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  To my amazing mother, Ana, who taught me nothing is impossible


  Storm Damages Trilogy


  Storm Damages


  Storm Ravaged (Storm Damages #2)


  Storm Redemption (Storm Damages #3) (this book)


  I, like many of you, buy and download dozens of e-books. I get so many great books that often times, by the time I get around to reading them, I have forgotten what they are about! For those of you like me, I have included the original blurb to remind you just what you are getting into with STORM REDEMPTION (Storm Damages #3).


  A Woman Torn . . .


  Elizabeth’s rocky marriage to the volatile Gabriel Storm suffers a mortal blow when she walks out on him. But her love for her son and her husband draw her back. While fighting for a marriage on the rocks, she struggles to make him understand her need for a career. But it’s her unruly heart she fears most of all for it craves his every touch, his intoxicating taste, his hard pounding body. Will she stay and give up on her dream or walk away one last time?


  A Proud Man . . .


  Gabriel will do anything to save his marriage to the captivating Elizabeth. But when she goes to work with a hated rival, his proud heart won’t accept her need for a career. And when a threat surfaces once more, he must carve a delicate path between protecting her and giving Elizabeth the freedom she craves. But it’s only when he confronts his own demons that he discovers what’s truly keeping them apart. Will he change in time or lose her forever?


  Storm Damages (the first book in the Storm Damages series) is available at Amazon. Here’s the link: http://amzn.com/B00DV7LVP2


  Storm Ravaged (Storm Damages #2) is available at Amazon. Here’s the link: http://amzn.com/B00I2W94IW


  To be notified about future releases in the Storm Damages Series, please sign up to my mailing list at: http://magdaalexander.us7.list-manage2.com/subscribe?u=9ff5625c4caa9ebf3602036b2&id=f098744e8c


  


  


  


  


  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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