just as surprised as I was.


  “No. He put me on the plane last night with Andrew and our entire household staff, including most of the security team.”


  “Why would he do that without first discussing it with you?”


  “That’s what I’m sitting here trying to figure out.” I can’t help the hitch to my voice.


  To which Casey, of course, reacts. Except for Gabriel, he knows me better than anyone.


  “You’re upset,” he says.


  “Yeah, a little.”


  “And you’re imagining the worst. Don’t. There’s a rational explanation for your husband acting the way he is. Come to brunch on Sunday, so we can talk.”


  I swipe at my tears. “I’d like that. I’ll need to bring Andrew.”


  “Of course you do. Look forward to seeing him and you.”


  The hands on the fourteen-foot high clock that covers one wall of my floor grind to the top of the hour, announcing the hour with seven chimes. Time to feed Andrew and put him down for the night.


  The next day I analyze 36 cases for seven classes, jotting down the facts, history, holding, rationale, dissenting and concurring opinions for each case. God knows I love learning and school, but by Saturday night my brain is fried.


  Sunday I wake up mind refreshed looking forward to Sunday brunch with Casey and Gina. When I arrive at their condo on Wisconsin Avenue, she scoops Andrew right out of my arms. “Oh, Lizzie, he’s beautiful.” I emailed them photos and videos of Andrew, but they hadn’t seen him in person until now. “Isn’t he, Casey?”


  “Yes. He is.” He sweeps a finger down the soft of Andrew’s cheek while my son stares wide-eyed at him. He’s pretty sociable for a baby, but Casey’s a new person he’s never seen before. But he decides Casey’s to be trusted because he offers him his gummy smile.


  “Oh, I want one.” She glances at Casey with hopeful eyes.


  “After we marry.”


  “Tick tock,” Gina says before heading toward the living room where she’s laid out a blue fleece blanket on the rug on which a stuffed bunny lies.


  As soon as he spots the bunny, Andrew goes nuts, squealing and bouncing against Gina with his chubby legs so he can get down and play. Knowing he’s well taken care of, I follow Casey into the kitchen.


  “Tick tock?” I ask, making myself at home on a stool at the end of the kitchen island.


  He lets out a laborious sigh. “Gina’s way of reminding me her eggs are not getting any younger.”


  “But she’s only thirty, isn’t she?”


  “Yes. Plenty of time to have a child, but she doesn’t see it that way. Ever since she saw you in London, she’s been pushing for one of her own. Would you like something to drink?”


  “Orange juice. Thank you.”


  I wait until he fills glasses for us both before I say, “So get married and knock her up.”


  “It’s not that simple, Lizzie.”


  “So what’s the hold up?”


  “The new restaurant in New York City. It’s taken longer than I wanted to get it up and running. But hopefully two months from now, it will be. And then we can get married and start working on that baby she wants so much.”


  “Great,” I say, before taking a sip of the OJ.


  He glances at me while whisking eggs, milk, and the occasional pinch of salt and pepper. “You sitting there, me cooking. Seems like old times.”


  “Yeah.” A squeal reaches us, and I glance through the opening into the living room where Gina’s busy tickling Andrew’s tummy. When she gets too close, he grabs her long hair and pulls her into him. So like his father in that respect.


  I glance back to find Casey staring at me. “I never pictured you as a mother.”


  “Never pictured it myself. I love him so much.” My eyes grow moist.


  He drops the quiche into the oven and hangs up his apron before sliding into the stool next to me.


  “It shows, Lizzie. You’ve changed.”


  “How so?”


  “You used to carry this air of desperation about you. Like you were afraid things would get away from you unless you caught them and held on tight.”


  “Did I?”


  “Yes. But now?” He tilts his head as he scrutinizes me. “You seem content with your place in life.”


  “I am. “Except . . .”


  “Except?” He prompts.


  “He put me on a plane to D.C. without bringing up the subject first.”


  “Isn’t this what you wanted? To return to school and finish this last semester?”


  “Yes.”


  “So he gave you what you wanted. And yet you find something wrong with it. Why?”


  “Because he didn’t discuss it with me.”


  “Why do you think he didn’t?”


  “I might have refused to come.”


  “And why would you do that if this is what you wanted?”


  Casey has always been one to challenge me, to get me to think about alternate theories. “When I first told him I needed to return to D.C. to finish my studies, I suggested I bring Andrew along. He refused to even consider it. Andrew would never leave England and that was that.”


  “And yet, here he is.” He points toward the living room. “Why do you think he allowed you to bring Andrew with you?”


  “He trusts me to take care of him, to see that he’s not hurt. Well, me along with his security team.”


  “Anything else?”


  “He trusts me to return to England.”


  “And?”


  “To bring his son back to him.”


  “And does he expect something in return?”


  “I don’t know. I think this is his way of getting rid of me.”


  His brow wrinkles. “Why do you think that?”


  I tell him about Chris Langenfeld—the pictures Brian showed me, Gabriel denying he knew her when he saw her at the restaurant, that early morning phone call. “He might be cheating on me.”


  Leaning back, Casey belts out a belly laugh.


  I frown. “Why are you laughing?”


  “Lizzie. The man I met, the man I’ve come to know all these months, is deeply in love with you.” He puts his hand over my clenched ones and squeezes. “Has it occurred to you that maybe he’s seeing this woman professionally?”


  “I can’t imagine Gabriel visiting a psychotherapist.”


  “A man in love would if he wanted to save his marriage.”


  “Then why did he deny he knew her?”


  “He’s a proud man. Probably didn’t want you to know.”


  Could Casey’s interpretation be the right one? And I’ve built this entire house of cards for no reason at all? “How could I have been so stupid?”


  “Because you’re just as crazy in love with him as he is with you. And you’re afraid of losing him. My advice? Talk to him. Ask him flat out about this woman. Once you confront him with the knowledge, I’m willing to bet he’ll tell you the truth.”


  “But that doesn’t explain why he’s not picking up the phone.”


  “With everything that’s gone on with you and Andrew, he’s got to be suffering the agonies of the damned because he’s not here to protect you, to watch over you. So he doesn’t pick up the phone because he doesn’t want you to know. So you won’t worry.”


  “Sounds like something he’d do. Him and his blasted Storm pride.”


  “Communicate with him another way. Send him a text. Or a video of Andrew. When he’s ready, he’ll pick up the phone.”


  I kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you.”


  “Happy now?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then let’s go into the living room so I can play with my nephew.”


  “Yes, let’s.”


  My phone chirps with the sound it makes when I receive a text. Thinking it’s Gabriel, I grab it from my purse and pull up the text. I don’t recognize the sender, and the picture that pops up is the last thing I want to see. A newspaper article with a photo of Gabriel and some floozy whispering in his ear. The headline screams, “Is Gabriel Storm back on the market?”


  I catch my breath. Who is she? And what is she doing with Gabriel? Did he send me away so he could resume his playboy lifestyle? Hearing Casey’s voice inside my head, I realize how ridiculous that sounds.


  And then I recall the snap of Sebastian and me and how the papers spun that picture in the worst possible way. There’s got to be another reason. I examine the photo for clues. There’s a plate of food in front of him. The clock on the wall says it’s 8:17. He probably stopped off at a restaurant to get something to eat and ran into an old girlfriend of his. That’s got to be the explanation because I won’t accept any other one. But I sure mean to find out.


  


  Chapter 38


  ______________


  Gabriel


  IT’S BEEN TWO WEEKS since I put Elizabeth and Andrew on a plane, two weeks in hell. After the photo appeared in the paper, I switched to ordering dinner in, rather than taking a chance at the local restaurants. Too many ways things could head south.


  Elizabeth’s been texting and sending me videos of Andrew. She’s propped home-made signs in front of him that say things like, ‘I love you’ and ‘I miss you.’ Sometimes she’s the one holding the signs. She shoots me daily emails full of news. She’s reconnected with some of her old school friends, enjoyed brunch with Casey and Gina, gone shopping with CeCe. She signs every last one of them with “All my love, Elizabeth.”


  Although at first I was highly skeptical about her bid for freedom, I’m now glad. Clipping her wings would have created a rift between us difficult to repair.


  My phone rings. Elizabeth. “Hello, love.”


  “Gabriel.” Just hearing her voice is enough to get me hard. “How are you?”


  “Fine.”


  “Are you? Really?”


  “No. I miss you.”


  “Me too.” She clears her throat. “I have a question for you. And I’d like a straight answer, no matter what it is.” Her voice wavers as if whatever she’s going to ask holds a lot of significance for her.


  “Alright.”


  “What is Chris Langenfeld to you?”


  Bloody hell. I grip the mobile tight. “How do you know about her?”


  A whimper from her end. “So it’s true. You’re seeing her.”


  “Yes. Yes, I am.”


  “Is that why you sent me away?” She screams. “So you could fuck her? How could you?”


  “I sent you away so you’d be safe. And I’m not fucking her. I’m seeing her professionally. She’s my psychotherapist.”


  “Oh, Gabriel. I’m sorry I yelled.” There’s a hitch in her voice and a snuffle. She’s crying. Over me. “But I’ve been worried sick.”


  I want to reach through the phone lines and hug her to me. But I can’t. All I can do is talk to calm her down. “I’m sorry I caused you needless worry. I should have told you.”


  “Yes, you should have. Why didn’t you?”


  Why hadn’t I? Because my damn Storm pride associated the therapy with weakness. I should have been able to work out these problems on my own. Never mind I haven’t been able to do so for the last thirty two years. “I didn’t want you to see me as weak.”


  “Are you kidding me?”


  “No.”


  “Gabriel, you’re one of the strongest men I know. To have gone through the hell you went through as a child and not only survived but triumphed? Not many men could have done what you have.”


  I laugh as a weight lifts off my shoulders. “So I’m still your hero?”


  “Always. I’m curious though. All these years you could have gone to therapy? Why now?”


  “I didn’t want to lose you.”


  “And here I’ve been imagining the worst.”


  “Is that why you were acting so distant before you left?”


  “Yes. Your phone rang one morning. She wanted to reschedule your appointment. And I thought . . .”


  “I was fucking her.”


  “Yes.”


  “Elizabeth, since I met you there’s only been one woman in my life—you. I’m crazy about you. I’m so in love I don’t know which way is up or down any more. You are the best thing that’s happened in my life. You and Andrew.”


  “Oh, I wish you were here or I was there. Please come. I need you.” Her voice turns low. “I need you.” The last need comes across hot and sultry.


  “Wish I could, but I can’t. Not until Brian is safely behind bars.”


  We spend the next while whispering inanities to each other. At one point she puts Andrew on the phone and he offers his ‘dadadada’ spiel. But after thirty minutes, she has to get ready for class.


  “Love you.”


  “Love you right back.” It’s the first instance we’re on the same page at the same time.


  Over the next month, it becomes increasingly harder not to fly to D.C., especially when I get late in the night phone calls and she talks dirty to me. The phone calls usually end with me in the shower wanking off. I’ve never been so clean in my life.


  Something’s got to break because we can’t go on like this. My work’s suffering; she’s finding it difficult to concentrate on school. We need to see each other, be with each other, make love. At this point, I think she wants it more than I do. Not even sure that’s possible.


  My phone calls to Scotland Yard provide no new information. Neither do my private investigations. Brian Sullivan has disappeared. He’s nowhere to be found.


  After a month and a half of eating in, I head out to grab a restaurant meal. I’m just at the elevator when my phone rings. Thinking it’s her, I click on. But it’s not. It’s Inspector Petrie, and the news he reveals chill my blood.


  Chapter 39


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  SATURDAY MORNING I’m waiting for my fellow law students to arrive at the Cathedral Arms. A month and a half have passed since our initial meeting. On Gabriel’s orders, Samuel investigated the lot, and they all passed with flying colors. By now, the guards are infinitely familiar with the group, so they barely spare them a glance when they show up.


  The guard from downstairs calls to announce the arrival of the first two—Maggie and Mike. I walk toward the elevator to greet my friends. Mike will be especially pleased with today’s spread. Jorge surpassed himself, preparing not only a quiche, but pancakes, waffles, bacon, and fruit. The dining room table fairly groans with the weight of the food.


  Sporting an odd expression, Maggie steps off the elevator with Mike right behind her wearing his trademark Nationals jacket and cap.


  Except it isn’t Mike.


  “Brian.” My breath whooshes out.


  “How do you lock the elevator?”


  What is he doing here? “You think I would tell you that?”


  He fishes out a gun from the jacket and aims it at Maggie. “You have three seconds to tell me. One, two—”


  A guard steps out of the command room, gun drawn. Brian doesn’t hesitate for a second. He shoots him, and the guard drops to the floor.


  Maggie screams. Everyone in the place comes running—Jorge, Marisol, Nanny, holding Andrew close to her. Oh, God. No.


  “You press that.” With a trembling finger, I point to the button next to the elevator in the shape of a fleur de lis.


  Keeping everyone in his sight, he pushes it and turns to me.


  “How did you get past security?” I ask.


  “I showed up with Maggie, dressed in her boyfriend’s jacket and cap. The guard downstairs barely glanced at the ID.”


  Whoever it was, he can kiss his job goodbye. If I make it through this. “By now they’ll know something’s wrong.”


  “Probably.” He points the gun at Jorge, Marisol and Nanny. “You three. Go sit on that couch over there. You too.” He waves the weapon at Maggie.


  She skitters away, probably happy to get as far away from the gun as possible.


  My gaze goes to the fallen guard who’s not moving. Did Brian kill him? No. He’s still alive, going by the red pooling on the rug. But if he doesn’t get help quick, he shortly will die. I have to find a way to talk Brian out of whatever he’s doing, for everyone’s sake.


  “You can’t win this one, Brian. They’ve probably called the police.” Even as I say this, sirens sound in the distance. “They won’t let you walk away.”


  A mad light glitters in his eyes. “I don’t want to walk away. The way I figure it. I’m done for. I can’t win. Not any more. You won’t come with me. You’re too in love with your husband. But if I can’t have you, nobody can. I’ll take you with me and your son as well.”


  Terror streaks down my spine. “No!”


  He fishes out a length of cord from inside his jacket.


  I know what comes next, but I have to do something, say something, to stop him. “They’ll break in. Any minute know.”


  “No, they won’t. Think I haven’t cased the place? This penthouse was built like Fort Knox. The only other entrance is through the kitchen. That door’s made from solid steel and locked up tight. And the glass is bulletproof.” He points the weapon at the glass that surrounds the living room and fires.


  Andrew screams. Nanny holds him tight to her chest, but his whimpers continue.


  A satisfied smirk curls over Brian’s lips as he stares at the window. It cracked but did not break. “They built this place to keep criminals out. But what they didn’t count on was somebody sneaking in.” He points his weapon at Jorge. “You know how to tie a knot?”


  “Yes.”


  Brian tosses the cord to Jorge. “Tie everyone up. Except Elizabeth.”


  Once everyone’s bound and gagged to Brian’s satisfaction, he orders me to tie up Jorge. I have no idea what I’m doing. But Brian doesn’t let me get away with tying him loosely. “Tighter. Tighter. That’s right.”


  Andrew’s whimpers have turned to downright sobbing. Hoping to calm him down, I cradle him against my chest.


  He points the gun at me and waves it toward the dining room. The beautiful crystal table has been lovingly set with all the food Jorge prepared buffet style. All the plates and cutlery are stacked up at one end.


  “Put your son down in the center. There’s room.”


  “Why?” Like I don’t know.


  “So I can shoot him.”


  “You’d kill an innocent child?”


  “Think I haven’t done it before? I was in Afghanistan. Kids walked up to the troops, smiling all innocent like, when all the time they’d been recruited as suicide bombers by the Taliban. I learned to shoot first and ask questions later.”


  “That was war. Andrew has done you no harm.” The look in his eyes tells me he won’t change his mind. But I have to play for time, hoping against hope that somehow Samuel and the police will find a way to break in.


  “Lay him down, Liz.”


  “No.”


  He points the gun at me. “Then I’ll shoot you both.”


  I search out the table, hoping to find some weapon to use against him. And I spot something. I circle the table and make a place for Andrew right at the edge.


  “No. Not there. In the center.”


  I push Andrew a millimeter in that direction.


  Brian reaches over the table to grab Andrew. That’s when I fling the carafe of hot coffee straight at his eyes.


  “Aaaahhhhhh.” He screams, falling to his knees.


  A shot rings out.


  I grab Andrew and drop to the rug, covering his body with mine. He’s not hurt and neither am I. How can that be? Did Brian’s gun accidentally go off missing us altogether? I glance toward where he stood and gasp.


  What’s left of him lies on the carpet, his head blown away. Marisol stands behind him, legs spread apart, with a gun in her hand.


  She shot him? “How did you get loose?”


  She walks up to Brian, picks up the weapon still clutched in his hand and clicks something, probably the safety, before she answers. “Jorge and I practice this all the time, Mrs. Storm.”


  “You mean, like bondage?”


  “No.” She offers me her soft smile. “Like ex-CIA.”


  “What?”


  She takes me by the hand and leads me to the living room. Maggie’s passed out from shock. Nanny’s shaking in her shoes. Marisol kisses her husband before she unties him, then looses Nanny’s bonds. “Better take care of the guard.” She points to the fallen man.


  “Yes, of course,” Nanny says.


  Marisol and Jorge have me sit in the living room where I hold on tight to Andrew. Over the next 15 minutes, the security team arrives. So does the police and the EMTs. When Maggie regains consciousness she explains that Brian knocked out Mike, and tied him up. He swore he’d kill her if he didn’t do exactly as he said.


  After she gives her statement to the police, they send a police cruiser to check out her apartment. They call to tell her that Mike is fine with only a goose-egg lump on his head.


  It takes two hours to get everything sorted out. The guard Brian shot is not critical. Thank God. I don’t think I could live with a fatal injury. Needing medical attention, he gets carted off by the EMTs. The coroner shows up to examine Brian’s body and then takes it away.


  “We’ll need new carpeting,” I say to no one in particular. With the guard’s blood in the living room and Brian’s in the dining room, the place resembles a war zone.


  “How are you, Mrs. Storm?” Samuel asks.


  “Fine. I need to talk to Gabriel.”


  “I’ve tried to reach him, with no result.”


  Of all days, why does he pick today not to answer his phone?


  “I fired the guard who let him in.”


  “Thank you.”


  A wave of sadness rolls over his face. “I’m turning in my resignation as well. This should never have happened under my watch.”


  “Oh, no, Samuel.” I cover his large hand with mine. “I couldn’t bear it if you left. Please stay.”


  “I will. For now.”


  Guess that’s the best I can hope for. Maybe Gabriel can talk him out of resigning.


  It’s late afternoon before the hubbub dies down. Everything seems so normal now. Except for the two blood stains and the cracked window that is.


  We gather in the kitchen for an evening meal, my rag tag team of heroes and me. “So you and Jorge are ex-CIA?” I ask Marisol.


  “Yes. Mr. Storm felt better if you had servants with our skill set. Just in case you needed us.”


  “And today we did.” I squeeze her hand. “Thank you, Marisol.”


  “You’re welcome. Now why don’t I go and brew you some chamomile tea. That should calm you down so you can sleep.”


  “I need to talk to Gabriel.”


  “Yes, of course.” She exchanges a look with Jorge.


  What the hell is going on? “It’s been several hours. He should have called by now. Why hasn’t he? Do you know, Samuel?”


  “No, Mrs. Storm. We haven’t been able to reach him.”


  They’re hiding something from me. “Please. I need to know.”


  Marisol pushes a cup in front of me. “Drink your tea, Mrs. Storm.”


  I drink it down to its last dregs. Unwilling to let Andrew out of my sight, I crawl into bed with my son. I’m so exhausted I go down like a rock. And in my dreams I dream of him.


  


  Chapter 40


  ______________


  Elizabeth


  SOMEONE SCOOPS ANDREW FROM MY ARMS.


  Oh, God. “Please don’t take my baby.”


  “Don’t worry. He’s safe.” A disembodied voice whispers in the dark. Did Brian return to steal Andrew from me? No. That can’t be. He’s dead. The coroner took him away. I struggle to wake up, but my brain won’t cooperate. Marisol must have put something in my tea. My empty arms fumble about in the bed. In the dark. But they find nothing. My baby’s gone. A sob escapes me as a well of grief pulls me under.


  And then a warm body materializes out of nowhere and slips into bed with me. The scent tells me who it is. “Gabriel.” Clutching him to me, I bury my head in the crook of his shoulder and breathe in the intoxicating alchemy of him. “I missed you.”


  “Me too.”


  “Andrew?”


  “Safe. Sleeping.”


  “Ahhh.”


  He drops kisses on my shoulder. He seems so much more real than my usual dreams, probably the result of my fevered imagination. “Make love to me.”


  He slips into my welcoming heat, moves right along with me, his body swaying to the rhythm of our lovemaking. I moan and curl my hands, my arms, my legs around him while he surges into me. Our loving has never been sweeter. It doesn’t take long for me to come. How could it when I’ve missed him so damn much. After I climax I fall into a soundless sleep where nothing touches me, not even regret of everything I’ve lost.


  A bounce on the bed wakes me. I try to open my eyes, but the bright light of day pierces through the curtains, momentarily blinding me. When I finally pry them open, the most wonderful sight greets me. Gabriel holding Andrew. Here in my bed.


  “Look, mommy’s awake.”


  Happy to see me, Andrew bounces up and down in his arms. I’m not quite sure if I’m still dreaming or if it’s real, this vision in front of me. “Gabriel. What are you—? How did you__?”


  “I got a call from Inspector Petrie. They’d discovered Brian had flown out of London under a fake passport two weeks ago. I knew he’d streak straight to you, so I phoned Samuel. He assured me you and Andrew were fine. But I had to be by your side, so I ordered the company jet fueled. Within an hour we were in the air. Only then did I discover I couldn’t phone out. Something about a solar flare was interfering with communications. It wasn’t until I landed at Dulles that I found out what happened. I’m sorry this happened and I wasn’t here.”


  “You’re here now. And that’s all that matters.” I take Andrew from him and put him to my breast. As soon as he latches on, he calms down and settles into the serious business of eating. I brush back his hair, so happy to have him in my arms, and drop a kiss on his brow. The warmth of my baby against my breast. The look in Gabriel’s eyes as he watches him feed. Life doesn’t get any better than this.


  “Why didn’t the D.C. police look for him?”


  “They didn’t know he was here, until yesterday. And by then, he’d broken in. It wouldn’t have mattered if they’d searched his house. Turns out he has a cabin in the Virginia woods. That’s where he holed up.”


  Where he lived is no longer important. “Marisol shot him.”


  “Yes.”


  “You didn’t tell me she and Jorge were CIA.” Can’t help it if my tone sounds accusatory.


  “You enjoyed Jorge’s cooking so much. I didn’t want you to know they were something else.”


  “Remind me never to get on Marisol’s bad side.”


  He laughs. “I doubt you will. She’s very protective of you and Andrew.”


  “Yes. She made that abundantly clear last night.”


  He brushes his hand across Andrew’s curls who’s now finished eating and is patting my breast. “The police will be here in an hour. Better shower and have some breakfast before they get here.”


  I laugh. “I don’t know if I’ll ever look at Jorge’s cooking again without thinking about what they are.”


  “He’s prepared your favorite. Blueberry waffles.”


  “Did he? Well, then. Maybe I can after all.”


  After we drop off Andrew with Nanny, we head to the dining room and find the rug’s been taken away. Someone’s measuring the window to install new bulletproof glass.


  We eat in the kitchen. It’s going to be a while before I enjoy a meal in the dining room again. Somehow I manage to eat with one hand. The other hand is busy holding on to Gabriel. He doesn’t seem to mind.


  While we eat, Gabriel explains about the sessions with Chris Langenfeld and how much they’ve helped him see my point of view as well as his brother’s and sister’s. Although it’s a hard slog, he’s learning to let go of his need to control everything around him.


  “I think you should continue your sessions with her once you go back.”


  “Yes.”


  I rise from my seat and curl my body around his lap. Tangling my hands through his hair, I brush it back. “What are your plans?”


  “Plans?”


  “Yes.” I lay my head on his shoulder. “I think you should stay here with us.”


  “Do you?”


  I nibble his jawline, drop small kisses along its edge. “Next Saturday is your birthday. I was planning on flying to London to help you celebrate. But since you’re already here, I think you should stay.”


  “Do you, love? Well then, maybe I can remain for a week.”


  


  Chapter 41


  ______________


  Gabriel


  “HAPPY BIRTHDAY, GABRIEL.” Elizabeth’s voice. How could that be? She’s in D.C. and I’m in London. Wait. That’s not right. I will my eyes open and try to clear the fog from my mind.


  She’s kneeling on my bed. No. Our bed. I’m in D.C. Andrew’s standing on the mattress with her help. A sleepy smile rolls over my lips. “Yes. It is.” Can’t help the gravel in my voice. Went to bed at four. Trying to run a business seven hours ahead is hell. But I wouldn’t change a thing. Not if I have this to wake up to each morning.


  “Daddy’s not at his best, Andrew. Why don’t you give him a kiss?” She gets him close enough so he can smack his lips against my cheek. Not really a kiss, more of a suck. He scrunches his face and shakes his head. Guess he doesn’t like my prickly overnight beard.


  “We have all kinds of things planned for daddy, don’t we Andrew?”


  Clamping on to my nose, he bounces on the bed. Drool escapes him. He’s a charmer, my son.


  “First of all, Jorge is hard at work on daddy’s favorite French toast. And tonight we’re having a birthday party at the Ragin’ Cajun.”


  “Are we?” I curl my hand across her nape and give her a quick peck on the lips. Not long enough to satisfy me, but it will have to do for now.


  “CeCe and her husband will be there, and a couple of surprise guests as well.”


  “Who?”


  “If I told you it wouldn’t be a surprise, now would it?”


  I shake my head. “When did you plan all this?”


  “This week. I wanted to make it special for you. So come on, get out of bed and jump in the shower so you can have breakfast and open up your presents.”


  The rest of the day goes by in a haze. After breakfast, a mountain of presents awaits me in the living room. Books, slippers, scarfs, a silver frame which contains a picture of Andrew and her. It will sit on my desk where I can gaze at it all day. Later on she shows me Andrew’s latest accomplishment. Scooting an inch at a time. Backwards. I can’t believe how much he’s grown in only two months.


  “Did you like your presents?” she asks while we dress for dinner.


  “Yes.” I pull her into me, kiss her while inhaling the gardenia-scent of her. “But all I really want is you naked in bed.”


  She laughs, and her eyes sparkle. “And we’ll get there. Soon.”


  A wave of sadness rolls over me. “I’ll need to return to London after the weekend.”


  “Why? I only have five more weeks of school. Surely you can run Storm Industries from D.C. for that period of time. We can be together every day, every night.”


  I slip my tie around my neck, but leave it hanging loose. “We’ll see.” There are some things we need to set straight, but that conversation will have to wait until after dinner.


  The media’s there at the restaurant. She arranged not only a private party at Casey’s restaurant, but invited the press as well. CeCe and her husband are there. So is Carrey. No doubt to mend fences over Brian Sullivan and the theft of the papers. Smith Cannon is a great law firm. But after everything that’s happened, I don’t see a way of trusting them again. But that’s something to deal with in the morrow. Tonight we enjoy ourselves.


  “And the biggest surprise guest. Ta da!” Elizabeth says, pointing to the back of the restaurant.


  Edward strides through. It’s so good to see him here. Although we’ve reconnected, things will never be the way they used to be. Both of us have changed too much. But maybe our new kinship can be better, stronger. God knows I’ll do everything in my power to make him happy again.


  She’s rigged the television to communicate through the internet and she plays back a couple of messages—one from Brianna and another one from Royce. Both prerecorded for the event.


  Brianna seems preoccupied. But I have no doubt she’s safe. Jake’s standing in the background, arms crossed, watching over her. “Happy 34th birthday, brother dearest. I’m sorry I can’t be there to celebrate it with you. Maybe next year. Give Elizabeth and Andrew a kiss from me.”


  Royce’s is a tad longer. “Had to trek thirty miles through the ruddy jungle to send this. Hope you appreciate it. By the way, thank you for sending Dr. Wilkinson. She’s been a great help.” He doesn’t sound grateful. Is she there with him? Yes, she is, standing in the corner. He gets closer to the camera and whispers. “I’ll get you back for this, you blighter, if it’s the last thing I do.”


  I bark out a laugh. I can only imagine how he feels. Being forced to spend time with a woman he can’t seduce.


  “Have a great birthday, big brother. And hug the little one for me.”


  The media are in their glory with this celebration. Taking plenty of pictures, they float in and around the guests.


  “Why did you invite the press?” I ask Elizabeth.


  “We spend most of our relationship hiding from them. I’m tired of them getting the wrong idea about us, so I thought I’d give them something positive to write about.


  “And what is the right idea?”


  “That we’re crazy in love with each other.” She mashes my face with birthday cake. I grab her and kiss her, and that’s the photo that makes its way to the gossip rags.


  A little worse for the wear, Edward sits alone staring into his wine glass. Wishing I could do something to cheer him up, I glance at Elizabeth, “I have an idea.”


  “What?”


  “I think we should get married again.”


  A look of anxiety crawls over her face. “Tonight?”


  “No. On the anniversary of our wedding day. We can reenact the ceremony, everything the same, except this time, Edward will be the best man.”


  “You do realize I’ll be studying for finals at the time.”


  “You can do it. You can do anything. After your finals, we can go on a second honeymoon.”


  “Not to the Caribbean.”


  Tilly’s face intrudes into my thoughts, but I quickly vanish it. She would be the last person who would wish me to grieve. “No. Not the Caribbean. I was thinking Italy. Have you ever been there?”


  Her eyes take on a soft glow. “No.”


  “You’ll love it.”


  When we return home, Nanny takes Andrew to put him down for the night. I hate to part with him, but he must get his rest.


  “There’s something we need to discuss. Somewhere private.”


  “Upstairs then.” We take the elevator to our private suite. Our entire future hinges on this conversation. It could go either way, but I need to know.


  She drops into the love seat that is part of the sitting room of the penthouse’s top floor. “What did you want to talk about?”


  “I’ve put $20 million at your disposal for anything you need.”


  Her brow scrunches. She can’t quite figure out where I’m coming from. “Gabriel, I don’t need your money.”


  “Nevertheless, I want you to have it. And if you need anything more, just contact my man of business, and he’ll transfer whatever you need.”


  She waves her hand. “What brought this on?”


  “The agreement we made before we married.”


  “What about it?”


  “The year and a month will be up in January.”


  “And?”


  “And you can file for a divorce then. I wanted you to know you won’t suffer financially if you do.”


  A soft smile lights up her lips. “If you want a divorce, you’ll need to do the filing, for I won’t.”


  An overwhelming joy floods through me. I drop to my knees, take her face in my hands. “If you don’t want a divorce, then what do you want, darling girl?”


  “The same thing I’ve always wanted since we met.” She skims her index finger down the line of my jaw to my lips. “You. I want you, Gabriel.”


  I kiss her fingertip. “I’m yours for the taking, love. All you have to do is reach.”


  While those mesmerizing emerald eyes shine at me, she threads her hand through my hair, kisses the corners of my eyes, runs a finger down the blade of my nose.


  Unwilling to take any more, I drive her into the love seat and ravish her mouth. “You won’t leave me.”


  “You better believe it, buster. From now on, I’m sticking to you like glue. Somebody has to keep those bowling bunnies away from you. After my last exam, we’ll fly back to London and return to our penthouse where I’ll stay in your home, in your arms, in your bed. Forever. If you’ll have me, that is.” She says with a small secretive smile.


  “If I’ll have you?” I choke out.


  “Gabriel, how can you think I’ll ever leave you?”


  “You left me once.”


  “I was angry at you. But you’re trying so hard to make things right between us. And you love me. Truly love me. I know that now. I never knew the meaning of love until you proved it to me.”


  “How?”


  “When you allowed Andrew to come to D.C. with me. You trusted me, loved me enough to know that would be the best thing for us. And that my darling, wonderful, husband is the meaning of true love. It took a while to sink in, but I finally understood. I never wish us to part. I love you so much. I didn’t know how much until you weren’t there. I missed you so much I hurt with it. I love you,” she whispers.


  “And I, my darling girl, love you. When we return to London, I want you to come work for me.”


  She shakes her head. “No. Not yet.” When I sound a protest, she lays a finger across my lips, shooshing me. “Not until I graduate. I have a lot to learn from Sebastian’s company.”


  “I’m not happy with that decision. But if that’s what you want. Fine. I don’t know what the future holds, but all I ask of it is you by my side.”


  “Will you stay here with me until I finish my semester?”


  “Yes. Storm Industries can do without me for the next five weeks. I’ll arrange for William to take care of things while I laze about here with you.”


  She nibbles my lower lip. “What will we do to pass the time?”


  I pick her up and carry her to our bed. “I suspect we’ll think of something.”


  


  Chapter 42


  ______________


  Gabriel


  MY MOBILE’S TRILL wakes me up in the middle of the night. Probably some blighter calling from London oblivious to the different time zones. Nothing that can’t wait a couple of hours. I let it roll over to voice mail, but the damn thing trills again. Has to be something important; otherwise they wouldn’t have called again. Scrubbing my face, I grab the phone.


  “Hello.” Can’t help the gravel in my voice. Fuck’s sake. It’s three a.m.


  “Mr. Storm?” I barely catch my name, faint as it is. Not only that, but the background crackles.


  “Yes.”


  “It’s Terrence.” The head of security in Brazil.


  What the hell’s he calling about? It’s the middle of the night there as well. “What’s going on?”


  “Your sister . . . Jake Cooper . . . missing.”


  “What!” I come alert in a hurry. “Explain yourself.”


  Elizabeth stirs awake by my side, lays her hand on my arm. “What’s wrong?”


  I lay a finger across my lips to signal silence while I listen to Terrence’s garbled account.


  “A week ago . . . traveled deep into the jungle . . . equipment theft.” They didn’t return.”


  Bloody hell. I can only hear every other phrase.


  “Did you call them?” I pray he can hear me.


  “Yes, Sir . . . satellite phone . . . no answer . . . three days ago.”


  “Did you send out a search party?”


  “What?”


  Damn it. He can’t hear me either. I repeat my question hoping to God it comes through.


  “Yes, Sir . . . had to call it back.”


  I clutch the phone hard. “Why the hell did you do that?”


  The crackle dissipates, and his words come through loud and clear. They’re enough to chill my blood. “Hurricane coming, Mr. Storm. Need every man jack here to secure the equipment. Once it blows over, we’ll—”


  The line goes dead.


  “What’s wrong?” When I don’t respond, Elizabeth tugs at me. “Gabriel. You’re scaring me.”


  I swallow past the lump on my throat. “Jake and Brianna have gone missing, and a hurricane’s bearing down on Brazil.”


  When she wraps her arms around me, I’m grateful for her warmth because I’m chilled to the bone.


  “Jake’s an ex-Navy seal. They’ll be fine. And hurricanes don’t travel that far south.”


  She’s right about that, but Terrence wouldn’t have called unless he was damn sure. I pull up the internet on my phone and key in the url of a website that provides worldwide weather information. When it pops up, I type Natal, Brazil. What I see there stops my breath.


  A category 5 hurricane is churning in the Atlantic headed straight for the east coast of Brazil. The bullseye for landfall? Natal, Brazil. Right where my sister is.
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  Excerpt from


  STORM CONQUERED


  Jake and Brianna’s story


  Coming Fall 2014


  


  Natal, Brazil


  Jake


  SHE SWAYS AROUND THE DANCE FLOOR of the local watering hole, her body undulating to the samba rhythm, breasts thrust forward one second, hips the next. Bare midriff, wisp of a top, shorts that reveal more than conceal her perfect ass. Every masculine eye is glued to her. She knows what she’s doing, the witch. She wants them lusting, burning for her.


  One man, tongue hanging out, openly massages his crotch. He’s not the only one. The stench of body fluids—sweat, cum, who knows what else—fills the room. Her gaze roams over the crowd, challenging them, laughing at them. You may look, but you can not touch. After all, for most of them, she’s their boss.


  What the fuck is she doing? Back in London, she was a wildcat. But she never behaved this way in the field. At least, not in the past. No wonder Storm fired off an S.O.S. ‘Figure out what the bloody hell’s going on and fix it.’ Her behavior, coupled with the vandalism and the equipment destruction, could very well deep six Storm Industries’ billion-dollar project.


  A wild-eyed, none-too-sure-on-his feet idiot lunges for her. Laughing, she skips out of his reach, but another man snags her arm and drags her to his lap. Knowing what’s coming, I don’t so much as twitch.


  A blade appears in her hand. Where the hell she’s been hiding that little beauty is beyond me. She stabs toward the man’s crotch. Wincing, he releases her. Wise of him. A man’s rather fond of his balls.


  Several men, unaware of the knife, spring toward her. But before anyone touches her, she twirls away, still sporting that siren’s grin. Men run into each other, someone throws a punch. Grunts, groans, chairs fly. Storm’s security team swarms in to break up the fight while she sashays out the door as beautiful and unreachable as ever.


  The scourge of my life. The love of my life. Brianna.
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