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CHAPTER ONE

IT HAD TAKEN FOUR MONTHS, calling in every favor ever owed her, a case of expensive Scotch and a date with a slimy private investigator who had made the mistake of thinking “date” meant “sex.” A knee to the groin had cured him of that belief. In the end, Dana Birch had gotten her man.
Now, as she rode the elevator up to Garth Duncan’s penthouse condo, she smiled at the paperwork in her hand. Paperwork that demanded he come talk to the good people at the Dallas Police Department. Paperwork that said Garth was going to have a very bad day. She, on the other hand, couldn’t be happier.
“Rat bastard, weasel dog,” she murmured as she stepped off the elevator and headed to his front door. “You thought you were so smart. You thought you could do whatever you wanted and get away with it. You thought you could hurt my friends.”
If life were perfect, he would resist accompanying her and she could threaten him with her gun. Maybe even accidentally shoot him. If only he were the type of guy to cower in the face of authority, not to mention consequences. In her fantasies, he would tremble and beg. While it wasn’t as good as watching him bleed, it would be a close second. Unfortunately Garth was more the type to have a thousand-dollar-an-hour attorney who lived to sue police departments. Not that his high-powered attorney would be much help today.
“You are so mine, Garth,” she said, then knocked.
In the minute or so it took him to answer, she savored the victory. She’d worked hard to nail Garth and it had been worth every long hour of digging, following up clues and waiting for a lucky break. It was his own fault, she thought cheerfully. He’d messed with people she cared about. No one did that without having to face her.
The front door opened. She smiled as she saw Garth was half-concealed behind the door. Maybe he was afraid, she thought with a flicker of contempt.
She held out the papers. “Good morning. We’re going to take a little ride downtown.”
“Are we?” he asked as he opened the door wider, so she could see all of him. “Am I allowed to get dressed first?”
An unexpected twist, Dana thought grimly as she took in the towel draped around his neck, covering his chest, and the one around his waist. He was dripping, obviously just out of the shower. His dark hair stood in little spikes, his expression was far more amused than worried.
“At least you know I’m not armed,” he said, his voice thick with humor.
“I wouldn’t be afraid if you were.”
“That’s because you don’t know what I’m capable of, Deputy Birch. So which is it? Are you prepared to parade me naked through the streets of Dallas or will I be putting on clothes?”
He sounded confident, as if he knew she wouldn’t take him in a towel, which was true. Damn him. She liked situations where she was in charge.
“You can get dressed,” she said grudgingly. “I’ll need to be in the room, though, to make sure you don’t try to escape.”
He actually gave her a little wink. “Of course you will. That’s as good an excuse as any.”
Irritation coursed through her. Instinctively she rested her right hand on her sidearm. “You wish,” she snapped. “Let me assure you I have no interest in seeing your bony backside. Or any other part of you.”
One corner of his mouth turned up. “You can watch, Dana. I don’t mind.”
He was playing with her, trying to mess with her. She focused on the reason she was here.
“Joke all you want,” she told him. “You’re going to jail.”
“If only wishing made it so.”
“You’re not getting out of this,” she said. “I have the proof I need.”
“No, you don’t.” His voice was low and deceptively soft. “If you had what you needed, you’d be arresting me, not bringing me in for questioning. Admit it, Dana. You’re not even close to charging me with anything. This is a fishing expedition.”
While she knew in her head that reacting with violence only weakened her position and proved he was right, she really, really wanted to hit him.
“I’m officially bored,” she said, dropping her arm to her side. “Let’s get this over with.”
“The part where you watch me naked?”
She stepped into his condo and rolled her eyes. “Yeah. Lucky, lucky me. Have you been featured in Arrogance Monthly yet?”
“I’ve been on the cover.”
He shut the door, then led the way through the large penthouse.
The main room was huge—she was guessing she could fit her apartment and five others just like it in the space. There were floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of most of Dallas. Not that she cared about that sort of thing.
She returned her attention to the man in front of her, then frowned as sunlight caught his back, illuminating the scars crisscrossing his skin.
A few of them were thin lines, but most were thick and raised, as if the skin had been cut over and over again. Her stomach clenched slightly, not that she allowed her expression to change.
She knew the basic facts about Garth Duncan. He was rich—scary rich, with dozens of companies and money flowing like water. He’d started in the oil business and while down in South America, no doubt raping and pillaging a pristine part of the world, he’d been captured and held prisoner by some angry locals. They’d kept him and a coworker blindfolded in the jungle for a month, torturing them both daily.
Her gaze dropped to his long, muscled legs. She could see faint scars there, too, but these had come from a surgeon. Both of Garth’s legs had been broken during his captivity. His friend had carried him to safety.
If only Garth had died back then, Dana thought, but without a whole lot of energy. He wouldn’t be hurting her friends. But he hadn’t died. He’d come back home and flourished.
She followed a few steps behind as he entered a massive bedroom, then continued into a bathroom the size of a grocery store. That led into one of those fancy closets done in dark wood. All the clothes were perfectly organized by color. Shoes were lined up on racks.
She leaned against the doorway, never taking her eyes from him. “Anytime.”
His dark gaze locked with hers. He seemed to be enjoying himself, which pissed her off. But once the investigation began, his attitude would change. She was bringing him in. For now, that was enough.
His smile returned. He pulled the towel off his shoulders and let it fall to the floor. “If you don’t have to be anywhere in the next couple of hours, we could take advantage of my lack of clothes.”
“Hours? Oh, please. You’d be lucky to last six minutes. Quit playing, Garth. I have a full day ahead of me. Despite what you think, the world doesn’t revolve around you.”
“Yes, Deputy Birch.”
He dropped the towel at his waist.
She kept her eyes on his face. Not only didn’t he interest her in the least, but she was here in a professional capacity. She was proud of her job and what she did for the community. The good people of her town didn’t pay her to ogle the likes of Garth Duncan.
“No?” he asked, completely naked and holding out his arms at his side. “I’m yours for the taking.”
She faked a yawn.
He laughed. A rich, full laugh that spoke of amusement and perhaps grudging respect. For reasons she couldn’t explain, she found herself wanting to smile back at him. As if they were sharing a connection. As if they had something in common. As if they almost liked each other and might even be almost friends.
Dana turned and walked out of the closet. “Get dressed,” she called as she went.
“What if I have a gun in here?” he yelled after her.
“Then I get to shoot you.”
She crossed to the window in the bedroom and stared out at the view. But she only saw her friends’ faces. The three sisters Garth was trying to ruin. He hadn’t been content to attempt to destroy Lexi’s business or ruin Skye’s foundation. He’d actually tried to kill Izzy. What the hell was she thinking, smiling at him?
Garth was the enemy. He was evil. She was going to put him in prison for a very long time.
Five minutes later he walked into the bedroom. He wore a suit she was sure cost more than she made in a couple of months.
“Let’s go,” she said. “We’ll take my car.”
“I’m calling my lawyer on the way. She’ll meet us at the police station.”
“You can call Congress and God for all I care.” She pointed to the hallway. “Move.”
Instead of heading toward the living room, he moved toward her. For a split second Dana wondered if he had really had a gun in the closet. She reached for her sidearm.
“I didn’t try to kill her,” Garth said. “I had nothing to do with what happened to Izzy.”
“I’m not the one you have to convince,” Dana told him.
“You’re a cop. Look at me, Dana. Tell me if you think I’m lying.” He stared into her eyes. “I didn’t try to kill Izzy. I didn’t cause the explosion. I never went after her at all.”
He was standing too close, she thought suddenly. She wasn’t worried about him coming after her, but she still felt uneasy. What was going on?
Hating to give up the power, she took a step back.
He was lying. He had to be lying. But the voice in her head that warned her when someone was trying to pull a fast one was oddly silent.
“I suppose you didn’t do anything at all,” she said, grabbing his arm and starting toward the hallway. “That you’re completely innocent.”
He only smiled.
He could have pulled away easily, but didn’t, which left her in the uncomfortable position of hanging on to him. She could feel the heat of his skin, the muscles, the smooth fabric of his fancy suit.
“Don’t mess with me,” she growled.
“I didn’t say a word.”
So why did she feel so uncomfortable?
Weakness wasn’t allowed, she reminded herself. Not with him, not with anyone.
 
“PLEASE TELL ME THEY threatened you before I got there,” Mary Jo Sheffield said as she and Garth walked toward her car. “I’m itching to file a lawsuit.”
His attorney—a fortysomething blonde who barely came to his shoulder—looked determined. She could scent blood with the efficiency of a shark, one of the reasons he’d hired her.
“Sorry to disappoint you,” Garth told her as he waited for her to unlock her Mercedes. “They were polite and didn’t notify the press.”
Mary Jo wrinkled her nose. “Tell me someone hit you or threatened to hit you. Tell me they manhandled your cat when they brought you in. I need something to work with here.”
“I don’t have a cat,” Garth said.
“So few men do. Something I’ve never understood. Cats treat their owners with disdain and God knows your gender is constantly falling for women who treat them badly.” Mary Jo grinned. “Sorry. Ignore the rant. So you’re saying I can’t sue the Dallas Police Department?”
“I’m saying I can’t help you make your case.”
“Damn.”
She unlocked her car. Garth slid into the passenger seat.
He’d spent nearly six hours being questioned. Mary Jo had been present for all but the first thirty minutes. He’d been provided with coffee, sandwiches and plenty of breaks. It had been easy…too easy.
Deputy Dana Birch would be horrified if she found out, he thought, enjoying the thought of her screaming at some unsuspecting sergeant for not stringing Garth up by his thumbs and beating him with a pipe. If she had her way, he would be tortured into confessing all and then burned at the stake. Of course if she knew him, she would know torture wouldn’t get him to talk. Fortunately for him, Dana wasn’t in charge of the Texas criminal justice system.
“What about the deputy?” Mary Jo asked. “Deputy Birch. Can I go after her? What was she doing, bringing you in, anyway? She’s not a member of the Dallas PD. She’s from Titanville. There’s something going on there. Maybe I can get her suspended.”
“Leave Dana out of it,” he said as they left the parking garage.
Mary Jo glanced at him, eyebrows raised. “Dana? You know her?”
“We’ve met.”
“Tell me you’re not sleeping with her, Garth. Tell me this isn’t personal.”
He chuckled. It was personal, but not in the way his attorney meant. “We’re not involved or even friends. She’s…”
Dana was his half sisters’ friend. A deputy in the town where his mother lived. She was annoying, stubborn and determined to take him.
“She’s a friend of the family,” he said finally.
“I didn’t know you had family.”
“I’m more the type to have hatched?”
She sighed. “Fine. I won’t sue Deputy Birch. But tell her to stay out of my way. She’s trouble. I’ve had to deal with her in the past. I know the type. She’s honest and loyal. You know how annoying those two traits can be.”
He did. Once he’d believed in them. Lately though, he was more interested in results. An attitude that had cost him a lot but insured the win. And right now winning was all that mattered.
“I have the loan papers drawn up,” Mary Jo said. “Not to keep repeating myself, but you’re totally insane. Jed Titan is never going to accept the terms of the loan. Even if he does need the money, he won’t take it from you.”
“He won’t know it’s me.”
“He’ll suspect.”
“He won’t have a choice. I’m continuing to buy up his company. The shareholders are getting nervous. They know I’m interested, but they don’t know my end game, which is how I want it. Jed has had a lot of bad press lately. The possible treason charges alone cost his shareholders a lot of money as the price dipped.”
Mary Jo glanced at him, then returned her attention to the road. “I find it interesting that the price of Jed’s stock dropped right when you wanted to buy it.”
“Funny how it all worked that way.”
“Tell me you haven’t broken the law.”
“I have in no way violated Securities and Exchange Commissions guidelines or rules.”
“Keep it in the gray area,” his attorney advised.
He’d stepped far beyond that, but not in a way that could be traced to him. Most of his attacks on the Titan family had been more subtle. It kept things interesting.
“What happens now?” Mary Jo asked. “Or don’t I want to know?”
“I go to work and start my day.”
She glanced at him again. “You’re not going to tell me what’s really going on, are you?”
“No.”
She didn’t need to know about his plan to destroy Jed Titan or the fact that Jed was his father. Eventually word would get out. He would be branded the Titan bastard, but by the time that happened, he would own Jed’s ass and everything else. He would have destroyed his father, taken possession of all the old man owned. He would have won.
She pulled up in front of his high-rise condo and parked. She looked at him. “You know you’re my favorite client.”
“I’m your only client.” Mary Jo worked for him exclusively. It had cost several million to get her away from her high-powered law firm, but she had been worth every penny.
“I don’t want to see you in jail,” she said. “You’re scaring me and you know I don’t scare easily.”
“There’s nothing to be scared of.”
She drew in a breath. “Dana’s tough. Tenacious, driven. She’s a lot like you. If she thinks she has something on you, she won’t stop until she gets you. She’s not someone to be taken lightly.”
“She sounds like a worthy adversary.”
“This isn’t a game, Garth,” Mary Jo told him.
He smiled and got out of her car. “Of course it is. Don’t worry—I always come out on top.”
 
DANA STUDIED THE BLUE fabric of her sofa, not that it interested her, but it seemed far easier to think about slipcovers than deal with the woman sitting across from her. But as the silence ticked on, she was forced to look at her friend.
“It didn’t go well,” Dana admitted, hating to say the words nearly as much as she hated failing. “I took him in and they questioned him for several hours.”
“And?” Izzy prompted anxiously.
“And they got nothing. He was friendly, cooperative and didn’t give up a thing.”
Izzy grinned. “Yes!”
Dana stared at her. “You know this is the man responsible for the explosion that nearly killed you.”
“He’s not,” Izzy insisted, leaning forward in her chair. “He didn’t do it, Dana. I know he didn’t do it.”
“How? Because he told you?”
“Partially. And because Nick believes him.”
Which was the problem, Dana thought, annoyed at the complication. Nick was one of the good guys. He also knew Garth better than anyone.
“I want more,” Dana said stubbornly.
“I want to trust him.”
“Wanting something doesn’t make it so.”
“Neither does denying it.”
“I’ll get him, I swear I will,” Dana grumbled. “I don’t know how, but I’ll come up with something.”
“If he’s guilty,” Izzy said, a warning in her voice, which annoyed Dana. “Only if he’s guilty.”
Izzy was the youngest of the Titan sisters. Lexi, the oldest, had gone through school with Dana, while Skye was a year older than Izzy. They had been raised in wealth and privilege, something Dana refused to hold against them. They were her family. They cared about her and she would do anything for them. Including taking down their half brother.
About nine months earlier, Lexi had encountered some financial difficulties with her day spa. After borrowing money to expand her business, the two-million-dollar note had been called, giving her only twenty-one days to come up with the amount owed. A few weeks later, Skye’s charitable foundation had been accused of money laundering. Their father had faced trouble, as well. His racehorses had tested positive for doping. Through the spring and summer, the situation had only gotten worse, ending with an explosion on the oil platform where Izzy worked. She’d been temporarily blinded by the blast.
The person behind all of it? An angry Garth Duncan.
Dana didn’t care if he went after Jed—the old man had been especially cruel to Garth—but the sisters were off-limits. Not that Garth saw it that way.
“I wish I could arrest him,” Dana said, knowing that putting handcuffs on Garth would make her one happy camper. “Or shoot him.”
“Hey.” Izzy glared at her. “You’re talking about my brother. I know he did a lot of bad stuff, but he swears he had nothing to do with the explosion and I believe him.”
It wasn’t Izzy’s fault, Dana told herself. Izzy had been raised isolated from the real world. She didn’t believe people could be truly bad. Although Dana’s gut kind of agreed with her, which only pissed her off more. She didn’t want shades of gray where Garth was concerned.
“You rich people do love to hang together,” Dana muttered.
“I’m not rich.”
“You will be as soon as your trust fund comes through.” She leaned back on the sofa and closed her eyes. “I’m surrounded by rich people. How did that happen?”
“You love us,” Izzy reminded her.
“True enough. You and your sisters are my best friends, which only goes to show what an incredibly understanding person I am.”
Izzy laughed. “So was Garth surprised to see you?”
Dana opened her eyes and straightened. Better to deal with Izzy than remember Garth naked and dripping. “He handled the situation well.”
Better than well. He’d been completely comfortable, not the least bit intimidated and almost…well, nearly…charming.
What was up with that? She didn’t find men charming, certainly not men like him. He was an annoying, egotistical, determined bastard who had hurt the people she loved. Not charming. Never charming.
There was a knock at her front door.
She jumped up, grateful for the interruption, and crossed the small room. After flipping both locks, she let Lexi and Skye into her condo.
“It’s actually cold out there,” Skye said as she slipped off a light jacket. “I’m so ready for winter.”
Dana grinned. “It’s sixty-five.”
Lexi rested her hand on her pregnancy bump. “Speaking as someone who is starting to swell professionally, I’m all for cooler weather.” She grabbed Dana’s arm. “Did you get him? Is he in jail, becoming Bubba’s love slave?”
“No. He was questioned and released.”
“Damn.”
“It’s fine,” Izzy said, standing and hugging both her sisters. “I promise. Look, you need to sit down. There’s something I have to tell you.”
Both Skye and Lexi turned to Dana. “What has she done now?” Skye asked.
Dana held up her hands. “This is not my party. I’m simply a neutral location. But you might want to take a deep breath. It’s going to be quite the ride.”
Lexi and Skye exchanged wary looks before sitting on the sofa. Dana stayed by the door, thinking Izzy’s announcement was going to cause an amazing explosion. She wanted to be able to see everything.
Izzy shook her head, then fluffed her curly hair. “I have an announcement,” she began.
“We got that,” Lexi said, keeping a protective hand on her stomach. “What is it?”
“It’s about Garth. As you know, I talked to him right before Nick and I got back together. He took Nick’s side and responsibility for what had happened.”
“As he should have,” Skye snapped. “The man goes out of his way to destroy everything you two had worked toward. It just makes me so mad.”
“Excuse me.” Izzy shook her head. “I was talking. While I was with Garth, I had an epiphany. I realized that he’s our flesh and blood. Okay, I’ve known that for a while now, but they were just words. They didn’t mean anything.”
Lexi look at Dana. “Where is this going?”
“I am staying neutral here.”
Lexi turned back to Izzy. “What’s your point?”
Izzy smiled. “We’ve been trying to defeat him for months and it hasn’t worked. The strategy is totally flawed. We shouldn’t be fighting him. We should be protecting him from himself. That’s what I wanted to tell you both. Garth is our brother and it’s our job to bring him into the family. We’re going to save him.”
Skye and Lexi stared at their sister. They were both wide-eyed with shock. Their mouths fell open.
Dana folded her arms across her chest and shook her head. “Welcome to the show.”



CHAPTER TWO

“SAVE HIM?” LEXI SHRIEKED, coming to her feet and glaring at Izzy. “Are you insane? Are you still on some kind of medication from your eye surgery, because you’re talking crazy. We’re not saving him. He tried to kill you. You were nearly left blind. That’s not okay. That can never be okay. And he’s still bent on ruining all of us. Save Garth? From what? For what?”
“You need to stay calm and sit down,” Izzy told her sister. “Think of the baby.”
“You leave my baby out of this. If you were so concerned about my baby, you wouldn’t be worried about a man who is doing everything he can to make our lives hell.” Lexi pushed her blond hair off her face. “Dammit, Izzy, I expect better of you.”
Dana moved toward the sofa. If necessary, she would get between the sisters to make sure things didn’t get too ugly.
Izzy stiffened. “You can expect all you want. What matters is I talked to Garth. He’s family, Lexi. He’s as biologically related to us as we are to each other. He’s been hurt. Dad screwed him and you know it.”
“Fine. Jed was horrible to both Garth and his mother. But that doesn’t give him the right to come after us. We had nothing to do with it.”
“He’s not responsible for the oil rig exploding. I believe him and Nick believes him. Look, think of him like Darth Vader. He needs to be saved from himself.”
“You really think that using movie examples will help your case?” Lexi asked.
Dana glanced at Skye who was listening intently, but not saying anything. Izzy’s strategy was flawed. Skye was the more emotional of the sisters. If Izzy wanted the three of them to cooperate, she should have convinced Skye first. Then the two of them could have worked on Lexi.
“He’s our brother,” Izzy repeated stubbornly. “I saw something inside of him.”
“The ravages of a black and empty heart,” Lexi muttered.
“I saw who he was supposed to be.” Izzy leaned forward. “I saw flashes of the fourteen-year-old boy who begged his own father, a man who had never acknowledged him, for the money to save his mother from a brain tumor. Jed turned him away. Jed threw him into the street. Jed is the reason he wants revenge.”
“We all know this,” Skye said quietly.
“But the person he should have been is still there. Imagine what Garth would be like if his mother had never gotten sick. Imagine if we’d met him when we were ten or fifteen. If we’d grown up together. We would have been a family.”
“It’s too late to go back,” Lexi said flatly.
“But it’s not too late to go forward. If you exclude the explosion, then he hasn’t really hurt us.”
“Not for lack of trying.”
“He wanted me to get together with Nick,” Izzy said.
“He’s the reason you broke up in the first place,” Lexi reminded her.
“Agreed, but he realized he was wrong. He came to me and pleaded Nick’s case. Nick didn’t know he was doing that. Garth had no reason to help us, but he did. He’s not all bad.”
Lexi and Skye looked at each other. Izzy saw the exchange and pounced.
“Why would he do that and lie about the explosion? He admitted to everything else.” Izzy glanced at Dana. “Not in a way that can be used in court.”
“I figured that.”
Lexi sighed and turned to Dana. “You didn’t try to talk her out of it?”
“I tried,” Dana told her. “But she’s very much her own person. Which is mostly your fault. She’s your baby sister. You should have repressed her more as a child. But no. You had to nurture her. This is what you get as a thank-you.”
“Very funny,” Lexi said. “Do you have anything serious to add?”
Dana glanced at all of them. “Izzy’s not an idiot and she has good instincts about people. Do I think she’s right? I don’t know. Am I willing to say she’s totally and completely wrong?” She hesitated. “No.”
Izzy grinned. “See. Dana believes me.”
“That’s not what I said,” Dana told her.
“Close enough.” Izzy smiled at her sisters. “We’ve got big-time pressure here. I want Garth in the family fold by Christmas. Then we can all celebrate together.”
“I’m sorry I’m going to miss that,” Dana said, almost meaning it. Talk about an uncomfortable day.
“You won’t,” Izzy told her, grinning.
“You’re the one he tried to kill,” Skye said, speaking for the first time. “You’re totally sure he wasn’t responsible?”
Izzy’s smile faded. She leaned forward and stared into Skye’s eyes. “I swear. I believe him. He’s not innocent in this. But he had his reasons for acting against us and he’s our brother. I know down to my soul that bringing him into the family is the only way to stop all this. To make it better.”
“Jed will never accept him,” Skye said.
“This isn’t about Jed, it’s about us. Jed has proven again and again that none of us matter to him. But that’s okay because we have each other. And now we have Garth.”
Skye was quiet for a moment, then nodded slowly. “Okay.”
Izzy jumped to her feet. “I knew you’d understand.”
“Maybe she does, but I don’t,” Lexi said. “Even if I accept he didn’t try to kill you, which I don’t, big deal. What about everything else? He still has a lot to answer for.”
Skye nodded. “Lexi’s right. We have to be sure. We all have to be sure this isn’t a trick. That he hasn’t come up with a new strategy. Maybe he wasn’t responsible for the explosion. Maybe that was just bad timing or something. But there are other questions that still have to be answered.”
Dana cleared her throat. “Technically this isn’t Garth’s strategy. It’s Izzy’s. I don’t think he wants to be drawn into the family.”
“Which will make the process even more unpleasant,” Lexi murmured.
“We have to do this,” Izzy said stubbornly. “We have to save him.”
“If he’s worth saving,” Skye said. “How do we know for sure?”
There was a moment of silence as the women looked at each other. Suddenly Izzy grinned.
“Piss him off,” she announced happily. “If I’m right and there’s a nice guy just waiting to get out, he may be annoyed but he won’t act out. If he’s as horrible as you three think, he’ll show his true colors. Stress brings out a person’s real character.”
“She’s right,” Skye said slowly. “If we can get in his face, we’ll figure him out pretty quickly.”
“We need to provoke him in an obvious way,” Dana said, moving toward them, liking the idea of annoying Garth.
Skye smiled. “What about if one of us shadows him? Two birds with one stone—either we catch him being evil to someone else or he reacts to our personal surveillance.”
Lexi nodded. “If he’s everything Izzy claims, he’ll understand. If not, maybe he’ll get mad and show us what’s underneath that tough facade. It’s a win-win. I like it.”
“I don’t,” Izzy said, “but I see the point of it. So which one of us should it be?”
Dana thought about everything that had happened in the past few months, how scared her friends had been and about Garth’s ruthless actions. She thought about how Jed had ignored his own daughters, virtually leaving them on their own to handle a situation he’d created. She thought of how much each of the Titan sisters meant to her.
“I’ll do it,” she said, looking at them. “I’ll take a leave of absence and stay on Garth full-time.”
“You can’t,” Skye said.
“Sure I can. I won’t have a problem getting the time. You need an objective third party, but also someone who knows what to look for. That’s me.”
“You have to let us pay you,” Lexi said. “You won’t have a paycheck.”
“Not on your life.”
Skye stood and faced her. She was a green-eyed redhead with a temper. It took her a while to get riled, but when it happened, it was impressive.
“Friends don’t let friends work for free,” Skye told her. “Either we pay you or we find someone else.”
“It’s not like they’ll miss the money,” Izzy pointed out. “They’re rich.”
“When you get your trust fund, you’re kicking in your share,” Skye told her.
Dana didn’t want to take their money, but she also didn’t want to trust anyone else with the investigation. There was too much on the line.
“Okay. But no more than my usual pay at the sheriff’s office.”
“Done,” Lexi said, leveraging herself into a standing position. “You’ll stay on Garth and find out everything you can. If he’s becoming one of the good guys, then we’ll all hold hands and sing ‘Kumbaya.’ If not, you get the pleasure of throwing his ass in jail.”
Dana smiled. “I’d like that.”
Izzy put her hands on her hips. “You be nice to him.”
“I won’t leave any scars,” she promised instead.
“No bruises, either.”
Dana sighed. “No one lets me have any fun.”
 
GARTH’S PHONE BUZZED.
“There are two ladies here to see you,” his assistant said through the speakerphone. “They don’t have appointments, but said that you, and I quote, ‘wouldn’t mind taking time from your busy schedule to be with loved ones.’”
He only knew one person who talked like that. “Izzy and one of her sisters?”
“Ms. Skye Titan, sir.”
“Send them in.”
He rose and walked around his desk. Why would Skye and Izzy come to see him? Not to gloat. His time with the Dallas Police Department had hardly been a victory.
Seconds later Izzy breezed into his office. Her long, dark curly hair tumbled past her shoulders. She smiled as if they shared a delicious secret. Skye trailed behind her, looking less convinced this was where she wanted to be.
“An unexpected pleasure,” he said, motioning to the sofas by the window. “Can I get you ladies anything?”
“No, thanks. We’re here to talk,” Izzy said as she plopped down on a sofa cushion. “Lexi had other obligations. That’s what I’m supposed to say. Reality is, she’s still not sure about you. I said you were fine, but only Skye really believes me.”
He turned his attention to the curvy redhead in a tailored suit and pearls who had taken a seat near her sister. “You’re sure about me?”
Cool, green eyes stared into his. “I said I was willing to consider you weren’t completely evil. There’s a difference.”
“I agree.” He turned his attention back to Izzy. “What are we talking about?”
“You. Saving you from yourself.” She frowned. “You don’t remember? We discussed this before.”
Izzy had said some sentimental things about him being her brother and the sisters being his family—a fact that didn’t change anything. He’d dismissed her comments as the babblings of a broken heart.
“You were upset about Nick,” he said.
“Oh, please. That didn’t affect my brain.” She settled into a more comfortable position and patted the cushion next to hers. “Come on. Join the party. As I said the other day, you’re family. This path of destruction you’re on is just plain stupid. So we’re going to save you.”
“Against my will?”
“If necessary.” She smiled. “We can be very persuasive.”
“Izzy wants you to join the family,” Skye said.
“By Christmas,” Izzy added.
He remembered her saying something like that before. “Thanks, but no.”
“You don’t get a choice.”
“Part of saving me against my will?”
“Uh-huh. Come on, Garth. We’re your sisters. Didn’t you ever wish you had someone to braid your hair?”
“I’ll pass.”
“Ignore him,” Izzy told her sister. “He’ll come around.”
“And if he doesn’t want to come around?” Skye asked. “This is not a well-thought-out plan.”
“When has that stopped me before?”
Garth couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so uncomfortable in the presence of two women. Just as strange, he couldn’t define the cause of his unease.
He forced himself to walk closer and take a seat.
Skye turned to him. “While Izzy can be wild and impetuous, she’s actually a fairly good judge of character. She says you’re worth it.”
“I’m not,” he told her, knowing that the further the conversation went, the harder it would be to ruthlessly take over the Titan world.
Skye studied him, staring intently, as if she tried hard enough, she could read his mind.
“I understand why you went after Jed,” she said after a few seconds. “What he did was horrific. I’m ashamed of his behavior and I apologize on his behalf. Not that my apology has any validity.”
“None at all,” he said easily.
“Fair enough. But why us? What did we do to deserve your contempt?”
He didn’t like the word contempt. It implied emotion, not rationality. “You were easy targets,” he said. “If I hurt you, I hurt Jed.”
“By now you must be aware that Jed doesn’t give a damn about any of us. He’s not much of a father.”
She said the words easily, but he heard the tight pain in her voice. She might have accepted the truth about her father, but it still had the power to wound.
Garth shrugged. “If it distracts him, that’s enough for me.”
“No, it’s not,” Izzy said. “Come on. You didn’t mean for it to get this messy. That’s not your style.”
Her assessment annoyed him—probably because it was true. “You don’t know my style.”
“I can guess. You want a clean victory,” Izzy told him. “When you started this, you thought we were one happy family. Cut one and we all bleed. You thought you could weaken Jed by going after those he loved most. Which was quite the miscalculation, big brother. Feeling a little foolish now, are we?”
“No.” Foolish didn’t exactly explain what emotions he’d experienced.
The ruthless side of him said that he should tell them the truth. That their father had come to him, offering him the chance to run Titan World on the condition that all three of Jed’s daughters never get a penny.
But he didn’t say the words. There was no reason to hurt them further. Jed would do that well enough without any help.
“We’re not your enemy,” Skye said. “We don’t want anything from you.” She glanced at Izzy, who was shaking her head, then sighed. “Izzy wants you to be part of the family, but that’s different. We’re not after power or money. We just want to live our lives in peace. Is it that you can’t believe that, or you’re in too deep to back off now?”
Before he could answer, Izzy moved from her sofa to his and sat next to him. She angled toward him and touched his arm.
“We’re sorry about your mom. I don’t understand how Jed could be so callous and cruel—which I guess are the same thing. Or maybe I do understand and it scares me. He’s my father, too. Why does he have to be so bad?”
Garth didn’t want to think about his mother or what had happened to her. He drew back. “This isn’t going to work. I’ve made my decision. I know what I want and I’m going to get it.”
Izzy only smiled. “You can’t. We’re your family. Not Jed. He deserves what he’s going to get, but not us. You know we’re innocent. You know we don’t deserve what you’re doing to us. Every time you act against one of us, you’re becoming more and more like Jed, and that’s not who you are.”
He felt the truth of her statements but didn’t say anything.
“You’re pressuring him, Izzy,” Skye said. “You have to stop. Enough with the emotional blackmail. Let’s deal with facts. If you didn’t arrange the explosion on the oil rig, who did? Or was it an accident?”
Garth appreciated the change in topic. “The preliminary reports all suggest a man-made cause. Someone did it on purpose.”
“If not you, then who?” Skye asked.
“I’m working on that.”
“Why do you care?” Izzy asked.
“I’ll take responsibility for what I did, nothing else.”
“With all you’ve been doing,” Skye said, “you’re a likely suspect.”
He nodded. “I know, but it wasn’t me. Explosions are too dangerous. There’s no way to control all the outcomes. I always know the end game.”
“I don’t suppose you’d take a lie detector test,” Skye said.
He chuckled. “No.” Although he would be open to intense questioning by Deputy Dana, he thought humorously. She intrigued him with her determination and irreverence.
“When you find out who was responsible, will you tell us?” Skye asked.
“Be careful what you ask for. You may not like the answer.”
She frowned. “Do you already know?”
“I suspect. There’s a difference.”
Skye looked stricken, as if she had thought of something impossible to believe. “Will you tell us?” she asked again softly.
“Yes.”
“Just like that?”
“I’ll tell you,” he said firmly.
She stood. “Then I guess we’ll wait to hear.”
He and Izzy rose.
Izzy looked at him. “About the family thing. I’m not kidding. You’re one of us now. Quit being mean.”
Then, before he could stop her, she wrapped both her arms around him, leaning against him. The embrace was uncomfortable and unfamiliar. He was used to having women in his arms, but this was different.
She released him, then stared into his eyes. Her mouth curved into a slight smile.
“Next time you’re going to hug me back,” she whispered. “You need us, Garth. And we need you.” Then she raised herself on her toes and kissed his cheek. “It’s going to be okay.”
As if she wanted to reassure him. But this was his game and he was winning. Didn’t they get that?
Skye eyed him. “I’m not comfortable with the whole embracing thing just yet.”
“Not a problem.”
“I hope Izzy’s right. I hope you are worth saving. We’re about to find out.” She smiled. “You may not like the process.”
The women left.
He stared after them, wanting to call them back and say he wasn’t worth saving. That they were ridiculous to waste their effort this way. At the same time, he had the strangest feeling that they had just won this round and that the unexpected victory had put him behind.
 
IT WAS NEARLY NINE that night when Garth rode the elevator from his condo building’s parking garage. He was tired, not surprising after a nearly fifteen-hour day, but his weariness seemed to be deeper than usual. He’d brought home a briefcase full of work he had no intention of looking at and he was oddly reluctant to spend the evening by himself.
If he had to define his mood—something he rarely bothered doing—he would say he was lonely.
It wasn’t as if he usually spent evenings playing poker with the guys, but lately the emptiness seemed more profound. Maybe it was because he’d lost his best friend. Or maybe all he needed was a drink and some TV time in front of a football game.
When the elevator stopped on the main floor, he got out and crossed to pick up his mail. On his way to the bank of locked boxes, he saw someone sitting in one of the overstuffed sofas. A familiar someone, watching him.
Dana Birch stood. “You’re keeping late hours.”
She wasn’t in uniform. Instead she wore jeans, a leather jacket and boots. Nothing stylish or upscale, yet the no-nonsense clothes suited her.
Garth swung his attention to George, the evening doorman for the building. The older man shifted uncomfortably.
“You, ah, have a visitor, Mr. Duncan.”
“So I see.”
Dana moved toward him. “Don’t blame George. His nephew is a new recruit in the Titanville sheriff’s office. I’ve helped him out a couple of times. George owes me.”
“Does he?”
Garth got his mail and tucked it under his arm. He had his briefcase in one hand and a bag of Chinese takeout in the other. “Why are you here?”
“Because you are.”
Not that he minded—Garth wasn’t intimidated by a powerful woman. In fact, he found the challenge appealing. There was something about Dana’s mouth, though. The fullness of the bottom lip, the slight curve at the corners. It spoke of sensuality and promise. Or maybe that was wishful thinking on his part.
“Starting a fan club?” he asked.
“Not exactly. I’ve taken a leave of absence from work so I can follow you. I’ll be on your ass until I figure out who and what you are.”
“You already know who I am.”
“Not really. Izzy thinks you’re brother material. Skye and Lexi aren’t so sure.”
An unexpected twist. “You’re the deciding vote?”
She smiled. “I’m here to test your character. Think of me as a trial by fire.”
He would give the Titan sisters points for creativity. “You don’t scare me, Dana.”
“Give it time.”
He chuckled and held up the bag of takeout. “You hungry? I have enough for two.”
“Lucky me.”
“Is that a yes?”
She paused for a second, before grabbing the bag. “Sure. Why not?”
They walked toward the elevator.
As they passed the main desk, George gave him a thumbs-up. Garth bit back a laugh. Given the fact that Dana was both prickly and determined to see the worst in him, the odds of him getting lucky that night seemed close to zero. But he was a man who enjoyed a good challenge.



CHAPTER THREE

THEY RODE THE ELEVATOR in silence. Dana hadn’t realized she was hungry until she inhaled the scent of the takeout and her stomach growled. Just as disconcerting was her awareness of the man standing next to her. Garth hadn’t bothered to look even slightly concerned about her showing up for the second time in two days. Why couldn’t he at least pretend to be nervous?
They exited on the top floor and she followed him to his penthouse. He unlocked the door, then waited for her to go first.
She walked into the dark space. Seconds later Garth flipped on lights.
Yesterday morning she’d been more interested in the man than his home and hadn’t noticed much beyond the open floor plan and killer view. Now she ignored the display of city lights and instead concentrated on the surroundings.
The condo had been built in a loft style, with a huge open room. The living area was in front, a dining area to the right. A half wall separated a restaurant-sized kitchen with sleek cabinets and gleaming granite from the rest of the room. The furniture was large, the colors subdued and masculine, the carpeting plush. The space looked expensive and comfortable, a rare combination.
“You had a good decorator,” she said.
Garth tossed his leather briefcase and mail onto a table by the door and shrugged out of his suit jacket. “Thanks. He did a nice job.”
“Not a woman? Color me surprised.”
“I appreciate talent in either gender.”
“Aren’t you Mr. Open-minded?”
He came up beside her and pointed to the large, wood dining room table. “Shall we?”
She walked to the table and set down the bag. He crossed to a built-in wine cellar tucked in the wet bar between the dining and living rooms.
“Wine?” he asked. “Or are you on duty?”
“Wine is fine.”
He returned with two glasses and a bottle of red. Dana didn’t recognize the label, which wasn’t a huge surprise. She was more of a beer drinker.
“Plates are in the kitchen,” he said, walking to a buffet, opening a drawer and pulling out a corkscrew.
She walked into the big kitchen and hit the lights. There was counter space for twenty, double sinks, double ovens and a warming drawer.
“Your caterer must love working here. All you need are minions.”
“I have minions. It’s their night off.”
She turned away so he couldn’t see her smile, then opened cupboards until she found plates. The flatware was in the drawer below. After grabbing a couple of paper towels for napkins, she returned to the dining room.
He’d put the now-full wineglasses at one end of the table, across from each other. While she set out the plates, he put containers of Chinese food in front of them.
“It’s a historic occasion,” he said as they sat. “Did you want to say a few words?”
“None would be fit for polite society.”
He winked. “I’m not that polite.”
“True.”
He offered her what looked like kung pao chicken. “You’re serious about the leave of absence?”
She scooped the spicy chicken onto her plate. “Absolutely. My new job is you. I know that makes your heart all quivery.”
Instead of serving himself, he rolled up the sleeves of his white shirt and took a sip of wine.
“I wouldn’t describe any part of me as quivery, but I am curious as to your plan.”
“I told you. Watch, follow, catch you being bad.”
He gave her a slow, sexy smile. “There will be so many opportunities.”
“You think you’re all that, don’t you?”
“I know I am.”
The man had balls, Dana thought as she reached for the egg rolls. Really big ones. And an ego the size of the Titanic. Both of which could work in her favor. If he didn’t think she was a threat, he would be careless. And that’s when she would see the real Garth Duncan.
He served himself from the containers. The overhead lights flattered his dark good looks and his easygoing personality made him an appealing dinner companion. He must have women lining up five deep to get a shot at him and his fortune. Fortunately, she was immune. She could certainly appreciate what she saw, but she wasn’t interested. He wasn’t her type.
“You must be disappointed,” he said. “My interview with the Dallas Police Department didn’t include questionable practices. They were polite and didn’t once beat me with a pipe.”
“Another hope crushed. I’ll get over it. There’s always tomorrow.” She sipped her wine. It was a smooth red that would probably be described as saucy or impatient or something else equally stupid. She just thought it was good.
“Izzy and Skye came to see me today,” he said. “Izzy’s determined to save me from myself.”
“She has more heart than sense.”
“Not a fault you share?”
“I’m heartless,” she said cheerfully.
“Then we have that in common.”
“Lucky us. You might have snowed Izzy, but the rest of the sisters won’t be so easy.”
“I wasn’t trying to snow anyone. Izzy’s decided this on her own.” He leaned toward her. “How do you play into all this? If Izzy’s convinced I’m to be brought into the arms of the family, why are you so determined to throw me in jail?”
“I’ve always liked sports. Besides, Izzy hasn’t convinced me or Lexi that you’re interested in changing your plan. The theory is if you’re really who Izzy thinks, you’ll understand my need to protect my friends. If you’re not, you deserve what you get.”
“You’re not a big believer in gray area, are you?”
“No. I’m not. And neither are you.”
He raised his glass to her. “Be careful, Deputy Dana. If we have much more in common, we’ll have to be friends, and neither of us would be happy with that news.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll never like you.”
He smiled. “Is that a promise?”
“Sure.”
“Good. A challenge. And here I thought it was going to be a dull evening. My mistake.”
There was something in his eyes. Something predatory that made her want to squirm in her seat. She had to remember Garth was just a guy. He put his pants on one leg at a time.
“You expect to get away with things because of your position and your wealth,” she said. “That won’t work with me.”
“Are you saying you’ve never used the fact that you’re a deputy to get out of a ticket?”
“That’s different.”
“No, it’s not. Everyone likes to feel powerful and to feel that they have a certain amount of control in life. The need to be unique and recognized lives in all of us.”
She reached for her wine. “Don’t tell me you’re going to be insightful about the lives of ordinary people.”
“I’m ordinary.”
She rolled her eyes.
He shrugged. “I was. I’ve been there.”
“Remind your cell mate of that when you’re in prison.”
He smiled. “That’s not going to happen and you know it. I’ve done nothing wrong. Not legally.”
“If we exclude the explosion, you’re still guilty of plenty. You’ve started rumors to drive down stock prices, including telling some reporter that executives at Titan World were stealing.”
He passed her a shrimp-and-vegetable dish that smelled delicious.
“How do you know they weren’t?” he asked. “Your assumption is I’ve created the situation from thin air. What if it was there all the time?”
Something she didn’t want to think about. Jed might be a mean old bastard who didn’t give a rat about his daughters, but she’d never thought of him as a crook.
“You’re saying he did export illegal weapons to terrorists?”
“I’m saying you should check out the possibility before you assume anything.”
From everything she knew about Garth, he didn’t bluff. “If you had proof, you’d take it to the Feds.”
“Maybe I’m collecting data. I do my homework, Dana. You should do yours.”
She pushed away her plate. She was here to make things better for her friends, not worse. If Jed was involved with all that Garth had accused him of, there was going to be one big mess to clean up.
“Let’s change the subject,” he said, pouring her more wine. “How’s your father? Florida is a great place, this time of year.”
If she’d been swallowing, she would have choked.
How much did he know about her? And there were variations on the question—who had told him and why? How had he known to go digging? And was he just playing the odds or did he have actual information?
“I wouldn’t know,” she said coolly. “We don’t keep in touch.”
“I’m not surprised. You never confronted him. Some children do—go back as an adult. Face the devil, so to speak. You just wanted to put it all behind you.”
She didn’t know if he was asking or telling and she didn’t care. She could go the rest of her life without seeing her dad and be very happy. There had been too much one-on-one time when she’d been younger.
Her mother had died when Dana had been young—too young to remember her. Dana’s father hadn’t been all that interested in his baby daughter and a series of girlfriends had offered indifferent care. Later, when she’d been six or seven, she’d become a liability. The women who came and went didn’t like a “brat like her” hanging around. Annoyed with Dana for making trouble, her father had started hitting her.
Or maybe he’d just hit her because he liked it.
The beatings had dominated her young life. There were always bruises she had to hide, sprains she couldn’t explain. Maybe her teachers had known, maybe they’d simply looked the other way, but no one ever asked questions.
He’d left one day, without saying a word. She’d been sixteen and so grateful, she hadn’t told anyone. She’d practically moved in with Lexi and her sisters who might have suspected the truth but had never discussed it.
Eventually she heard the old man had settled in Florida. She’d gone to college and never looked back. But how had Garth known?
“You did something with the fear,” he said. “I respect that.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
They stared at each other. There was no judgment in his eyes, nothing to make her uncomfortable, save the fact that he’d obviously uncovered her deepest, darkest secret. Which meant she had to learn his.
She remembered the scars on his body, scars he’d gotten while a prisoner, blindfolded constantly and tortured on a daily basis. Maybe Garth didn’t have any secrets. Maybe he wore the truth on his body every day.
“I would recommend revenge,” he said, “but you’re not the type.”
“I believe in that old Chinese saying. The one that says before you begin a journey of revenge, first dig two graves.”
“Not a problem. I’m sure there’s a Titan mausoleum somewhere.”
Jed had created this enemy, Dana thought, almost able to feel sorry for the old man. He had earned whatever happened to him.
After getting Kathy, Garth’s mother, pregnant, he’d set her up with enough money to take care of her and her baby. It beat marrying her, at least from Jed’s perspective.
Everything had been fine until Kathy developed a brain tumor. Aggressive treatment and surgery burned through her insurance and Jed’s money. Fourteen-year-old Garth had been desperate to save his mother and had gone to Jed to beg for enough to cover a last-chance surgery. Jed had refused and had thrown his bastard son out on the street.
That fourteen-year-old boy had grown up into the man sitting across from her. A man determined to exact painful vengeance. Garth had finally found a doctor willing to do the surgery for free, but by then it had been too late. While Kathy had survived, she’d been left mentally challenged. A friendly, simple woman who adored Garth but in no way realized she was his mother.
“What happens if you win?” Dana asked. “What do you want? The company? Your name on the letterhead? Are you going to run Titan World?”
“No. I’ll break it up and sell it off. When I’m done, nothing Jed worked for will exist anymore.”
“It’s not about the glory?”
“I was never in it for that. I want Jed to pay for what he did, nothing more. You should respect that. It’s all black and white. You like absolutes. It’s why you’re a cop.”
A lucky guess on his part, she told herself. He didn’t really know her that well.
“You’re breaking the law to get what you want,” she told him. “That makes it gray. And going after the sisters is pretty sad. Come on. They’re girls.”
He laughed. “Would you let them hear you say that? They think of themselves as powerful women.”
“They’re powerful in ways you can’t understand, but what you’re doing is wrong.” She eyed him over her glass. “And you know it.”
“Now you’re reading minds?”
“You claim to know me. Why can’t it work both ways?”
“Because I’ve been studying you. Can you say the same?”
“You’re not that interesting.”
“Now you’re lying. You find me very interesting.”
Was it hot in here or was it her? Dana put her wine back on the table and grabbed her fork. Only she wasn’t that hungry anymore and the sensations in her stomach had little to do with the food she’d eaten.
She knew he was playing her. He was good at it and she wasn’t. She didn’t do the game thing. She was direct, maybe too direct. In her personal relationships she said what she wanted. If the guy didn’t want to hear it, he was gone.
But being with Garth was anything but straightforward. Like a perpetual game of cat and mouse.
“Are you in for the night?” she asked as she came to her feet.
He stood. “Yes.”
“Then I’m going. I’ll be on your tail tomorrow, annoying you. You’re heading to the office at the usual time?”
“Yes.”
His dark eyes seemed to see more than they should. Talk about unnerving.
She reached in her jeans pocket for her keys and turned to leave.
“Or you could stay.”
Four little words. Four syllables. Taken apart, they meant almost nothing, but together…
Or you could stay.
Was he asking what she thought he was asking?
Stupid question.
It was a joke, she told herself quickly. It had to be a joke. He wanted her to say yes, so he could laugh at her. He wanted her to consider for even a second that he wanted her. Because men like him were never interested in women like her. It was one of life’s rules and didn’t bother her a bit.
She turned back and met his dark gaze, then raised her eyebrows. “I don’t think so. But thanks for asking.”
Nothing about his expression changed. “If you’re sure.”
Sure that she didn’t want to have sex with him? Oh, yeah. She was beyond sure. She had very specific rules and one of them said she was always in control. He would never allow that and she would never accept anything else.
There was also the issue of not being sure if he’d tried to blow up Izzy and knowing he was doing his best to ruin his sisters, which she probably should have thought of first, damn him.
“I’m sure,” she said.
“Another time, then.”
“Again, I don’t think so.”
He gave her a slow, sexy smile. One that spoke of confidence. It was the smile of a man who knew women.
“I do.”
He was trying to rattle her. He wanted her to react, to question herself, to engage. That so wasn’t going to happen.
She walked to the front door and let herself out without saying anything. But all the way down the elevator, through the lobby and out to her truck, she had the feeling that he was still with her. Not in a scary, stalker kind of way, but almost as if the essence of him lingered.
“He’s just a guy,” she muttered as she started the engine. “Nothing special.”
The good news was there was no one else around to point out it was very possible that she was lying.
 
GARTH HAD ARRANGED THE meeting for ten. At thirty seconds before the hour, Agnes buzzed to let him know Dana had arrived. Garth stood, interested in seeing her again. If he didn’t know better, he would say she’d been disconcerted the night before. Or maybe that was wishful thinking on his part. Dana was a strong woman—she wouldn’t let herself be vulnerable for any man. Not an unexpected reaction, considering her past.
She walked into his office, her head held high, the set of her shoulders determined. She wore a plain blue shirt tucked into jeans, and boots.
“No uniform?” he asked by way of greeting.
“I wasn’t kidding about taking a leave of absence.”
She didn’t wear makeup or earrings or anything remotely feminine. There was a toughness about her. A wariness. He wondered if she knew her determination to never show a soft side only made him more aware that there was something she was trying to hide.
She was the kind of woman who gave as good as she got. Which made him think about her naked. Not just because he was intrigued by the concealed curves, but because she would expect to take charge. It would be a battle of wills…which was the kind of battle he most enjoyed.
“I hope the Titan sisters appreciate all you’re doing for them,” he said, leading her to the sofas by the corner of the large office.
“We look out for each other. That’s what friends do. Not that you would know anything about that.”
“Speaking of which…” He glanced at his watch. “Nick should be here soon.”
Something flashed in her brown eyes and was gone before he could read it. “Nick’s not coming. Izzy called me while I was driving over. Something came up.”
Garth knew nothing showed on his face. He was a master at keeping his thoughts to himself, so she couldn’t know he was disappointed. Nick had every reason to be pissed as hell at him, but Garth had hoped to lure his former friend to his office with news about Izzy. He’d thought they would have a chance to talk. Apparently Nick wasn’t ready to move on.
Garth knew he only had himself to blame. He’d crossed the line and betrayed a friend. He might regret what he’d done, but he couldn’t change what had happened.
“Then it’s just the two of us,” he said, motioning to one of the sofas.
Dana sat down. He settled next to her and reached for the folder on the glass coffee table.
“I’ve been investigating the explosion on the oil rig,” he said, passing Dana the latest report from his private investigator. “I don’t have proof yet, but I suspect that Jed is at the heart of this. The guy who set the explosion is Cuban—a known expert. Currently he’s working out of Mexico. My people are tracing the payments. He didn’t use a Swiss bank, so that’s in our favor. We should be able to get information on who paid, but it’s taking time.”
Dana stared at him. “Meaning you couldn’t hack into a Swiss bank, but you can get into a different one? Can you give me the name so I don’t put my money there?”
“We don’t hack in,” he told her. “We get information.”
“A subtle difference.”
“Life is nuance.”
“Thanks for the tip, but you’re not the Zen master and I’m not your little grasshopper.”
He stared at her, noting the flecks of gold in her irises. “Someone didn’t get her coffee this morning. Should I order some?”
“I’m not an idiot.”
“Since when does coffee imply stupid?”
She glared at him. “You know what I mean.”
“I haven’t got a clue.”
The muscles in her jaw tensed. He’d annoyed her, which was fun on many levels.
“You take yourself too seriously,” he told her.
“You’re getting on my last nerve. I’m armed. Don’t mess with me.”
The thought of her with a gun didn’t bother him in the least.
“We could wrestle for it,” he suggested.
For a second he thought she was going to actually spit in rage. Instead she drew in a breath and picked up the folder.
“Is there anything else?” she asked, her voice tight with suppressed annoyance.
“Yes.” He tapped the second folder. “Some interesting information on Jed. A friend of his does work for the government. Mostly experimental military weapons. Some of the prototypes go missing for months at a time, then they reappear in inventory. Coincidentally, a few months after that, a dozen or so exactly like the prototype appear on the black market, usually in the Middle East. I haven’t connected all the dots, but so far everything leads to Jed.”
Dana’s bravado faded, as did her color. Her eyes widened. “That’s not possible. You’re saying he really is guilty of treason.”
“I’m saying there’s a possibility it’s real. When I have what I need, I’ll turn it over to the Feds.”
Dana still looked stunned. “I’ve known Jed all my life. I can’t believe this. I’ll accept he’s a bastard and treats his daughters like crap, but this is on a totally different level. It’s beyond wrong. Why would he sell out his country?”
Garth no longer cared about why Jed did anything. He simply wanted the old man ruined in every way possible. Having Jed make it easy almost took away from the sweet taste of victory, but it was a disappointment Garth would live with.
“I want to take this to Lexi,” Dana said.
“Those are your copies.”
She picked up the second folder, but didn’t open it. “You shouldn’t have gone after your sisters. They weren’t a part of any of this.”
“A Titan is a Titan,” he told her. It was how he’d started the game—believing they were all the same. Now he wasn’t so sure. Not that he would tell her that.
“You’re a Titan.”
“Only technically. Besides, they’ll be fine. They have you to protect them.”
She raised her chin, as if facing a challenge. “I’m more than ready to take you down.”
“So you keep telling me. Talk is cheap.”
Annoyance tightened her face and he knew she was searching for some scathing comeback. Or something heavy to throw at him.
Dana took her responsibilities very seriously. She would worry about her friends and do anything in her power to protect them. But who looked after her?
She would say she didn’t need protecting, that she was fine. But was it true? Or were there vulnerabilities she hid from the world?
“Is there anything else?” she asked.
“That’s all I have, unless you’d like to arm wrestle for dominance.”
She ignored that and stood. He rose and stepped beside her as she walked to the door. Instinctively, he put his hand on the small of her back, as if to guide her out of the office.
He hadn’t planned the touch. It was something a man did in the presence of a woman. A polite gesture, nothing more.
But as he felt the warmth of her skin through her shirt, it seemed like more. It seemed…intimate.
She glanced up at him, her brown eyes clouded with emotions he couldn’t read but could guess. Wariness. Maybe fear. Which made him want to tell her that everything was going to be all right. As if he could predict the outcome of any of this.
“I can make it to the door on my own,” she said, moving away. “But thanks for trying to help.”
“You’re prickly.”
“Part of my charm.”
Part of the way she protected herself.
He wanted to tell her that she could trust him—that he wasn’t her enemy. But that wasn’t true. He was exactly who she should be wary of—he was her worst nightmare. A man willing to do anything to win.
“Until tonight,” he said.
“It’s not a date. I’m there to watch you. My ultimate goal is to see you in jail for the rest of your life.”
He tapped the folders she held. “Maybe it was, but it’s not anymore. I’m not the bad guy and you know it. But you’re welcome to watch anytime you want.”
Her jaw clenched and then she was gone. Garth smiled as he returned to his desk. Dana made things interesting and he liked that in a woman.
 
DANA PACED IN LEXI’S office. The fountain and the spa music in the background were supposed to be soothing. Instead it made her want to climb the walls. Or shoot something.
After she was done here, she would go work out for a couple of hours. Maybe take out her frustrations on a punching bag.
Lexi glanced up from the folders. Her normally pale skin had gone white, her eyes were wide.
“Did you read this?” she asked.
Dana nodded. “Scary stuff.”
“I can’t believe it, but even as I say that, there’s a part of me that isn’t surprised. Jed’s ruthless. He’s always been that way. He pretties it up when he has to, but it’s there. Still, he could have killed his own daughter. Did he even care that Izzy was on the oil rig? What about the other lives? But hey, winning is all that matters, right?” Her voice rose as she spoke, her tone got more shrill.
Dana moved to the desk and looked at her. “Deep breaths. Baby on board and all that. Try to stay calm.”
Lexi nodded and exhaled slowly. “I know. I’ll be okay. I’m just in shock. Jed doing all this. Treason.” She sighed. “I need to think about this. We need a plan. The next step. I’m going to need a little time.”
Dana settled across from her desk. “Take all the time you need. You have a lot going on.”
Lexi leaned back in her chair. “I’m having a baby. Women do it every day.”
“I don’t care about them, I care about you. You’re my friend.”
“Thank you. I’m doing okay. This is a stunner, but I’ll get through it. We’re working together and that makes me feel better.”
Dana eyed Lexi’s growing belly. “Just remember what’s important. We can go after Jed anytime.”
“We’re not stopping because I’m pregnant. I’m taking excellent care of myself and Cruz practically hovers.”
“Skye mentioned something about a baby shower.” Dana managed to get the sentence out without shuddering. She wasn’t really a baby-wedding shower kind of person. What was up with the strange games? And why did the food have to be cute?
Lexi grinned. “You’ll be there, honey, if we have to drag you. Don’t think you’re getting out of it.”
“Oh, joy.”
“It could be worse.”
“How?”
“There could be balloon animals.”
“I happen to like balloon animals.”
Lexi laughed. “It won’t be too horrible, I promise. No color-coordinated mints.”
“Is Skye planning the shower?” Skye might run a nonprofit foundation but she was also an expert party planner. Her system of organization rivaled any battle plan the Pentagon put out.
“Yes. Okay. You’re right. The mints might match. But it will still be fun.”
“If you define the word very loosely.”
“Poor Dana,” Lexi teased. “My baby shower is only the start. Skye’s talking about getting married.”
“We all knew that was going to happen,” Dana grumbled. Skye was madly in love. No one would be surprised when she and Mitch set the date. “You’ll be next.”
“After the baby is born,” Lexi said. “I never planned to be unconventional, but here I am, having a baby and then getting married. I’m sure my mother is horrified. Cruz and I are talking about late spring. So you’ll have time to recover.”
Which she would need, Dana thought. “At least Izzy is more the type to simply run off some weekend and show up Monday with a wedding ring and a new last name. She was always my favorite.”
Lexi laughed again. “How you suffer for us all.”
“I know. That’s me. The suffering friend.”
“Maybe you’ll meet someone you want to marry.”
“No, thanks.”
“Not ever?”
“When pigs fly.”
The next words were spoken softly, hesitantly, as if Lexi were treading carefully. “Not all men are like your dad.”
She and her friend had never talked about what it had been like, but Dana also wasn’t surprised that Lexi had figured it out. What did startle her was having the subject brought up twice in two days.
“Garth knows about my father,” she said. “I don’t know if he put the pieces together and got lucky or if he’d spoken to someone.”
“You talked about it?”
“He did mostly. Last night. I think he was making a point—that he knew a whole lot more than I’d realized. I hate it when men are insightful. It upsets the balance of power.”
“What do you think of him?” Lexi asked. “A card-carrying member of the evil empire?”
Dana shook her head. “Nothing that simple. He’s so damn sure of himself. Confident he’s going to win. And just when I think he’s barely human, I remember those scars.”
Izzy had told them both about Nick and Garth’s time in the jungle. Lexi could only imagine what the scars looked like, but Dana had seen them for herself.
“What does he think of Izzy’s plan to bring him into the family?” Lexi asked.
“It confuses him. Of course that’s just a guess on my part. We aren’t exactly sharing secrets.”
“Do you like him?”
Dana glanced at her. “I don’t hate him.”
“Izzy would say that’s progress.”
“It depends on how you look at the situation. I still don’t trust him. But he’s not the devil.”
There was more. He made her uneasy. His casual touch on her back had seared her down to her bones. She’d felt each of his fingers, the pressure of his palm. She’d wanted to move toward him.
Garth made her aware of her weaknesses and that terrified her.
“What happens now?” Lexi asked.
“I wait for him to make a mistake.”
“What if he’s no longer our enemy?”
“Then everything changes.”



CHAPTER FOUR

JED TITAN HAD KNOWN Brock Lyman since college. Nowadays they were both tall men with graying hair and a taste for the good life. They’d played football together and Brock had introduced Jed to his first wife. Something Jed never held against him. Now some thirty-plus years later, Brock was the chief financial officer at Titan World and the only person Jed was willing to trust.
Which didn’t mean he had to like what his friend said.
“He’s bought even more stock,” Brock said from his place across the conference table.
Jed and Brock were having their morning meeting. In the past, the time had been more about sports scores than any real business, but in the past few months, they’d been scrambling to manage what seemed like a new crisis every other week.
“Did he file with the SEC?” Jed asked, even though he already knew the answer. Damn Garth Duncan. He was always careful to follow the rules. Once he’d crossed the threshold of stock purchases, he’d done all the paperwork required. Just once Jed wanted him to make a mistake.
Brock nodded. “Filed on time and correctly. He’s up to fifteen percent ownership in Titan World. More in a few of the subsidiaries. So far we’ve been able to keep the news out of the media, but I don’t know how long that will go on. A few major stockholders have taken notice.”
Which was Garth’s plan, Jed thought, annoyed by how well he was being played.
By buying large blocks of stock and holding on to them, a case could be made that Garth was planning to take over the company. That made other stockholders nervous. SEC rules required public filings when a shareholder reached a certain amount of ownership, which Garth had done. He wasn’t hiding what he was doing, and that made Jed uncomfortable. He couldn’t go after someone who wasn’t breaking the law.
“If he wants to buy the company, why doesn’t he approach us?” Brock asked, obviously frustrated.
“It’s not his way. He’s waiting until the time is right.”
It was all a game and whoever had the most at the end won. Jed could almost be proud of Garth. After all, the man was his son. But things had gone too far. Garth had to be stopped.
“What about the investigation of the oil rig explosion?” Brock asked. “Why hasn’t Garth been arrested for his involvement in that?”
“I don’t know.” Jed couldn’t figure it out, either. Enough evidence had been planted to indict Garth. What had gone wrong? “He’s smart. Maybe smarter than we gave him credit for. We have to find his vulnerable spot. No target is off-limits.”
“First we have to find one,” Brock grumbled.
“We will. In the meantime, we have to buy back shares. He owns too much of the company.”
“There’s no money.”
“We’ll find it. Borrow it, whatever. I want to start buying back shares from anyone who will sell.”
“If word gets out,” Brock began, then shook his head. “No one can know, Jed. People will think the company’s in trouble and that’ll start a stampede of shareholders trying to sell. Any panic will drive down the price of stock.”
“Then we’ll keep it to ourselves.”
“We’ll need a bunch of cash. I don’t know where we’re going to get it. Unless you’re willing to start selling some of your assets.”
Something Jed had always refused in the past. There were dozens of choices but only a few worth tens of millions. His racehorse farm, the shipping company and Glory’s Gate, the family home.
It was all about winning. Defeating the upstart bastard who was trying to take him down.
“This is war,” Jed said at last. “Sacrifices have to be made. Start making discreet inquires about potential buyers. But remember, this isn’t a fire sale. I want top dollar.”
Brock stared at him for a long time. “It may not be enough.”
“Then we’ll figure out something else. I don’t care what it takes to beat Garth. I want him crushed and swept up with the trash.”
 
DANA DID HER BEST to sit quietly in the lobby of Garth’s condo. Usually she enjoyed a good stakeout. She found it relaxing. It gave her time to think. But today her brain was not her friend, not when it kept racing from subject to subject, the most annoying of which was the anticipation she felt at the thought of seeing Garth again.
She was actually worried about what she was wearing. She’d thought about changing her clothes. Worse, she’d gone home and put on mascara, which happened to be the only makeup she owned. Mascara. Like she was a sniveling teenaged girl nervous about a date.
This wasn’t a date—it was surveillance, dammit.
She shifted on the comfortable bench, thought about leaving, then tensed when the elevator doors slid open and Garth stepped into the foyer of his condo building to pick up his mail.
He looked good. The stubble on his jaw, the slightly loosened tie all suited him. There was a weariness in his eyes, as if it had been a long day. She felt a definite quiver low in her belly and did her best to ignore it. She wasn’t the type of woman to quiver for any man and if she pretended it wasn’t happening, eventually it would go away. At least that was the plan.
“Hope you like Italian,” he said, holding up two shopping bags.
He’d stopped for dinner. One part of her brain said it was no big deal. He wasn’t the kind of man to cook for himself and he’d known she would be here. The other part of her brain wanted to know if he’d bought dinner with her in mind. If he’d thought about what she might like. As if this were…
Nothing. It was nothing. He was nothing, they were nothing. That’s the way it was going to be.
She stood and walked toward him without saying anything. Garth collected his mail, then walked back to the elevator. She took the food from him and followed. George wished them a good night.
The elevator ride was silent. When they reached his floor, he pulled out his keys and they stepped into his condo. She collected plates while he chose a bottle of wine. She set the table, he flipped on a CD. Their actions were familiar, which should have been comfortable but instead made her nervous. It was only the second night. There was no way she could be comfortable around Garth.
Finally they sat across from each other. He poured the wine, then toasted her silently before taking a sip.
He watched her, as if assessing her. She felt the weight of the mascara on her lashes and wondered if he’d noticed. If he thought it was about him, which it was, but she would rather die than have him know. Which made her feel like a girl. Time to get the attention back on him.
“Where’s your girlfriend?” she asked. “I’ve been here two nights in a row. Aren’t I getting in the way of something?”
“If you’ve done your homework, you know there isn’t a girlfriend.”
“Just a string of willing beauties,” she said, remembering what she’d read. “You favor smart and pretty, but if you have to pick just one, you go with pretty. Typical and a little disappointing.”
He pulled out covered containers from the bags and passed her one. “Be careful, Dana. Do you really want to talk about our personal lives? I’m not the only one with a string of easy conquests. What about the men you date?”
Touché, she thought, refusing to apologize for her romantic choices. Maybe she did like men who weren’t especially powerful or challenging. Maybe she did find them just a little boring. But that was her business, not his.
“I gave the information to Lexi,” she said, to change the subject. “She wasn’t happy.”
“Neither is Jed, if that’s any help,” he said as he opened a carton of salad and passed it to her.
He’d brought lasagna and salad. The delicious scent made her stomach growl.
“I’ve been buying up stock,” he continued. “Large blocks of stock. It’s all legal.”
“Are you sure? You love the gray area.”
He smiled. “More than most, but not this time. I’ve filed the paperwork. The only thing I haven’t done is announce what’s going on. But word will get out and the other stockholders will get nervous.”
“Is that your plan?”
“Yes. I’m going to back Jed into a corner and force him to do something stupid.”
“He’s a dangerous man when cornered.”
“I’m dangerous all the time.”
“You forgot modest,” she said before taking a bite of the lasagna. It was so good, she nearly moaned.
“I don’t care what people think of me. I want to win.”
This wasn’t a moment she could have predicted—having dinner with Garth in his penthouse. She could see all the lights of Dallas glittering around them. The meal was excellent, the man more interesting than she could have imagined. If his dark eyes seemed to see too much, she would just have to learn to keep herself disguised.
“What happens if Jed starts to buy back stock himself?” she asked.
“To do that, he’ll need cash and right now he doesn’t have any.”
“Do I want to ask how you know that?”
“Not really.”
“Okay. So he’ll sell something to raise…” She got the big picture. “That’s what you want. Him selling off assets. Then you’ll buy them, one by one.”
“A Titan yard sale.”
She thought about Jed Titan’s holdings. Which would Garth covet most? The shipyards? The oil field? “You want Glory’s Gate,” she said. “It’s been in the family for generations.”
“I’m family.”
His sisters had grown up there. It was home to them. Well over a thousand acres of prime pasture and cattle. A huge house and all the prestige that went with owning it.
“Jed will never risk Glory’s Gate.”
“You may be right.”
Garth didn’t sound worried.
“You think he will?” she asked.
“It depends on how much he wants to win.”
“How much do you want to win?”
“You really want me to answer that?”
He didn’t have to. She knew. She could feel it. Garth would do anything to settle the score. Lethal and ruthless—a dangerous combination.
“I’m surprised all this talk doesn’t scare off your women,” she said. “Or do they like this side of you?”
“They don’t see it.”
“Because they can’t handle it? But it’s who you are.” She picked up her wineglass. “Is that the trick? Don’t let them inside?”
“Do your conquests see the real you?”
“We weren’t talking about me.”
“We are now.”
His gaze was predatory, his expression knowing. She shivered, then did her best to conceal it by shifting in her seat. She knew she could hold her own with him, as long as he didn’t touch her.
Something happened when she had felt his skin on hers, even through a protective layer of clothes. She didn’t like it and couldn’t explain it. Therefore the only logical solution was to avoid it. Not that Garth was begging for a little one-on-one time. But caution was always smart.
The CD ended. He got up and walked over to the player concealed in the buffet. He moved stiffly, as if his leg bothered him.
“Are you all right?” she asked before she could stop herself.
“Old war wound,” he said, putting in another CD.
Not exactly. She remembered the scars she’d seen and that both his legs had been broken while he’d been held hostage all those months.
“Did you have to have surgery on your legs after you and Nick escaped?”
“Some. The breaks had started to heal badly, so they re-broke my legs and set them.”
“What did they do for the knife wounds?”
“Treated the ones that were infected and left the others alone to heal.”
“A big price to pay for oil.”
“Nick would tell you it was the price we paid for being wrong.” He returned to the table and sat across from her. “Did Izzy tell you what happened?”
“Some,” she said. Izzy had told her pretty much everything but she wanted to hear Garth tell the story.
“We knew there was oil in the jungle, but it was nearly impossible to extract. That’s always the bitch of it. People think it’s hard to find, but it’s a whole lot harder to get it out of the ground. Nick had some ideas on new ways we could drill.”
“Did it involve raping and pillaging?”
Garth grinned. “Not my style. I prefer a nice, quiet seduction.”
Her throat seemed to close in a little. “Back to the story, please.”
“You’re the one who changed the subject.”
“I won’t do it again.”
For a second, she thought he might continue to challenge her. Instead he started talking.
“The land was owned by a guy named Francisco. He was the head of the village and while he told his people and family he would never negotiate with us, he really wanted the money. He had a fair idea of the value and pushed for every penny. Local legend said not to take the oil, but Francisco dismissed that as bull and cashed the check. We started work. A few weeks later, we realized we were poisoning the water. By then it was too late—three people had died.”
“Does that bother you?” she asked. Izzy had said Nick had been emotionally devastated by what had happened and blamed himself. Did Garth?
“I didn’t set out to kill them, if that’s what you mean. I’m sorry it happened. We made an honest mistake. Knowing what I know now…” he hesitated “…it would be different, but life isn’t that tidy. We don’t get a do-over.”
“Do you want a do-over with Nick?”
His gaze sharpened. “The question of the day.”
Garth had used his best friend to get to Izzy. Nick hadn’t known what was going on and when he figured out he was being played, he had been furious.
“You have to have regrets,” she said. “Nick was your best friend.”
“I made a tactical error.”
“Stop being such a guy,” she snapped. “It wasn’t an error. You set up Nick to hurt Izzy. Then you completely miscalculated the fact that they were falling in love with each other. You expected Nick to side with you instead of Izzy and when he didn’t, you got angry. You lost a friend. A good friend.”
“You don’t need me here to have this conversation,” he told her. “You’re doing fine all on your own.”
“More guy-speak. You lost Nick and now you’re sorry. Was it worth it?”
“What do you think?”
His expression was unreadable, but she could feel his pain as if it were her own. He was strong, powerful and dangerous. But he was also alone. He had no one. His mother was as much of a responsibility as a small child. He’d set himself on a course to destroy his father and alienate his sisters. It was a battle of one against the world.
A battle he could never win, because even in winning he would lose.
Oddly enough, that made her want to go to him. Part of her wanted to tell him that everything would be all right. Which made her stupid, or at the very least confused.
“I suppose you’ll ignore me if I tell you to apologize,” she said. “That saying you regret what happened might go a long way to healing things with Nick.”
“I might listen if you tell me naked.”
She rolled her eyes. “Do you really think a comment like that will distract me?”
“It’s worth a try.”
“You need a better game plan. I’m not your average bimbo.”
“I don’t date bimbos. Marly was a Rhodes Scholar.”
“Then what was she doing with you?”
“Use your imagination.”
“Doesn’t being on the defense all the time get exhausting?” she asked.
“I’ll answer that question when you do.”
Oh. Right. That was kind of her thing.
They looked at each other. He’d taken off his jacket when he’d first walked into the penthouse. Before dinner he’d rolled up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. Now he pulled off his tie and tossed it onto the table next to him.
The act was nothing. His fingers unfastened the knot at his throat, then he pulled the length of fabric free and threw it to the side. Yet the movement was unbelievably sexy and masculine. It made her think about undoing buttons and hands on bare skin. It made her want to squirm and reach and get lost in whatever magic Garth possessed. It made her want to be taken—an ironic longing considering she never allowed herself to lose control. To be taken, one had to surrender. Something she would never do.
“Dana?”
She blinked slowly. Time for another subject change. Dining with the man was not particularly restful.
“Izzy’s serious about her plan,” she said. “Whether you’re willing or not, she’s determined to have you in the family.”
“Let me guess. They’re going to love me into submission.”
“If that’s what it takes.”
“Is that what happened with you?”
“They’re my friends and my family. They have been for years. There are worse places to be.”
“I’m not a family kind of guy.”
“You don’t know that. You’ve been on your own since you were fourteen. Maybe you should give this a try.”
He poured her more wine. “Because you’re so concerned about my well-being?”
“Not really, but if you do start to think about them as your sisters, you’ll stop attacking them. And that’s what I want. You know they’re innocent in all this. Admit it. Move on.”
“They’re lucky to have you.”
“And I’m lucky to have them.”
And with those words once again came the reminder that Garth had no one. He faced his demons alone. Fate and Jed Titan had conspired against him, leaving him solitary and angry.
“I should go,” she said, pushing away from the table and standing.
She expected him to make a joke about her staying again, but he didn’t. Which was how she wanted things—at least that’s what she told herself.
He followed her to the front door, then shifted so he was between her and the handle. She found herself staring into his eyes.
He was taller than her, with broader shoulders and plenty of muscle. Intensely male. If she had to overpower him, she would need surprise on her side, and possibly a solid two-by-four.
“I, ah, thanks for dinner,” she murmured, feeling uncomfortable. This felt way too much like a date, which it wasn’t.
“You’re welcome. Tex-Mex next time?”
“Sure.”
She tried to inch around him, but he wasn’t moving. And she couldn’t seem to push him out of the way. Well, she could, of course, but it would be awkward, especially if he resisted. She should just say goodnight then stand there looking expectant. He would figure it out and move aside.
But as she opened her mouth to speak, he took a step toward her. Before she could move back, he reached up and lightly stroked the side of her face with the back of his fingers.
The unexpected contact glued her to the floor. She couldn’t run, couldn’t turn, couldn’t do anything but stand there feeling helpless and exposed. As if he had the power to control her.
She told herself he didn’t. He would never hurt her and should he try, she could nail him in the balls, draw her gun and change him from a stallion to a gelding in two seconds.
If she had to.
His dark eyes stared into hers. She had no idea what he saw there, but she hoped it wasn’t anything he could use against her. Despite his slow, gentle touch, she felt tense inside. What was he doing and why?
She told herself to step away, to push past him and get the hell out. But her body didn’t respond to the command and then he said the most extraordinary thing.
“Your mouth drives me crazy.”
She’d barely had time to absorb the words before he lowered his head and pressed his mouth against hers.
The good news was he stopped touching her face. The bad news was they were kissing.
The second she felt his lips on hers, it was as if someone had set the world on fire. There was heat and need and fiery sparks she could see even with her eyes closed. There was no contact anywhere else, which was fine with her. This was enough. Actually it was too much.
Her skin practically sizzled. She would swear she could hear music and feel the floor tilting. She wanted to throw her arms around him, pull him against her and shove her tongue in his mouth. She wanted to be naked, pressed up against the wall, being taken hard and fast until she screamed her surrender.
Dana reached out both hands, shoved him back and sucked in a breath. She’d never screamed in her life. She barely allowed herself to breathe hard. What the hell was going on?
Not that she planned to find out. She ducked around him, heading for the door, only Garth got there first. He grabbed her arm and held her still. She could have broken free easily, only she didn’t and that scared her more than anything else.
“Wait,” he said.
“No.”
Something hot flared in his eyes. “You felt it, too.”
“I didn’t feel anything. It’s late. I need to go.”
“It’s barely eight and you need to be here.”
She hated the fear. It reminded her of being young and terrified of what her father would do next. It made her feel powerless and that was the worst thing of all.
Her emotions must have shown on her face or Garth was a hell of a guesser because he dropped her arm and moved away from the door.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “You’re right. It’s late.”
He picked up her hand and kissed her palm. It was as if he branded her. She knew in her gut she would carry the feel of his lips on her skin with her forever. When he released her, she curled her fingers closed.
She hesitated for a second, then turned to leave.
This time he didn’t stop her. She walked out into the hallway and the door closed behind her. She stood there, alone, aching with desire for the one man she could never have. Life, as always, had a killer sense of humor.
 
THE NEXT MORNING DANA followed Garth to work, but didn’t try to speak with him. She hadn’t slept much the night before and wasn’t up to one of their cryptic exchanges. Once she knew he was at the office, she returned to Titanville, thinking she would either try for a nap, or a really jumbo coffee to go.
But on her way to Starbucks, she passed the Titanville Pet Palace and saw Kathy Duncan entering the store.
Fifteen minutes later, Dana parked in front of the Pet Palace with her own coffee and a latte for Kathy, then went inside. She nodded to the young woman at the cash register and made her way to the rear where Kathy was talking softly to a large white bird.
“Good morning,” Dana said, handing over the coffee.
Kathy, a pretty woman in her late fifties, smiled broadly. “Dana. You came to see me. Thank you for the coffee.”
There was delight in her voice, along with a studied slowness. As if every word had to be considered before it was spoken and the act of speech itself was vaguely unfamiliar.
“You’re welcome.” Dana passed over the paper cup. “Extra foam. Just the way you like it.”
“I do like it.” Kathy tilted her head, her soft brown hair falling over her shoulder. “You need a pet. Not today. You’re not ready. But soon. Maybe a puppy, but you need a yard first. Don’t worry. You’ll get one.”
Dana did her best not to run screaming into the morning. Kathy was known to have an extraordinary sense about people and pets, putting unlikely pairs together. She’d insisted Lexi take home a kitten. Lexi had agreed with the idea, thinking she would give the animal away. But somehow that hadn’t happened and C.C. was as much a member of her family as Izzy or Skye.
“I’m not really a dog person,” Dana said. “I’m not home very much.”
“You will be,” Kathy said calmly. “When you have children.”
Dana resisted the need to make the sign of the cross and instead took a step back.
“Okay, then,” Dana muttered. “Ah, how are things?”
“Good. We have new birds. Not that you want one.” Kathy smiled. “But they’re very pretty.”
Dana smiled back, searching Kathy’s face for a hint of the woman who had existed before the tumor that had stolen her intellect. She looked for whispers of Garth. What had he inherited from his mother? If those echoes had left her, were they still in her son?
How could this all have been different? If Jed had agreed to pay for the surgery back before the need was so desperate, would Kathy still be herself? And if she was, how would Garth be a different man? Dana knew the need for revenge had changed him. Once he had won, would he change back? Or was he forever trapped by the need to exact compensation for a debt that could never be repaid?



CHAPTER FIVE

DANA SPENT ANOTHER NIGHT doing more tossing than sleeping. Shortly after five, she gave up the pretense and got in the shower. Twenty minutes later, she’d driven to Garth’s condo, mostly to pass the time. She had to follow him to work, anyway. Maybe a couple of quiet hours in her car would relax her.
She parked where she could see the exit from the underground parking garage, tuned into her favorite talk radio and leaned back in her seat. She’d just gotten comfortable and was talking back to the radio host when a familiar BMW pulled out of the garage. A BMW that Garth had only purchased a couple of weeks ago.
Even as she started the engine and began to follow him, she checked her watch. It was barely six. He didn’t leave for his office until seven. What the hell? He knew she would be escorting him to and from work, as she had all week. He’d never complained, never tried to avoid her. Until today. So where exactly was he going so early in the morning?
Not work, she thought a few minutes later as he ignored his usual turn and headed for the freeway. Bastard, she thought grimly, following him close enough that he could easily see her. Just let him try to shake her.
But he didn’t try, nor did he acknowledge her. Instead he drove to a private airfield and parked. She pulled in next to him.
“Where are you going?” she asked as she got out of her car. She got a look at him and nearly lost her train of thought.
Instead of the usual custom suit, he wore jeans, boots and a white shirt, all of which looked really good on him.
“I have to take a trip,” he said. “I’ll be back this afternoon.”
“Don’t for a second think I’m not coming with you.”
He looked her up and down, as if he really imagined he had a choice in the matter.
She knew he’d left an hour early deliberately to give her the slip. She wanted to complain that he should play by the rules, but there weren’t any. She was tailing him to annoy him. That hardly made them friends.
The complication was Garth wasn’t quite as horrible as she’d first thought. There was also the issue of the kiss, but this wasn’t the time to bring that up.
“You’ll need a passport,” he said. “Sorry, that’s not my rule. It’s a government thing. I’d offer to wait while you go home and get it, but we both know I’d be lying.”
She opened her purse, unzipped the concealed compartment in the back and pulled out her passport. “Anything else?”
His expression didn’t change, so she couldn’t tell if he was pissed or not. As her understanding of him was confused by her reaction to him, she couldn’t make a guess, either.
“You’ll need a gun.”
She didn’t doubt he was very aware that her jurisdiction ended at the border. Did she want to be armed in a foreign country?
“I assume you have an extra,” she said.
“Only if you’re prepared to use it.”
“To protect myself or you?”
“Either. I’m not expecting things to go that far, but I’m going in armed and if you’re coming, you should be, too.”
“Where are we going?”
“Mexico.”
Across the border could be a fun and friendly place or it could be a war zone. It depended on their destination. Based on how serious Garth looked and his insistence that she be armed, she was going to guess they weren’t heading for a resort.
“I’m prepared to use it,” she said.
He motioned to the steps of the private jet.
Five minutes later they were airborne.
Garth watched Dana buckle herself into a leather seat. She didn’t look happy, not even when he passed her a case filled with handguns.
“You can pick first,” he told her.
“Don’t do me any favors.” She picked up three different guns before picking a .45 caliber Glock. “You have extra magazines?”
“Underneath the gun.”
She raised the false bottom of the case and pulled out the extra magazine for the Glock. After checking the gun to make sure that magazine was full, she put both on the seat beside her.
She looked annoyed. He wasn’t sure if she was pissed that he’d tried to leave without her or that he was handing out weapons. Maybe both.
“You want some coffee?” he asked, walking toward the small galley in front. “Breakfast?”
She followed him and peered over his shoulder at the pot of coffee heating and the insulated boxes of food.
“There’s no flight attendant, so we’ll have to serve ourselves,” he told her. “I didn’t want anyone along who wasn’t necessary.”
“I must have been an unwelcome arrival,” she said, pushing him out of the way and opening the box.
There were containers of scrambled eggs, bacon and sausage. Hash browns, toast and a warm fruit compote. In a separate insulated container was milk, juice, sliced fruit and several Danish.
“You do know how to travel in style,” she murmured. “Are there plates?”
He pointed to a cupboard above the tiny counter.
“Do the pilots eat?” she asked.
“Not usually. They’ll come back and get coffee when they want it.”
She pulled out all the food and set it on the counter. They each filled their plates, then carried them back to the leather seats.
“You were up early,” he said. “How’d you know I was leaving?”
“I didn’t. I got lucky.” She glared at him over her breakfast. “You tried to leave without me.”
“Yes.”
“We have rules.”
“No, we don’t.”
Her brown eyes were bright with annoyance, her skin flushed. She looked like a woman ready to take him on. Normally he would welcome the challenge, but this morning he had a lot on his mind.
“We do now,” she snapped. “You don’t go anywhere without telling me.”
That made him chuckle. “Because you’re going to make me?”
“I’ll do what I have to.”
He was letting her hang around because she was a conduit to his sisters. Information flowed both ways, whether Dana recognized that or not. If he needed to set them up, she would be the method. Although that seemed less and less likely. He also allowed Dana to stay close because he enjoyed her company.
She was tough and strong, but still relatively naive. He would guess for all her bravado, she didn’t have the instinct to go for the cheap shot. His instincts had been honed while being held and tortured in a South American jungle. He knew he would kill to survive. She hadn’t been tested yet. Neither of them could know how she would react.
Oddly, a part of him wanted to make sure that didn’t change. He wanted to ensure she was never that scared, that up against a wall. He wanted to keep her safe.
Travel light, he reminded himself. Caring only brought trouble. Nick had been an easy friend. Nick had understood and could take care of himself. But Dana would require things he didn’t have to give.
“Dana, I’m cooperating because it suits me, nothing else. The day you get to be too big a pain in the ass is the day it all ends.”
“You don’t scare me.”
“I’m not trying to. I’m making a point. I don’t owe you or my sisters anything.”
Her mouth twisted. “You’re wrong. You do owe them and you know it. You hurt them because of something Jed did. That isn’t right. Now you have to make up for that.”
She sounded sincere. Did she actually believe that?
He looked at her. “Have we met? I’m Garth Duncan, ruthless bastard.”
She dug into her breakfast. “You’re not all that.”
“Sure I am.”
The corners of her mouth tilted up in an almost-smile. “Oh, please. I’m so not impressed.”
She was lying, but he could live with that.
Once again she was dressed for comfort, not style. Jeans, a pullover shirt shapeless enough to hide every curve. Her boots looked worn and she wasn’t wearing any makeup.
He was used to women who understood the power of a well-fitting skirt and just a flash of breast. Women who smelled like exotic flowers and sparkled with expensive jewelry. He guessed Dana didn’t understand the appeal and if she did, she didn’t care. He should have been able to dismiss her.
But he couldn’t. Maybe before he’d kissed her, but not since. There had been an instant connection, a compelling heat. He enjoyed sex and took his pleasure easily. This wasn’t about getting laid. It was about what he felt when she was in his arms. Hungry. Desperate.
Uncomfortable sensations for a man used to being in charge. Which meant he would have to tread carefully. He would have Dana, but on his terms.
They ate in silence. Dana finished first, then went and got a sticky Danish.
“Not counting calories?” he asked.
She licked frosting off her fingers. “Do I look like I need to?”
“No, but that is rarely why women do it.”
“I’m not that typical.”
“Yet my sisters are. How did you become friends with them?”
He thought she might avoid the question, but she finished her Danish, then picked up her coffee.
“I met Lexi first. We were in school together. I mostly played with the boys, but when I was ten or so, they stopped letting me hang out with them. The girls all got on my nerves. Too silly, I guess. I hated playing with dolls. But Lexi was different. Mostly she was by herself. Maybe it was being a Titan. The other kids thought she was different and she didn’t know how to convince them otherwise. We both liked horses and reading. It was just the two of us until Skye and Izzy got older.”
There was more to the story, but he didn’t press. He could fill in the details. How she would hate to go home because her father beat her. How Glory’s Gate was big enough to hide in. How being friends with Jed Titan’s daughter would be a measure of protection at home.
“Now they’re my family,” she continued.
“Is that a warning?”
“It’s a threat.”
He grinned. “Want to tie me up and punish me?”
“You wish.”
He glanced at his watch. “We’ll be there in less than an hour. We should talk about the meeting and what to expect. Things should go smoothly, but if they don’t we’ll need a plan. Before I forget, there’s a bulletproof vest in the back. Put it on.”
 
DANA FOLLOWED GARTH OUT of the jet onto the tarmac. The airport was little more than a strip of road in the middle of nowhere. There were mountains in the distance, trees and grass nearby and the only sign of civilization was a small building a hundred yards away.
The structure was more shack than house, weatherworn. The wood had once been painted red and blue but most of the paint had flaked away. There were holes where windows had been, and several lizards scampered across the uneven boards.
The heat was oppressive, especially for November. She’d dressed for an overcast, cool day in Dallas. The vest she’d put on under her sweatshirt added a layer of heat that made her sweat. She had her gun in her hand and an extra magazine in her left front pocket.
She had no idea where they were, what they might be facing, and there was a chance she might have to shoot someone. That wasn’t her favorite way to start a day.
She wasn’t afraid, exactly, but she was on edge. Her senses were heightened. She knew exactly how many steps it would take to get back to the plane and how fast she could move at a dead run. Based on what she’d seen of his body, Garth would move faster, which was good for both of them. Of course, if they were running and someone was shooting at them, the person running behind was more likely to be shot. Something she didn’t want to think about.
He checked his watch, then walked toward the building. There were no cars or trucks around, no signs of people, but she had the feeling they were being watched.
“You realize we’re prime targets,” she said, keeping pace with him. “Out here in the open.”
“Where do you suggest we hide?”
His point was a good one. There was nothing but cement and grass between the jet and the building. Nowhere to crouch or take cover.
“Don’t worry,” he added, waving the paper-wrapped package in his left hand. “This is a financial transaction. We’ll be fine.”
“If that’s an attempt to reassure me, it’s not a good one. We’re wearing bulletproof vests. That implies a certain amount of concern.”
“I’m a good customer. They have no reason to kill us.”
“So you’ve done this before?”
“Not so directly, but yes, I’ve used unconventional means to get information.”
She was carrying a damn gun and they were both wearing bulletproof vests and he considered this unconventional? She would have worded that a little more strongly.
“There’s something wrong with you,” she told him.
“You’re not the first person to mention that. Now be quiet. I’ll be doing the talking.”
For once she didn’t argue. She had no idea what they were facing and would prefer to spend her energy on staying alive. Garth could talk all he wanted.
They entered the small structure.
It was dark and at first she couldn’t see anything. After a few seconds, she made out a battered table and several chairs. Other than that, the room was empty.
She quickly figured out the best defensive position and stood there. She could see out the front door and two of the three windows. Which left them only one blind side. Garth shifted so he could see anyone coming from that direction, then nodded at her.
“Now we wait,” he said.
This was very different from the low-key stakeouts she was used to. No talk radio, no relaxing time with her own thoughts. Adrenaline pumped through her, as her back prickled with sweat. The building smelled musty and unused. Something rustled in the leaves on the floor, but she refused to react until she saw what it was. Seconds later, a small lizard scurried through the front door.
“Three men,” Garth said quietly. “They’re armed. Stay relaxed. We’re here to do business.”
This was so not her world, she thought as her heart rate doubled. She stayed where she was, her gun in her hand, not prepared to start anything but more than ready to finish it.
Two of the men walked into the building. They glanced around, taking in her and the room, but not acknowledging her. She moved between them and the door. The meaning was clear—if anything went wrong, they would have to get through her to get out.
“Duncan,” the first man said. He was of average height, muscular and tanned.
Cuban rather than Mexican, Dana thought, remembering the report Garth had showed her. His source of damning information.
Here was the bastard who had set up the explosion that had nearly killed Izzy. He’d been paid for that job and was being paid again for sharing the details. Asshole, she thought angrily, wishing she could shoot him.
Something must have shown on her face or in her body language, because Garth gave her a warning glance. Which only made her want to shoot him, too.
“Ramon.” Garth nodded.
They spoke in Spanish. Dana caught a few words. From what she could tell, they were asking about each other’s family and how business was going.
Garth set his package on the rickety table. Ramon did the same with a box the size of a business file.
“Always good doing business with you,” the man said as he picked up what Garth had left. “Have a good flight home.”
Garth nodded.
The men turned to leave. Dana kept her gun trained on them. Ramon walked past her without acknowledging her, but the second man hesitated before hurrying out the door.
Dana stayed where she was until Garth said, “They’re disappearing into the trees. Come on.”
He picked up the box and started for the plane.
Less than two minutes later, they were on the jet. Even as Garth pulled the door shut, the engines started. They taxied to the end of the runway and took off.
“You okay?” Garth asked, unbuttoning his shirt and tossing it onto the leather seat.
For a second, she thought he was getting naked for her. But before she could tell him off, he was unfastening his bulletproof vest.
Right. Because he didn’t need it anymore. They were done.
She ducked into the bathroom at the back of the plane and leaned against the closed door. She shut her eyes and deliberately slowed her breathing. It was finished. They were safely on the plane. She could relax. In and out.
It took a few minutes for her heart to slow. Her hands stayed steady, which was a point of pride. She pulled up her sweatshirt, then shrugged out of the vest. She slipped the sweatshirt back on, then splashed water on her face.
Garth was waiting for her by the leather chairs. As she approached, he handed her a glass of something clear over ice.
“I’m not thirsty,” she told him.
“It’s not water. Straight vodka. It’ll be the easiest to get down. I have Scotch if you prefer.”
It wasn’t even noon, but she felt as if she’d lived through three days already. After taking the glass, she downed the contents in two gulps, then gasped as the alcohol burned the back of her throat.
She moved to her seat and saw the package sitting on the small table.
“Go ahead,” he said. “I already know what’s in it.”
“Ramon told you?”
“I guessed.”
She unwrapped the package, then opened the box.
There were receipts, some original, some copies. Photos, notes, checks and lists of materials. There was also a timeline that went back several months.
Dana looked through everything. With each new piece of paper, the knot in her stomach grew. She recognized Jed’s handwriting on a few pages, a call log with a Dallas area code listed and a diagram of an explosive device.
Individually there wasn’t all that much, but together, it was enough to convince her of what she’d been desperately trying to avoid accepting.
“Jed arranged for the oil rig explosion,” she said, barely able to form the words. “It wasn’t you.”
Garth sat in the seat across from hers and watched her. “It wasn’t me.”
“He knew everyone would think it was you. That must have been part of his plan.”
“Escalation.”
“Izzy could have been killed.” She couldn’t wrap her mind around that fact. Jed could have killed his own daughter. How was that possible?
“She was lucky, as was everyone else on the rig. There weren’t any fatalities.”
Dana felt sick inside. “There’s no way to make this right. There’s no way to explain it. How am I going to tell them?”
“You’re not,” he said. “I am. I’m meeting with Cruz later.”
Cruz. Right. Cruz would know what to do. He would protect Lexi and Mitch would protect Skye and Izzy had Nick, now. They would be fine.
Dana pushed the box away and closed her eyes. It was Jed, not Garth. Jed, whom she’d known for years. She might not have liked him too much, but she’d trusted him. She believed he had a moral code.
“This has to stop,” she whispered.
“That’s the plan.”
“You think you can defeat him? He’s ruthless.”
Garth gave her a cold smile that made her shiver.
“He hasn’t got a chance. I’ll destroy him. When I’m finished, he won’t have anything and there’ll be no coming back.”
Dana swallowed. There was a promise in Garth’s words, but that wasn’t what made her uneasy. It was the knowledge that he would do anything to win. How far was this deadly game going to go?
 
“NICK’S HERE TO SEE YOU,” Agnes said through the intercom.
Garth looked up from the report he’d been reviewing. He hadn’t talked to Nick in weeks, not since Garth had sacrificed their years of friendship in the name of winning. He had nothing but regrets but didn’t know if Nick would want to hear them.
“Send him in.”
Nick walked through the door and into the office. Garth stood. They met in the middle of the big room.
“Cruz sent me to pick up the information you have for him,” Nick said by way of greeting.
Information Cruz could have collected himself, Garth thought. Or sent an assistant.
Garth pointed to the large envelope on the corner of his desk. “It’s copies of everything I picked up in Mexico. I have the originals in my safe. If anyone needs to see them, they can, but I want to keep them for now.”
“You’re not turning them over to the police?”
“Papers I bought from a Cuban in a foreign country? No. I’m not turning them over to the police. If we’re going to get Jed, we’ll have to do it another way. Besides, this is insurance. If he gets out of hand, then I can threaten him.”
“He already tried to kill Izzy. I would say that’s out of hand.”
“You can’t change the past.”
Nick stared at him. “You got that right.”
At one time they’d been friends—even brothers. They’d nearly died together. Garth would have thought they would be there for each other no matter what. Until he’d played to win and lost one of the few relationships that mattered.
“You’re still going after Jed.” It was a statement from Nick, not a question.
“With everything I have. It’s what he deserves.” Garth glanced at the envelope, then back at Nick. “There’s a tape recording inside. Cruz might want to listen to it before playing it for Lexi and her sisters.”
Nick frowned. “What is it?”
“Jed offering me Titan World on the condition I cut out his daughters.”
“When did that happen?”
“A while back. Before Izzy had her surgery.”
“That bastard.”
Nick walked to the desk. Garth waited until he had the envelope before saying, “I’m sorry. I know it’s too late, but I want you to know I’m sorry. For what I did, for what happened. I was wrong to assume you didn’t care about Izzy. I was wrong to risk our friendship. You saved my life and I owed you. I should have remembered that.”
Nick’s expression remained unreadable. They were both good at hiding their feelings.
“I came between you and Izzy. I could have destroyed what you had.”
Nick looked at the papers he held. “Maybe not. I’m not the kind of guy women let go of so easily.”
Humor? It was a good sign. “If I had it to do over again, I wouldn’t.”
His former friend walked to the door. “I heard what you said, Garth. I’m going to need some time to figure out if I think you mean it.”
 
THAT AFTERNOON Garth arrived for his meeting with Cruz. By the number of cars in the driveway, he could tell it wasn’t going to be just the two of them. Nick’s SUV was parked behind a truck, making Garth think all three Titan sisters were waiting for him on the other side of the door.
Not only was he hesitant to see them, he wasn’t excited to be the one to inform them that their father didn’t give a rat’s ass about them. He would rather that kind of news came from someone else.
Nick answered the door, but didn’t speak to him. Garth followed him into a large living room where Garth’s three sisters, Cruz and Mitch, Skye’s fiancé, waited.
No one said anything. Garth could feel the anger in the room and had a bad feeling it was directed at him. A case could be made that he’d earned it. He’d hurt everyone standing in front of him.
He’d loaned Lexi a couple million dollars, only to call the note when she was most vulnerable. That had been the opening shot of his campaign. He’d messed with one of Cruz’s drivers, had tried to turn Mitch against Skye, gone after Skye’s foundation more than once and played Nick to hurt Izzy. It wasn’t a body of work to be proud of.
“You need a hug,” Izzy said unexpectedly, coming up to him and wrapping her arms around him. “Don’t let them mess with you.”
She hugged him fiercely, as if trying to give him strength. He wanted to tell her he didn’t need it, that he would be fine on his own, but the warm embrace was oddly comforting. Without meaning to, he found himself hugging her back.
When Izzy stepped away, Cruz motioned to the sofas. “We should sit down and discuss this.”
Garth noticed Cruz waited until a very pregnant Lexi had settled on a cushion before sitting next to her. Izzy curled up next to Nick and Mitch stood behind the club chair Skye had chosen. Only Garth was alone.
Cruz nodded at him, as if telling him to start. Garth was unprepared, not sure what he should say. Which annoyed him. He would tell the truth. If people were hurt by that, it wasn’t his problem.
“I’ve been following several leads on the explosion,” he began. “The last few pieces came together yesterday morning. Dana and I flew to Mexico and picked up some information. I gave Cruz copies of it.”
“Nick and I went over it,” Cruz continued. “It’s pretty damning.”
Lexi wrapped her arms protectively over her belly. “What does it say? What do you know?”
Nick reached for Izzy’s hand. Mitch put his hand on Skye’s shoulder. Cruz hesitated.
“It was Jed,” Garth said, figuring they all hated him anyway. They might as well stay on that road. “He arranged for the bomb to be put on the oil rig. He paid the money and he set the date.”
The sisters looked at each other. Garth could read the shock in their eyes, the pain. Izzy went pale.
“My father did this to me?” she asked, sounding breathless and stunned. “He knew I was going to be there and he…”
Cruz held Lexi’s hand. “He wanted to set up Garth to take the fall for the explosion. Maybe he didn’t know you’d gone back to work…”
“He knew,” Lexi said fiercely. “He knew and he didn’t care.” She crossed to Izzy and embraced her. “I’m so sorry.”
Skye joined them. They held on to each other, whispering things Garth couldn’t hear, which was fine with him. This wasn’t his thing. He wanted out.
But there was more. Nick got out a small tape recorder and played the recording Garth had made of Jed’s visit to his office a few months before. The one where he offered Garth control of Titan World, with no strings. He could run everything on two conditions. That Jed got to remain CEO and that the Titan sisters never got a penny.
The ugly words sounded especially loud in the quiet room. Cruz, Mitch and Nick walked over to the sisters and separated them, then pulled each of them close. They clung to each other—their love obvious. Garth shifted uncomfortably, wanting to be anywhere but here. He should have brought Dana.
“Are we taking this to the police?” Skye asked. “They have to do something.”
“We can’t,” Lexi said, wiping her eyes. “Garth didn’t obtain any of it legally.”
“At least we know,” Izzy said, sounding surprisingly strong. “We know our real enemy is Jed.”
The sisters all turned to Garth.
“Are you done?” Skye asked, her green eyes filled with tears. “Is the fight with us over? Or do we have to deal with you disappointing us, too?”
He hadn’t come here with a plan. His goal had always been to take down Jed Titan. Messing with the sisters had just been for sport. But somewhere along the way it had all gotten out of hand. He’d lost his best friend because of it. He’d also given Jed a chance to hurt Izzy.
“He’s done,” Izzy said with a sniff. “He won’t hurt us.”
“While that sounds really nice,” Lexi said, “I want to hear it from him.”
Garth had faced greater odds before and stronger adversaries. But he’d never felt so overwhelmed. Not by numbers, but by the damage he could do. Looking at them, he realized it was a power he didn’t want, and he usually wanted it all.
“I won’t hurt you,” he said awkwardly. “I want Jed to crawl, but the rest of you…” He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry about what happened before.”
“See,” Izzy said. “I told you.”
“That wasn’t the most eloquent apology,” Lexi said.
“Maybe not,” Skye told her. “But I think it came from the heart. Nick? Can we believe him?”
They all turned to Nick.
“What do you think?” Skye asked.
Garth stood in the center of the living room while the man he’d wronged carried his fate in his scarred hands.
Nick stared at him. “He’s broken our trust. He’ll have to earn that back. For what it’s worth, I’d give him the chance.”



CHAPTER SIX

DANA ARRIVED AT CRUZ’S house late in the afternoon. Her three friends sat together, looking shell-shocked. There was evidence of tears and despair, which made Dana uncomfortable. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about her friends’ suffering, it was that she didn’t know how to fix it.
The normally perfectly groomed Lexi looked rumpled. Mascara blackened the skin under her eyes. Izzy looked smaller somehow, as if the pain had caused her to shrink. Skye’s red hair was an even bigger contrast against her especially pale skin. All the color had faded from her face, leaving her looking defeated.
“I’m sorry,” Dana said lamely as she walked into the living room.
“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” Lexi told her. She stood and walked toward Dana. “You did everything we asked and now we know the truth.”
The two women embraced, hanging on to each other, as much as they could with Lexi’s large belly between them.
Izzy and Skye joined them before they all sat on two couches and faced each other.
“Where are the guys?” Dana asked.
“We sent them away,” Skye told her. “This is our problem and we have to figure out a solution together.”
“Then why did you call me?”
Lexi was next to Dana. She smiled and put her hand on Dana’s arm. “Because you’re practically a Titan. Like it or not, you’re stuck with us.”
“I can live with that.” Dana drew in a breath. “I’m sorry about all this. I never thought…”
“Us, either,” Izzy said.
“Are you okay?” Dana asked.
“No, but I will be. I wanted to be right about Garth, but not like this. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised to learn Jed doesn’t care if I live or die, but I am.”
Skye put her arm around Izzy. “Don’t go there. It only makes it worse. You have us and Nick and we all love you. We’ll always be here for you.”
Izzy nodded, but didn’t look convinced.
“You went over the material?” Dana asked.
Lexi nodded. “Garth played us the recording of Jed offering him everything. So we’re totally convinced.”
Dana winced. It was probably better that they knew everything their father had done, but she hated having them hurt. She fought guilt, telling herself she didn’t have any part in this.
“It shouldn’t be a surprise,” Skye murmured, pulling Izzy close and stroking her hair. “We all knew what Jed was, but I don’t think any of us wanted to believe it. Now we have proof, which makes denial more difficult.”
“I could probably swing it, but I don’t want to,” Izzy said, blinking back tears. “We have to remember this. It changes everything.”
“She’s right,” Lexi told Dana. “Garth is determined to bring Jed down. It appears our father is a lost cause. We’ve been talking about it and our larger concern now is Garth.”
“We don’t want him to end up like Jed,” Skye said.
“How are you going to make sure that doesn’t happen?” Dana asked. Garth was a determined and powerful man. “You’re not going to get him to change his mind. He’s been focused on this for years.”
“It will take time,” Lexi said. “Part of our plan is that we’ll work with him to stop Jed. Hopefully he’ll see that being a part of something is better than going it alone.”
“Have you met Garth?” Dana asked. “He’s not likely to be swayed by hot chocolate and pictures of the family tree.”
“That’s where you come in,” Skye said. “We want you to keep working with him. Be our emissary, so to speak.”
Dana nodded because the alternative was to admit that Garth scared her. Not just with his ruthless ability to get everything he wanted, but because of how she reacted when she was around him. He made her feel things she didn’t want to feel. And she knew better than most the danger of letting a person have emotional power. Better to be alone and strong, than weak with someone else.
“You’re also going to help him get Jed,” Izzy said quietly.
Dana stared at the youngest Titan sister. Izzy’s normally bright eyes were dull and swollen. There were red blotches on her skin, probably from crying.
“Izzy, you’re upset,” she began.
Skye shook her head. “We’ve talked about it, Dana. Jed has gone too far.”
“He’s your father. You don’t want to do this. Once you start down this path, there’s no going back. Jed is already in trouble and facing charges. Do you really want to pile it on? Can you handle being the reason he goes to jail for the rest of his life?”
The sisters looked at each other, then at her.
“It isn’t us,” Lexi told her. “Jed did this himself. He claimed his destiny when he refused to help Kathy and Garth all those years ago. Maybe it wasn’t his responsibility, but the money would have meant nothing to him. When Garth first came after all of us, Jed could have told us what was going on. We could have worked together. Instead he lied about some things and misrepresented others. Then he arranged for the oil rig explosion. He could have killed his own daughter, not to mention everyone else on the rig. Jed deserves what he gets.”
The words all made sense, but Dana wasn’t willing to let it go. “He’s your father. I don’t want you to have regrets.”
“We want you to help Garth bring him down,” Izzy said quietly. “Legally. We won’t create the problem. Jed can do that all on his own. We want to find the paper trail legitimately and take it to the police.”
“Unless you don’t want to get involved,” Lexi added. “We’ll understand if you’re uncomfortable.”
Dana looked at all of them. “You’re my family. I love all of you. Of course I want to help.”
 
UNSURE OF THE NEXT step, Dana drove back to her condo to figure it out. Instead of tailing Garth and hoping to catch him doing something wrong, she was supposed to work with him now. Talk about changing the rules. She wondered how he would react to the news that the sisters now considered him one of the good guys.
She pulled into her covered parking space, then walked to her apartment. As she approached the door, she saw someone standing there. He moved into the light. It was Garth, and for reasons she couldn’t explain, she was almost not surprised.
“You spoke to them?” he asked.
“Yes. I was just there.”
“Are they all right?”
She unlocked the door and stepped inside. He followed her.
“Be careful,” she told him. “Someone could interpret that to mean you care what happens to them.”
“Maybe I do.”
He wore a suit—no surprise there. As they stood in her small living room, he shrugged out of the jacket and draped it over the club chair she’d bought on sale at a furniture liquidator with a storefront by the freeway. Her sofa had seen better days and the entire square footage of her apartment could probably fit into Garth’s penthouse bathroom.
The small space made her want to back away from him, but there was nowhere to go. Besides, she didn’t back away from a challenge. She faced it head-on.
She motioned to the sofa. After he’d taken a seat, she slid out of her leather coat, then hung it on a chair in the dinette. She took the club chair because she didn’t want to sit next to him. Caution, she reminded herself.
“You’re actually interested in the welfare of your sisters?” she asked. “The same women you have been going after for months? Color me surprised.”
His dark gaze settled on her face. “You don’t believe me?”
“I’m not sure. Why the change?”
He stood and crossed to the window that looked out on the courtyard. “I didn’t like what I saw earlier today. Them. When they found out about Jed it was like…” He cleared his throat. “I didn’t like it.”
It was like they were broken. At least that would be her interpretation of what had happened. She knew that Garth had a heart—she just wasn’t sure she believed it was so easily touched.
“What about Jed?” she asked.
He turned back to her. “He’s finished. I’ll make sure of that.”
“So you end up with three loving sisters and you still get to face your paternal demons. A win-win for you.”
He shoved his hands into his pockets and walked toward her. “The situation is a little more complicated than that, but you have the basics right.”
She stood so she wasn’t looking up at him. “They want me to help you bring down Jed. It’s a two-pronged attack. Your financial assault, along with a campaign to make sure he goes to jail for all he’s done.”
“I don’t have a problem with that.”
Jed going to jail or them working together? She decided to assume he meant both.
“There have to be some ground rules,” she told him.
He smiled. “Of course. You like rules.”
Was it her, or had he just moved closer? She’d always really liked her apartment, but right now it seemed tiny. They needed more space, or at least she did.
She cleared her throat. “Nothing illegal. We’ll find what we find through legal channels. If we’re building a case to send Jed to jail then it has to stand up in court.”
“Agreed.”
She looked at him. “I thought you’d want to keep up your little covert operations.”
“I wasn’t looking to play spy. My way is faster, but you’re right. If we want to be able to use it against Jed in court then we’ll do everything legally.”
“Okay. The sisters are off-limits.”
“I’ve already said I’m not going after them.”
“I’m just checking. You haven’t exactly been brother of the year through all this.”
He nodded. “I give you my word that I will do nothing to hurt any of my sisters. Now or in the future.”
Now came the hard part. She squared her shoulders and looked him in the eye. “This is strictly business. We’re helping people we care about, nothing more.”
One corner of his mouth turned up. “Meaning?”
“Nothing personal between us.”
The words just kind of hung there in the silence. She braced herself for his laughter because this was where he pointed out she was nothing he would ever want.
“Haven’t you figured out it’s all personal?” he asked right before he kissed her.
She was caught off guard, something she never allowed to happen. One second he was speaking, the next he had his hands on her upper arms and was drawing her close to him. At the same time his mouth claimed hers with an intensity that left her breathless.
This wasn’t an exploring, getting-to-know-you kind of contact. This was hot and demanding. He kissed her as if he didn’t have a choice.
Heat swept through her. It burned away any conflicted feelings, so that she could feel nothing but his hands on her arms and his mouth on hers. She couldn’t think, either. There was only the sensation of skin on skin and the fact that she needed so much more than this.
She shook off his touch so she could hang on to him. He wrapped both arms around her, drawing her nearer still. They touched everywhere and it wasn’t enough.
The intensity of the flaring passion frightened her, but it also intoxicated her so that resisting wasn’t possible. She tilted her head, then parted her lips before he even asked. He swept inside and she met him stroke for stroke. They kissed deeply, taking and giving, straining for more.
His hands moved up and down her back, then to her sides. She broke the kiss long enough to nip his lower lip. He dropped his head so he could nibble the length of her neck.
Everywhere he touched burned. Her breath came in gasps. She ran her fingers through his hair, in part to touch him, in part to hold him in place. His breath was hot on her skin, his mouth warm and teasing.
Without thinking, she reached for his shirt. She told herself to stop, that this was insanity, but there she was, unfastening the small white buttons. He pushed her back and grabbed the hem of her sweater. With a single, swift movement, he pulled it up and over her head. Then they were in each other’s arms, mouths clinging, tongues teasing.
She felt fire on her skin and a quivering that began low in her belly. The wanting was beyond powerful. It was greater than her need to breathe. She knew she would die if they stopped—that her heart would cease beating.
He touched her bare arms, then her bare back. Every inch of contact was heaven. She wanted his hands everywhere.
Her bra was suddenly loose. She hadn’t felt him unfasten it, but was grateful that he had. She tossed the sensible white undergarment away and reached for his hands. She placed them on her breasts and moaned softly as he cupped her curves.
His thumbs and forefingers found her aching nipples. He squeezed them, sending ribbons of liquid need pouring through her. She was ready, so ready. She wanted to be taken until she was weak with surrender.
Surrender. The word was nearly enough to stop her. While she enjoyed sex, she never gave in completely. There was always a part of her that she kept to herself. A place no man went.
A problem for another time, she thought frantically, trying to tug off Garth’s shirt so she could touch him.
He drew back enough to shrug out of it. While they were separated, he kicked off his shoes. She pulled off her boots. His pants went flying, as did her jeans. Socks followed and soon his briefs and her panties were puddles on the floor.
She had a brief impression of toned muscles under scarred skin. He was already hard and thick. Just the sight of his arousal made her thighs tremble. The intensity of her desire made it difficult to catch her breath. They reached for each other again.
Even as they kissed deeply, he was urging her backward. She took several steps, then felt the sofa behind her. He pushed lightly on her shoulders, urging her to sit. Unsure of what he wanted, she hesitated, then he pressed a little harder and she sank down.
Before she could figure what was going on, he’d dropped to his knees on the carpet and leaned in to kiss her breasts. His mouth sucked deeply, pulling satisfaction from her. His hands explored her thighs before dipping between them. She knew she was already wet and swollen and waited breathlessly for his fingers to discover all her secrets.
He didn’t disappoint. He parted her curls and went directly to that one spot designed to bring her pleasure. He circled it, then rubbed it lightly, making every muscle in her body tremble. It wouldn’t take long, she thought. She was so close, so fast. A few minutes of concentrated attention and she would be flying.
He shifted to her other breast. She closed her eyes and leaned back, torn between the sensations he evoked. His mouth and tongue against her nipple, the steady movement of his hand between her legs. All of it made her strain for more. Then he shifted his hands to her hips, where he pulled her forward, so she was nearly hanging on the sofa. He lowered his head.
She knew exactly what he planned to do.
“No,” she said, trying to move back.
He didn’t bother looking up. “Yes.”
“No. I mean it. Not like that.”
He straightened and stared into her eyes. There were questions there, questions she didn’t want to answer. Fortunately men were easily distracted.
She reached for him. “Be inside of me,” she said, guiding him toward her. “I’ll come that way.” She rubbed the length of him, then stroked her thumb against the tip.
She shifted so she could take him inside, but instead of going along with the suggestion, he pulled out of reach.
“Why?” he asked.
“It’s not my thing.”
“Maybe it’s mine. Talk to me.”
Words no normal male ever said on purpose, she thought, annoyed and feeling the passion fade away.
“Does there have to be a complicated story about everything?” she snapped. “I don’t like it. So let’s move on or forget it.”
Actually moving on was no longer an option. She stood and stepped around him. There were clothes everywhere, a testament to their uncontrolled desire. Or at least it had been uncontrolled until he’d insisted on getting bossy.
This was exactly why she didn’t have anything to do with men like Garth. They were too used to getting their own way every damn time.
Instead of grabbing her clothes, she stalked out of the living room, down the short hallway and into her bedroom. She picked up her robe off the bed and pulled it on. But before she could tie the sash, let alone return to the living room, she felt him reaching for her from behind.
She started to turn toward him, but he held her with both arms around her waist. His powerful body nearly dwarfed hers and she wasn’t especially tiny. Only one more wildly annoying thing about the man.
“You should get dressed,” she said. “This isn’t going to happen.”
She braced herself for the temper tantrum sure to follow, but all she got was a soft kiss on her temple.
“Why does it frighten you?”
“It doesn’t. Just because I don’t happen to like something doesn’t mean there’s a problem. It’s a personal preference. Now it’s getting late. You should go.”
“It’s barely six in the evening.”
“It’ll be late soon.”
He turned her so they were facing each other. He was still completely naked and mostly aroused, which was a little disconcerting. She shifted her gaze to his face. He looked curious and a little determined. Not a good combination.
“Did someone hurt you?”
She tied the sash on her robe. “No. Why do you have to assume that just because it’s not something I like that I must have a problem? Maybe it’s you. Maybe you’re obsessed. You should consider therapy.”
He gave her a slow smile. “Are you done?”
“No, but you can talk if you want.”
“I’m not obsessed. I like that part of sex because the feedback is easy to understand. Plus it practically guarantees my partner is satisfied.”
She rolled her eyes. “And you’re all into a job well done. Aren’t you a giver?”
“Do you always tell guys no?”
“Yes, and most of them are fine with it.”
He put his hands on her shoulders, easing her backward. She only resisted moving a little.
“I’m not like most men,” he told her.
“As I’ve pointed out before, you’re not all that.”
“Sure I am.” He unfastened the tie and slipped off her robe.
“We’re not doing this,” she said, but without a whole lot of force.
“Sure we are.”
He moved closer and kissed the side of her neck. A shiver rippled through her. His hands skimmed her back before finding her breasts. Okay, maybe she wasn’t as out of the mood as she’d thought.
He eased one hand down her belly, then between her legs. He immediately found where she wanted him to be and rubbed her swollen center.
“We wouldn’t want all this going to waste,” he murmured against her skin. “One more step back and then you’ll be on the bed.”
“Right where you want me,” she said, taking the step, then letting herself fall onto the mattress.
He settled next to her, touching her, kissing her mouth, then her breasts. He worked his magic, sucking on her tight nipples until the heat was back, as was the frantic need. She was more than ready. It wouldn’t take but a second.
But instead of kneeling between her thighs or touching her with his hand, he shifted on the bed, moving lower and lower until they were back where they started. She slammed her legs together and half rose on her elbows.
“Look, there’s no way we’re going to—”
“Trust me.”
Two words. Meaningless, really. Because she had no reason to trust him. He was the enemy. At least he had been until today. This was all about winning. He wanted to defeat her, to make her surrender and she wouldn’t.
“Why do you have to go and spoil a perfectly good moment?” she asked, furious with him for insisting and herself for being tempted.
“Trust me.”
She should throw him out. If the need didn’t go away on its own, she had a very nice shower massager that would take care of business. Didn’t he understand? She didn’t like oral sex. Not that she’d ever actually allowed anyone to do that to her, but what was the point? One orgasm was as good as another.
“Five minutes,” he said. “If you want me to stop after that, I will.”
“Can I hold a gun to your head while you do it?” she asked.
“I’d be worried what you’d do when you lost control.”
“I won’t.”
“Want to bet? Come on, Dana. What’s the worst that could happen?”
The answer to that question was vague at best, but full of dark fear. If she allowed that, if she gave in, then…What? What would happen? Did she actually think Garth would physically hurt her?
The idea was ridiculous and because she never let fear win, she grudgingly relaxed back onto the bed.
“Five minutes,” she said, bracing herself for something hideous. “Then you’ll stop.”
“If you tell me to.”
“I will.”
Instead of answering, he stretched out between her legs. When he was comfortable, he reached for her hands and brought them in so she could use her fingers to hold herself open for him.
The feeling of being wildly exposed nearly made her blush. She wanted to jump up and announce that she’d changed her mind, but she reminded herself it was only for a short time and then they could be done with this nonsense.
At first there was nothing. Just a whisper of breath. Then she felt a single, slow stroke of his tongue, as if he were getting the feel of her.
The warm, soft, wet contact nearly made her jump. It was…different. Nothing like she’d thought. If she had to assign a single-word description it would be delicious.
He licked her again and her insides clenched. A third stroke of his tongue had her tingling. Then he focused all of his attention on that one swollen, hungry part of her.
He shifted his tongue up and down, moving steadily, but not too fast. There was just the right amount of pressure. The sensations were unlike anything she’d experienced before. Incredibly intense. Amazing and wonderful.
She drew back her knees and pulsed her hips in time with his movements. Pressure built inside of her, pushing her toward the edge, making her rock her head from side to side. Every part of her tensed. Her toes curled against the sheets. More. She needed more. He must have read her mind because he moved faster and faster until she couldn’t hold it all.
She came with a cry as her body shattered. Ripples of pleasure cascaded through her, making her shudder and moan and hang on to every ounce of release. He continued to please her with his tongue, moving exactly in time with her release, drawing it out until she was drained and boneless.
When he finally drew back, Dana could barely open her eyes. She knew she should say something, but she couldn’t bring herself to speak. Nothing had ever felt like that.
But as good as it had been, she felt strange inside. Twisted up and confused, as if she’d exposed a part of herself and didn’t know how to cover back up. What was he thinking? Vulnerability wasn’t her best feature and it was one she fought to keep to herself.
As Garth sat up, she opened her eyes. His expression was tense and hungry.
“Condoms?” he asked, his voice raw with need.
She pointed to the nightstand drawer. As he opened it and pulled out the small box, she saw his hands were shaking slightly. His swollen erection throbbed slightly.
He fumbled with the condom, finally siding it in place, then without any style at all, he pushed into her, filling her.
He was still a moment, his breath coming through clenched teeth. When she started to move, he groaned, then grabbed her hips.
“Give me a second,” he muttered.
If she’d been standing, the shock of it would have caused her to fall over. Just to be sure, she pulsed her hips and he swore. His eyes were glazed with passion, his muscles rigid as he struggled for control. He was a man on the edge.
She hadn’t been the only one to enjoy what he’d done to her, she thought happily, raising her legs and wrapping them around his hips. From the looks of things, he’d been caught up in the experience nearly to the point of losing it.
Suddenly surrendering didn’t seem too bad. Not when it brought a man like Garth to his knees. She shifted again, drawing him in deeper. She stroked his arms and his back, feeling thick scars and warm skin.
“Anytime, big guy,” she whispered.
He gave a short laugh. “My goal is to make it last longer than it would have when I was eighteen.”
“All flash and no substance. I should have guessed.”
He pushed into her and hissed out a breath. “It’s your fault.”
“Sure. Blame it on the woman.”
He pushed in again. He was thick and long and filled all of her. If he had five or ten minutes in him, she would have enjoyed the ride, but judging from the way he shook, that wasn’t going to happen. Which was fine with her. She’d had her turn and watching him fight for control was about the best part of her day.
“Next time,” he promised. “Is that okay?”
She smiled slowly, feeling intense female power, possibly for the first time in her life. “Absolutely.”
“I think I’ll struggle a few seconds longer. For pride’s sake.”
“I don’t think so.” She tightened her muscles around him, then pulsed again.
He tensed, pushed into her and two thrusts later, was done.
Still inside of her, he stared into her eyes. “I can do better.”
She smiled. “It was great. Better than great. It’s been a long time since I was with a teenaged boy.”
“Gee, thanks.”
“You’re welcome.”
He kissed her. “Let’s get some dinner.”
Dinner as in eating together? As in going out?
“I, ah, don’t think that’s a good idea. I meant what I said. I don’t want anything personal between us.”
He chuckled. “Dana, we’re naked. My penis is still inside of you. We passed personal a long time ago.”
“I know, but we’re going to be working together and we should…”
She didn’t know what, exactly, but there should be rules and clarification and didn’t he want to leave? Guys always wanted to leave after sex.
He kissed her again. “You just had an orgasm. Be quiet and bask like every other woman.”
“That’s not me.”
“I know. Which is why I offered dinner.”
“What would you have done otherwise?”
“Offered to cuddle.”
Oh, please. “On what planet?”
“Okay, maybe I’m not much of a cuddler, but I can fake it the same as every other guy.” He nipped her bottom lip. “Which is it to be? Dinner or cuddling?”
“Dinner.”
He withdrew and sat up. “That’s my girl.”
“Let’s get this straight. I’m not your girl and after dinner, you’re not getting any again. And don’t for a moment think you’re spending the night.”
“Of course not. I’m not the type.”
“Neither am I.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN you want breakfast?” Dana asked, sounding suspicious. She stood with her hands on her hips, her short brown hair still wet because she would never bother to blow it dry.
She’d pulled on jeans and a long-sleeved purple T-shirt with a designer logo. Must have been a gift, Garth thought, doing his best not to smile at her obvious annoyance. Dana wasn’t the designer type.
“You kept me up most of the night with your demands,” he said calmly. “I’m hungry.”
“Stop for fast food on your way to work. Millions do it every day. It’s practically a tradition.”
“I don’t like fast food.”
She narrowed her gaze. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you? You’re just screwing with me because you think it’s fun.”
Which was true, but not something he would admit. Pissing her off was a great way to spend an hour. Besides, he liked her company.
Last night they’d gone to dinner. Afterward, she’d done her best to show him the door and he’d done his best to get her back into bed. He’d won. Not that she’d resisted too strongly. Afterward there hadn’t been any talk of him leaving. They’d fallen asleep in a tangle of arms and legs, which surprised him. He usually preferred to sleep alone.
“You’re supposed to be running your own money-hungry corporation, not to mention devising a plan to take down Jed Titan. You don’t have time for breakfast.”
“I’ll make the time. I worked up an appetite last night, Dana. The least you can do is feed me.”
She scrunched up her face as if trying desperately to come up with a better argument. But the underlying message was clear. She wanted him gone because she was scared.
He’d figured that out the first time they’d made love and she resisted an easy road to pleasing her. She’d succumbed, but her reticence made him wonder who had hurt her so badly that she felt the constant need to protect herself. Did the fear go back to being a small child who’d been beaten by the one person who was supposed to take care of her? Or was the wound more recent?
He knew he shouldn’t care. He shouldn’t want to find whoever was responsible and beat the shit out of him. But he did. Something he would deal with another time. For now, he wanted to go to breakfast with Dana because he wasn’t willing to leave her just yet.
“After breakfast, you’ll leave?” she asked with a sigh. “You give me your word?”
“Unless you try to seduce me again.”
“I never seduced you in the first place.”
“You do it with every move you make.”
Garth was good, Dana thought, doing her best not to react to the words. He was playing with her. Teasing because it was fun. He knew the exact line to get to her. The trick was to make sure she didn’t start believing him.
“Then I get to pick the place,” she said, knowing that the quickest road to getting him gone was to eat and then watch him drive away.
“Sure,” he said easily.
She gave him her first smile of the morning. “You ever been to the Calico Café?”
“No.”
The smile turned into a grin. “You’re going to love it.”
They walked because the restaurant was only about two blocks away, one of the things Dana liked about living in Titanville. It had a small-town feel right on the edge of Dallas.
“Your great, great, I don’t know how many greats, grandfather founded this town,” she said as they left her small apartment. “During the eighteen hundreds. He was something of a gambling man who liked his women. Apparently he didn’t care who he slept with. He left a lot of women disgraced. You would have liked him.”
He glanced at her. “I’m very nice to the women in my life.”
“Are you? Mind if I take a small survey?”
“Not at all. They’ll speak well of me.”
Damn him, they probably would, she thought glumly. He was just that kind of guy. Good in bed. Too good. She was still experiencing sensual aftershocks. Little tingles that came out of nowhere. They zoomed to life, pinged her privates, then disappeared, leaving her slightly aroused and a little flustered.
“Not all of them,” Dana said. “There have to be at least a couple who hate your guts.”
He chuckled. “Want to meet them and form a club?”
“I don’t hate you.”
“Now you’re just talking sweet to flatter me.”
He was teasing. She knew that. But knowing didn’t make it easier to respond. She’d never been the type who knew how to flirt with a guy. She hadn’t been born with the skill. Or maybe it was a confidence issue. Either way, it was a whole lot easier to be crabby. Unfortunately, she couldn’t think of a reason.
They walked toward the café. Seeing the familiar big windows and calico curtains lifted her spirits. She couldn’t wait until Garth got a look at the inside.
He held open the door. She went in and he followed. She turned and waited.
He glanced around the small space. She followed his gaze, anticipating his reaction. There were dozens of tables with glass tops. Underneath, long tablecloths hung down nearly to the floor. Wallpaper added color on color. There were shelves of china figures, bowls, cloth-covered books in stacks and every single item was done in calico.
It was an explosion of the pattern. The tiny floral print bred in the night and grew. The menus were calico, as were the seat cushions and the plates. It was calico heaven…or hell—depending on one’s perspective.
Men rarely survived more than a few minutes without visibly withering. Most begged for mercy and ran. The problem was, the Calico Café had the best food in ten counties. Their motto, clearly printed on their menus, stated they served breakfast all day and if you wanted something else, go away. It was an attitude Dana could respect.
Garth barely reacted at all. “It’s nice,” he said. “Is the food good?”
She frowned. “That’s it? You don’t want to talk about all the calico?”
He shrugged. “Somebody must like it. I’ve eaten in worse.”
Where?
Renee, one of the regular servers, bustled out of the kitchen. Her ample hips brushed against chairs as she moved. She barely glanced at them.
“Get yourself a table,” she called, carrying a heavy tray to the west side of the café. “We don’t stand on ceremony here.”
Garth put his hand on the small of Dana’s back. “Wherever you’d like,” he told her.
Her usual choice was up front, by the window. She liked to keep an eye on the sleepy town. But maybe today that wasn’t such a good idea. She could see but she could also be seen.
“How about there?” she asked, pointing to a table in the back.
“Fine.”
They were barely seated, her with her back to the wall, facing the room, when Renee hurried over with two menus.
“There’s no special,” the fiftysomething waitress snapped, turning their coffee cups over and pouring. “The cook wasn’t in the mood. If you want…”
Renee finished pouring the coffee and actually looked at her customers. Dana braced herself, hoped desperately that nothing was going to happen, then wanted to bolt for freedom when the woman she’d known most of her life said, “Dana. A man? I’m so proud.”
Why? Why did it have to be like this? Why did Renee have to look so happy in an uncomfortably maternal way, as if Dana were a baby turtle who had finally found her way to the sea?
The red-haired waitress looked over her half-glasses, studying Garth intently.
“And you are?”
“Garth. I’m a friend of Dana’s.”
“Uh-huh.” She patted Dana’s shoulder. “I’ll let you two decide on breakfast. Take your time.” She winked, then left.
Dana did her best to think cool, restful thoughts. She was calm. She was one with the universe. She’d forgotten this wasn’t Renee’s morning off.
Garth’s dark eyes sparkled with humor. “I’m guessing you don’t bring a lot of guys here.”
“Not only could I shoot you, I would know how to hide the body so no one could find it. Ever.”
He patted her hand. “It’s all right, Dana. Your secret is safe with me.”
While they were on the subject…
“Look,” she said, leaning toward him. “No one can know. About last night.” She’d almost said “us” but there wasn’t an us. One night of hot monkey sex did not an us make. “Especially your sisters. We’re not going to talk about it or even think about it.”
He reached for his coffee. “I plan to think about it, Dana. A lot. You’re incredibly passionate. Do you know how rare that is? No pretense, no games, just one-on-one pleasure.” He sipped his coffee.
Her well-honed sense of control seemed to crumble to dust. She wasn’t passionate. She was difficult and crabby and she didn’t let anyone in. She was restrained.
She opened her mouth to tell him so, only to realize that when she thought about this morning, Renee would barely be a footnote when compared with everything else that had happened.
The front door of the café opened and in walked all three Titan sisters. They were talking to each other and hadn’t looked around the place, but in a few seconds they would. They would look and they would see her with Garth.
He turned around and laughed.
“It’s not funny,” she snapped.
“As this place was your pick, it is. You’d better stop looking so guilty, or they’ll guess in a second.”
“I don’t look guilty.” She cleared her throat and forced her expression to something she hoped was neutral. “If they ask, this is a working breakfast. We’re discussing strategy. Nothing else.”
She wanted to say more, maybe even threaten him if she could figure out how, but just then Lexi looked up and saw them. She looked puzzled for a second, then Izzy turned and spotted them.
“What are you two doing here?” she asked as she walked over. “Never mind. I already know. Do you ever sleep? Work, work, work. Dana, when this is over, you have to swear you’ll take a vacation. Hey, big brother.”
Izzy bent down and hugged Garth from behind. He smiled at her.
“You’re all up early,” he said. “A sisterly tradition?”
“We still have a lot to talk about and this is the best breakfast in town.”
Skye and Lexi joined them.
“How’s the plan coming?” Skye asked. “Are we interrupting? Should we go away?”
“No. Of course not.” Dana rose and reached for a larger table. “Let’s pull this over and we can all have breakfast together. Garth and I were working out the details. There are actually a few things we need to discuss with all of you, so this is perfect timing.”
Skye and Lexi grabbed the other side of the table and dragged it close.
“You’re just going to sit there?” she asked Garth.
“I like watching women work.”
“I’ll just bet.”
She had hoped in the confusion that someone would take her seat, allowing her to settle a little farther from Garth, but the sisters took other chairs, forcing her back across from him. It wasn’t that she minded the view, it was that she was terrified of what she might say or do. Rational thought was more challenging when there were still tingles going on.
Renee returned to the table. Dana started to panic, but the waitress simply raised her eyebrows then passed out menus.
“Big crowd this morning,” she said, giving Dana a knowing wink, then announcing there wasn’t a special.
“But I love the special,” Izzy whined.
“You’re always the difficult one. I’m bringing you coffee. By the time I get back, I want you to all know what you’re ordering. And no, Lexi, we don’t have organic butter, eggs, juice or anything else. So get over it.”
Lexi laughed. “I didn’t say a word.”
“You were going to.” Renee looked at Lexi’s impressive belly. “You’re due to pop soon, and speaking as the person who’s heard the organic lecture fourteen thousand times, I can’t wait.”
“I have two months,” Lexi told her with a grin. “Plenty of time for us to talk about renewable farming.”
“Gotta go.” Renee scurried away.
“I’ll need herbal tea,” Lexi yelled after her.
Skye shook her head. “You should give Renee a break. She’s old-school.”
“She loves the attention,” Izzy said. She turned to Garth. “So you’re in Titanville early.”
“There’s a lot going on,” Dana said, hoping she looked and sounded casual. “I’m going to be speaking with some guys I know at the Dallas Police Department. While a lot of their investigation is confidential, I’ll be able to get a sense of what they have and what they need. There’s no point in duplicating work. But before I do that, I want each of you to be sure about this. Once it’s done, it can’t be undone. If Jed is charged, it sets a course in motion.”
There was a lot more she could say—like no matter what, he was their father. She might think he was a class A asshole, but that was because he’d nearly killed a close friend. But she wasn’t family.
Skye, ever elegant in a tailored suit, shook her head. “We don’t have any second thoughts. Garth said nearly the same thing yesterday. We talked for hours and we know this is what we want.”
Lexi put her arm around Izzy. “He crossed the line. We want him taken down.”
Izzy, normally so full of life, was oddly silent. Her face was pale, a stark contrast to her dark, curly hair.
Dana had a small idea of what her friend was feeling. She’d had to deal with a father who was abusive. But she’d known what he was all her life, while Izzy had to deal with the shock of learning her own father had been willing to consider her a casualty of war.
Renee returned and they ordered breakfast. When they were alone again, Skye said, “If he hadn’t arranged for the explosion, we would have backed off. But that changed everything. We have to protect ourselves against him. He needs to be prosecuted for everything he’s done.”
The sisters were so different, Dana thought. Lexi, the cool blonde, with her holistic view on life. Pregnant and glowing, she looked radiant enough to make even the most cynical woman long for motherhood. Skye, with her fiery red hair, had the appearance of the wild child of the group, while she was the most maternal. The quietest and most caring.
Izzy, always ready for adventure, had nearly been defeated by the aftermath of the blast that had left her blind. Not permanently, but it had been a scare. She’d changed, but was still the one who led with her heart.
These women were her family, Dana thought. She would die for them, if necessary.
“If that’s what you want, I’ll move forward,” she said. “We’ll get him.”
Renee returned with a pot of hot water, a teacup and a tray of teas. “The kitchen’s backed up. It’ll be a couple of minutes.”
“No problem,” Skye said.
Lexi sniffed. “Oh, Renee. Look.” She pointed at the tray of tea bags.
“So?” Renee’s eyes narrowed. “What’s your point?”
Lexi stood and hugged her, her big belly getting in the way. “They’re organic.”
Renee shook her off. “Yeah, yeah, so what? I slipped when I placed my order. Checked the wrong box. Now I’m stuck with them, so you’d better drink them all.”
Lexi sniffed as she sat. “I will. I promise.”
“Cheap talk,” Renee muttered as she walked off.
Izzy grinned at Garth. “See what we do to people.”
“It’s terrifying,” he said as he picked up his coffee. “I don’t stand a chance.”
“If only that were true,” Izzy said. “But I have high hopes. Especially with Dana’s help.”
Had Dana been drinking she would have choked. “You’re on your own,” she said, hoping she wasn’t blushing.
“While we’re talking about changes,” Skye said, then paused.
Lexi leaned toward her. “Tell them.”
“Maybe it’s not the time.”
“It’s the perfect time.”
Garth looked at Dana, as if asking what they were talking about. She shrugged, not sure what Skye meant.
Skye shifted in her seat, then smiled shyly. “It’s probably a ridiculous thing to say or even think about, with everything going on,” she began.
Izzy rolled her eyes. “Would you get to the point? It’s wonderful. Come on. Tell them.”
Skye looked from Dana to Garth and back. “As you know, Mitch and I are engaged. We’ve been talking about the wedding and, well, it was Erin’s idea, really.”
Izzy dropped her head to the table. “Will you get on with it?” she said, her voice muffled.
Skye cleared her throat. “We’re talking about a Christmas Eve wedding. Erin thinks it would be romantic and I know Mitch is excited that he’ll never have to worry about remembering our anniversary.”
“I don’t think that’s what has him excited,” Dana said with a laugh. A holiday wedding. Skye’s daughter was right…it was very romantic. “It sounds perfect. And very you. Imagine the party you can plan.”
Skye looked more worried than happy. She stared at Garth. “Is it a bad idea? I’m thinking about all the things going on with Jed. Should we wait?”
“No. Getting enough on Jed could take weeks, months or even years. Don’t put your life on hold. A Christmas Eve wedding sounds very…nice.”
“Nice?” Izzy straightened. “You are such a guy.”
“Thank you.”
“It would be a small wedding,” Skye said. “Family and a few close friends.”
“Don’t compromise,” Dana told her. She might not be a “fancy party” kind of person herself, but she cared about her friend. “Have the wedding you want.”
Skye smiled at her. “I appreciate that and I know you’re right. We’ve talked and we want something intimate. Special. Just the people we love, at the house. But there isn’t much time.”
“If anyone can do it, you can,” Izzy said. “You’re gifted at the party thing. And I’ll help.” She held up her hands, palms out. “I know, I know. I’m a giver. I can’t help it.”
“I’ll help, too,” Lexi said, resting her hand on her stomach. “As long as I can do it sitting down.”
“I’ll be busy,” Dana muttered, thinking she would rather tackle Jed in a gun battle than address invitations or fold napkins.
Everyone laughed.
Lexi started to say something, then frowned at Garth. “Didn’t you have on that exact shirt and tie yesterday?”
The table went silent. Dana’s first thought was complete panic. Oh God, oh God, oh God! Now what? Everyone would know. What would they think? What would she think? She didn’t know what to say, where to look, how to breathe.
Garth calmly sipped his coffee. “No.”
Lexi squinted at him. “I guess you’re right. They look the same.”
“All men’s clothes look the same,” Izzy complained. “Have you seen their shoes? All those identical loafers. The big question is tassels.”
Just then Renee showed up with breakfast. Dana accepted her plate with a sense of being handed a reprieve. Slowly, carefully, she glanced at Garth, who was watching her. He winked.
 
AFTER BREAKFAST, EVERYONE went their separate ways. Lexi and Dana walked to Lexi’s car. Dana hovered as her very pregnant friend waddled more than walked.
“How are you going to survive the last two months?” Dana asked.
“I’ll manage,” Lexi said cheerfully. She paused by her car, then said, “He’s not your usual type. Garth, I mean.”
Dana opened her mouth, then closed it. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Lexi raised her eyebrows. “I noticed the tie yesterday specifically because Cruz has the same one. I thought it was interesting. Men don’t wear the same tie two days in a row unless they haven’t gone home to change.”
“Right,” Dana said, struggling to stay calm. “But maybe he wasn’t with me.”
Lexi watched her without saying anything.
Dana collapsed like overcooked pasta. “Okay, it was me. I don’t know how it happened, but it did. And then he wouldn’t leave. He spent the night.”
“Fascinating,” Lexi said slowly. She smiled. “I know we’ve been after you to try someone new, but Garth?”
“I can’t explain it,” Dana muttered. “He’s your brother. Is it too weird?”
“Of course not. Just…” She hesitated. “Be careful. We don’t know that much about him. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
“Hey, this is me we’re talking about. I don’t get that involved.”
“He’s different.”
“I’m not. I take care of myself.”
“Then go for it. Enjoy the ride, so to speak. And if you want any advice…” She shook her head. “Never mind.”
“Advice? On guys? You’re the one with a ten-year dry spell.”
“That was before Cruz and not what I’m talking about. I meant clothes and makeup.”
Dana glanced down at the shirt she’d pulled on. Izzy had given it to her for her birthday last year. “What about my clothes?”
“Just that he moves in different circles. He’ll probably ask you to some events that require something more dressy.”
Events? As in a date? “We’re not dating.”
Lexi’s blue eyes brightened with laughter. “You’re just having sex?”
“Yes. I would never date him.” She held up her hand. “I’ll admit sleeping with someone you wouldn’t date is probably bad, but I’ll accept the consequences. We don’t actually have a relationship.”
Lexi studied her. “Or so you think. You might want to ask Garth his thoughts on the subject.”
“I’d rather be shot.”
“I’m sure that’s true.”
 
THAT AFTERNOON Garth found his weekly staff meeting interrupted by the arrival of his three sisters. As they’d just had breakfast together less than six hours earlier, he didn’t know what was so important, but he knew better than to keep them waiting.
He excused himself from the staff meeting, then returned to his office to find them “exploring” everything from the coat closet to several of his drawers.
“Ladies,” he said as he walked in.
Izzy was bent over, looking into drawers in his credenza, Lexi was on his computer and Skye smoothed the coat in his closet before closing it.
They looked at him without a trace of guilt.
“We were making ourselves at home,” Izzy said, closing a drawer.
“So I see. Lexi, would you like my password?”
She smiled and stood. “No, thank you. I was just…checking my e-mail.”
He motioned to the sofas by the window and waited until they were seated before joining them.
“An unexpected pleasure,” he said. “And the reason for your visit?”
“We want to know your intentions toward Dana,” Skye said, watching him intently. “She’s our friend.”
“News travels fast.” He doubted Dana had coughed up the information, so apparently Lexi hadn’t bought the similar tie story.
“She’s a very close friend,” Izzy said. “Practically a sister.”
“You’re not known for having serious relationships,” Lexi added. “You have a broken engagement and a string of abandoned women.”
“Abandoned,” he said. “As bad as all that?”
Skye drew in a breath. “Not that we don’t care about you, too.”
“I can see that. Your concern for me is overwhelming.”
While he found their meddling irritating, a part of him was pleased that Dana had these women looking out for her.
“We don’t want Dana hurt,” Lexi said.
“Neither do I,” he told her. “It’s been less than twenty-four hours. Can you give me a week to figure all this out?”
“We’re not asking if you’re planning to propose,” Skye said. “Just be careful. We love her and we don’t want you playing with her emotions.”
“I wouldn’t do that. I respect Dana.”
“Then we won’t have a problem,” Lexi said.
“Good. Anything else?”
When they all shook their heads, he stood. “I have a meeting to get back to. If you’ll excuse me.”
“You’re angry,” Skye said, coming to her feet.
“No, just not sure I’d want any of you at my back during a fight.”
Skye moved toward him and touched his arm. “We’ll love you, too. It’ll just take a little time.”
The words stunned him and burned away any lingering annoyance. He wanted to tell her that he didn’t want their love. He preferred to go it alone. But he couldn’t find the words and by the time he did, she and Lexi had left. Only Izzy stayed behind.
He turned to her. “You have something else?”
She tilted her head. “Maybe we’re worried about the wrong person. Maybe we should be worried about you.”
No one worried about him. “I’m fine. I’m the powerhouse here.”
She smiled. “Okay. But just so you know, Dana usually gets involved with men she can push around. Then she gets bored and leaves. She’s never taken a chance romantically. You’re not her type and I don’t think she’s your type, either. So you might want to think about protecting yourself.”
“Thanks, but I’ll be fine.”
She walked to the door, then faced him again. “It’s funny. That’s exactly what everyone thinks right before they fall.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

“THIS IS RIDICULOUS,” Dana grumbled to no one in particular. Which was a good thing. No one was listening. She didn’t know where the idea had come from, but it was totally stupid.
“Where do you want these?” Leonard, Skye’s key IT guy, asked as he walked in with three laptops still in their boxes.
“On the desks,” Dana told him, pointing to where the furniture guys were moving desks into place.
Lexi looked up and smiled. “Oh, you have the computers. Thank you, Leonard. You’ll stay to set them up, won’t you? I’m so not in the mood.”
His gaze dropped to her belly. “Um, sure, ma’am. Shouldn’t you be sitting down?”
Lexi rubbed the small of her back. “Probably.” She sank into a rolling chair and motioned to the boxes the furniture guys had brought in first. “If you bring those to me, I’ll start opening them,” she told Dana.
“Right. And then I’ll be in trouble for making the pregnant lady do the hard work.” Dana crossed to the boxes and pulled out her pocket knife. “I’ll do it.”
“You are so crabby,” Lexi told her.
“We don’t need an office. We’re not selling sandwiches.”
“We need an easy way to coordinate what we’re doing. Garth and I think it’s better to have one central location.”
“As long as you and Garth think it’s the right thing to do.”
Lexi blew her bangs off her face. “Don’t make me roll my eyes. It makes me feel like I’m twelve. With the office, all the information is kept in one place. Leonard is going to put in a fancy firewall so Jed can’t get into our system. If he wants to come after our information, it’s not in someone’s house.”
An excellent point, Dana thought, still wanting to grumble. Opening an office was too official. This was a private investigation. It should be kept private.
“As soon as Leonard gets us up and running, I’ll see if I can access Jed’s private computer,” Lexi said. “I know several of his passwords, or at least I did. Plus I have a few passwords from my ex-assistant.”
Before Dana could remind her how she felt about anyone breaking the law, the front door opened and a petite, well-dressed blonde swept into the room.
“Just so we’re clear,” she announced as she set a black leather briefcase on a desk. “I’m in charge.”
Lexi looked at Dana who was staring at the woman. She recognized the piercing blue eyes, the determined mouth, the flashy diamond cocktail ring.
“Mary Jo?”
“Good morning, Dana. I’d heard you were involved in this mess. What was Garth thinking?”
Dana hadn’t seen the other woman in years. Not since Dana had arrested a bank officer and Mary Jo Sheffield had been his attorney.
Lexi stood. “Who are you?” she asked coolly.
Her tone was “Who the hell are you, bitch?” but Lexi would never say that. Not at a first meeting.
“Mary Jo Sheffield. Garth’s attorney. He told me what you all were planning and I came by to make sure I approve.”
It was the battle of the blue-eyed blondes, Dana thought, not sure if she should back away or pull up a chair.
“Your approval isn’t required,” Lexi told her. “But thanks so much for stopping by.”
Mary Jo didn’t even blink. “I’m Garth’s representative. I’m here to look after his interests.”
“He’s being protected by a girl?” Dana said with a grin. She couldn’t wait to mention that to him.
Mary Jo raised her eyebrows. “Dana, you of all people know what I’m capable of.”
That was true. She’d been in court and watched Mary Jo in action. It had been damned impressive.
“How do you know her?” Lexi asked, turning to Dana. “Who is she?”
“We were on opposite sides of a case. Mary Jo used to work for a big law firm.”
“Now I work for Garth,” Mary Jo said with a smile. “Exclusively for Garth. He has a lot to lose.”
Dana had always liked Mary Jo, but family came first. She moved between the lawyer and Lexi. “The Titan sisters have discovered that not only is their father willing to sell them out to the highest bidder, he arranged for an explosion that nearly killed Izzy. I would say they have a whole lot more to lose than Garth.”
Mary Jo smiled. “That’s my girl. I’m looking forward to working with you, Dana. I know how formidable you can be.”
Dana cocked her head. “Right back at you, Mary Jo.”
“Okay.” Lexi looked concerned. “Can we trust her?”
“I’m standing in the room,” Mary Jo pointed out.
Dana ignored her. “Yes. But she’s not kidding about working for Garth. Don’t for a second think she’s neutral.”
“There shouldn’t be sides,” Lexi said with a sigh. “There should be a single goal.”
“In a perfect world.” Mary Jo smiled. “But we’re in this one. Now where are we?”
Dana let Lexi bring her up to speed. She went to help Leonard with the computers, doing the unpacking while he set them up. Next she tackled office supplies, which she quickly put away. Mary Jo had a heated conversation with the phone company. Fifteen minutes later, all their lines were working, including their high-speed Internet.
Mary Jo and Lexi seemed to have established an uneasy peace. Dana figured there would be trouble later, but she was willing to accept the calm while it lasted.
About eleven, Garth breezed in.
Dana didn’t have to look up from the notes she was making. She could tell he was there by a subtle shifting inside her body. Her chest got tight and anticipation filled her. Talk about acting like a girl, she thought in disgust. This was why she never got involved with anyone like him. She hated that he was on her mind, that she was aware of him in the room. That she noticed he greeted Lexi and Mary Jo before coming over to her.
“How’s it going?” he asked.
“It’s not. There’s too much activity. It will be better when the setup is done and everyone gets out of here.”
He laughed. “You’re such a people person.”
“Bite me.”
“All right. I’ll tell you something you’ll like. I’m about to piss off Jed Titan.”
“By doing what?”
“That would be my question,” Mary Jo said, hurrying over to them. “Nothing illegal. We’ve talked about that.”
“Several times,” he agreed, settling on the corner of Dana’s desk. “I’m backing him into a corner. I want him pissed and panicked. Both will cause him to act without thinking. That’s to our advantage.”
Dana glanced at Lexi, who was listening from her desk. “You okay with this?” she asked.
Lexi nodded. “Perfectly. He has to be stopped and this is the only way. It’s not just for us, but for Erin and my baby. We can’t trust him. He’s proven that.”
“What are you doing?” Mary Jo asked.
“I don’t want to spoil the surprise,” Garth told her. “It’ll be in the papers soon enough.”
“I hate it when you do things behind my back,” his attorney said. “It usually means trouble.”
“That’s why you get the big bucks.”
“I might need a raise.”
Dana listened to the exchange with interest. Garth could have hired any lawyer in the city. Or the state. Why had he chosen an opinionated woman who wouldn’t be afraid to tell him he was wrong? Did he want the truth? If so, it was an unusual characteristic for a man used to being in charge. Jed had never liked dissenting voices.
“Do any of you need anything?” he asked. “Except for Mary Jo and her raise.”
“We’re good,” Lexi said, returning her attention to her computer.
Dana nodded.
“That’s what I like to hear.” He stood. “Dana, want to walk me out?”
“It will make my day complete,” she muttered, but rose and followed him. Once they were outside, she faced him and folded her arms across her chest. “What?”
He smiled. “You’re kind of prickly.”
“Part of my charm.”
“It’s subtle. I need to talk to you.”
She braced herself for bad news. He didn’t want to see her again socially. Not that they were dating. They weren’t. They were working together and they’d spent the night together. Big whoop. So he wasn’t interested in sleeping with her again. She didn’t care. She wasn’t sure she even liked him.
He leaned in and kissed her. “Tomorrow’s Saturday. Want to do something?”
Huh? “What do you mean, something?”
“Go out. Have lunch or dinner or both. Help me pick out drapes.”
“You need drapes?”
“No. I’m saying let’s spend some time together.”
On purpose? It wasn’t a date. It wasn’t that specific. It was…
“All right,” she said cautiously.
“Good. I’ll pick you up at ten.”
“I’ll come to your place.”
He chuckled. “Sure. If that’s better.”
“It is.”
“I’ll see you then.” He walked to his car and opened the driver’s door. “Oh, I wanted to tell you. Lexi and her sisters know. About us. They came to see me and asked me my intentions. See you tomorrow.”
He got in the car and drove away.
She stared after him, unable to believe the words. Lexi had told her sisters and they’d gone to see Garth? Obviously she needed to have a very serious talk with all three Titan girls. Starting with Lexi.
 
“WE HAD TO TALK to him,” Lexi said later as she propped her feet up on a box.
Dana had waited a very long forty-five minutes until Leonard and Mary Jo had both finished and left. Now she stared at her friend, unable to believe she wasn’t sorry.
“He’s not your usual type,” Lexi added, sipping on bottled water. “Come on, Dana. He’s very successful with women. He has a reputation. We love you and want you safe.”
“You’re saying I couldn’t handle him? I can so handle him. I don’t need you protecting me.”
Lexi sighed. “Yes, you do.”
Just then Izzy breezed in, a bag of sandwiches in her arms. “Hi. I brought lunch.” She looked from Lexi to Dana and back. “What happened?”
“I just found out Lexi told everyone about me sleeping with Garth and that you went to see him.” Dana’s voice rose with each word. “What is wrong with all of you?”
Izzy’s eyes widened. “I’ve never heard you shrill before. Careful, Dana. You’re acting like a girl.”
“Not funny. None of this is funny. Why would you do that? Why would you get involved?”
Izzy put the sandwiches on the desk and sat next to them. “If it makes you feel any better, I also told Garth he needs to be careful, too. After all, he’s in as much danger of getting his heart broken.”
Apparently aliens had swooped down and taken over the world. Or they’d all fallen into an alternative universe. None of this made sense.
“Seriously?” Lexi asked. “You’re worried about Garth?”
“Dana’s different for him, too. I’m not saying if I had to pick, I’d take his side, but Dana has all of us and he doesn’t have anyone. He thinks he knows the rules of the game and I think he’s wrong.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Lexi said slowly. “Maybe you’re right.”
Dana glared at them both. “You two will stop it right now. We’re not having this conversation. Is that clear? You will stay out of my life. You won’t discuss this anymore, not even among yourselves. It’s my life and my business. Not yours. And leave Garth alone. He can take care of himself.”
Izzy grinned. “Have you met us? We get involved. We give advice and we talk. A lot. So sue us.”
Lexi nodded. “She’s right and you know it. We love you, Dana.”
Dana wanted to scream with frustration. When had she lost control of the situation? “I can take care of myself. I’m perfectly capable of protecting my heart. As for Garth, I’m not sure he has one.”
The idea that he might be at risk of falling for her was laughable. As if. He would never care about her that way, she thought wistfully.
Izzy dug in the bag and held out a sandwich to each of them. “He has one. We’ll see what happens there. As for you, Deputy Dana, you’ve been protecting your heart your whole life. Maybe it’s time to let go and see what happens.”
“When pigs fly.”
Lexi smiled. “I saw a flying pig just the other day.”
“You make me insane. Both of you.”
Izzy handed over chips. “You’re getting shrill again. You need to watch that. Next you’ll be buying fashion magazines and talking about shoes.”
“I’d rather be dead.”
Lexi unwrapped her sandwich. “Don’t be dramatic.”
“She’s probably close to her period.”
Dana gritted her teeth.
Lexi held up her water. Izzy grabbed a can of soda. They toasted, as if they’d just won.
“We’re good,” Izzy said.
“The best,” Lexi agreed.
It was all Dana could do not to scream.
 
GARTH’S CALL TO CHINA was interrupted when his office door burst open and Jed stalked in. Garth excused himself just as Jed reached his desk, braced his hands on the edge and leaned in.
“I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, you little fucker, but this is going to stop.”
Garth leaned back in his chair, letting his satisfaction show on his face. “Hey, Dad. Nice to see you. What brings you by?”
“You know exactly what.” Jed’s usually tanned face was flushed with anger. “You bought my horses.”
“The race team? Yes. The deal closed today. I was surprised you were selling them, especially at that price. It was a bargain.” He feigned concern. “Are you having a cash problem, Dad? Do you need a loan?”
Jed straightened. “You won’t get away with this. Any of it. I swear, I’ll make you regret ever taking me on.”
The last few months had not been kind to Jed. His face was lined and there were bags under his eyes. He’d put on twenty or thirty pounds but hadn’t bought new clothes, so everything pulled and gapped. He looked like what he was—a washed-up loser.
Garth stood. “You should know better than to threaten someone who is kicking your ass, old man. You’re hemorrhaging money and I’m cleaning up. Soon I’ll own your soul.”
“Never.” Jed practically spit the word. “You’re not as smart as you think.”
“I only have to be smarter than you and that’s not a very high bar. I’m buying up your company piece by piece.”
“I’ll take that information to the shareholders.”
Garth smiled. “And tell them what? That a very successful businessman is interested in their well-being? They’ll be happy to hear the news. Ever since you were taken in for questioning, your investors have been nervous. It’s not going to take very much for them to start leaving in droves. Your problem is, there are so many ways you’ve screwed up. Which one is going to come out first?”
Fury blazed in Jed’s dark eyes. “I’ll kill you before I let you win.”
“Did I mention I record many of the conversations I have in this room?” Garth asked casually.
Jed glanced around. Worry replaced anger for a moment, then he shook it off. “The police can’t use an illegally recorded conversation.”
“True, but it gives them a place to start looking.”
Jed’s hands curled into fists. “I’ll stop you. You think I don’t know about your games with my daughters? Your office and how you plan to hack into my computer system? It won’t happen. Any of it.”
Garth moved toward him and lowered his voice. “Let me be clear. You touch anyone working with me and you’ll be the one feeling the pain.”
Jed scoffed. “What do you care about your sisters? You want to win.”
“There are many ways to define victory.”
“Not for you.”
“Don’t test me on this,” Garth told him. “You won’t like how it ends.”
Jed turned and left. Garth watched him go.
Would the old man listen or had things just escalated to the next level? He couldn’t be sure, so precautions would have to be taken. The Titan women weren’t going to like it, but their annoyance would be nothing when compared with what Dana was going to say.
 
DANA TOOK THE EXIT for Titanville. There were two miles of open road between the crowded freeway and the slower speed limit of the city limits. Normally she enjoyed the quiet, but this afternoon she felt restless.
She couldn’t stop thinking about what Lexi and Izzy had said. That she needed to protect herself against the likes of Garth. While her friends were well-meaning, they could also be idiots when it came to men. She wasn’t at any risk. She could take care of herself.
So what if he was different? She could handle any situation that came up. She was strong and she knew how to stay safe. Years of surviving her father’s beatings had taught her that. She knew better than to care too much when it came to men. Showing a vulnerable side just meant a stronger possibility of getting hurt. There were—
The skin on the back of her neck prickled, interrupting her thoughts. She immediately glanced in her rearview mirror, then out the side windows. Nothing had changed. The black Suburban was still behind her. The F-250 truck that had been in front of her had gone into the other lane, which would have been fine, if it hadn’t suddenly slowed. Something was wrong.
She sped up. Both vehicles paced her. The speed limit was forty-five. She punched it to sixty, then seventy. They stayed with her. Dark, tinted windows meant she couldn’t get a look at either driver.
If she braked suddenly, the Suburban would rear-end her. Not an outcome to be hoped for. She needed another plan.
Without warning, the truck swerved toward her, slamming into the side of her smaller truck. Her whole body crashed against the door. She struggled to keep control, but weight was against her. In a battle of sheer tonnage, the larger truck would win. Slowly she was pushed off the road.
If the embankment had been steep, she would have rolled for sure. As it was, she simply drove off onto the dirt. The two other vehicles sped away.
Dana slowed, then came to a stop. She reached for the notebook she kept in her glove box and wrote down both license plates. The plates or the vehicles were probably stolen, but the information would be a start. She got out of her truck and was pleased that her legs weren’t shaking at all. Her left arm hurt and she’d banged the hell out of her knee, but otherwise she was fine.
After drawing in a few deep breaths to chase away the adrenaline, she circled her truck to survey the damage. The whole passenger side was smashed in. It wasn’t pretty.
Someone had sent her a warning to back off. A very clear warning that would cost a few thousand dollars to fix. Had circumstances been different, she could have been seriously hurt. Someone else might have taken the admonition to heart, but not her. If Jed Titan thought this was enough to scare her away, he didn’t know her at all.



CHAPTER NINE

GARTH MET WITH MITCH, Cruz and Nick shortly before five in the afternoon. They’d picked a quiet bar by the freeway. It was the sort of place that didn’t get much action before nine or ten, which suited them just fine. They only needed an out-of-the-way place to talk.
The other three men were already there when Garth arrived. He’d left his suit jacket in the car, but was still the only guy wearing a tie. They were all successful, but completely different. Under normal circumstances, they were unlikely allies, but Jed and the Titan sisters had brought them together.
Four beers sat on the table. Garth took the one in front of his chair and swallowed.
“Jed came by to see me,” he said.
Mitch’s mouth twisted. “Lucky you.”
“He’s having a bit of a cash flow problem. He put his racing horses up for sale. I bought them.”
Nick looked at him. “He found out?”
Garth shrugged. “He wasn’t happy about it. He threatened to take my plan to buy him out to the shareholders, not that they would mind.”
“You think he will?” Cruz asked.
“Maybe. It won’t change anything. I’m more concerned about the other things he said. He didn’t come out and threaten the women, but it was implied. I would say he didn’t have it in him, but after what happened with Izzy…” He shook his head. “He’s dangerous.”
The other men exchanged glances.
Country music played in the background. A couple of guys were playing pool at the table in the center of the room. A few other customers were talking or already so drunk they could barely stay seated.
“We’ll have to take precautions,” Nick said flatly. “Izzy’s at the ranch most of the time, so there’s some distance between her and Jed.”
Cruz drew in a breath. “I worry about Lexi. She’s living with me, so she’s safe at night, but what about during the day?”
Garth knew Cruz was also concerned about Lexi’s advancing pregnancy. “I know a couple of good bodyguards. They’re discreet. She wouldn’t necessarily have to know they were watching her.”
“And when she finds out?” Cruz asked. “Hell, I’ll take the fight. It would be worth it. Sure. Give me the names.”
“Me, too,” Mitch said. “Skye and Erin are vulnerable when they’re away from the ranch.”
Garth wanted to say even Jed wouldn’t hurt his own granddaughter, but he didn’t know that for sure. Not anymore.
“What about Dana?” Mitch asked. “You think she’s safe?”
Garth didn’t have an answer for that. Dana was more capable of taking care of herself than any of the sisters. She was a cop. But she’d also known Jed all her life—she’d stayed in his house, spent holidays with him. Would she be willing to take him on or would she hesitate? Indecision could be fatal.
“I’ll talk to her,” he said. “If I explain the situation, she’ll take precautions. Maybe move in for a while.”
All three men stared at him.
“You want Dana living with you?” Nick asked, sounding stunned.
“It would keep her safe.”
“Dana? Seriously?” Cruz shrugged. “Whatever floats your boat.”
“Hey, back off,” Garth said, a warning tone to his voice.
Cruz raised both his hands. “Sorry, man. She’s great. Not my type, but great.”
Mitch looked at him with a combination of curiosity and pity. “You’re going to ask her to move in with you so you can protect her?”
Why did everyone keep saying Dana wasn’t his type? What did they know about his type? He shook off the question and turned to Mitch.
“She’s smart. She’ll agree.”
Mitch grinned. “Sorry I’m going to miss the explosion. Dana’s not big on being told what to do and she’s always had a problem with men trying to run her life.” He glanced around the table. “I went to high school with her. She’s pretty damned intimidating.”
Garth wanted to get more details. How well had Mitch known Dana in high school? Did they have a history?
“I can handle her,” Garth said. “Don’t worry about it.”
Conversation shifted to their next move. Cruz was working with some of his ATF friends. Mitch had been talking to the FBI.
“That’s going to take too long,” Garth grumbled. “I’m still going after him financially. That’s faster. Once he’s backed into a corner, he’ll do something stupid. Then we’ll get him.”
“You have to be careful,” Mitch warned. “I’ve known Jed all my life. Back him into a corner and there’s no telling how he’ll react. He could hurt someone.”
“Which is why we want the women protected,” Nick said. “I’m with Garth. Taking everything he’s worked for is quick and legal. We’re in control.”
Garth appreciated Nick’s support. Not just because he believed in his plan but because it could be a sign that Nick was willing to if not forgive, then at least give Garth another opportunity to make up for what he’d done.
The men discussed various options for a few more minutes, then Cruz and Mitch left. Nick stayed behind.
“What else did Jed say?” Nick asked.
“He threatened me. I’ve got the conversation recorded.”
Nick nodded. “He’s dangerous, mostly because he’s too arrogant to believe he can be caught or he can lose. That’ll make him unpredictable.”
“Agreed. We’ll plan for what we can and take the rest as it comes.”
Nick finished his beer and set the bottle on the table. “Izzy thinks you’re coming along just fine. A few more weeks and you’ll be domesticated. That true?”
“Izzy’s determined.”
“Must be a family trait.”
“Maybe.” Garth still had trouble thinking of the Titan sisters as family. He knew he was related to them, but that was different. There was more distance when one spoke of “relations” than family.
“I’m sorry,” Garth told him. “About everything.”
Nick’s gaze was steady. “I believe you. Izzy is convinced this is all going to work out. Is she right?”
“Maybe. I’m not sure of what it means to have them in my life.”
“They’re going to help you figure that out.”
Garth chuckled. “Whether I want them to or not.”
Nick grinned. “You gotta love ’em.” He picked up his empty beer bottle. “Want another one?”
“Sure.”
 
DANA ARRIVED AT GARTH’S place at ten Saturday morning. She’d already taken her truck in for an estimate and had winced at the high price of the repairs. Not that she had a choice. Her insurance would cover most of it, but there was still the deductible, not to mention the pain and suffering of her truck. Damn Jed and whoever was working for him.
She parked her rental—a nondescript pale gold sedan—and hoped Garth would offer to take his car. She didn’t plan to tell him what had happened. Not yet, anyway. Maybe it had been a one-time thing. Maybe Jed was stupid enough to think she would be too scared to continue investigating him.
As she walked toward his condo building, she fought down some fairly serious guilt. In the spirit of everyone working together, they deserved to know what had happened. But she believed that everyone, including Garth, would overreact. The last thing she wanted was her friends worrying about her. She was a big girl—she could take care of herself.
The elevator rose swiftly to the top floor. She crossed to his door and braced herself for the impact of seeing him. Chemistry, she thought as she knocked. Nothing but great sex and chemistry. Garth was little more than a new ice cream flavor. After a few more tastes, she would get tired of him. At least that was the plan.
“Right on time,” he said as he opened the door.
All the bracing in the world didn’t stop her stomach from doing a little hula at the sight of him in jeans and a Texas A&M sweatshirt. The worn boots were a nice masculine touch that made her feel all gooey inside.
“I believe in being prompt,” she said, pushing past him, then wishing she hadn’t as they touched. She took a deep breath. “So what’s the plan?”
“First we talk.”
“Because you’re turning into a girl?”
“Nice,” he said, leading the way into the living room. “Very nice. Jed paid me a visit yesterday. He’s miffed because I bought his racehorse farm.”
She stood in the center of the room and raised her eyebrows. “I’m thinking ‘miffed’ doesn’t completely describe his mood.”
“Probably not. He threatened me—all of us, really. Last night I met with the guys. We’re worried about everyone staying safe.”
She assumed “the guys” meant Cruz, Mitch and Nick and that “everyone” meant the women.
“Did you come up with a plan?” she asked.
“That’s what I want to talk about.”
She patted her purse, which was more small backpack than fashion statement. “I’m armed, so you don’t have to worry about me.”
“I’m not the only one who’s worried, Dana. This is serious. I want you to move in with me. Temporarily. Until Jed is under control.”
Move in with him? Was he serious? She opened her mouth to yell her displeasure, then saw by the look on his face that he was expecting that.
“What do you think you can do that I can’t do myself?” she asked instead. “I’m the trained professional in the room.”
“Safety in numbers.”
“Or a really convenient booty call.”
He actually looked amused. “I don’t have to trick you into my bed.”
Maybe not, but she would like to pretend he did.
“This is a whole egotistical male thing, isn’t it?” she snapped. “You’re going to go all macho and protect the poor helpless women. Worry about Lexi and Skye and Izzy, but I’m fine. I can more than take care of myself.”
“No one questions that,” he said reasonably. “But you should consider there are other people involved. Lexi’s pregnant. Do you think it’s good for her to worry about you? What about Skye? Isn’t she already dealing with enough?”
“Guilt won’t work on me,” she told him.
“It’s not guilt. It’s the truth. We all want to know you’re okay.”
“Even you?” she asked before she could stop herself, then wished desperately she could call back the words. Why did she set herself up? Why? Was it a brain injury she couldn’t remember? Being just plain stupid?
“Even me.”
“Oh.”
She didn’t know what to do with the information so she ignored it. A part of her thought maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to stay with Garth for a while. At least she would have backup. But agreeing felt a little too much like giving up. She’d fought hard to be strong and independent. But at the first sign of trouble, was she going to go running for a big man to solve the problem?
“No,” she said. “I can’t move in here.”
Garth looked more resigned than surprised. “I won’t fight you on it, but I want you to promise me that if anything happens, you’ll pack your bags and stay here until Jed is in jail.”
Would Jed come after her again or had that one stunt been enough? Only time would tell.
“As of right now, if Jed in any way attacks me, I’ll come live here with you. You have my word.”
“Good. Want to go visit Kathy with me? I usually stop by and see her on Saturdays.”
“Sure.”
He moved toward her and put his hands on her waist, then lightly kissed her. “What are the odds of you letting me drive?”
She thought of the rental car parked on the street. “Better than you’d expect.”
“Going soft on me?”
Keeping secrets, she thought, but instead said, “Making you feel like you’re in charge.”
“Meaning I’m not?”
She laughed. “Oh, please.”
 
GARTH PARKED BY THE Starbucks in Titanville. When they’d picked up their order, they walked toward the pet store.
“When did you buy the business for Kathy?” Dana asked.
“About ten years ago. She didn’t like staying home all the time and there weren’t a lot of places that would hire her. She tried volunteering, but she had trouble there, too. She’d always loved animals, even when I was a kid, so this seemed like a good fit.”
She sipped her latte, wondering how many other sons would have taken the trouble. “Were you even in high school when she had her surgery?”
“Barely. One of the social workers at the hospital went out of her way to help. She got the word out about the surgery and our bills. The town held a few fund-raisers. A bank set up an account where people could donate. For a while, no one was sure she would even survive the surgery. Once she was conscious, I figured out pretty fast that most of her had been lost.”
Talk about terrifying, she thought. All that responsibility, all at once. How had he done it?
“Did you have help?” she asked. “Other family?”
“No family. A few neighbors came in to do what they could. Jed had already thrown me out once. I wasn’t going back to him.”
“He wouldn’t have bothered,” she said, aching for the teenager forced to grow up too fast.
“We were lucky in some ways,” he said. “Her recovery was easy—she needed a little physical therapy, but nothing too intense. It was her brain that had been damaged. My first plan was to quit school and get a job. My school counselor talked me into staying in school. She pointed out I would make a lot more money in the long-term, if I went to college.”
How had he known how to survive? Just the basics, like buying groceries, paying bills, cooking? Not to mention caring for a suddenly mentally disabled parent.
“What about social services?” she asked. “They didn’t try to take you away from her?”
“No. I don’t think anyone was willing to report what had happened. They all felt bad. She got disability payments,” he continued. “That covered the bills, but not her care. She couldn’t stay by herself. I worked after school for a while, but that meant more time I needed to pay someone to be with her, so I got a night job as a janitor. I worked while she slept.”
She swore under her breath. “When did you sleep?”
“When I got older. I could only pay for someone to be around so many hours a day. We had great neighbors. They would look in on her. College was harder, because I was gone during the week. I could drive home on weekends to check on her and I did, but those years were tough.” He hesitated. “She went into a group home for a while. My last two years of college. She seemed to like it, so that was something.”
He didn’t sound convinced.
“Garth, you can’t blame yourself for that. You’d done more than most people. You took care of her when you were still supposed to be a kid. You were totally alone. You can’t beat yourself up for that.”
“I don’t. I blame Jed.”
“He deserves it.”
She’d known for a while why Garth wanted to destroy Jed, but listening to his story made the reasons more real and immediate. The money to save Kathy Duncan would have meant nothing to Jed. It was pocket change. He’d once cared about her enough to sleep with her and later set up a trust fund that should have taken care of her for the rest of her life. If tragedy hadn’t struck. Now all their lives were different, because of one thoughtless act.
“Where does Kathy live now?”
“Around the corner from the pet store. I bought her a little house with a garden. She has someone stay with her when she’s not at work. Her caretakers take shifts. They’ve been with her seven or eight years. It works.”
He’d solved the problems he could, she thought. The logistics. But there was nothing he could do to get his mom back. Not to the way she’d been.
They walked into the pet store. The teenager in front greeted them.
“We have new puppies,” she said with a grin. “Kathy’s taking care of them.”
Garth nodded.
Was it always like this? Did he have a coded conversation every time he came in, finding out from people how his mother was doing? What happened on a bad day?
They headed for the rear of the store. Kathy sat beside a large pen watching three black Lab puppies tumble and play. She looked up and beamed when she saw her company.
“Garth!” She scrambled to her feet, then took the latte he offered. “You came to see me.”
He kissed her cheek. “It’s Saturday.”
She nodded, her eyes wide and happy. “You always come on Saturday.” She turned to Dana. “You’re friends now. I knew you would be.”
Dana blinked and tried to smile.
Kathy was casually dressed in jeans and a bright pink polo shirt. A green smock with Titanville Pet Palace on the front covered her from shoulders to knees. She held her coffee in both hands, still smiling, as if her day couldn’t get better.
“The puppies are nice,” Garth said. “Have you found homes for them yet?”
“Two,” Kathy said. “They’ll be by later to pick them up.” She looked at Dana. “You’ll need a dog, but not for a while. You’re still not ready.”
Dana shifted in place. “I’m, um, not really a pet person.”
“You will be.”
There was a scary knowingness in Kathy’s happy expression, as if she could see dimensions the rest of the world didn’t even know existed. Determined not to be totally freaked out, Dana smiled back and shifted so Garth was between her and Kathy.
Kathy put her coffee on a shelf by the pen and took one of his hands in both of hers.
“You’re not so sad today.” She released him, then returned her attention to Dana. “I’ve known Garth a long time.”
“I know. He loves you very much.”
Kathy’s smile widened. “I’m lucky.”
“Yes, you are,” Garth said quietly, then kissed her cheek. “I’ll be by to see you later this week,” he promised.
“Okay.”
Kathy dropped down by the puppies and spoke softly to them. Dana studied her for a moment, wondering if they were forgotten now, until the next time she saw one of them. Did Kathy remember or dream or long for something different? Or was she happy in her own world?
Garth had gone out of his way to give her a good life, but what had he given himself? What were his dreams and longings when it came to Kathy? That she could be herself? The parent he’d lost so many years ago?
“God, I hate this,” he muttered as they left. He tossed away his half-finished coffee. “Seeing her like that.”
“I was just thinking you’ve made her a lovely life.”
“I have money to spend on her, so I’m one of the lucky ones. I know that. But this isn’t her. My mother was a vibrant, funny, smart woman who saw the ridiculousness in life. She loved to argue politics and read a book a day. She talked about wanting to travel. We were supposed to go to Europe for the summer when I graduated high school. Every week we put twenty dollars into a special savings account. By the time I graduated, it would have been enough.”
His pain was a living creature breathing down the back of her neck. She didn’t know what to say—how to help him feel better. Then she realized there would never be the right words. Telling him no one deserved this wouldn’t make a difference at all.
Not knowing what else she could offer, she reached for his hand and laced her fingers between his.
He looked at her, his dark eyes clouded with hurt and anger. “You don’t strike me as the hand-holding type.”
“I’m not. So I’d appreciate it if you didn’t mention this to anyone.”
“I won’t say a word.”
 
DANA GOT HOME A lot earlier than she’d planned. After visiting Kathy, Garth had announced he needed to go into the office. She suspected he mostly needed some time alone to bury himself in work so he could forget…at least for a little while. He’d promised to call her later so they could go to dinner, but she wasn’t holding her breath.
Her relationship with Garth was confusing at best and not easily defined. Distance between them wasn’t a bad idea.
Dana parked her rental in her space, then walked toward her apartment. She’d barely pushed the door open when every sense in her body went on alert. Without thinking, she shoved her hand into her purse and pulled out her handgun. The purse dropped to the floor and she kicked it out of the way. Then she stepped into the room.
Everything was exactly as she’d left it, with one very real exception. Jed Titan sat on her sofa, reading a magazine.
He glanced up at her, then showed her the front of the magazine. “Time,” he said. “Impressive. I’m glad you’re keeping up with current events.” He looked from her face to the gun in her hands. “Are you planning on shooting me?”
“That depends on why you’re here.”



CHAPTER TEN

JED TOSSED THE MAGAZINE onto the coffee table, then pointed to the club chair opposite. “I’m here to talk, Dana,” he told her. “Alone. But if it makes you feel like you’re in charge, you can continue to hold the gun.”
She walked to the chair and pulled it away from him, so she wouldn’t be in reach, then sat down. She kept the gun on her lap. “Thanks, but I don’t need your permission.”
“Still feisty, I see. Not a big surprise. People rarely change. I remember you when you were a little girl. Big eyes and ragged clothes. I never understood why you and Lexi became friends.”
Her clothes hadn’t been ragged, but she knew he was simply making a point.
She kept her breathing steady, her body relaxed. She wanted to be on alert, but not hyper-vigilant. No need to wear herself out. Jed could be planning a long conversation.
Even as she watched him, she was aware of her surroundings. While she suspected he was alone, as he’d claimed, she didn’t want to be caught unawares.
“There’s a lot you don’t understand,” she told him. “Like how to make a point. What was with the car chase? It was practically a cartoon. I would have expected better.”
“Don’t worry,” he said calmly. “You’ll get it.”
She gave him a faint smile. “Let me guess—you’re here to warn me about something. I’m to do exactly what you say or there will be dire consequences. If only there was some movie music to fill out the moment.”
“I’m here to tell you to back off or you’ll be sorry.”
Not a surprise, she thought. “And here I was hoping for more.”
“Look at you, Dana. Always the lost puppy, on the fringe of everything. Lexi was good to you, helping you fit in, making you feel like you belonged. Later Skye and Izzy joined her. But you’ll never be one of them. You know that, right? They’re sisters. You’re just someone they know.”
He was good, she thought, doing her best not to react. If he’d talked about her lack of money, she would have been able to laugh him off. But talking about belonging was much smarter.
“I’m a big girl now,” she said easily. “I can take care of myself.”
“Keep telling yourself that. Maybe it will be true. How’s Garth?”
She blinked. “I have no idea.”
“But you were with him earlier. I saw you in front of Kathy’s pet store. Holding hands.” He gave her a knowing smile. “So romantic. It’s really funny when you think about it. All your life you’ve been trying to be equal with my girls and now you’re dating my son. I should warn you, it didn’t work with them and it won’t work with him. You’ll never be a Titan, Dana. You’re not one of us. You know that. You try to pretend it doesn’t matter, but we both know differently. After all, your father hit you for a reason.”
It took every ounce of control she had, but she was determined not to react. At the same time she sat there, completely still, a voice screamed in her head. What the hell? Had everyone in town known she was being beaten on a regular basis and no one had thought to ask a couple of questions or turn in her old man? Had everyone looked the other way?
Stupid question and she already knew the answer.
“You’re trash, Dana,” Jed said, almost kindly. “In my day we would call someone like you poor white trash. My girls know that and so does Garth. I’m not saying he doesn’t enjoy fucking you. You’re athletic. I’m sure you can keep him happy in bed for a couple of months. But it’s not going to last. I’m saying that with a full heart.”
He actually put his hand on his chest as he spoke, as if to convince her of his sincerity.
“I’m beyond touched,” she said dryly. “And officially bored with this conversation. Was there anything else?” She glanced at her watch. “Because otherwise, I need to get going.”
Jed rose. She did, as well, keeping distance between them and a firm hold on her gun.
“You’ll back off,” he said flatly.
“Or I’ll find a horse’s head in my bed?”
“Nothing that abstract. I prefer to be more direct. If you don’t back off, all of you, I’ll start hurting the people you love most.”
Her mouth went dry. “You already tried that once.”
“Next time I won’t leave anything to chance. Next time the consequences will be a lot more serious. Lexi or Izzy or Skye might not get out alive.”
 
“YOU OKAY?” Garth asked.
Dana shook her head. She was sure she would never be okay again. “He was so cold,” she said, folding her arms over herself and doing her best not to shake. “So casual, the way he talked about hurting his own daughters. Who does that? He’s become a monster. When did that happen?”
After Jed had left, Dana had checked the place to make sure no one else was there, then had driven to Garth’s office.
He sat next to her on the sofa by the window and slowly rubbed her back. “Do you want me to get you something to calm you down? Tea? Something stronger?”
She glared at him. “I’m not hysterical. I don’t need to be sedated.”
“I’m just offering.”
“Don’t. We need to figure out a plan. We need to stop him.”
“We have a plan.”
“It’s not working,” she snapped, then shook her head. “Sorry. I’m a little on edge.”
“I hadn’t noticed.”
She managed a slight smile, then took a deep breath. “Okay. What are we going to do?”
“I’ll let Mitch, Cruz and Nick know what happened and what Jed said.” He hesitated. “If I tell you something, you have to keep it to yourself.”
“What are we, in high school?”
“I’m serious.”
He looked serious. Determined and a little intimidating. Not that she would tell him that.
“Fine. I won’t say anything.”
“The guys have hired bodyguards.”
He didn’t say any more than that, but Dana could fill in the rest. She sprang to her feet, put her hands on her hips and glared at him.
“Are you serious?” she yelled. “My friends are being watched and they don’t know it?”
He stood. “Protected. There’s a difference and you know it. It’s a precaution. Based on what Jed said, do you think it’s such a bad idea?”
She opened her mouth then closed it. “No,” she grumbled, sinking back onto the sofa.
She bounced back to her feet, then poked him in the chest with her index finger. “You better not have anyone following me or I swear I’ll disembowel you.”
“There’s a visual.”
“I mean it, Garth.”
He sighed heavily. “I don’t have anyone on you. With your professional training I knew you’d be better prepared. I’d like to have you protected…”
“And I’d like to win a megalottery. We all have unfulfilled dreams. You’ll have to get over this one.”
“That’s what I thought you’d say. But with Jed making overt threats, I want you to be really careful.”
The man had sent people to run her off the road and then had shown up in her house. She was going to be the poster child for careful.
If only the license plate numbers had helped, but as she’d suspected, they’d been stolen.
“I’m not the only one who has to watch herself,” she said. “Jed could just as easily come after you. That’s the most direct road to success.”
“Are you worried about me?”
Garth put his hands on her waist and drew her against him. She didn’t really want to go, but the second he touched her, she didn’t seem to have much will to resist. There was something about the heat of his body or the strength of it. It made her want to melt. And she was not the melting kind.
She managed to push his hands off her waist and take a step back. “Worried is too strong a word. I know Izzy would be upset if something happened to you. She’s determined to see you as one of the family.”
He pulled her close again and kissed her jaw. “What do you see me as?”
“Trouble,” she said, trying not to sound breathless. Which was really hard because tingles followed everywhere his mouth touched. Even as he kissed his way down her neck, she felt heat flaring in her breasts and between her legs.
He paused at the edge of her sweatshirt. For a second she thought about just ripping it off, but stopped herself. They were in Garth’s office. While it might be Saturday, she’d seen several people around. Anyone could walk in. She wasn’t the type who enjoyed being a show.
She managed to push away again, only this time she really, really didn’t want to stop.
He cupped her face in his hands. “I’ll be careful,” he promised.
“Good.”
“If you’ll go to Skye’s fund-raiser with me.”
The tingles died.
“What?”
“Skye is having a fund-raiser next weekend. It’s an annual event. I promised I’d go and I want you there with me.”
“Why?” The question popped out before she could stop it.
“Because you’re my girlfriend.”
His what?
She stared at him. Girlfriend? As in relationship?
Her mind went completely blank. She wasn’t the relationship type. She was difficult and awkward and the most she knew about getting fancy with makeup was to put on a second coat of mascara.
“I don’t go to Skye’s fund-raisers. It’s not my thing.”
He dropped his hands to her shoulders and stared into her eyes. “It’s not my thing, either, but I promised.”
“So you go.”
“I will. With you.”
She wanted to complain that she had nothing to wear, but he was a guy and he wouldn’t get that. She wanted to tell him that events like that made her feel uncomfortable and out of place. Worse, she remembered what Jed had claimed. That she would never fit in. Never be an equal. Did her reaction to the invitation prove he was right?
Garth squeezed her shoulders, then released her. “It wasn’t supposed to be that hard a question. If you don’t want to go, it’s fine.”
Pride battled with fear. Was she really going to let Jed get in her head and mess with her? “No. I’ll go.”
“You could sound a little more enthused.”
She forced a smile. “I’ll go. Thanks for asking.”
He kissed her. “You’ll have fun. It’s at Glory’s Gate.”
“Since when? Skye doesn’t live there anymore.”
Garth grinned. “He’s renting out the house. Skye’s paying a premium, but it’s a good property for this kind of event.”
Glory’s Gate. At least Dana knew her way around the place. It would be a lot easier than a fancy hotel.
He leaned close, his mouth barely touching her ear. “Just so we’re clear—this is a date. I’ll be driving.”
He expected her to laugh. The punch line was him driving. The “D” word was incidental. To him. To her it was the first step into a terrifying and unfamiliar world from which she might never find her way back.
“F-fine,” she whispered, knowing it was anything but.
 
“WHAT WAS I THINKING?” Dana demanded of Lexi three days later when they met up at an exclusive boutique Dana had never stepped in before. It was easier to focus on her panic about the coming fund-raiser than worry about what Jed might be planning for his daughters. Or try not to see the mysterious male shopper who was obviously—at least to Dana—Lexi’s bodyguard. While she didn’t like the idea of keeping secrets from her friends, she knew that protecting them came first. None of the Titan sisters would accept the idea of bodyguards. Better pissed at her than dead, she thought grimly, then pushed her conversation with Jed away. If she kept thinking about it, she was at risk of blurting out something she would immediately regret.
“You were thinking it would be fun to see Garth’s world,” Lexi said soothingly. “Or your brain was momentarily toasted from something he was doing to the rest of you.”
“We were only kissing,” Dana said absently, staring at all the clothes around her, wishing there was a rack marked Clothes Dana Wouldn’t Rather Die Than Wear with a big sale sign on it.
“Interesting. If just his kissing can do that, I wonder what he can do when he puts his mind to it.”
“You have no idea,” Dana said.
Lexi patted her arm. “You’ll be fine. Okay, the outfit. Skye’s saying formal but not white tie, so that helps.”
Dana was sure it would if she actually knew the difference between white tie and black tie.
“I’m open to suggestions,” she said between gritted teeth.
The boutique was well-lit and screamed expensive. There weren’t even tons of clothes on display. Just one of everything. Then a salesperson went off and got your size. Shopping in a place like this was the seventh level of hell for her. The only thing that kept her in place was the fear of embarrassing Garth. It should be embarrassing herself, but she didn’t care what people thought of her. But Garth would have business associates at the event. Friends, maybe. He would take her, regardless of what she was wearing. He would never ask her to change clothes, but that didn’t mean he would be thrilled if she showed up in jeans and a T-shirt.
“Obviously the point isn’t just to raise money for Skye’s foundation,” Lexi said. “It’s also a see-and-be-seen kind of party, as well. Dallas society and all that. Senators, congresspeople.”
Dana pressed her hand to her suddenly writhing stomach. “You’re not making me feel better.”
“I’ll do that later,” Lexi said kindly. “I want you to understand what we’re talking about. This is Garth’s world.”
“And I don’t belong there.”
Lexi grabbed her arm. “No. That’s not even close to what I’m saying. You totally belong there. But if you want to fit in, to be comfortable, you’re going to have to learn the rules.”
She held up her hand before Dana could interrupt. “There’s a big difference between fitting in and selling out. I’m not asking you to be someone else. I’m asking you to dress in such a way that you don’t insult your hostess, who I would like to remind you, is a close friend.”
Dana pressed her lips together. “Fine,” she mumbled. “What should I wear?”
“You’ll probably be more comfortable in pants and a jacket,” Lexi said, moving deeper into the store.
Dana followed her, careful not to brush against anything. She wasn’t sure where exclusive boutiques stood on the “you break it, you bought it” policy, but she and her credit card didn’t want to get into trouble.
“What about this?”
Lexi held up a tailored jacket. Or maybe it was a blazer. Dana wasn’t sure. While she stared at it, her friend was talking. She could see Lexi’s lips moving, but there wasn’t any sound except for a massive buzzing in her ears.
Had someone blindfolded her and told her that her life depended on her describing the jacket, she wouldn’t have been able to do it. Not when all she could see was the small, hanging price tag.
Fifteen hundred dollars. You could buy a used car for that.
“What?” Lexi asked. “Are you feeling all right?”
Dana shook her head and pointed. Lexi glanced at the tag, then shrugged.
“It’s Donna Karan. Her clothes are beautiful and I think they’d really suit your body.”
“Fifteen hundred dollars? It’s a jacket.”
“It’s a designer label.” Lexi sighed. “Dana, this is what quality clothes cost.”
“Are they sewn by albino virgins born on February 29th?”
“Maybe you’d be happier with something else.”
Something that wouldn’t make her credit card scream for mercy.
Lexi circled several racks, then glanced back at Dana. “Would you consider a dress?”
Dana would rather consider quality time in a snake exhibit at the zoo. A dress, as in not pants? “I guess.”
Instead of circling the racks, Lexi circled Dana. “When was the last time your legs saw sunlight?”
“1943.”
“Very funny. Pale is in. Blinding white doesn’t look attractive on anyone. I’ll get you in at the spa. We’ll give you a nice fake tan that glows.”
Dana frowned. “What does it matter what color my legs are? I’ll be wearing panty hose.”
Lexi stared at her. “No. We don’t do that anymore. Colored tights are always a possibility with a wool skirt and boots, but…” She seemed to brace herself. “When was the last time you wore a dress?”
“Prom.”
“High school prom?”
“It’s the only one I went to.”
Lexi linked arms with her and rested her forehead on Dana’s shoulder. “I have to apologize. I’ve totally failed you as a friend.”
“Why? I’m fine.”
“You’re many things but fine isn’t one of them. We’ll go classic,” she said. “A little black dress.” She straightened and smiled. “The good news for you is you can get one for a lot less than fifteen hundred dollars.”
“Lucky me.”
Fifteen minutes later, Dana had to admit Lexi might be on to something with the dress thing. She’d tried on three already and each of them looked pretty good.
The first had been made out of a shiny fabric that was a little stiff. The front came up to her collarbone but the back had a cut-out that dipped down to the belt. Lexi had explained something about a specially designed fancy bra that would hold the girls in place, but Dana wasn’t so sure about walking around with her back exposed.
The second was silk. She knew because Lexi had gushed about it. It had a wrap-style top and a full skirt.
“Too retro,” Lexi said.
“Too girly,” Dana added.
The third, which according to legend should have been just right, wasn’t. It was cut low enough for most of her breasts to show.
“I’m not flashing the world,” Dana said, staring at herself in the mirror and trying not to wince. Then she reached for the zipper and stepped out of the dress. “There will be old people there. I don’t want to put anyone off the appetizers.”
“Or give them a heart attack.” Lexi looked at the remaining dresses. “Maybe. I don’t know. Maybe.”
“What?”
“I’m thinking.”
Dana had to admit there was one advantage to shopping in the exclusive part of town. The dressing rooms were really nice. Large, with a couple of chairs and big mirrors. Now that she thought about it, the space was about the size of her living room.
“Here.” Lexi handed over what looked like a latex tube.
“What is that?”
“Your new best friend. It’s an indestructible man-made fiber designed to hold every inch of you in place. Otherwise known as shapeware.”
Dana turned the black tube over in her hands. “How do I get into it?”
“Wiggling and a lot of prayer.”
The task seemed impossible, but Dana stepped into the tube and started pulling up. Lexi got behind her and tugged, as well. It took a few minutes, but finally the tube was in place.
It wasn’t just tight—it pressed in from every direction. She wasn’t sure she could fully expand her lungs. Eating would be impossible.
“I can’t breathe in this thing.”
“You’ll get used to it,” Lexi said, apparently unconcerned about Dana’s asphyxiation.
Dana took a few practice breaths and found that by inhaling slowly, she could get more air in her lungs.
“Try this,” Lexi said.
The “this” was a simple black dress that looked like it had been created by bands of fabric sewn together. They alternated dull and shiny. The neckline was square and the straps were the same width as the bands.
“It’s too small,” Dana said, eyeing the dress and hoping it would look good on her.
“It’s meant to be fitted. Which is why you’re not breathing. Try it on.”
Dana slipped the dress over her head. It felt tight, but not too tight. She eased it into place. Lexi fastened the zipper, then sank into one of the chairs.
“My work here is done,” Lexi said happily.
Dana faced the mirror. The dress was amazing. It clung to every curve as if she’d been sewn into it. She looked sexy and feminine and not the least bit like herself.
“Shoes,” Lexi said, pointing to the boxes they’d brought in along with the dresses. “Try that box on the left. They’re satin, too.”
They were also armed with a four-inch heel.
“I don’t think so,” Dana said, staring at them in total fear. “I’ll kill myself.”
“You’ll look good as you go. Try them on.”
Dana slipped on the shoes.
Despite being a bit wobbly, she looked good. Better than good. Her legs were endless, with great curves. It was like being in someone else’s body but looking into her own eyes. A surreal moment.
Lexi rubbed her lower back. “We’ll get you into the spa the day before the fund-raiser. You can get the fake tan and we’ll do something about those eyebrows.”
Dana peered into the mirror. “What’s wrong with my eyebrows? I have two.”
“You practically have four. We’ll fix it. Then on the day of the fund-raiser, I’ll come by and help you get ready.”
Dana turned around and looked at her friend. “This isn’t me. I’m not into this stuff.”
“You don’t know that for sure. You’ve never tried. I’m not saying you have to become a beauty school graduate, but spending a couple of minutes a day on your appearance doesn’t make you a bad person. Or a weak one. You can still be as tough as you want and dress nice.”
“Maybe,” Dana admitted. It wasn’t about being bad, it was about being vulnerable. Which Lexi wouldn’t understand.
“He won’t know what hit him,” her friend added. “More important, you’ll feel fabulous.”
She was used to feeling competent and in charge. How important could fabulous be?
She glanced back at the mirror. Maybe it was time to try.
 
DANA DROVE TOWARD HER apartment, doing her best not to think about the packages in the backseat of her rental. She’d never spent that much money on clothes in a year, let alone one afternoon. The good news was the dress and heels together had cost a lot less than the jacket. The bad news was she had to wear them.
Garth had better be appreciative, she thought, both nervous about his reaction and anticipating how he would react. She doubted he expected her to be all glamorous.
She turned left onto her street. It was quiet, as usual. She signaled a few feet before the entrance to her complex. She’d barely started the turn when there was a loud pop and the rear end of her car started to wobble and bump.
Several things happened at once. She checked her mirrors to make sure no one was right behind her, then she jerked the car to the side of the road, braking at the same time. As she quickly came to a stop, she grabbed for her purse and pulled out her gun, then slid down in the seat. Even as she opened the door, she heard a car speeding away. She jumped out to see if she could catch the license plate, but there wasn’t one. Then she leaned heavily against the car.
Her gaze dropped to the left rear tire. There was a hole in it, where the bullet had entered. Had they been trying to scare her or had the shooter missed? Either way, another message had been sent. One she couldn’t keep to herself.
She reached back into the car and dug out her cell phone. She dialed the number from memory. When the Titanville sheriff’s office picked up, she identified herself then said, “I need to report a shooting.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

DANA SIPPED ON THE COFFEE she’d been given, although she figured she wouldn’t need caffeine for a month. She was plenty wired from the shooting. She’d already completed her report about the incident, although she wasn’t looking forward to talking about it. No one was going to want to hear that Jed Titan was her prime suspect.
As she sipped, she watched the door. She knew Garth would show up. He’d been very quiet when she’d called and told him what had happened, but she hadn’t been fooled. He was pissed that Jed had been so blatant.
But the first familiar face she saw wasn’t his. Instead Mary Jo Sheffield, his attorney, hurried in.
“Are you all right?” she asked, putting her leather briefcase on a chair.
“I’m fine. But my car was a rental and I don’t think they’re going to be happy when they see the tire.”
“What about the shooter?”
“I never saw the perp. It was a black town car. There are a thousand in the city. Limo companies use them for airport runs. No license plate.”
“Was he a bad shot or trying to scare you?”
“That’s my question. If I had to guess, I would say trying to scare me.”
Joe Campbell, a guy she’d worked with for two years, walked over. He didn’t look happy.
“You sure about your report?” he asked. “You’re saying Jed Titan is behind this?”
Mary Jo bristled. “My client,” she began.
“You hired a lawyer?” Joe looked hurt. “Dana, you work here.”
“I didn’t hire a lawyer,” Dana told him. “Mary Jo represents Garth Duncan, who’s a friend of mine. She can be a little overzealous.” She turned to Mary Jo. “Back off for a second, okay?”
Mary Jo nodded, but didn’t physically move away.
Dana turned back to Joe. “I realize that this is Titanville and Jed’s not only related to the founder, but a model citizen. But I know he’s behind this. Did you check with the Dallas PD?”
“Not yet.”
“Call them. They’ll confirm there’s an investigation.”
“I also have the names and numbers of people at the FBI and ATF,” Mary Jo said. “There are several ongoing investigations. And Jed has threatened Dana.”
Joe looked at her. “He threatened you? Did you report it?”
Dana groaned. “Not officially.” She glared at Mary Jo. “I never said he threatened me.”
“You didn’t have to. I’m a good guesser. Based on my instincts, I’m also going to say this isn’t the first time he’s come after you.”
Garth chose that moment to walk in and join the conversation. He’d come from the office, so had on his suit, but for some reason, he looked a little rumpled. And worried.
He walked directly to Dana and pulled her to him. “You okay?” he asked.
She felt awkward being hugged in public, in front of Joe, where she worked. “Um, fine.”
“Good.” He released her and greeted the others. “What did I miss?”
“Dana was just going to tell us about her previous encounters with Jed,” Mary Jo said calmly.
Garth spun toward her. “There have been others?”
“It was nothing,” Dana said, wishing Mary Jo had kept her mouth shut. “I was run off the road a couple of days ago.”
“Run off the road?” Garth and Joe said at the same time.
“That explains the rental,” Mary Jo murmured.
“You have a rental car?” Garth asked. “Since when?”
“It’s no big deal.” She dug in her purse and pulled out the paper with the license plates on it. “Here, Joe. You won’t find anything, but it’s all I have.”
“What happened?” Garth demanded. “And why the hell didn’t you tell me? We had a deal.”
She knew he was referring to the fact that she’d promised to move in with him if Jed came after her. “This happened before that,” she said.
“You kept it from me. You lied.”
Mary Jo slipped her arm through Joe’s. “Let’s go get some coffee and leave them to work this out.”
When they were gone, Garth narrowed his gaze. “Start talking.”
Her temper flared. “You’re not my boss. You don’t get to say what I do.”
“You deliberately withheld material information. Dammit, Dana. Jed is coming after you and I’m the reason. Do you think I want anything to happen to you?”
“No. You’re worried about everyone. I get that.”
He grabbed her arm, his expression intense. “I’m worried about you. I wanted you to move in before this ever happened. I let you put it off because I thought you were safe and you let me believe that.”
She glanced down then back at him. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I didn’t think it was that big a deal.”
“He hired someone to run you off the road. Then he paid you a private visit. Now this. How big a deal does it have to get before you pay attention?”
She pulled free of his grip. “I’m sorry. Okay? I should have said something.”
“Damn straight.”
“I don’t want to be anyone’s responsibility.”
“It’s too late. Jed knows we’re together. You’re just as vulnerable as Lexi or Izzy or Skye. You’re part of this.”
She knew what he meant, but even though he was trying to scare her, she couldn’t help feeling a warm little jolt inside her belly. Being part of something was important to her. She hadn’t allowed it to happen many times in her life. Just as intriguing was Garth’s statement that they were together. Was that how he saw things?
“Dana?”
“I’m listening,” she said quickly. “I’m sorry. I should have said something before. I thought he was trying to scare me. I didn’t think he would take it any further.”
“And now?”
“I’m not so sure.”
He seemed to brace himself. “I want you to move in with me. We talked about it before. I know it’s not what you want, but things are getting dangerous.”
“I know,” she said.
“He’ll keep coming after you. I swear, Dana, I’ll…What?”
“I know,” she repeated. “I’ll move in with you.”
“Just like that?”
“There’s nothing like getting shot at to change someone’s perspective. He wants to distract us from what’s important. I’m not saying living with you will be much protection, but I’ll do it. On one condition.”
He drew in a slow breath. “Typical,” he muttered.
“I don’t want Lexi, Skye or Izzy to know about the shooting or him running me off the road. It’ll scare them. They’re already being protected, so that’s not going to change. But if they know, they’ll be upset and they’ll feel guilty. That won’t help.”
Garth considered her words. “Fine,” he said, after a second. “But I’m telling the guys.”
She didn’t like that. She didn’t want to keep information from her friends, but she hated the thought of them taking the blame. None of this was about them. Jed was the one who’d gone over to the dark side.
She was most worried about Lexi and her baby. If anything happened to either of them, she would never be able to forgive herself. But to let the guys know?
“I hate that,” she told him. “Just for the record. And when they do find out and they’re pissed, I’m so going to blame you.”
“Ask me if I care. Do we have a deal?”
She nodded.
“Do you mean it this time?” he asked.
“Ouch. I meant the last one.”
“You withheld information.”
“That doesn’t mean I didn’t mean it.” She sighed. “I’m moving in with you. Isn’t that enough?”
“For now.”
 
DANA FOUND THAT PACKING up everything she owned and leaving her apartment, even temporarily, was harder than she’d expected. She wasn’t comfortable with the idea of living with Garth. Despite his statements, she still considered their relationship undefined. What exactly would he expect from her? What were the house rules? While asking would be the most mature way to handle the situation, she wasn’t feeling especially grown-up at the moment.
She loaded everything in her nearly restored truck, doing it herself. A concession that Garth had fought. He’d wanted to come with her, as if expecting Jed to be lurking outside her apartment. Or inside—which he’d already done once.
She double-checked her drawers and the closet, trying to make sure she didn’t leave anything important behind. Not that she would be very far away. If she needed something, she could stop by and get it.
Still, even with just her clothes and personal things missing, her apartment seemed sad and abandoned. This had been her home for nearly four years. She liked the small, quiet space. She’d bought the prints above the sofa at a garage sale and the coasters, pictures of hunky naked guys under glass, had been a gift from Izzy. There were memories here.
“Get over it,” she said aloud. She was moving in with Garth for a few weeks at most. She would be back. Life as she knew it hadn’t ended.
But she was feeling uncomfortably emotional as she got into her truck and drove toward his high-rise condo.
When she pulled in front of the building, Garth was waiting.
“I got you a parking spot,” he said. “Number one-eighty-two.” He handed her a card that would let her into the underground garage. “Use this to get in. I’ll meet you by the elevator and help you carry up your suitcases.”
She stared at the small, white plastic card. “They have spare parking?”
“I get two spaces with my condo. This is the second one. It’s next to my car.”
She wasn’t sure if she believed him. Did he really have an extra spot or had he rented or bought one for her? Not that she would ask. She didn’t trust him to tell the truth. Besides, what difference did it make? He could afford it.
Except telling herself that didn’t make her feel any better. She didn’t want him buying her things or taking care of her. That implied an obligation she didn’t want to have. It made her nervous.
“This is why I keep relationships simple,” she muttered as she drove into the parking garage and found the spot in question.
A few minutes later, both Garth and George, the doorman, had joined her at the truck. With all three of them carrying things, they had her truck unloaded in one trip. Once everything was in his condo and George had left, Garth handed her a key on a ring.
“You know the main layout,” he said, pointing to the kitchen. “Help yourself to whatever you want. I don’t keep a lot of food around, but if you need girl food, that’s fine.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Girl food?”
He grinned. “Yogurt. Stuff with soy.”
“Because you see me as the soy type?”
“All women keep secrets.”
“Maybe, but none of mine involve soy.”
She followed him down the hallway. She’d been in his bedroom before and expected him to head in there, but instead he kept walking and pushed open the door at the end.
The room was much smaller than the master, but had a big window and a killer view. There was a queen-size bed, a dresser, a desk and a flat-screen TV on the wall.
He turned to face her. “I thought you’d be more comfortable here. I didn’t want to assume…”
It was the first time she’d seen him unsure of himself. He didn’t look directly at her as he spoke and after gesturing to the bed, he shoved his hands into his slacks pockets.
A guest room. Who would have thought?
She thought of the big bed in the room down the hall, of sleeping next to him every night, of having him touch her and take her until she was weak with wanting to give all she had. And if she did that, what would be left of her?
“This would be great,” she said.
Something flashed through his eyes. Something that if she’d been brave like Izzy or beautiful like Lexi or emotionally strong like Skye she might have thought was disappointment, but being just her, she ignored it.
He jerked his head to the right. “Bathroom through that door. The closet is big, but if you need more room, I have it in mine.” He pulled one hand out of his pocket and looked at his watch. “I have a meeting. Are you going to be okay by yourself?”
“I’m hardly by myself. Our command center, as your sisters call it, is rarely quiet. One of them is forever dropping in. Then there’s delivery people, our resident computer geek and the sandwich delivery guy.”
“I’ll be back around seven. Want me to bring Chinese?”
She nodded.
“If you need anything,” he began.
“I’ll call,” she told him. “I’m good. I’ll get settled and be here when you get home.”
“Right.”
They looked at each other.
Part of her wanted him to kiss her. The girly side she didn’t let out much thought a hug would be good. Some kind of physical contact. But she didn’t ask and he didn’t offer and then he was gone.
Dana heard the front door close, then went to make sure it was locked. She walked through the large living room, crossed to the floor-to-ceiling windows and stared out at the skyline of Dallas.
This wasn’t her world. In her tiny apartment, she looked out onto a poorly maintained courtyard. She couldn’t see clear to the horizon. An issue she would deal with later. First she had to unpack. But instead of returning to the guest room, she walked into Garth’s room.
The bed was made, the dresser tidy. One drawer was partially open. She went to close it, only to realize it was empty. As was the drawer below it and the one below that. She crossed to the bathroom and the big closet beyond.
Garth’s clothes still hung in place, but they’d been shifted closer together. While the last time she’d been here, she’d noticed he wasn’t using all that much space, the new configuration left more than half the closet empty. As if he had planned to share it.
Is that what he’d been expecting? That she would join him in here? Is that what he’d been hoping? Or were the questions just wishful thinking on her part?
 
GARTH LEFT THE FINANCE meeting feeling better than when he’d entered. Not only were profits up eighteen percent in the past quarter, the entire company had exceeded benchmarks for the year to date. The news was nearly enough to burn away his disappointment.
He knew he was being a total guy. He’d told Dana he wanted her to move in so she was safe from Jed. At least when she wasn’t out on her own. It was the only reason—he’d even discussed it with her best friends. Or so he’d thought right until she’d taken the offered guest room over sharing a bed with him and he’d been…
What? Hurt? Was he turning into a woman? He wasn’t hurt. Of course it was more practical for her to have her own space. Hell, they barely knew each other. They’d slept together exactly one time. Neither of them trusted easily. It wasn’t as if she was living with him because they had a relationship.
But he’d wanted her with him and he hadn’t known he did until she’d refused.
He pulled out his PDA and checked his schedule. His five o’clock said nothing more than “ST.” Who or what was ST? There was only one way to find out.
He took the stairs to the executive floor and rounded the corner, only to see Skye waiting outside his office.
“You’re my five o’clock?”
“I made an appointment and everything. You should be so proud.”
“That depends on why you’re here,” he said cautiously. Izzy, he understood. She was straightforward and open. But Lexi and Skye were still a mystery to him.
He motioned for her to enter his office and followed her inside.
“By the way,” she said as she took a seat in front of his desk and set her briefcase on the second chair. “Don’t worry about dinner. Dana’s going out with Izzy.”
“You know she moved in.”
Skye’s green eyes crinkled as she smiled. “Yes, and I’m not going to ask you how you did it. I’m just happy to know she’s protected. My father can be a dangerous man.”
More than Skye knew, he thought, remembering his promise not to tell any of the Titan sisters what had happened.
He hovered by his desk. “You wouldn’t be more comfortable on the sofa?”
“No. This is a business meeting. Go ahead and sit behind your desk. It will make you feel like you’re in charge.”
“What makes you think I’m not?”
She gave him an enigmatic smile. “Oh, please.”
Wishing he knew why she was here, he did as she requested.
She opened her briefcase and pulled out a folder. “We did a detailed analysis. I have more paperwork to explain the numbers, if you need it.”
She passed him the folder. He opened it to find a bill for three million dollars from her foundation. Behind that was another sheet listing various expenses.
“Your pranks, for lack of a better word, cost me money,” she said calmly. “Legal fees to fight the rumors, lost donations. I had staff members resign and they had to be replaced. According to my chief financial officer, this should cover all of that, plus give us a little bonus, by way of an apology.”
“Because I’m feeling remorse?” he asked, admiring her willingness to simply ask for what she wanted.
“Of course. We’re family now.”
“So says Izzy.” He glanced at the paperwork. “Three million dollars seems high.”
“Do you know the number of children right here in this country who go to bed hungry every night? My foundation works every day to feed them. You took money away from that, Garth. Do you really want to complain about an amount you can easily afford and write off as a tax donation?”
She looked determined. Her green eyes snapped with temper. He would bet Mitch did his best to make sure he never pissed her off.
“Three million seems fair,” he said quickly. “Will a personal check be acceptable?”
She relaxed in her seat and smiled. “As long as it doesn’t bounce.”
He reached into his desk drawer and pulled out his checkbook. “Having sisters is a bigger pain in the ass than I thought it would be.”
“Part of our charm.”
He glanced up and their eyes met. For a second, he felt a connection with her. A sense of shared respect and a certain humor. Then he blinked and it was gone.
He wrote out the check and handed it to her. She reached across the desk and took it.
“Is Lexi going to come after me for money, too?” he asked. “Or Izzy?”
“Only if they think about it.”
“Great. Something to look forward to.”
She tilted her head. “I’m sorry for what happened all those years ago. With Kathy.”
He shrugged. “It had nothing to do with you.”
She leaned toward him. “I wish you’d come to us. We could have helped.”
“Skye, I was fourteen. You were maybe seven or eight. What would you have done?”
“Oh. Right. I keep thinking it’s current because all this is happening now, but your mom got sick a long time ago. I wish…” She drew in a breath. “There’s nothing that can be done for her?”
“Nothing. She’s been to a dozen experts. The damage is irreversible. It’s not like a broken bone.”
Her mouth twisted. “I’m sorry my father is such a bastard.”
“He’s my father, too.”
“If only he’d acted like it.”
Garth didn’t want to think about that. He knew the pain of wishing things could be different. There was no win in that and only a whole road of hurt.
“He’ll get his,” he said.
Skye didn’t look reassured. “Vengeance isn’t known for its healing properties. Would Kathy have wanted that?”
“She would have wanted a chance to get better. Jed took that from her. Now he’s going to pay for it.”
 
“THIS IS A BAD IDEA,” Dana said as she sat in the middle of the dining room while Lexi pulled on her hair. “Do you want to know if that hurts?” she asked as her former friend wielded a very large curling iron.
“No,” Lexi said cheerfully. “But yell if your scalp starts to burn. We’re talking painful burn here, not mild discomfort.”
Izzy strolled back in from her tour of the place. “Very nice,” she said. “Love the view. You really do have your own bedroom.”
“How do you know that?”
“I opened a few drawers.” Dana’s expression might have made her nervous because she immediately held up both hands. “I didn’t touch anything. Don’t wig out on me.”
“Wigging out isn’t what I had in mind.”
Although a good hour of kickboxing sounded really good right about now. Who knew that getting ready for a stupid party could be so time-consuming?
Lexi had shown up nearly two hours ago to work her magic on Dana. Because spending the morning at Lexi’s spa hadn’t been enough. There Dana had been massaged and endured a pedicure. A cheerful yet vicious woman had practically ripped off seven layers of skin to get, as she had put it, “The perfect eyebrow arch.” Individual fake eyelashes had been glued on before Dana had endured the humiliation of standing naked except for a thong in a tanning booth while a complete stranger had sprayed her with fake tan. She’d smelled funny all day.
Now she had on enough makeup to be an extra in Madam Butterfly and Lexi was determined to curl every hair on her head.
“You should think about growing your hair out a little,” Lexi said, moving to another part of her head. “I’m not talking superlong, but maybe to your shoulders. You have a bit of a natural wave.”
“Lucky me,” Dana muttered.
“Trust me,” Izzy said, puffing her own wildly curly hair. “Guys so go for the big hair. It’s sexy.”
As was Izzy. She wore a halter top and loose black pants, which sounded normal enough. Until Izzy moved. Then the slits that went from the band on her ankles all the way up to mid-thigh were visible. It was the kind of outfit that made a little black dress seem almost plain by comparison.
“Done!” Lexi announced, then sank into a chair. “Just in time, too. My back is killing me.”
Dana turned to her. “You should have said something. We didn’t have to do this.”
Lexi looked at Izzy, who grinned. “Oh, honey, we so had to do this. Go put on your dress.”
Dana touched Lexi’s arm. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Cruz will be here in twenty minutes to pick me up. Due to my advancing pregnancy, I get to spend the evening at home watching reality TV.” She gave Dana a little push. “Go get ready. You still have to squeeze into your shapeware.”
“Right. The tube of death.”
Dana scrambled to her feet then hurried back to the bedroom she used. She stripped off her jeans and shirt, then spent five minutes wiggling into something obviously designed by a misogynist. The dress was next. Thanks to the shapeware, it fit her perfectly. She pulled up the zipper, then reached for the diamond dangle earrings Lexi had loaned her. The hideously high shoes were last.
Izzy burst into the room. “He’s back. Don’t you hate a guy who’s prompt. You’d better—”
She skidded to a stop and stared. “Wow! You look fabulous, and I don’t say that lightly.”
Dana smoothed the front of the dress. “Is it okay? It’s not nearly as sexy as what you’re wearing. And you have on pants. Maybe this is…”
Izzy grabbed her hand and pulled her into the bathroom. There was a full-length mirror by the tub.
Dana stared at herself, not recognizing the woman staring back. Her dark, short hair had perfect waves with lots of layers that looked amazing. The makeup made her eyes huge, and the long lashes didn’t hurt, either. The dress hugged curves she hadn’t realized she had. And the tan made her legs look slim and long. She had to admit that while she hated the heels, they looked great with the dress. She was elegant and sophisticated and longed to look this good every day.
“Oh,” she whispered. “Okay.”
“Yeah,” Izzy said, hugging her. “Okay for sure. Let’s go dazzle Garth.”
“You think he’ll like it?”
“He won’t be able to talk.”
Dana wasn’t so sure. She followed Izzy down the hall, into the living room where Garth stood talking to Lexi. He looked like a male model in a perfectly fitted tux and white shirt. Her heart gave a funny little lurch, which she ignored.
“Are you ready?” he asked as he turned toward her.
And then the most amazing thing happened. He stopped talking. His mouth hung open but he didn’t say a word. He closed his mouth, then opened it again. But there still wasn’t any sound.
Next to him, Lexi sighed. “I love it when a plan comes together.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

“THE LIMO WAS A NICE TOUCH,” Dana said as they climbed the stairs to Glory’s Gate. She’d been in the house a thousand times before. As a kid, she’d spent the night nearly every weekend. There was nothing to be nervous about. So why were her insides quivering?
“You hated the limo,” Garth said, putting his hand on the small of her back, as if to guide her.
“I wasn’t sure of the purpose. You have a very nice car.”
“It was for show. This is all about how things look, not how they are.”
“There’s a philosophy to embrace.”
They reached the top of the stairs and moved toward the open front door.
Dana could see into the main floor of the huge house. Three or four hundred people milled around inside. Light glittered from a dozen crystal chandeliers. Servers in black pants and white shirts circulated with trays of expensive food while the sound of champagne corks competed with the chamber orchestra.
Nothing about this was her, she thought, knowing it was too late to turn back now.
“You okay?” he asked.
She reached for Garth’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m fine.”
“You’re lying.”
“Go with it.”
They walked into the party. Dana knew she was probably cutting off the circulation in Garth’s hand, but she couldn’t loosen her grip. Not when there were so many well-dressed strangers everywhere she looked. Senators, oil tycoons, movie stars. Not a crowd designed to make her feel at home.
“Garth, good to see you,” an older man said. “You remember my wife?”
His wife was a blue-eyed blonde with a face that didn’t move. Dana wasn’t sure if she was twenty-five or fifty.
“Of course,” Garth said easily. “Amanda, you look lovely. Jason doesn’t begin to deserve you.”
“So I tell him every day.”
Garth chuckled. “This is my friend, Dana. Dana, Jason and Amanda Barkley. Jason is the ambassador to Costa Rica.”
Dana smiled and shook hands with the couple. They chatted for a few more minutes, then moved on.
“Want to head to the bar?” Garth asked.
“Do I look like I need a drink?”
“No, but I do. Liquor makes the party easier to tolerate.”
“Then I’m glad we came in a limo,” she whispered, as he nodded at more people he knew.
When they’d reached the bar, Dana accepted a pale green “drink of the night” with no idea what it was. Garth asked for Scotch.
They moved through the crowd. The downstairs of Glory’s Gate had been designed for entertaining. Seemingly solid walls could be moved out of the way, creating an open space that could accommodate nearly a thousand people. There would be less tonight because there was a sit-down dinner. Dana had seen Skye plan for a big event before, but she’d never appreciated the sheer size of the major fund-raisers. Everything she’d ever been dragged to before had been tiny by comparison.
“How does this work?” she asked. “Do people pay to come?”
He nodded. “It’s five thousand a plate.”
She nearly choked. “Five thousand dollars? You paid ten thousand dollars? for us to be here?”
“That’s nothing. Ask me about the three million she made me pay the other day.”
Dana had no idea what he was talking about but she couldn’t wrap her mind around the idea of that much money.
“Later there’s an auction. She should walk away with a couple of million easily.”
It boggled the mind, Dana thought, taking a sip of her drink.
Nick came up and joined them. “Izzy found someone who’s actually been cave diving. She’s badgering the poor guy for details. I couldn’t listen.”
Dana didn’t want to think about underwater cave diving, either. “Do you think she’ll really try it?”
Nick shook his head. “We’re talking about Izzy. You want to take bets?”
“No.” Izzy had always been wild, although falling for Nick had calmed her down a lot. She was going back to college in a couple of months. “Maybe she’ll be too busy with homework.”
“We can only hope.”
The orchestra started another song.
Nick took her drink and put it on a small table by a pillar. “Come on, Dana. Distract me with a dance.”
The line was smooth enough and Garth gave her an encouraging push toward his friend, but everything about the moment felt strange. Rehearsed, almost. She turned to say something to Garth, only to find him walking away.
“So this was a plan,” she said, following Nick a few steps, then coming to a stop. “Want to tell me what’s going on?”
“No.”
“What is he up to?”
Nick sighed. “It’s not what you think.”
“I don’t know what to think.”
“It’s not another woman.”
“I never thought it was.” Which was true. So why would Garth want to go off on his own? A business deal?
She dismissed that. Not here. Not at Skye’s party.
“Is it Jed? Is he here?” she asked.
“Apparently he bought a ticket.”
She didn’t like the sound of that. “Garth shouldn’t be alone with him. Something could happen.”
“Don’t worry. Garth can take care of himself.”
“That’s what I’m worried about. Jed will do anything to win, including trap Garth.” She turned to walk away.
Nick grabbed her arm. “Dana, leave him be.”
She shrugged free. “Are you really going to stop me?”
Nick stared into her eyes. “No. But tell him I tried, okay?”
“Sure.”
She went in the same direction as Garth, hoping she could find him before something bad happened. Unfortunately the tiny evening bag Lexi had loaned her hadn’t been big enough to conceal any of her handguns, so she wasn’t armed. Fashion was a big pain in the ass.
She reached the edge of the main room and hesitated. Glory’s Gate was a really big house. There were a dozen places the men could be. But only one Jed would consider his own, Dana thought, and opened a door leading to a long hallway.
She walked the familiar route to Jed’s study. The door was partially closed. Dana debated simply pushing her way inside, but then what? Better to find out what was going on.
She shifted so she could see into the room, but there wasn’t anything in her view. Slowly, carefully, she pushed the door open a little more, then nearly gave herself away by gasping. Garth stood behind Jed, his arm around the older man’s throat. He held a lethal-looking knife at Jed’s chin.
“She bleeds, you bleed,” Garth said, his voice low and threatening.
“All this for a woman,” Jed said, obviously trying to sound relaxed, but the fear in his eyes and the lack of color in his face gave him away. “I didn’t think you’d have that much trouble getting laid.”
Garth tightened his grip. “Is there any part of you that doubts me, old man? You will leave her alone.”
Dana hesitated. While she wanted to bargain and stop the man games, she was more curious about Garth’s plan. Still, she didn’t want him putting Jed in the hospital and himself in jail. Just when she was about to step inside, Jed nodded once.
“I’ll leave her alone.”
Garth released him.
Dana stepped back, then turned and walked toward the party. Her mind jumped from image to image. She could still hear the anger in Garth’s voice.
No one had ever tried to protect her before, she thought, confused by what he’d done. No one had ever flirted with an assault charge to make a point on her behalf. She knew Garth was more than capable of making good on his threat. He had the physical scars on his body as proof of his strength. Strength he could use against anyone at any time. But to risk it all to protect her?
She slipped back into the party, then headed away from where she’d left Nick. She walked around the perimeter of the crowd, not ready to talk to anyone. She felt uncomfortable, but couldn’t say why.
A few minutes later, she walked by one of the many bars and ordered the drink of the night. She’d barely taken a sip when the hairs on the back of her neck stood up.
“No one is fooled,” Jed said, standing right behind her. “No one thinks you belong here.”
She turned to face him. He was still a little white around his mouth, although she doubted anyone else would notice. Were words all he had left?
“Do you hear that ticking?” she asked coolly. “There’s a big clock counting down to your destruction. Your own family wants you in jail. That says something. What I can’t figure out is why you did it. All those years ago when Garth showed up, you could have easily paid for the surgery. That’s all he wanted. Then none of this would have happened.”
Jed’s lip curled. “You’re going to lecture me?”
“No. I’m just curious. You should never have gone after Izzy. Lexi and Skye could have forgiven nearly anything else.”
“Collateral damage. The price of war. I didn’t plan on her getting hurt.”
“You arranged for a bomb to blow up an oil rig. What did you think would happen?”
He shrugged. “That she’d be scared. The purpose of the explosion had nothing to do with Izzy. The Duncans needed to learn a lesson.”
Oh, God. Because he’d been setting up Garth, she thought. Then she replayed his words in her head. “The Duncans? Not just Garth? Kathy has a part in this?”
How could he have anything against Kathy? “Is this about the past?” she asked. “About what happened between you and Kathy all those years ago?” She tried to read his expression and couldn’t.
“This is about making sure Garth doesn’t win.”
“He’s already got you beat.”
“Don’t be so sure, Dana. Garth has a lot to lose.”
 
WHEN GARTH FINISHED with Jed, he had trouble locating Dana. She wasn’t with Nick, or with Skye. Eventually he found her with Lexi who was seated on a chair by the wall while Cruz hovered nearby.
“I thought you weren’t coming,” he said to Lexi as he approached.
She smiled. “I wanted to see Dana dazzle. We’re only here for a few minutes.” She put her hand on her belly. “Someone else wants to party.”
He frowned, not sure what she meant. She grabbed his wrist and pulled him closer.
“The baby’s kicking. You can feel it.”
There were a whole lot of things he would rather be doing than touching her stomach, but he couldn’t figure out a polite way to refuse. Then his palm was against the surprisingly hard curve of her belly and he felt a jab right under his thumb.
He looked at Dana. “Have you felt this?”
She nodded, then looked away.
He grinned at Lexi. “It’s really a baby.”
“The alternative was that I was developing an unnatural affection for fast food.”
An older couple joined them and started talking to Lexi and Cruz. Garth stepped back, then put his arm around Dana’s waist and led her away.
He’d thought she might resist, but she went with him. When they were relatively secluded beside a large leafy tree in a massive pot, he released her.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“Nothing.”
The right word, but she wouldn’t look at him. He stared at her.
“You followed me.”
She drew in a breath and finally looked him in the eye. “He could press charges.”
“He won’t and that’s not the problem.”
“No, it’s not.”
He couldn’t figure out what bothered her. “You were shot at. I couldn’t let that go.”
“If the person with the gun had wanted me dead, I’d be dead now. It was a warning.”
“Just being a warning doesn’t make it okay.”
“But it’s perfectly fine to hold a knife to someone’s throat?”
“Is that what’s bothering you?”
“It doesn’t make me happy.”
“Jed isn’t someone who responds to quiet conversation. Dana, he can’t be allowed to think there aren’t consequences. Jed has never had to answer to anyone before. Now he has to answer to me.”
“Vigilante justice is still illegal.”
“I’m not interested in breaking the law.”
“No. You just want to win at any cost. You’re more like him than you think.” She drew in a breath. “Has he had any contact with Kathy since the surgery?”
“No, why?”
“He said something.”
“You spoke to him?”
“Mostly he wanted to tell me I didn’t belong here, with you. Which isn’t important. He implied there was something he owed the Duncans. Not just you.”
Garth swore. “As far as I know, he hasn’t spoken to her since I was born. Certainly not since the surgery. Her caretakers would have told me.”
“You have someone watching her?”
“Yes.”
“Good.” She looked around. “I can’t be here right now. I’ll see you back at the condo.”
She was leaving? Just like that?
He wanted to tell her she couldn’t. Or that he would take her home. But something about the set of her body, the way she held her purse so tight that her knuckles were white, made him stay silent.
“I won’t be late,” he said quietly.
She nodded and then left.
Garth watched her go, wondering how everything had gotten so screwed up and how, if he didn’t understand the problem, he couldn’t possibly fix it. First Jed threatened Dana, now his mother. In addition to adding security, he would talk to Kathy’s caretakers. Explain a little of what was going on. He could have a guard move into her house until this was wrapped up.
 
DANA SAT CURLED UP on the sofa in Garth’s condo. The lights of Dallas seemed to twinkle in the light rain, but she wasn’t enjoying the view. Her stomach hurt and she had a strong sense of dread. Telling herself that she was safe, that nothing bad was going to happen, didn’t make her feel any better.
Cruz and Lexi had driven her home, and because they were good friends, they hadn’t asked what was wrong. She’d changed into sweats and a T-shirt, washed off the makeup and slipped on thick socks. Now all she had to do was wait.
Garth was going to want an explanation. The real question was did she tell him what was wrong, or did she come up with some half truth to put him off? Could she even talk about what she was feeling?
If he’d been one of the guys she usually dated, none of this would have been an issue. No one she knew would be willing to take on Jed Titan that way. In all her other relationships, she was the one in charge. Now she wasn’t so sure.
She heard a key in the lock and straightened, braced for Garth’s temper.
He walked into the condo and tossed his keys on the small table in the entryway. He closed the door, then locked it, shrugged out of his jacket and pulled off his already undone tie. Then he crossed to the living room and sat on the coffee table in front of her.
“I’d never hit you.”
She did her best not to wince. Talk about getting it right in a single guess.
She drew in a breath. “When I was fourteen, Jed wanted to put Lexi into these after-school classes. They pretended they were something different, but it was basically a charm school for rich kids. She didn’t want to go, but Jed insisted. Finally she agreed, but only if I went with her.” Dana shook her head. “It wasn’t much of a win for me.”
Garth watched her without speaking.
“Some of the guys there were from our school, but a lot were from a prep school I’d never heard of. They wore blazers with patches on the chest pocket and gray flannel slacks. They were our age, but they seemed older and a lot more sophisticated.”
She drew her legs to her chest and wrapped her arms around her knees. “There was this one guy. He was really good-looking and funny and I liked him a lot. I guess he was my first crush. He would always dance with me. One day we snuck out of class and were hanging out behind the building. He kissed me, which was fine, but then he tried to take things further.”
“What did you do?”
“Kicked him in the balls. It was just a reaction. Apparently I nailed him really good because they ended up taking him to the hospital. I got thrown out, Lexi refused to go back without me and Jed…”
She looked out the window, but instead of the view, she saw the familiar book-lined study and a younger Jed looking both stern and amused.
“Jed told me that it was a man’s world and the sooner I figured that out, the easier things would be for me. I knew he was probably right, but I didn’t want easy. I wanted safe.”
“Because of your dad.”
She nodded, still not looking at him. “I never knew when,” she whispered. “I’d be sitting at the kitchen table, doing my homework and he would walk by. Sometimes nothing happened. Sometimes he jerked me to my feet and started hitting me. He hit hard. There’s a sound a fist makes. I’ll never forget it.”
“I’d never hit you,” he repeated.
She did finally look at him, at the familiar dark eyes, the full sensual mouth that knew secrets about her body even she hadn’t discovered.
“I know, but sometimes knowing isn’t enough.”
“You’re not that scared little girl anymore.”
“I haven’t been for a long time,” she agreed. “But that doesn’t mean she can’t influence me. We can talk and talk, and you’ll never get it. You don’t understand the fear. I control it through training and my job. I’m in better shape than you, but if it was a fight to the death, you have sheer size and strength on your side.”
He stood up suddenly. The coffee table went skidding back a few feet. “I’m not that guy,” he yelled. “There’s no fight to the death. Are you going to spend the rest of your life hiding because the alternative is to take a risk?”
“I’m dealing with the aftermath of having my father beat the crap out of me for years. It will probably always be something I wrestle with. What you did tonight, with Jed…I get it. I know why you did it. I understand the motivation, the fury you feel. I totally get the desire to protect those around you.” She’d almost said “protect what’s yours,” but that was yet another place she wasn’t willing to go.
“You did what you thought was right,” she continued, standing. “But there are consequences to every action.”
“Meaning now you don’t trust me?”
“Meaning I never saw you as physically dangerous before,” she admitted. “I have to figure out what I’m going to do with that information.”
He walked to the end of the kitchen, then turned back. “Dammit, Dana. Don’t do this. Don’t go there. I’m not a violent man. I’ve seen violence. I’ve lived it.” He ripped open the front of his dress shirt, exposing the scars. “I still have nightmares. Not that often, but they come. And I wake up soaked in sweat, trying not to give in to the terror.” He hesitated. “I know what it’s like to live with fear and how hard it is to let it go.”
He crossed to her and cupped her face in his hands. “I’d never do that to you. I’d never do it to anyone.”
She saw the pain in his eyes and behind it, a truth. That ugliness changed a man forever. It couldn’t be helped. But how the change happened was determined by the man’s character. Garth hadn’t given in to the darkness that could have claimed him. If anyone had reason, it was him. Even his revenge against Jed had been civilized and thought out. He didn’t need to hurt someone physically to feel like a man.
“There’s a part of me that wants to fly to Florida and have it out with your old man,” he admitted, still staring into her eyes. “I want him to feel what it was like.”
“Would you do that for me?”
He didn’t hesitate. “No. He’s old and it serves no purpose. It wouldn’t change the past. If he were still a threat to you, I’d take him on in a heartbeat, but he’s not. Empty violence teaches nothing.”
“You used violence on Jed.”
“I used fear. There’s a difference.” He dropped his hands to her shoulders. “How much have I screwed up things?”
She touched his chest, traced a scar. “Not as much as you’d think.”
“Yeah?”
She looked up at him and smiled, then raised herself up on tiptoe and kissed him.
She’d been avoiding physical contact with Garth as much as possible, telling herself that she’d imagined the passion between them.
But now she was unable to resist the feel of his mouth on hers. She needed to be close to him, to touch all of him and be touched by him. Their connection had been broken and she wanted it restored.
He didn’t disappoint. The second her lips met his, he kissed her with a hunger that burned. His arms tightened, then they were straining together, as if trying to climb inside each other.
She parted for him, then groaned as he plunged his tongue inside of her mouth. She met him stroke for stroke, wanting to excite him as much as he excited her. Wanting turned liquid and flooded her. Even as they kissed, she tugged at his shirt. His hands swept under her T-shirt and found her breasts.
His fingers were warm and knowing. He cupped her curves, then brushed across her already tight nipples. Even through the fabric of her bra, the gentle touches aroused her.
She touched his back, then rubbed her hands up and down his chest. It wasn’t enough. They had to touch more.
“Wait,” she gasped, pulling back.
She jerked her T-shirt over her head, then unfastened her bra. Before she’d even tossed it away, he’d already bent his head and took one of her nipples in his mouth. He sucked deeply, using his tongue to caress sensitive flesh. She clung to him, feeling the tugs all the way between her legs. Her blood pulsed, causing her to swell.
Without thinking, she pushed down her sweats. Her panties went with them. Even as he shifted to her other breast, he slipped a hand between her thighs and found her wet, swollen center. Two fingers pressed against that one spot, then began to circle it.
He straightened enough to kiss her mouth. Their tongues tangled, she held on to his shoulders, all the while his fingers created magic. She couldn’t think, couldn’t do anything but feel the pressure. He moved steadily, rubbing over and around. Her body tensed. She wanted to part her legs but her stupid sweatpants were in the way. If she could just open a little more and he kept doing that, she would come in a heartbeat.
She tried to kick them away. He broke the kiss then pushed her back a couple of steps.
“Table,” he said, his voice thick with passion.
She stepped out of her sweatpants and panties. He grabbed his shirt and put it on the wood table, then helped her jump up onto the cool surface. She parted her legs and went to grab his hand to show him exactly where she wanted him, but he was busy unfastening his belt and shoving down the zipper.
He pushed into her, filling every inch of her. She stared into his eyes, seeing the fire there, knowing it was matched by the need on her own face. He pulled out and thrust in again, but this time he used his fingers to rub her at the same time.
It only took a few seconds for her to lose herself in her release. Every muscle in her body convulsed as she cried out, clinging to him.
He waited until the shudders had stopped before grabbing her hips and hanging on as he pumped in and out of her. Soon he stiffened and groaned.
They held on to each other. The sound of their rapid breathing filled the quiet kitchen.
“Are you all right?” he asked, stroking her head and kissing her bare shoulder.
“Yes.”
And for that moment she was. She wouldn’t think about tomorrow right now. Or the day after. Or the niggling sense that she was afraid of the wrong thing. It wasn’t that Garth would hurt her physically that should have her on edge. It was that the more she knew him, the more she liked him. And that liking made her vulnerable.
For the first time she realized the true danger wasn’t to her body, but was instead to her heart.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

IZZY SHOWED UP the next morning with Danish, coffee and a copy of the paper. Dana had spent the night in Garth’s bed and there hadn’t been a lot of sleep on the agenda, so she was still groggy and not feeling like she wanted company.
“I should take the food and run,” she said, then yawned. “But that would require too much energy.”
Izzy followed her into the kitchen. “Someone got to bed late last night,” her friend teased. “Want to share details?”
Dana got out plates and napkins, then led the way to the dining room. The small table in the kitchen should probably be wiped down before anyone ate at it.
“He’s your brother,” she said as she took a seat and reached for one of the containers of coffee. “Are you sure you want details?”
“Never mind.” Izzy had already gone through the paper. She pushed a folded page toward Dana. “Brace yourself. You made the society page.”
The hot coffee seemed to get stuck halfway down Dana’s throat. For a second she couldn’t seem to swallow. She finally managed to get it down only to cough until she gagged.
“W-what?” she managed, then cleared her throat. “There’s a society page in the paper?”
“Uh-huh, and you’re the star. That’s what happens when you go out with one of the city’s most eligible bachelors. Being one of Garth’s women comes at a price. By the way, you look great.”
She turned the page so Dana could see the picture of herself standing next to Garth in front of Glory’s Gate.
Dana felt the beginnings of a headache right behind her eyes. “Seriously? I didn’t see anyone with a camera.” She’d been too freaked about the whole party to notice details. That didn’t bode well for her returning to a career in law enforcement. “I’m losing my edge.”
“You were probably trying not to trip in high heels.”
“True, but not an excuse.”
Dana studied the picture. She had to admit, she looked good. The dress fit perfectly and Lexi had worked magic with hair and makeup. But seeing herself with a caption under the picture was beyond surreal.
There were several other pictures, including one of Skye with Mitch, and an article about the fund-raiser. She scanned it.
“They print the menu?”
“The little people are curious,” Izzy teased. “Now that you’re no longer one of them, you’ll have to learn to be kind.”
“Bite me.”
“That would be Garth’s job.”
Dana drank more coffee. The society page. “How do I keep this from happening again?” she asked.
“Avoid society events.”
Dana didn’t think it would be too hard. Then she remembered something else her friend had said. “What do you mean ‘one of his women’? He has others?”
Izzy shifted in her seat. “Not that I know of. It was just an expression. I’m sure he’s not dating anyone else.”
Dana winced and reached for a Danish. “You’re the wrong person to be asking. That’s a conversation I need to have with him.”
She told herself not to worry. He was home early every night. All the time she’d been following him, he’d never gone out with anyone.
Izzy sipped her coffee. “Is it getting to the point where you need to know that kind of thing?” she asked.
“I don’t know. I’m sleeping with him. I’m a big fan of serial monogamy. But I didn’t bother asking about his preferences.”
“He’s a good guy,” Izzy reassured her. “I wouldn’t worry.”
“You don’t have to. It’s fine. We’ll have a rational, adult conversation.”
“Because you like him.”
Dana raised her eyebrows. “I don’t care how athletic you are, I could so take you.”
“You’d have to catch me first.”
Dana nodded. Izzy was skinny, but she was also fast. She sighed. “I guess I do like him. A little.”
Izzy grinned. “Casual like or serious like?”
“I’m not sure.”
“That means serious like, or you’d be willing to say.”
Dana glared at her. “Because it’s impossible to believe I’m actually not sure?”
“Oh, please. You’re very decisive. You wouldn’t be sleeping with Garth if you didn’t already like him.”
“Maybe.”
Izzy stared at her. “How serious?”
“I don’t know.” Dana took a bite of Danish. Maybe the sugar rush would help her think more clearly.
“He’s not like the guys you usually date.”
She swallowed. “Tell me about it. I don’t know. There are things I really admire about him, but sometimes…” she looked at Izzy “…he scares the crap out of me.”
“That’s how all good relationships start. You can’t be scared if you have nothing to lose.”
“Meaning?”
“You’re putting your heart on the line. That’s good.”
“Not for me or my heart.” Dana licked her fingers. “Want to go work out?”
“Ick. No. But I’ll go rock climbing with you.”
“Anything that works up a sweat and keeps me from thinking is fine.”
Izzy grinned. “Have you ever been rock climbing before?”
“No.”
“You are so going to love it.”
 
GARTH WALKED INTO ONE of the smaller conference rooms after lunch to find his three sisters waiting for him.
“Thanks for coming,” he said.
“We were summoned,” Izzy said. “I, for one, keep a very busy schedule, so this had better be important.”
“What she said,” Lexi told him.
“Ditto,” Skye said.
Garth winced. “I shouldn’t have my assistant call and ask you to stop by?”
“Probably not,” Izzy told him. “Although if you had snacks, that would help.”
“I’ll remember that.” He took a seat.
Women were complicated at the best of times. The Titan sisters were more complicated than most. But they were also smart and funny and he liked spending time with them. Guilt flashed through him. Guilt for what he’d done, how he’d upset their lives. But there was more. A sense of loss. How different his life would have been if he’d gotten to know them earlier. If he’d grown up with them as his family.
Enough with the emotion, he told himself. They had a bully to ruin.
“I want to talk about Jed,” he said.
“We figured that,” Izzy told him. “It’s not like you want to ask about our plans for the holidays.”
“Which are quickly approaching,” Lexi said. “I’m guessing we won’t be at Glory’s Gate this year. So where are we celebrating?”
“Your place,” Izzy told her.
“Why me?” Lexi sounded faintly panicked. “I’m seriously pregnant. I can’t be expected to cook.”
“Skye’s talking about a Christmas Eve wedding at Mitch’s house. Nick and I live too far away. That leaves you. But don’t worry. I’ll help with the cooking.”
Lexi winced. “You know less than me.”
“That’s true, but I have a secret weapon. Nick’s cook, Norma, has said she’ll help, too. So we’re fine.”
Lexi didn’t look convinced. “Are you coming?” she asked Skye. “Or will you be off on your honeymoon?”
“We’ll be there. We’re not leaving Erin on Christmas. We’ll head out a few days later. So expect a crowd.”
“You were in on this!” Lexi sounded annoyed. “Ganging up on me. That is just so typical.” She rubbed her belly. “You have very mean aunts. You’ll have to watch them carefully.”
Garth held up his hands in the shape of a T. “If we could get back to the subject at hand.”
“Which is?” Izzy frowned, then relaxed. “Right. Jed. How did we get on Christmas?”
“That would be your doing,” Lexi told her.
He ignored that and reached for the stack of folders in the center of the table, then passed one to each of the women. “I need you to look these papers over and sign them. I’ll be buying shares in Titan World in each of your names. The amounts of the shares will require disclosure. Jed will see your names. He already knows we’re working together but he may consider this a different level of betrayal.”
They all stared at him with identical expressions of outrage.
“Excuse me?” Lexi asked.
Garth felt trapped. Had he misunderstood? Didn’t they want to take down Jed?
“We, ah, talked about this,” he reminded her, then glanced at Izzy and Skye. Neither of them looked especially friendly, either. “Working together. Letting Jed know we’re a united front.”
“You’re giving us money,” Skye said mildly. “That’s why we’re upset. No one is upset about taking on Jed.”
“Okay.” Relief swept through him. They were on the same page. “Then what’s the problem?”
“You’re giving us money,” Izzy repeated. “We don’t want your money.”
Once again the female mind baffled him. “Why not? I have more than all of you.”
“That warm, delicate nature,” Lexi said, shaking her head. “He gets it from Jed.” She leaned toward him. “We can buy our own shares.”
“No, you can’t. I’m talking hundreds of thousands of dollars here. Several million in total. None of you have it. You’ll be filing forms with the SEC showing ownership.”
“Isn’t that technically illegal?” Skye asked. “You giving us money to buy shares?”
“I have a very expensive lawyer making sure we’re doing everything the right way.”
“Which isn’t the point,” Lexi told him. “We don’t want your money. This isn’t about getting anything from you.”
Izzy shook her head at Lexi, then turned to him. “We love that you’re including us, but we can’t do this. It feels funny.”
“I don’t care how it feels,” he told her. “It’s about getting Jed.”
“It’s too much,” Skye told him. “Garth, you mean well, but there has to be another way.”
They were hung up on the amount? “If it was twenty bucks you wouldn’t care. Is that it?”
“Sort of,” Izzy said, giving him a sympathetic smile.
“This is part of the plan.” He did his best not to give in to frustration. The last thing he needed was them digging in their heels. “We talked about this.”
“You didn’t say anything about giving us nearly a million dollars’ worth of shares.”
“I’m not doing it to give you anything,” he said, trying not to clench his teeth. “I’m doing it to get Jed.”
“No,” Skye said, pushing the folder toward him. The other two did the same.
Women, he thought, leaning back in his chair.
He could tell them that they could sell the shares when all this was over and give the money to charity, but he wasn’t sure that would actually help. Which left him with a pounding sensation over his left eye.
Buying the shares was important. But how to convince them?
He straightened. There was one card left to play.
“Jed went after Dana.”
Three pairs of eyes locked on him. Lexi and Skye both went pale while Izzy looked ready to take on her father and beat him into submission.
“How?” Lexi asked.
“First he had someone run her off the road, then he had a guy shoot at her. That’s when she moved in with me.”
Skye’s green eyes filled with tears. “She’s all right, isn’t she? We just saw her and she’s fine.”
Lexi nodded. “She didn’t say anything. She didn’t want us to know. She didn’t want us to worry.”
Garth held in a groan. He just remembered he’d promised Dana he wouldn’t say anything to her friends. “Look, you can’t tell her I told you.”
Lexi and Skye glanced at each other. Izzy gave him a pitying look. “You poor, poor man.”
“Seriously, she doesn’t want you to worry.”
“Too late,” Skye whispered.
She was so going to kill him, he thought grimly. But before that happened, he might as well get it all out. “I spoke with Jed at the fund-raiser. Told him to lay off.” He’d done more than talk, but he was in enough trouble already.
“You think that’s going to work?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t know. But the quicker we get Jed in jail, the safer everyone will be. We all want to take him down.” He pointed at the folders. “It’s the best way.”
His sisters looked at each other, exchanging information in that silent way women did.
“We’ll sign,” Skye said. “But we’re not keeping the money.”
“I don’t have a problem with that.” They could cash out and light it in a bonfire for all he cared. “Just don’t…” He stopped. Maybe he should have asked the other guys to come to the meeting, as well. They would have understood the next step.
Izzy looked at him, her eyebrows raised. “Don’t what?”
“Stay safe,” he said instead. “Once Jed finds out, he’s going to be pissed.”
The three of them exchanged another look. “We will,” Lexi told him. “Don’t worry—we’re not interested in annoying Jed for sport. We want to get him out of our lives as quickly as possible.” But she sounded sad as she spoke.
“You don’t have to do this,” he said. “I can find another way.”
“After you went to all this trouble?” Izzy pointed to the folders. “They have our name on them and everything.”
Skye smiled at him. “This isn’t about you, Garth. We’re sad because it’s come down to trying to ruin our father. It’s not a decision we’ve made lightly. But he nearly killed Izzy and we can’t forgive that.”
He nodded cautiously, not sure if he was being let off the hook or lulled into a false sense of security.
“You’ll take care of Dana?” Lexi asked as she signed the paperwork.
“Yes.”
Izzy looked up at him. “Does she know that?”
“It’s an ongoing negotiation.”
 
DANA SPENT MOST OF her afternoon poring over computer printouts. She was doing her best to find traces of Jed’s foreign deposits, which sounded easier and more interesting than it was. Fortunately, a distraction arrived in the form of all three Titan sisters walking into the command center.
“Look at you, all businesslike,” Izzy teased as they hugged. “I never thought I’d see the day.”
“Me, either.” Dana hugged Skye and Lexi. “I’m learning how to hack into computers. It’s not as fun as it looks on TV.”
The sisters pulled up chairs.
“Not that I’m not thrilled to see you,” Dana said. “But what are you doing here?”
“We came to give you a stern talking-to,” Lexi said grimly. “Dammit, Dana, what the hell is wrong with you?”
Skye frowned. “Lexi, don’t make her defensive. It doesn’t help anyone.”
“I’m pissed,” Lexi said. “In my condition, that’s not a good thing.”
Dana stared at them. “What are we talking about?” These women were her friends. They were never upset with her.
Izzy started to speak, but Skye shook her head. “I’ll do it,” she said. “Dana, we know what happened with Jed and we’re very upset and hurt that you didn’t tell us yourself.”
Dana sprang to her feet and circled behind the desk. “I told Garth not to say anything. I asked for one thing, but could he do it? Of course not. Typical man.”
“Garth is many things, but typical isn’t one of them,” Lexi said. “And it’s not his fault. We were being difficult about signing some papers. He needed to point out how serious the situation is with Jed.”
“By using me.” She was furious. He could have told them something else. Anything else. She looked at her friends. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to worry.”
“It comes with the relationship,” Izzy said. “Worry are us. Or something like that.”
Lexi still looked upset. “Dana, Jed is our father. You’ve been a part of our lives since we were kids. We have the right to know if he’s threatening you.”
“Why? It has nothing to do with you.”
“It has everything to do with us,” Skye said, standing and facing her. “We love you and don’t want anything to happen to you. If it does, we have a share of the responsibility.”
Dana held up both hands, as if to push them away. “That’s crazy. You can’t control what Jed does and you’re not responsible. I don’t accept that.”
“You must,” Lexi said quietly. “Otherwise you would have told us. You knew how we’d feel.”
Talk about a tidy trap, Dana thought, feeling both small and guilty. “I didn’t want any of you to be upset.”
“If he divides us, he wins,” Skye said. “We have to remember that. The only way we’re strong is if we’re together.” She stared at Dana. “We want you to promise that you won’t keep any more secrets about Jed.”
“I can take care of myself,” she reminded them.
“This is about more than you,” Skye told her.
“Did you get the we love you part?” Izzy asked. “You’re one of us. You know—family.”
Because that’s what they had always believed. Family. Was it possible?
Lexi struggled to her feet, then waddled over to hug her. “You’re stuck with us. You need to stop resisting. It’s exhausting.”
Skye and Izzy joined in the hug. The women holding her tight should have made her feel trapped. She should have been wanting to escape. Instead she felt warm and safe and loved. The emotion filled up a space that had been empty for so long, she’d nearly forgotten it was there.
“No more secrets,” she whispered, telling herself the burning in her eyes came from a lack of sleep and nothing else.
“This is so cool,” Izzy said. “Now let’s all go get matching tattoos.”
Skye sighed. “Someone hit her.”
 
GARTH WALKED INTO THE condo that night, took one look at Dana and knew his time of being confronted by the women in his life was far from over.
“You’re pissed,” he said by way of greeting.
She sat in the living room, dressed in jeans and a sweater, a glass of wine in her hand.
“Hardly a greeting to treasure,” she said. “Especially after I slaved all afternoon, cooking you dinner.”
The words sounded right, but there was something flashing in her eyes. Something that, had he been less secure in his masculinity, would have scared the crap out of him.
“You cooked?”
“I’m full of surprises.” She pointed to the chair opposite the sofa, next to a small table where a second glass of wine waited. “Have a seat.”
He shrugged out of his suit jacket, then did as she suggested. He reached for the wine.
“Are you going to poison me?” he asked.
“You mean go behind your back and do something you’ve specifically asked me not to do?” she asked, coming to her feet and glaring at him. “You mean upset people you’ve cared about all your life and then not even warn you?”
He winced. “They came by.”
“You bet your ass they came by. What the hell is wrong with you? First, you told them what happened with Jed, then you didn’t even have the grace to warn me.”
“I, ah, didn’t think they’d say anything. At least not that fast.”
“Because you’ve never met a woman before? Dammit, Garth, I had my reasons. I trusted you and you betrayed me.”
He stood and faced her. “Look, I’ll accept that I screwed up, but betrayal is going too far. I didn’t have a plan. I needed them to sign some papers and they were resisting.”
“So you sold me down the river.”
“That’s dramatic.”
“It’s the truth!” she yelled.
“It’s what had to be done. I thought we all had a goal here—to take down Jed Titan. At least that’s what everyone is saying they want. But when it comes to action, no one is showing up. I asked them to sign some paperwork to buy shares of his stocks. They resisted.”
She watched him warily. “Why would they do that?”
“For the same reason you will.” He reached for his briefcase and pulled out a folder. “I have the same thing for you. I’ll be buying nearly a million dollars’ worth of Titan World shares in your name.”
She jumped back as if he’d burned her. “What?”
“That’s what they said, too.”
“I’m not taking your money.”
“I’ve already had this argument today,” he said, rubbing his forehead. “Look, Dana—”
“No, you look. This is bullshit. It’s bad enough I have to live here, but I’m not taking your money.”
He told himself she was upset—that her complaint about living with him wasn’t personal. But he felt the sting, all the same.
“Then go back to your own place,” he said, his voice low and angry. “I’ll get you a full-time bodyguard.”
She stood very still. “That’s not what I meant.”
“It’s what you said.”
“I’m sorry.”
Two words he’d never expected her to say.
She drew in a breath. “I can’t take your money. I sleep with you. If you give me money, then I’m your whore.”
“Dana, we have a plan here,” he said, doing his best to stay calm. “We’re trying to back Jed into a corner. Having him know everyone is buying into his precious company is going to seriously piss him off.”
She tucked her hands behind her back. “No. And while we’re negotiating—”
“Saying no and changing the subject isn’t a negotiation.”
She ignored that. “I want to go back to work.”
He tossed the folder onto the coffee table and swore. “Sure. Why not? Spend your day totally in the open with no protection. That’s smart. When the bullets come, what are the odds you won’t be the only victim? What happens when they take out your partner or some innocent citizen?”
She looked uncomfortable, as if she hadn’t thought that part through. Not that he was prepared to accept victory. He wasn’t that clueless.
“I’m supposed to be a deputy,” she snapped. “I want my career back and my life, as well. You don’t understand. You have a life, a place to go, people to see. Probably women. By the way, who else are you dating?”
If he lived to be five hundred and eight he would never understand women. “Who else would I be dating? Are you serious? When would this happen? If I’m not at the office, I’m with you. We’re sleeping together. Are you seeing anyone else?”
“Oh, please.”
That pissed him off. “So it’s fine for you to accuse me, but not the other way around? That’s fair.”
“We’re not talking fair,” she yelled. “You’re this rich, successful guy. We were in the society pages after Skye’s fund-raiser. My picture was in there with you. That doesn’t happen to me.”
He still didn’t understand the problem but was thinking wine wasn’t going to be close to enough. It seemed more like a Scotch night.
“I don’t control the press. I didn’t even know there were society pages.”
“Me, either,” she snapped. “So you’d better fix this.”
“Fix what?”
“Everything.”
They stared at each other. Tension filled the room. There was anger and frustration and something else he couldn’t figure out.
He had no idea what to say, so he settled on the truth. “I’m not seeing anyone but you. I wasn’t seeing anyone before I met you. I want you to sign the papers because it’s the next logical step in bringing down Jed. Signing them doesn’t say anything bad about you and when all this is over, you can sell the shares and give the money to the charity of your choice.”
He watched her watching him, trying to read her expression, but he couldn’t. For all he knew, she was going to pull out her gun and shoot him.
“I get that it’s frustrating for you to be stuck here. Going back to work is dangerous, not just for you but for everyone around you. Nick needs some help out at the ranch. You’d be fairly isolated there and probably safe. If you’re interested, I’ll ask him. But I’d want you to have a driver or a car tailing you on the trip there and back. It’s a long drive that would leave you exposed. Or you could stay there. Which wouldn’t be my choice, but as you’ve said, this isn’t about me.”
“Damn straight.”
He held up both hands. “I’m not trying to run your life. I just want to keep you safe. I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.” He lowered his hands. “That’s it. You can yell at me now.”
One corner of her mouth twitched. “I’m not a yeller.”
“Right. You’re calm and diplomatic. An iceberg of emotion.”
The twitch turned into a smile. “You can call me Ice if you want.”
“Can I?”
The tension eased from the room, leaving them alone. Dana walked toward him. He wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head.
“I just want you safe,” he repeated.
“And Jed in jail.”
“I’ve always been a high achiever. Is this okay now? Are you going to turn on me again?”
She looked into his eyes. “I won’t turn on you. At least not for this.”
“At the risk of making you froth at the mouth, are you going to sign the papers?”
She glanced at the folder, then back at him. “Yes, but I won’t like it.”
“Duly noted.”
She stepped back, then slugged him in the upper arm. “Next time, keep my secrets.”
The place she’d hit stung like a sonofabitch, but he was a guy. He couldn’t rub it. “You have my word.”
“Like I believe that.” She sighed then went into his arms again. “Want to get Chinese?”
“I thought you cooked.”
“Like I know how.”
“That’s my girl.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE DOWNSIDE of not being annoyed with Garth meant having to go with him to events like this one, Dana thought a few nights later as they circulated through a business cocktail party held at a large, fancy hotel. She wasn’t sure of the purpose of the party. Her best guess was someone had opened a new law firm, but she hadn’t seen the invitation. Garth had tried to explain but she’d glazed over.
Dating a captain of industry was time-consuming and expensive. She didn’t have anything close to the right wardrobe. Not that she cared about being fashion forward, but she didn’t want to embarrass him. Fortunately she and Skye were nearly the same size and her friend had opened her impressive closet for Dana’s borrowing pleasure.
“What are you thinking?” Garth asked as he passed her a glass of wine. “That you’d like to be anywhere but here?”
She looked around at the well-dressed crowd. At least it was an after-office-hours event that wouldn’t go too late and she’d been spared having to wear shapeware.
“That tomorrow I’m going to stand in front of the mirror practicing telling you no.”
He leaned in until his mouth brushed against her ear. “But I like it when you say yes.”
A shiver tiptoed down her spine and her skin broke out in goose bumps. He was good, she thought, resigned to being weak where he was concerned. Better than good.
She distracted herself by looking at the jewelry the other women were wearing and trying to calculate an approximate cost. The flaw in the plan was that she had no idea what your average diamond was worth, let alone twenty set in a fancy necklace. Or bracelet. Or in earrings.
She frowned. Talk about people with money, she thought, turning in a slow circle and taking in the sparkle. Jewels glittered from every direction.
“What are you doing?” Garth asked.
She stopped and discreetly pointed to an older woman in a black suit. “Look at that leopard pin on her lapel. Do you think it’s real? Are the blue eyes sapphires?” She frowned. “Is that the blue stone? I know emeralds are green, but isn’t there another blue stone?”
“You’re checking out the jewelry?” He raised his eyebrows. “Socialites everywhere would be so proud.”
She rolled her eyes. “I’m not checking it out as in I want it. I’m amazed at how much there is.”
“An entire industry survives because we like pretty things. Wars have been fought over diamonds.”
“You’re making that up.”
“You ever hear of blood diamonds?”
“No, and I don’t want to talk about them now.” She touched her simple gold hoops. “Skye offered to lend me a couple of things along with the clothes. I should have said yes.”
Garth got the strangest look on his face.
“What?” she asked.
“You’re borrowing clothes from Skye?”
“Do I look like the type to have a wardrobe suitable for this kind of stuff? I bought the dress for the foundation party, but I’m not spending a bunch of money on clothes I’m never going to wear again.”
“Would you let me take you shopping?”
“No.”
“It’s my fault you’re here,” he said, sounding almost reasonable. “It could be fun.”
“No and no. Not every shopping experience is like what happened in Pretty Woman. I don’t like shopping. Skye’s closet is great. Lexi’s would be better but she’s so damn skinny. Well, not now, but I’m not ready to settle into the maternity look.”
He glanced at her neck. “Maybe some pearls.”
“Don’t make me shriek in public. No pearls. No anything. I took that stupid stock because I had to, but that’s it.”
“I’d like to buy you something.”
“I could use a new handgun.”
“I don’t want you armed.”
She smiled and sipped her wine. “Too late. I already am.”
He dropped his gaze to her small handbag. “Seriously?”
The man knew nothing about women’s accessories, which wasn’t a bad thing. The handbag was way too small to conceal a regular handgun, but there was no need to tell him.
“You’ll have to wait and find out.”
He looked like he wanted to say something more, but wisely didn’t. Dana returned her attention to the mammoth ring on a woman walking by and wondered if the money wouldn’t have been better spent on the national debt or saving a third world country.
Not that she objected to pretty things, as Garth had called them. She wouldn’t mind a few little pieces that sparkled…one day. But they would have to be subtle and something she bought for herself. No gifts of obligation, although she wasn’t sure if she meant the giver would feel obligated or she would.
Husbands bought their wives presents, so that would be okay. Or an engagement ring. If she were ever going to get married, which she couldn’t imagine. Marriage was another form of surrender. Although plenty of people seemed happy doing it. She would have to be sure—more sure than she’d ever been in her life.
“Senator Davis is here,” Garth said, pointing. “I want to say hello. Do you mind?”
She took a step forward, only to have one of the servers passing by her trip and bump her arm. White wine splashed down, sprinkling Skye’s black pants with tiny drops.
“I’m so sorry,” the waiter said quickly, looking terrified. He reached for the glass. “Are you all right?”
“Fine.” She shrugged. “It happens. Don’t worry.” When he’d left, she turned to Garth. “I want to go wipe off the pants so they don’t get stained.”
“Should I wait?” he asked.
“No. Go have your bondy moment with the senator. I’ll clean up, then join you in a few minutes.”
He leaned in and kissed her on her neck, just under her ear. “Don’t be long.”
The stupid shivers returned, but she ignored them. Maybe she could find some kind of Garth vaccine. Something that would keep her from reacting every time he was close by.
She made her way to the restroom. It was huge and contained everything from hairspray to spot-removing cloths. She wiped off the few drops of wine, decided nothing was ruined, then washed her hands and returned to the party.
It took her a few minutes to spot Garth, then wished she hadn’t. He was in the same crowd as the senator, but instead of talking to a portly older man, he seemed to be having an intense conversation with a petite, beautiful blonde.
The woman was maybe thirty, with features so perfect they didn’t look real. She was almost a doll come to life. A doll with large breasts that moved under the low-cut fitted top she wore over a slim, dark skirt.
It wasn’t so much the conversation that got her attention, or the woman’s exquisite features. It was the way she looked up at Garth, all wide-eyed and hopeful. As if he could make her world exactly right just by smiling at her.
Dana shook off the thoughts, reminding herself that unless she’d had a recent brain injury, being fanciful wasn’t her style, then walked up to join them. Just before she got there, the woman excused herself.
By the time Dana joined Garth, he was talking to the senator and there was no chance to ask about the blonde.
Garth introduced her to everyone in the group. She nodded and smiled and did her best to remember names, but couldn’t seem to keep her attention on the conversation. Instead she found herself watching the other woman, who circulated through the party. She seemed to know nearly everyone. When she stopped by an older woman, dripping in jewels, they embraced.
The blonde laughed, then put her hand on the older woman’s arm.
If Dana hadn’t been watching so intently, she wouldn’t have seen what happened next. There was a quick shift with the blonde’s hand, then the diamond bracelet that had been winking from the older woman’s wrist disappeared. Seconds later Dana watched the blonde slip it into her small handbag.
“Excuse me,” Dana said then walked toward the blonde. Even as she crossed the space between them, she argued with herself.
She had to be wrong, she thought. But she knew what she’d seen and every instinct, not to mention her police training, insisted she find out what had happened.
Dana walked up to the blonde, who had started to move on, and stepped in front of her. The other woman smiled up at her.
“Hi.”
“Hi,” Dana said, staring into eyes the color of the Caribbean. True aqua-blue fringed by long, dark lashes. “Tell me she’s your grandmother. A relative? Not that it would necessarily help your story.”
“What?”
“That woman you were just talking to. Grandma? An aunt?”
“No.”
“Then you probably want to give her back the bracelet.” Dana grabbed the blonde’s purse and opened it. The bracelet glittered against the black lining, as did a watch and a ring. “You’ve been busy.”
The other woman’s eyes widened. “Who are you?”
“Someone who is going to be calling the police.”
A large, masculine hand covered hers, closing the small handbag. Garth stepped between them and put his arms around their waists.
“We should take this somewhere else,” he said. “It’s a party.”
“Tell that to the jewel thief.”
“Fawn already knows.”
 
“FAWN?” DANA REPEATED as she paced the length of the meeting room on the same floor as the party. “Her name is Fawn? Who does that to a child?”
“It’s a family name.”
“Great. So her mother is Doe and her father is Buck?” Dana swung around to face Garth. “Wait a minute. How do you know her name?”
He didn’t even bother to look uncomfortable, she thought bitterly as he leaned against the wall and put his hands in his pants pockets. “I’ve known Fawn and her family for several years now. And no, her father isn’t named Buck.”
Dana wanted to spit. “Tell me we’re calling the police. If we’re not…” She didn’t know what she would do but it would be really, really painful. She wasn’t sure who she was going to hurt, but someone was going down tonight. There would be blood. Or at least serious bruising. “Where is Fawn, by the way?”
“Her name isn’t her fault.”
“How nice for her. And the stealing?”
Garth had led both women out of the ballroom, then a tall, older man had collected Fawn. While Dana seethed in frustration, Garth had whispered to him and then led Dana into this empty room.
“Don’t think you can distract me into forgetting,” she said. “I’m pissed.”
“I can tell.”
“She stole. Not just the bracelet, but a watch and a ring. I don’t know what they were worth, but there were a lot of diamonds. What is she? A professional jewel thief?”
“Not exactly.”
The door opened and to Dana’s amazement, Fawn rushed in. She ran directly to Garth. Worse, he didn’t back away or sidestep. Instead he let her wrap her arms around him and hold on as if she would never let go. Things went to hell very quickly as he returned her embrace.
Dana knew she was the wronged party in this trio, but righteous indignation didn’t make her feel any less awkward. Fawn was tiny and perfect. Next to her Dana felt half mutant. Fawn belonged—Dana never would.
Garth looked at her over Fawn’s head.
“It’s not what you think,” he said.
“You don’t know what I’m thinking.”
Fawn turned in his arms, but grabbed his hand. “I’m making a mess of everything, aren’t I?”
“Yes,” Dana snapped, not caring when the other woman winced.
The older man from before stood at the open door. “Fawn, we have to go.”
Fawn raised herself on tiptoes and pressed her mouth to Garth’s. “I’m sorry,” she said as she backed away. “You know that, don’t you?”
He nodded.
Then they were gone.
Dana folded her arms across her chest. “If she’d been the gardener instead of a pretty socialite, you would so be throwing her ass in jail,” she said bitterly. “It’s all about power and social position. And looking like an angel doesn’t hurt, either.” She turned to him. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
Garth hesitated.
“Figures,” she muttered and started past him.
He grabbed her arm. “Wait. Fawn has a problem. She takes things. She has plenty of money and could afford to buy anything she wants, but sometimes…”
“Ask me if I care,” Dana said, pulling free of his grasp.
“She’s trying.”
“Not very hard. Give me a break. Poor little rich girl has a problem. So what happens now? None of you will press charges, so it never happened. Let me guess, Daddy takes her home and we go on with our lives.”
“Everyone likes her,” he said.
“So that makes it okay.” But Fawn wasn’t the entire problem, she admitted to herself. There was a bigger one she couldn’t ignore anymore. “How do you know her?”
He hesitated.
She waited. The information was only a few computer clicks away. Skye would know her last name and then a quick Internet search would give her more than she wanted to know.
“It was a long time ago,” he began.
Dana felt beyond stupid. They’d gone out. Of course. Why hadn’t she figured that out the first second she’d seen them together?
But Fawn was the opposite of her. How could he have been interested in Fawn and then want to be with her? Which brought up a whole lot of other questions she didn’t want to answer.
“We were engaged.”
 
“YOU DON’T WANT TO do this,” Lexi said, standing beside Dana’s chair.
Dana ignored her and typed in Garth’s name along with the phrase “and women.” The Internet responded instantly, producing over ten thousand listings. She picked one at random.
There was a picture of Garth with a tall skinny woman who had to be a model of some kind. No one normal had such bony knees and elbows. She clicked on other articles and saw Garth with plenty of heiresses, successful businesswomen and even an actress. There was a theme to his women—they were all beautiful and accomplished. They had style, possibly grace and moved effortlessly in his social circle.
She was a small-town deputy who, until a few weeks ago, hadn’t worn a dress in nearly ten years.
“What was I thinking?” she whispered.
“I can’t answer that until you tell me what’s going on,” Lexi said, then pulled up another chair and sat heavily. “My back hurts.”
Dana turned to her, the search forgotten. “Are you all right? Do we need to go to the hospital?”
“No. My back hurts. I’m seven and a half months pregnant and getting bigger by the second. Of course my back hurts.”
Dana drew in a breath. “Don’t scare me like that. I have enough stress in my life.”
“If you tell me what happened, I can help.”
It was a reasonable statement, especially considering Dana had shown up that morning with a suitcase, asking if she could stay.
To her credit, Lexi hadn’t asked a lot of questions, but instead had shown her to a guest room. Dana had gotten out her laptop and gone online to find out the truth about Garth. Something she should have done weeks ago.
Everything was right there, in the pictures. Woman after woman, smiling at the camera. Leaning against him or holding hands or linking arms.
She’d been a fool. Worse, for him, she’d been convenient. He didn’t even have to make a booty call. The booty was right there in his condo.
“I don’t need help,” she said. “I’m fine.”
“You are so going to tell me what’s going on,” Lexi said. “Dana, I mean it. What happened?”
Dana turned to her friend. “I’m sorry. Everything is totally screwed up and it’s all my fault. Well, his, too. Mostly his.”
Lexi covered her face with her hands and shrieked. “What are we talking about?”
“Garth was engaged.”
Lexi dropped her hands to her lap. “I knew that. It was a few years ago. Three or four. Rich girl. Then she sort of disappeared. What does that have to do with…Oh. You met the ex.”
“I more than met her.”
Dana told her what had happened, ending with Fawn’s father taking her away.
“She was stealing?” Lexi asked, sounding outraged. “And nothing happened. Why am I even surprised?”
“That’s what I said.”
Dana thought about Fawn in Garth’s arms. Jed had been right. She would never fit in.
“I don’t belong with him,” she said.
Lexi frowned. “What does Fawn have to do with you and Garth?” She held up a hand. “I know finding out about someone’s past is never easy. But I’d like to point out all you have to deal with is an ex-fiancée. Cruz didn’t tell me he had a teenaged daughter. We all keep secrets, Dana.”
“I don’t.” There wasn’t anything secret-worthy in her past. She wasn’t excited to talk about how her father had treated her, but Garth already knew the basic story.
“He’s not with her now.”
Dana logged off the Internet. “Lord, I know. Garth didn’t know she was going to be there, blah, blah, blah. But when it came down to it, he protected her. She was stealing. And he let her get away with it.”
He’d chosen Fawn over her.
Dana would never say that. She wasn’t sure she would admit to even thinking it, but that was the bottom line.
“Fawn obviously needs help,” Lexi said. “She needs to learn to take responsibility.”
“That’s not going to happen while everyone steps in to protect her.”
“I agree.” Lexi frowned. “I’m surprised Garth did that.”
“Why?”
“He’s pragmatic,” Lexi said. “Why would he get involved with someone like that then or now?”
“He probably didn’t know when they started dating. Besides, you haven’t seen her. She’s so beautiful, she doesn’t look real. Talk about a trophy wife.”
“Garth doesn’t need a trophy. He’s young and successful. He can have anyone he wants.”
Dana sighed. “This would be you making me feel better?”
Lexi smiled. “Do you need me to? Is there something you want to tell me?”
“No.”
“Are you falling for him?”
“No one says ‘falling for him’ anymore.”
“I do, and stop avoiding the question.”
Dana leaned back in her chair. Falling for Garth? Not possible. They weren’t anything alike. He was from another planet, while she lived on this one. He was…
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “I want to tell you no. I want to tell you he’s just someone I know, but I can’t. It’s too confusing. We aren’t following any rules I know.”
“Then maybe it’s time to start breaking the rules.”
“Have you met me? I don’t break the rules, I enforce them.”
“How’s that working for you?”
Dana shrugged. “Good point. I just wish she hadn’t been there.” Or that she could forget seeing Fawn melt into Garth’s arms.
“You can stay here as long as you’d like,” Lexi said.
“Thanks.”
“Are you sure you don’t want to talk to Garth about this?”
“And be rational? No, thanks. I like wallowing in uncertainty. It’s a new experience for me.”
“Welcome to the real world.”
“When do I get to go back to the old one?”
Lexi smiled. “I have no idea.”
Later, Lexi went to her office, while Dana wandered through Cruz’s large house, feeling more uncomfortable than she did at Garth’s place. The only bright spot in her otherwise boring afternoon was a wild game of chase the string with C.C. the cat.
At three-fifteen, the doorbell rang. Dana opened it to find Garth standing there.
As always, the sight of him made her whole body go on alert. If only she could look into his dark eyes without imagining them bright with passion. She wanted to be able to look at his arms without seeing them around Fawn.
“You left me,” he said.
Why did he have to say it like that? “I needed to think. Wait a minute. It was just this morning, after you’d gone to work. How did you know?”
He shrugged. “I had a feeling. I went home and you weren’t there.”
“So you called Lexi?”
“No. I knew you’d be here.”
How? When she’d left his condo, she hadn’t known where she would go. She’d driven here without thinking.
She waited for him to ask her why. Or to get angry with her for walking out. Or to blame her for everything that had happened. Instead he stared into her eyes and said, “I’m sorry. Please come home.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

DANA WANTED TO TELL HIM it wasn’t home, that she had a home. A lovely little apartment where she was never confused. But she knew what he meant and what he was asking. As she had no answer, she held the door open a little wider, to let him in, then closed it behind him.
Emotion complicated everything, she thought grimly as she followed him into the large living room. If she wasn’t confused about her feelings, she could make a decision easily. Stay with Garth because right now it wasn’t safe to be on her own. Or move in with Lexi. Or hire a bodyguard and stay at her place. There were multiple solutions…until she started thinking with something other than her brain.
Garth stood in the center of the room, watching her.
She motioned to the sofa, but he shook his head. She shrugged. “This is your party. You should do the talking.”
“Fair enough.” He cleared his throat. “I met Fawn about five years ago. She was dating some European duke or prince or something back then. I can’t remember.”
“I have that problem all the time,” Dana murmured.
He ignored the comment. “I didn’t think that much about her until she called me the next day and invited me to lunch.”
Dana found it difficult to believe any man could be in the same room as Fawn and think about anything else, but stranger things had happened.
“We went out a few times,” he continued. “I liked her well enough. She was a fun date. A violinist, so we went to the symphony a lot. I wasn’t thinking about anything serious until her father came to see me.” He looked at her. “You met him last night.”
The tall, older man who had collected Fawn? Guessing was enough—she didn’t need Garth to confirm the information. “Go on.”
“He wanted Fawn married and I seemed like a good choice. He let me know there would be many advantages to being his son-in-law.”
“Did he mention her problem with other people’s possessions?”
Garth’s expression didn’t change. “No. He didn’t say anything. I thought about what he’d said, then I talked to Fawn about it.”
“How did she feel about Daddy trying to sell her off?”
“She wasn’t surprised. I sensed there was a catch, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. We went away together for a couple of weeks to see if we could consider marriage. When things went well, I proposed.”
“So it was a business arrangement,” she said, wishing she could believe him. It was all just a little too convenient.
“At first,” he said cautiously. “The more I was around Fawn, the more I liked her.”
Why didn’t he just say he was in love with her? That was the significant information. She didn’t want to hear the words, but once she did maybe the ache in her chest would go away.
“A few months later, I found out about her problem. She liked to take things.”
“You mean steal jewelry that didn’t belong to her.”
“Yes.”
“Does it help to make the words pretty?”
His gaze narrowed. “Does it make you feel better to make them ugly?”
She stiffened. “I’m not the one who did anything wrong here. I’m not the one who protected a potential felon.”
“You’re being dramatic,” he said.
“Do you really think the world is a better place because Fawn is free to steal at will?”
“Would it be better with her in jail?”
“Maybe it wouldn’t but it would be really nice if every now and then people were reminded there are consequences for their actions. Maybe the world can’t be improved, but maybe Fawn would take her problem a lot more seriously if she suffered a little instead of heading off to another five-star luxury rehab facility.”
He flushed slightly.
“So that’s it,” she said, telling herself not to be surprised. “Fawn will be readmitted to whatever program has already failed to help her.”
He nodded.
“Is that why you ended the engagement?” she asked.
“What makes you think I ended it?”
Because Fawn had walked into his arms with the certainty of a woman who knows she was going to be welcomed. And if she’d dumped him, she wouldn’t have been sure. Garth wasn’t the type to forgive and forget.
“Am I wrong?” she asked.
“No,” he said, looking away. “I found out about her stealing and I finally knew why her father was so anxious to marry her off. While I believe Fawn cared about me, I think she cared a lot more about finding someone to take care of her. She wasn’t big on taking responsibility.”
Dana wanted to say that she still wasn’t but that seemed like a cheap shot.
“I broke the engagement and she went away. I haven’t seen her since.”
Dana had so many other questions. Like did he still love Fawn? If she’d been cured would he want to be with her now? Did he have any regrets? Did he want another chance with her?
“So she’s the one who got away,” she said, hoping her voice sounded light and casual.
“That’s making it more than it was.”
“You weren’t sorry to see her.”
“No, but I wasn’t happy, either. I’m sorry she’s still having problems. She probably will all her life. It’s why she had to give up playing professionally. She couldn’t go on tour and not steal. Apparently the compulsion hasn’t gone away.” He stared at her. “If I’d known we would run into her, I would have said something. Warned you.”
“Why? Don’t you have ex-girlfriends at most of the parties you go to? There are dozens and dozens of them out there.”
He frowned. “What are you talking about?”
She tried to smile and wasn’t sure she succeeded. “Come on, Garth. I looked you up on the Internet. You’ve done more than your share of dating in the past dozen or so years. Models, actresses, women who come from money. I will say you don’t have a physical type. I guess that keeps things interesting.”
He looked more wary than annoyed. “I’m a single guy. Dating is allowed.”
“You’re right.” She moved around so the sofa was between them. “I really appreciate you coming here and explaining all this. Now I know who Fawn is and what she means to you—”
“She doesn’t mean anything.”
“Whatever.”
“You’re pissed.”
Actually, she wasn’t, which was too bad. Pissed would feel really good right about now. Pissed would give her energy and maybe stop the ache she felt inside. The pain was general, rather than specific, and as she didn’t know what had caused it, she didn’t know how to make it stop. She just knew the longer she talked to Garth, the worse she felt. It was as if…As if…
As if she was devastated that he’d wanted to marry Fawn because she was so different from her. A man who had been in love with Fawn could never love Dana. Never marry her.
The thought slammed into her. If she hadn’t already been leaning against the back of the sofa, she might have fallen over in shock. What a ridiculous idea. She didn’t want to marry Garth and she certainly didn’t care what he thought about her. She was with him because of her personal safety and maybe because the sex was good. But she wasn’t interested in him as anything other than a guy in her bed. He didn’t matter to her. He wasn’t…
“Dana? Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Just fine. What were we talking about?”
“You being pissed.”
“I’m not. Everything is great. Thanks for telling me about Fawn. I appreciate knowing the story. She’s, um, very pretty. Don’t you think she’s pretty?”
He stared at her as if she’d grown another head. “Do you feel okay?”
“Uh-huh.” She bobbed her head as she spoke. “Anything else or do you have to go?”
Please let him have to leave, she thought. The faster he was out of here, the quicker she could bang her head against a wall and knock some sense into herself. There was no way on this planet or any other that she was so damn stupid that she had fallen for a man like Garth Duncan. Not like him, she reminded herself. Him exactly.
“You haven’t said if you’re coming back with me.”
His place. That’s what this was all about. Keeping her safe from Jed because he felt responsible for what was happening. She’d agreed because it made sense and she didn’t want her friends to worry. And maybe because she’d wanted to.
So now what? Go back and stay with him, knowing that she could never be…never be Fawn. That she was trapped being herself and even if she could change that, she probably wouldn’t.
“If you’d rather stay with Lexi and Cruz, I’ll understand,” he said quietly.
But his dark eyes said he wouldn’t understand at all. Or maybe that was just wishful thinking on her part.
It would be safer for her emotional self to put distance between herself and Garth. But there was more at stake here. Did she really want to impose on her friend and Cruz? Getting a bodyguard was also an option, but how would she pay for that? Garth would insist on covering the expense and that would freak her out.
Or she could go back with him.
It was what she wanted. She was self-aware enough to know that. She wanted to be with him because…well, better not to go there. But to risk everything she had on a man who would never be interested in her for more than something temporary?
“I’ll come back,” she said slowly. “To the condo. Not to your bed.”
Nothing about his expression changed. She had no idea what he was thinking, nor did she ask.
“When?”
She drew in a breath. “It will only take me a minute to pack.”
 
JED READ THE SINGLE-PAGE report a second time, then looked over the sheet at his chief financial officer.
“You’re sure about this?” he asked.
“They’ve already filed with the SEC,” Brock told him, looking worried. “They’re following the law to the letter and they’re not being quiet about their intentions. They’re buying up shares with the idea of forcing you out. I’m getting calls from some of the institutional stockholders. Jed, this isn’t good.”
Not something he wanted to hear, Jed thought furiously. His own daughters turning against him. How could they, after all he’d done for them? He was their father, for God’s sake. What happened to family loyalty?
“Do you know why the girls are doing this?” Brock asked tentatively.
Jed thought about the explosion that had injured Izzy. “Women,” he muttered. “Who knows why they do anything?”
“A couple of financial reporters have been trying to get me to comment,” Brock admitted. “They’re wondering if the federal charges are the reasons. If your daughters think you’re going to jail and you aren’t willing to hand the reins over to them directly. So they’re being forced to take control on their own.” He shifted uncomfortably. “The problem is they’re family, Jed. This doesn’t look good.”
“I know they’re family,” Jed roared. “Goddamn insufferable bitches, all of them. They’re making everything worse.” He glared at his friend. “Can we stop them?”
“They’re allowed to buy anything they want.”
“But how are they getting the money? They don’t have enough. Skye’s put all her inheritance into that asinine foundation of hers. Izzy’s money is tied up in trust and Lexi never had much of her own. Cruz could be funding this, I suppose.”
But a future husband giving his fiancée money to buy family stock was hardly illegal.
He didn’t like this—any of it. He hated the questions, the looks he was getting. How people were starting to whisper. The federal investigation continued as the probe went deeper. He wanted to tell them they weren’t going to find anything, but he wasn’t sure. Had he buried the trail deep enough or was he in danger of being caught?
“They should be after Garth,” he snapped. Enough clues had been planted. “He’s the problem in all this. Bastard.”
The irony of the word didn’t escape him but he was too furious to see the humor.
“We’ll have to start buying up stock ourselves,” he told Brock. “Beat ’em at their own game.”
“An excellent plan, but the company doesn’t have the money. If we take out a loan now, while this is going on, everyone’s going to know we’re nervous.”
“Not through the company,” Jed said. “I’ll do it personally. That will give us a little time before we have to report the transaction.”
Brock shook his head. “You don’t have the money, either, Jed,” he said quietly. “You’re cash poor.”
Jed didn’t want to hear that, even though it was true. His legal expenses had been chewing up money for months now. He was hemorrhaging cash. Selling his horses had raised millions, but they weren’t enough to buy back the number of shares he needed.
“Land rich and cash poor,” he said with a heavy sigh. “A rancher’s lot for generations. What about borrowing on Glory’s Gate?”
“Don’t do it,” Brock told him. “I’ve been your friend for over forty years, Jed, and I’m telling you not to do it.”
“You saying I couldn’t raise the cash?”
“You could get plenty, but it would be too risky. You really want to put the last of the Titan land on the block?”
“It’s a loan, Brock. I’m not selling.”
“And if you have to default?”
“I’m winning this fight.” He always won. This time was taking a little longer than he was used to, but the outcome would be the same. “Find me some fool with money.”
Something flashed across Brock’s face.
Jed raised his eyebrows. “You have someone already?”
His friend hesitated. “I’ve been approached. There’s an offer on the table.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because it’s a bad deal. The interest rate is reasonable, as is the price, but the note…it’s callable.”
Jed nearly laughed. “It’s Garth,” he said gleefully. “He thinks he can trap me the way he nearly trapped Lexi. A callable note. What are the terms? No, wait. Let me guess. Minimal payments for as long as I want, but the note is callable with sixty days’ notice.”
Brock swallowed. “Seventy-two hours.”
Jed’s humor faded. “Sonofabitch. That’s armed robbery.”
“That’s the offer. And there aren’t any payments. He’s just giving you the money. But when he calls it, the principle and interest are due at the same time.”
It was like a giant game of poker, Jed thought, hating Garth Duncan with every fiber of his being. If it were up to him, he’d take the man out back and horsewhip him to death.
“He said you’d never do it,” Brock said. “He’s challenging you. It’s a taunt.”
A damn good one. But if he could take the money and trick Garth into thinking he was more desperate than he was…Yes, Jed thought slowly. Turn the game around.
“Do it,” he growled.
Brock stared at him. “No, Jed.”
“Do it,” he repeated. “Take the offer. Let him think he’s got me where he wants me. Let him get cocky. We’ll only buy what we need to push up the stock. Let word leak out there’s in-fighting in the family for control. That will get people thinking there’s a reason we all want control. The price will go up, we’ll sell and I’ll pay him back.”
Brock looked unhappy. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”
“There isn’t another choice. Don’t worry, I have a good idea of what to do next. I plan to win it all back in one big hand of poker. Then I’ll crush Garth and my daughters along with him. I’ll teach them all not to screw with Jed Titan.”
 
DANA HAD THOUGHT shopping hell would be defined as the fancy boutique Lexi had taken her to a few weeks before. She’d been wrong. True pain and suffering came in the form of a well-lit, beautifully furnished wedding salon. Not even a store or a boutique…no, this was definitely a salon.
Here, tasteful music played quietly in the background. The carpet was plush, the mirrors carefully polished, the chairs well-padded and covered in some kind of tapestry. Those buying were clients, not customers, and gowns had names instead of inventory numbers. First names. You didn’t ask for Vera Wang. Just Vera was enough.
“It helps if you keep breathing,” Izzy whispered, grinning over her fancy teacup. “And remind yourself to bring a flask next time.”
“I would have brought a flask this time if I’d been thinking,” Dana muttered, shifting on her too-soft chair and wishing she could fast-forward through the next hour.
She loved Skye. She would even take a bullet for her, but sitting quietly while her friend tried on wedding dresses was a new and uncomfortable form of torture. Still, when Skye had asked, she’d been unable to say no.
Until Skye had e-mailed her the address, she hadn’t known this place existed and she could have died happy without the knowledge. She didn’t know what dresses here cost and she wasn’t going to ask. Still, the sisters seemed happy. Lexi had been ushered to a plush chaise where she half reclined, sipping herbal tea and having her feet massaged by the in-house masseuse. At least she was having a good time if the groans were anything to go by.
Skye walked out of one of the big dressing rooms and stepped onto the round platform in front of the half circle of mirrors. She smoothed the narrow cream-colored skirt.
“What do you think?” she asked, looking hopeful, but not sure.
Dana studied the tasteful, tailored suit. It was silk, a fact she knew only because she’d overheard the saleswoman describing the fabric as she’d picked it out. There was lace on the lapels and a pretty scalloped hem, if one was into that sort of thing.
“You look great,” Lexi said, through half-closed eyes. “It fits you great.”
“One of the advantages of being a size ten,” Skye said with a sigh. “Getting married in a month means buying a sample. So at least they fit. It’s pretty.” She sounded more doubtful than sure.
“Very elegant,” Izzy said. “It’s great.”
Dana studied the suit. It was beautifully made and probably cost a whole lot of money. It even suited Skye’s curves and coloring, but it wasn’t the dress of her friend’s dreams.
“You hate it,” Dana said. “Why are you trying on suits? You wear suits to the office, not to a wedding.”
Skye bit her lower lip. “It’s a second wedding,” she said. “At home. The dress shouldn’t be anything, you know, too much.”
“Why not?” Dana asked. “It’s your wedding. Wear what you want. Who’s going to complain? Plus, what is Mitch going to think when he sees you in a suit? Skye, you’re into princess dresses. Not this.”
“But I shouldn’t…”
“Yes, you should,” Lexi said. “Dana’s right. This is your wedding to Mitch. Go try on something that will make you happy.”
Skye’s mouth turned up at the corners. “Really?”
“Don’t make us have Dana get violent,” Izzy said. “As long as we’re not bridesmaids, I totally support you covering yourself in tulle and fluff. Go for it.”
Skye grinned, then hurried back to the dressing room. Seconds later two salespeople went scurrying into the back, no doubt to drag out a dozen or so dresses for her to try on.
Dana set down her herbal tea and stood. While she wanted her friend to be happy, the afternoon already seemed endless. She wasn’t sure she could sit through more of the fashion show.
She headed outside, then stood on the sidewalk, under the awning, as a light misting rain chilled her. Izzy came out after her.
“You all right?” she asked.
“Yeah. I just needed some air.”
Izzy’s eyes darkened with concern. “Want to talk about it?”
The fact that it had been a week since Dana had gone back with Garth? A week of sleeping in a separate room, which he apparently didn’t notice because he hadn’t said a word. Hadn’t tried to change her mind. Not that he was ever home, she thought grimly. She’d barely seen him. She knew he was avoiding her, what she didn’t know was why.
Was he missing Fawn? Did he regret breaking up with her? Was he angry with himself? With Dana? Or was he just busy at the office? She couldn’t bring herself to ask him. Mostly because she was afraid of the answer.
“Dana?”
She looked at her friend. “Sorry. I’m not feeling well.”
“Flu sick or man sick?”
Dana shook her head. “Tell me the difference.”
“That bad?”
“It’s not bad, it’s just…confusing.”
Izzy touched her arm. “Lexi told me about what happened at that party. With Fawn and all.”
Dana wasn’t surprised. Lexi had been worried about her. She didn’t mind Izzy knowing, even if she disliked being the object of concern. Or worse, pity.
“He has a past,” she said firmly. “We all have pasts, right? His happens to be a little more complicated than most. It happens to have a problem with stealing, but what does that matter?”
“Are you afraid he’s still in love with her?”
Trust Izzy to cut to the heart of the matter, Dana thought. “Maybe,” she admitted.
“Because he’s important to you.”
“I don’t want him to be. I tell myself he’s just a guy. No better or worse than the others.”
“Garth is many things, but he’s not just a guy.”
That’s what terrified Dana the most. That he was different. So different that she couldn’t protect herself from him. What if he hurt her and she couldn’t ever recover?
Dana drew in a breath. “She was so beautiful. Seriously, alien beautiful. As if she wasn’t completely human. I’ll never be that. I’ll never be anything like her.”
“Do you want to be?” Izzy asked.
“No. But then I think I should wear makeup or dress better or cook. It’s horrible. I’m turning into someone weak.”
“Wanting to please someone isn’t a sign of weakness—it’s a sign of caring.”
“I’m not changing my life for a man,” Dana snapped.
“No one’s asking you to.”
“I know.” She sighed. “It’s me. The voices in my head saying I should nest and bond. What if I want to buy an apron? It’ll be the death of hope.”
Izzy grinned. “You’ll never want to buy an apron.”
“I want to buy eye shadow.”
“You want to be pretty. You want Garth to think you’re pretty.”
All true, but still hard for her to hear. “I can’t be who I am with him.”
“Sure you can. Maybe you’ll even figure out who you were supposed to be, if you hadn’t spent so much time trying to make sure no one hurts you.”
“Ouch.”
Izzy’s humor faded. “You know I love you.”
“So that’s your excuse for playing hardball?”
“It’s okay to care about Garth.”
“No, it’s not. Caring means being vulnerable.” It meant opening herself up and risking everything. She glanced back at the etched glass door. “Tell Skye I had to go, okay?”
She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead she stepped into the rain and hurried toward her truck.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN

DANA RODE THE ELEVATOR UP to the penthouse, then unlocked the door. Before she’d put her purse on the table in the entryway, she knew she wasn’t alone. Someone else was in the condo.
Silently, she pulled out her handgun, then eased the door closed behind her. She moved toward the hall, using the wall as cover. Deep breaths kept any apprehension at bay, while adrenaline sharpened her senses. Was it Jed? Or had he sent someone else?
“Dana?”
Garth’s voice surprised her. She frowned at her watch. It was barely two in the afternoon. She shoved her gun into her purse and walked toward the living room. He stood by the window, facing the room.
“You’re home early,” she said. “Is everything all right?”
“No.”
With the light behind him, it was difficult to see his face or read his expression. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Not that she usually could.
“What happened?” she asked. “Is it Jed?”
“It’s not Jed.”
There was something strange about his voice. The tone was off, or maybe it was more the clipped way he formed the words. Uneasiness swept through her, making her stomach hurt.
She took a step toward him, then stopped. If she’d been someone else, she would have admitted he was scaring her. Not in a dangerous way but in an “I don’t want to hear this” way.
“How long are you going to be mad at me?” he asked. “It’s been a week and you’re still pissed. Tell me how to fix that.”
She blinked at him. He thought she was pissed? “You’ve been going to work early and staying late. You’re barely talking to me.”
“I was giving you space.”
“For what?”
“To work out your feelings. You were mad.”
She’d never been mad—not in the way he meant. She’d been hurt. Not that she would tell him that.
“I was upset,” she admitted. A nice, neutral word. Not much risk there. “You asked me to come back, then you disappeared. I didn’t know what to think.”
He swore and moved toward her. When he stepped away from the window, she saw the concern in his eyes and maybe a little worry.
“I know this is complicated,” he growled as he approached. “We’re dealing with Jed and all he’s doing. You’re here against your will. There are—”
She put her hand on his arm. “I’m not here against my will.”
“You didn’t like the idea of moving in.”
“Maybe, but that’s very different than saying it’s against my will.”
His dark gaze locked with hers. “So you want to be here?”
Oh, God. Why did he have to ask that?
“I don’t not want to be here.”
“What the hell does that mean?” he demanded. “Dammit, Dana, do you think this is easy for me? I started this. If someone gets hurt, it’s my fault. I didn’t care before. It was easy. Bring down the Titans. But now it’s different. Complicated. I have to worry about my sisters and you. Jed’s come after you. What if he hurts you? What if something happens?”
He sounded almost panicked, which was oddly comforting.
“We’ll deal,” she told him.
“That’s not good enough. And you’ve been mad.”
“I’m not mad. I was giving you space.” She sucked in a breath and risked a piece of the truth. “I thought you were upset about seeing Fawn again. That you had regrets about letting her go.”
He grabbed both her arms and stared into her eyes. “I was never in love with Fawn.”
“But she’s so beautiful.”
“Sure. If you don’t mind waiting a couple of hours for her to get ready, it’s a great show. But she also has a lot of problems and while I feel sorry for her, I’m not interested in spending the rest of my life worrying with her. I’m not that sensitive a guy. I’d screw it up. I need someone tough and strong and smart and determined. I need someone who can take me on and give as good as she gets.”
Hope filled Dana. Dangerous, growing hope that made her want to believe he was talking about her.
“Good luck with that,” she whispered.
“I don’t need luck. I have you.”
Maybe it was real or maybe it was just a line. She couldn’t be sure, but for now, hearing was enough. She reached up to hug him. He wrapped his arms around her, pulling her hard against him.
They’d made love before, had kissed and touched and played in bed, but nothing they’d done had ever been this intimate. They hung on to each other for a very long time, as if neither wanted to be the first to let go. Finally she shifted back enough to be able to look into his eyes.
“I missed you,” she whispered, exposing her heart one word at a time.
“I missed you more,” he murmured, and then he kissed her.
 
“MAYBE NEXT TIME YOU could surprise me with something good,” Dana muttered as she followed Lexi back into the bridal boutique.
“Like an afternoon on the shooting range?” Lexi asked.
“That would work.”
Izzy was waiting for them inside, already sipping tea and looking both happy and beautiful. “Maybe I should have a big wedding,” she said. “Get all fancy. Invite people I barely know, get presents.”
Lexi patted her shoulder. “You’re not really a wedding kind of person.”
“I know, but every now and then I like to talk about a big ceremony. Just to watch Nick sweat.”
“You have a mean streak,” Dana murmured. “That makes me like you more.”
“Then you shouldn’t mind being here,” Izzy said. “Because you like Skye, too.”
“The things I do for my friends,” Dana grumbled.
The manager of the salon rushed over and greeted them. She smiled vaguely at Dana before fawning over Lexi and Izzy. Lexi was immediately shown to a plush chaise and urged to relax.
“Does she get another foot massage?” Izzy asked. “I’d love a foot massage.”
“You’re not pregnant,” Lexi said, relaxing into the soft cushions and sighing. “This is how I want to live my life.”
“It is how you are living your life,” Dana said.
“Lucky me.” Lexi turned to Izzy. “Why don’t you show her what we picked out? Then she can choose the least offensive one.”
“Don’t you want a say?” Dana asked, almost meaning it. She would actually prefer getting the final choice, but it seemed polite to offer the choice to Lexi.
Lexi put her hand on her belly. “All the ones she picked will do a great job covering this, so I’m good.” She smiled at the petite dark-haired woman who approached. “Eva, I’ve missed you. And my swollen ankles have missed you more.”
Izzy grabbed Dana’s arm. “Come look. You should be happy. I went with black rather than red or green. I know it’s a Christmas Eve wedding, but seriously, that color of green doesn’t flatter anyone over the age of eight.”
Although Skye had said no one had to dress up as her bridesmaid for her second wedding, all of them knew that she would love to have her sisters and Dana as part of the ceremony. Izzy had come up with the idea of surprising her at the wedding in matching dresses. Dana thought that idea was right up there with a root canal, but they were talking about Skye, whom she loved very much. Sacrifices would have to be made.
“Erin’s dress is adorable,” Izzy continued, leading Dana into a large dressing room and pointing at the dresses hanging along the wall. “I saw it earlier and chose elements for our dresses that would complement the style. I also picked what would look good with Skye’s gown.”
Dana pushed down a flash of guilt. The gown she hadn’t stayed to see. So she wasn’t really in a position to know which dress worked best.
Fortunately all the dresses Izzy had chosen looked pretty nice, considering they were bridesmaid dresses. They were long and simple. One had more ruffles than the other, one had lace, but none of them would make Dana gag.
Izzy pointed to the one on the left. “That one has the best shot at a second life,” she said. “Chop it off at the knees, shorten the sleeves and you have a fancy cocktail dress.”
Dana studied the dress in question. The black lace sleeves looked three-quarter. The top was beaded, but there wasn’t any lace and the skirt hung fairly straight. No ruffles, no flounces.
“Can Lexi get into that one? Where would her stomach go?”
Izzy crossed to the dress and held out the sides. “There’s a lot of material here and the empire waist means it’s more flattering than most.”
Dana would have agreed, had she known what an empire waist was. “Let’s try it on,” she said.
Five minutes later she stood in front of the big mirror in the main room. Lexi raised her herbal tea in salute. Eva had apparently worked her magic and left.
“You look nice. I like it. Can they get them here in time?”
Izzy nodded. “They’re not custom. It’s just a matter of calling other stores and getting them here. So what do you think?”
Dana stared at her reflection. Apparently an empire waist was one that sat up higher, just below her breasts. The dress was pretty and not so girly that it made her want to run screaming from the room.
“I like it. Are you sure Skye won’t mind us wearing black?”
“She’ll love it. Then we’re agreed?” Izzy asked. “We’ll get this and surprise Skye right before the wedding.”
“Uh-huh.” Lexi sipped her tea, her gaze intent. “Dana, are you all right?”
“Fine.”
“You don’t look fine. You look…tired. But not in a happy, I’ve-been-having-sex kind of way.”
“Maybe I need a new moisturizer,” Dana said. “Or highlights.”
Lexi wrinkled her nose. “Don’t toy with me. You’d never get highlights. But I think they’d look nice. Is something wrong?”
Dana glanced at Izzy, who shrugged. Dana didn’t know if that meant Izzy hadn’t told Lexi about their conversation the last time they’d been in the salon or if Izzy didn’t know how to distract Lexi.
“Not wrong, exactly,” Dana mumbled. “Just…confusing.”
“How?” Lexi asked, lowering her voice. “This is about Garth, right?”
Dana shrugged. “Mostly.”
“Because you’re not running this time?” Lexi asked.
“I don’t run.”
“You don’t stay,” Izzy said. “It’s practically the same thing. You pick guys who aren’t interesting to you, then leave when you get bored. You go safe. Garth is anything but safe. Of course it’s uncomfortable. You’re stepping into the unknown.”
“This is a good thing,” Izzy said, coming up next to her. “The other guys were never what you wanted.”
Dana really didn’t like being the center of attention. “How do I know Garth is?”
“He’s a step closer,” Lexi said.
“And you know that how?”
Lexi smiled. “Because your eyes light up when you talk about him. Because he makes you crazy and you can’t wait until you see him again. Because when the phone rings, there’s only one person you want it to be.”
Dana swallowed. She would never have thought to explain her relationship that way, but when Lexi said it, everything made perfect sense.
She leaned against the gilded chair by the chaise. “I’m confused,” she admitted. “Some things are clear. I know he’ll do whatever it takes to get the revenge he wants. But at the same time, I don’t think he’d hurt any of you, anymore. So that’s good, right? But it means he changed and I don’t believe people change.”
“Maybe you’ve been wrong,” Izzy told her. “Stranger things have happened.”
Dana nodded. “Maybe. I just…” She cleared her throat. “How much of what’s going on is about me and him and how much of it is just about keeping me safe? Are we together or is it convenient?”
“Have you tried talking about this?”
Dana stared at her.
“Right,” Lexi said. “Why would you do the rational thing?”
“Oh, please.” Izzy rolled her eyes. “Because you discussed everything with Cruz while you were pretending to be engaged. There were no surprises, no misunderstandings.”
Lexi sniffed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about and that isn’t the point. Dana, you should talk to Garth. Ask some of these questions.”
“What if I don’t like the answers?”
“What if you do?”
That almost scared her more, she thought, not wanting to admit it even to herself. “I’ll wait until this is over,” she said. “Right now he’s too distracted. I wouldn’t want to get in the way.”
Izzy made a clucking sound.
Dana turned and glared at her. “You so want to take that back.”
“Why?” Izzy put her hands on her hips. “I call ’em like I see ’em. You’re scared. Taking down Jed could take weeks or months. Are you really going to wait that long to figure out what’s going on?”
The only problem Dana had with that plan was admitting it to her friends. “There are other considerations.”
Izzy rolled her eyes. “Name one.”
“Izzy, stop,” Lexi said.
They both looked at her.
Lexi smiled at Dana. “The problem isn’t Garth’s busy, the problem is you don’t want to know the answer to the question. If he’s interested, you have to deal with an adult relationship with a man you can’t control. You have to risk your heart and that’s terrifying. If he’s not interested, you’re in trouble because you’ve passed the point where you can protect yourself. You’re emotionally engaged and there’s no win in that. At least from your perspective.”
Dana stared at her friend. She heard a faint buzzing in her ears. She had a feeling that it was her protective wall crashing around her, leaving her fully exposed.
Izzy moved close and wrapped her arms around her. “Wow,” she whispered. “Don’t you hate it when Lexi gets it right?”
“More than you know.” Dana hugged Izzy back. Lexi grabbed her hand.
Izzy drew back first. “Don’t get mad, but are you in love with him?”
“I don’t know.”
“That’s honest,” Lexi said. “Could you be?”
“Maybe. I want to be sure.”
“That doesn’t happen,” Izzy said. “I wish it did, but love requires a step of faith. Make that a leap.”
“It’s worth the risk,” Lexi told her.
“It was for you.” Dana squeezed her hand, then released it. “You don’t know that it will be for me.” Put it all out there for a man who may or may not be interested in her. “I want to believe,” she said slowly. “But his world is too different. I don’t know if I belong there.”
Izzy shook her head. “Sorry, but it’s not that complicated. You can belong if you want to. If he’s worth it.”
Is that what it came down to? Was Garth worth it? Or was she really afraid that the question on the table was more along the lines of her being worth it to him?
 
GARTH KNEW THAT DANA would get home after him. Something about Skye’s wedding or dresses. He wasn’t sure exactly, but he knew it wasn’t a subject he wanted to talk about. Girl stuff.
He’d decided to surprise her with dinner from their favorite Italian restaurant. Mario, the head waiter, had given him easy instructions for heating the entrées. The salads would stay in the refrigerator until they were ready for them. He’d chosen a great bottle of wine and there was tiramisu for dessert.
She was back. Physically she’d been back for a while, but she wasn’t…distant anymore, and he wanted to celebrate that.
There was something about her, he admitted to himself. Something challenging. She was unique. Not just because she never met a hair product she didn’t hate, but also because she was stubborn and determined. She expected more of people and didn’t mind letting them know. She was loyal and honest. He could trust her. There weren’t a lot of people he trusted.
The phone rang. He reached for it, checking caller ID as he picked up the receiver. It was the front desk downstairs.
“You have a visitor, Mr. Duncan,” George said. There was a pause, then when his voice came again, it was slightly muffled. As if he’d turned away. “It’s Miss Applegate. Shall I send her up?”
Fawn? He glanced at his watch and calculated how much time he would reasonably have before Dana came back. “She can come up, George. Thank you.”
He hung up the phone.
His first feeling was guilt—as if by inviting Fawn into his condo, he was doing something wrong. He reminded himself that Fawn was an ex-fiancée, that before the party he hadn’t seen her in years and talking to her now meant nothing. Which was all true, but truth wasn’t always a defense where women were concerned.
Fawn knocked on his door. He crossed to it and let her in.
She smiled as she entered, all big blue eyes and a slightly lost expression. “I wasn’t sure you’d see me,” she admitted as she set her designer bag on the table by the door.
“There’s no reason not to,” he told her. “Come on in.”
She followed him into the living room, then crossed to the window before turning to face the room. “I like what you’ve done to the place.”
He looked around. “Is it different?”
“Very. When you and I were together, you’d just bought it. Remember? It was all cold grays and blacks. That guy who’d owned it before, he was a lawyer. He sure thought he had something to prove. Like everything had to be modern for anyone to think he was sophisticated.”
Garth shrugged. “Maybe he had a point.”
“This is better,” she said. “Warmer. It has a homey feel.”
“Thanks.”
“You’re welcome.” She smiled. “You look good.”
Not words he wanted to hear. “Fawn,” he began.
She shook her head. “I know, I know. You don’t have to freak out or anything.”
“I don’t make a habit of freaking out.”
“So that hasn’t changed, either?”
She stared at him with an intensity that could have left him shaken, if he hadn’t known that lost-waif look was her trademark. That, her beauty, and a pedigree for the taking. There weren’t any problems, unless you minded the stealing.
Looking at her, Garth wondered if they could have ever made each other happy. The marriage would have been more business deal than relationship, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t have worked. He’d never expected anything beyond what she’d offered. Had never thought about falling in love. His mother had, and look what had happened to her.
“You want to know why I’m here,” she said into the silence.
“That would be nice.”
“I wanted to say I’m sorry about what happened the other night. I came to apologize.”
“You didn’t do anything to me.”
“Then to thank you. That woman who was with you—”
“Dana.”
She nodded. “Dana. She was…intimidating.”
“She has a way about her.”
“Is she a cop?”
“Deputy.”
She tilted her head. “And you’re together?”
“Yes.”
“I wouldn’t have thought she was your type.”
He thought about how Dana made him laugh and frequently threatened him. How she thought she was so damn tough, but she had a heart easily bruised. He thought about all she’d been through as a kid and how it had made her who and what she was today.
“My type has changed,” he said.
“Oh. So there’s no chance you’d want to go out to dinner, for old time’s sake?”
An unexpected question. “I thought you were going back into treatment.”
“I suppose. I’d rather not. I’d rather be with you.” Fawn moved toward him. “It used to be good, Garth. Didn’t it? Don’t you remember?”
He stood his ground. “Not as much as you’d think.”
She licked her lower lip. “I don’t tempt you at all? I used to tempt you.”
There were a lot of things he could say. That her father had offered him a massive sum of money, not to mention a company, to take her off his hands. That she would always look good on his arm and that she was the kind of woman who distracted other men and made doing business easier. But those would only hurt her.
“This isn’t about you, Fawn. I’m with Dana. I want to be with Dana. You should go.”
“But Garth, if you just gave me a chance…”
“Not tonight, honey, but it was really sweet of you to stop by.”
The words came from behind him. Garth held in a groan. Did she always have to be so damned prompt? He turned and saw Dana standing by the door.
He ran the conversation over in his head. He knew he hadn’t said anything wrong, but he was a man so there was every reason to think he was in a boatload of trouble.
“Hi,” he said awkwardly. “Fawn stopped by.”
“I see that.” Dana smiled at the other woman. “Are you staying long?”
Fawn’s expression turned wounded. She looked like a just-kicked puppy. Her wide eyes filled with tears. “I won’t stay where I’m not wanted,” she whispered, her voice thick with suffering. “I guess he’s yours. You won.”
“And here I didn’t know there was a competition,” Dana said, opening the door. “Have fun in rehab.”
Fawn gave a little choked sob, then hurried out of the condo. The door closed, followed by the sound of a lock turning.
Garth wanted nothing more than to duck and cover. He told himself he’d absolutely, positively done nothing wrong. And still there was a sinking sensation in his gut.
Dana shook her head. “That woman needs to get a job at Walmart and learn what it’s like to pay the bills in the real world. Only then will she have the slightest chance of becoming an actual person.”
“She just stopped by.”
“I heard.”
“I didn’t ask her to.”
“I never thought you did.”
He stared at her, not sure it was really going this well. “You can ask George.”
“I don’t have to. I believe you.”
“Yeah?”
“You look hopeful,” she said.
“I’m feeling hopeful. I didn’t think…You’re not mad?”
“No.” She crossed to him. “What, exactly, did you see in her? Aside from the pretty? Okay, and the cultured. Tell me her father offered at least fifty million.”
“It was more.”
“You’re an idiot.”
He could live with the insult. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”
“And now?”
He touched her face, then kissed her. “I’m much smarter now.”
“I thought so.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

DANA PERCHED ON THE EDGE of the guest-room bed and told herself she would be amazed. Enchanted, even. Delighted. Skye hung the long dress on a hook on the inside of the closet door, then pulled away the protective plastic covering.
“What do you think?” Skye asked anxiously.
The dress, actually it was a gown, glimmered in the afternoon light. It was ivory, silk—a fact Izzy had shared—and lightly beaded. The style was simple, an empire waist, with long sleeves and a full skirt. Dana could see Skye in it. The gown was totally her.
“You’ll be beautiful,” she said honestly. “I’m sorry I didn’t stay to see you try it on.”
“Don’t worry. You can suffer through the fittings I’ll have later this month,” Skye teased. “And I appreciate you were willing to be there for part of the shopping experience. I know it’s not your thing.”
“I still feel bad,” Dana said. “I was distracted and I shouldn’t have been. It was your time.”
Skye finished putting the cover back on the dress. “You can make it up to me.”
“How?” Dana was cautious. More than cautious. She was worried. Wedding details were not her thing.
“I need help addressing the invitations.”
Dana winced. “Why do I know this means more than putting on return address labels or stamps?”
“Calligraphy.”
“That fancy writing?” Dana’s stomach began to hurt. “You know I can’t do that, right?”
Skye grinned, her green eyes dancing with laughter. “Don’t panic. I’m not going to ask you.”
“Good, because I don’t want to learn how.”
“It’s pretty easy.” Skye led the way out of the guest room. “There are special pens that help.”
“I’ll take your word for it.”
They walked down the stairs and into the kitchen. Dana sniffed the air. Something delicious and spicy simmered on the stove.
“Do I want to know?” she asked.
“Carnitas.”
“Am I invited to stay for dinner?”
“If you want. It would mean being away from Garth for a few hours.”
Dana sighed. “For carnitas, I would suffer through the pain.”
“I’m not sure Garth wants to hear that.” Skye poured them each a cup of coffee.
Dana sat across from her at the kitchen table. “What’s wrong?” she asked. “You’re not glowing with happiness. Shouldn’t you be?”
“I’m glowing on the inside,” Skye said, then sighed. “I’m happy about Mitch. I love him more than I can say. Marrying him and being with him is everything I’ve ever wanted. But…”
“But?” Dana prompted. There was more. She could see it in the shadows behind the smile.
“I hate what’s happening with Jed. He’s our father. He should be here with us. We should be working together. Instead we’re trying to bring him down because he nearly killed his own daughter. Why does it have to be like this?”
“Because Jed wants to win at any cost, although if it helps, I don’t think he was trying to kill Izzy.” She told Skye what Jed had said at the party a few weeks ago.
Skye listened, then sighed. “So he might not have been trying to kill her, but it was okay if she or anyone else got hurt? What a guy.”
She frowned. “And what he did to Garth and Kathy? I still can’t wrap my mind around it.”
“I know.” Dana hesitated. “But maybe there’s more to it than what Garth told us.”
“I’m not sure we’ll ever find out,” Skye said. “Jed confirmed the facts, but won’t give us any details and Kathy can’t.”
“I’m sorry this is all such a mess.”
“Don’t be. You’re one of the few things keeping me sane—knowing I can count on you means a lot.
“I’m getting married,” Skye whispered. “I want to tell my father. I want him to be happy for me. But that’s never going to happen. He doesn’t care.” Tears filled her green eyes. “I thought my dad would walk me down the aisle. I was wrong.”
Dana wanted to writhe in her seat. She hated seeing anyone she cared about suffering, especially when she couldn’t fix the problem. While she would never want to see her father again, she understood Skye’s ambivalence. Knowing Jed was the bad guy was one thing—putting that thought into practice was another.
She remembered Skye’s first marriage. It had been a huge society event, with half a dozen bridesmaids and a horse-drawn carriage. The ceremony had been held in a big church in town, followed by a reception at Glory’s Gate. Over half a dozen senators had attended, along with a former president. People had talked about the party for weeks.
This time was different. This time Skye was marrying out of love rather than duty. This time everything was the way she wanted it and not because of how it would play in the papers. But not having Jed walk her down the aisle would still leave a hole in the day.
“Ask Garth,” she said without thinking.
Skye blinked at her. “What?”
Second thoughts crowded in, but Dana ignored them. “Ask Garth to walk you down the aisle. He’s your older brother. Doesn’t that count?”
“I hadn’t thought of that. Do you think he’d do it?”
What Dana thought was that he was so going to want to kill her. She refused to feel the least bit of apprehension. He owed her for being so understanding about Fawn’s visit. “I think he’d have a hard time telling you no,” she said honestly.
“Not exactly a rousing endorsement,” Skye said with a laugh. “But good enough. I’ll call and ask him.”
“You should.”
Skye’s humor faded. “How did we get here?” she asked, tears returning to her eyes. “He’s our father. He’s supposed to love us.”
“A lot of people don’t like following the rules,” Dana said, thinking of her own father. “Jed’s one of them.”
“We have to do this. We have to put him in jail. He can’t be trusted. Who knows who he’ll come after next. Erin, maybe. Or Lexi’s baby.” She held on to the coffee mug with both hands, but didn’t drink. “I never wanted it to be like this. What happens when Mitch and I have a baby? He or she will never know who Jed is. He’ll just be a name, not a grandfather.”
“Do you think he cares about that?” Dana asked gently.
“No. He doesn’t. But knowing that doesn’t make me hurt any less.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your rock, as Fidelia would say. It’s mine.” She shrugged. “So much that has happened over the past few months has been unexpected. Lexi meeting Cruz, Izzy meeting Nick. Me falling in love with Mitch all over again. And Garth.”
“He’s a stunner,” Dana said dryly.
“Now you’re being sarcastic.”
“I don’t mean to be.”
“Then tell me what you really think about him.”
Trapped, Dana thought grimly. Trapped with nowhere to go. “I think he’s complicated.”
“And?”
“And he looks good in a suit.”
Skye wrinkled her nose. “That’s not an answer. Are you in love with him?”
Dana wanted to throw herself out of the nearest window. “Do you have to ask it like that? Don’t you want to at least lead up to the question?”
Skye smiled. “Are you?”
“I don’t know,” she yelled, pushing back her chair and coming to her feet. “I don’t know what I think about him. Being with him is hard—maybe the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Not because I question him, although I do that plenty, but mostly because I question myself. Am I good enough? Am I different enough? Am I too different? I hate feeling like I have to be worthy.”
“You’re plenty worthy. Garth is lucky to have you.”
Loyal words spoken by a loyal friend.
“Is he?” Dana asked, sitting down again. “What do I bring to the table?”
“You’re wonderful. Funny and smart and caring. You’re brave and feisty.”
“Feisty isn’t always a good thing.”
“Why not?”
“Because it requires effort and from what I’ve seen, most people don’t bother with anything that’s too hard.”
Skye sipped her coffee. “Loving Mitch is easy,” she admitted. “Although being with him can be a challenge. Is loving Garth easy?”
“Do you think you’re being subtle?” Dana asked. “Because you’re not.”
“Yeah, yeah. You don’t impress me. Answer the question.”
Was loving Garth easy? The implication being she did love him.
“Loving him would take me places I don’t want to go,” she admitted.
“Meaning?”
“I would have to let him in.”
“But haven’t you already? You live with him, Dana.”
Dana held her breath. Was Garth already inside of her, making a place for himself in her heart?
She’d always been so careful not to get involved with someone who could really touch her, really hurt her. She didn’t want that. Not the pain or the risk. She wanted to be safe, even if that meant always being alone.
But while she wasn’t looking, something else had happened. Something significant. Something that made her want to take a chance and try flying—as if love really had given her wings.
“Maybe,” she whispered. “Maybe I do love him.”
Skye didn’t say anything.
Dana turned the words over in her mind. She wasn’t running screaming from the room. That was something. Did she love Garth? Was it possible? A few days ago, with Izzy and Lexi, she hadn’t known, but now, everything was different. Clearer, somehow.
“I love him,” she said slowly. “I love Garth.”
Skye grinned. “Wow. I never thought I’d hear you say those words.”
“Then we’re even, because I never thought I’d say them.”
“When are you going to tell him?” Skye asked.
“When hell freezes over.”
“Why? You should tell him.”
“No, thanks. I like my disappointment in small doses.”
“Because you think he doesn’t love you back?”
“Well, duh.”
“He does. Dana, you’re amazing.”
“You have to say that. You love me.”
“And it’s very possible Garth does, too. Someone has to be the one to risk it all. Someone has to be the first one to put it on the line.”
“That someone can be him.”
Skye shook her head. “I thought you were strong.”
“There’s a big difference between strong and foolish. I like to keep on the right side of that line.”
“You’re really not going to say anything?”
“Isn’t it enough that I’m willing to tell you?”
“That is something,” Skye admitted. “But it would be better if you’d tell him.”
“Better for everyone but me.”
“At least think about it.”
Dana groaned. “For about sixteen seconds. Then I’ll be done.”
“It’s a start.” Skye grinned again. “Soon we’ll have you caring about your shoes.”
“Did I mention the hell freezing over part?”
“Yes, but I wasn’t listening.”
 
GARTH PACED THE LENGTH of Lexi’s office, but walking didn’t make him any more comfortable. Part of the reason was the space itself. Her office was in her day spa. It was done in rich colors and textured fabric. While it was a functional space, it was way too fussy for him. And there were bowls of stuff that smelled everywhere.
But it wasn’t just being in a totally female space that had him feeling ready to jump out of his skin. It was the material Lexi was reading. Or rather her reaction to it.
“This is everything?” she asked, looking up from the list he’d detailed.
He’d barely spent an hour putting the list together, but it had taken him the better part of a week to decide if he was going to give it to her. Talk about handing over the last weapon to the enemy. Except Lexi wasn’t his enemy and she wouldn’t use the information as a weapon. Something he kept telling himself but wasn’t sure he believed.
“Impressive,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “Are you going to keep pacing or do you plan to sit somewhere?”
“I’ll be pacing for a while.”
She smiled. “Because you’re nervous.”
“You could hang me with that.”
She touched the paper. On it he’d listed everything he’d done to the Titan family. From the callable note he’d offered to her, to the false tip about Skye’s foundation being a front for money laundering. Some of the things on the list had come from facts he’d dug up—like Jed being involved in illegal arms shipments. But for every fact, there were dozens of rumors. Acts designed to hurt.
“I won’t take this to the police,” she said.
“I know.”
“Then why won’t you sit down?”
He shrugged. “Trust doesn’t come easy to me.”
She pulled out her own list of what had happened, then handed both to him. “You look them over,” she said. “By comparing them, we can figure out what Jed has done. I’m going to guess it’s a lot more than we think.”
“But you asked me to prepare the list,” he said, not sure what she was doing. “Don’t you want to keep it?”
“No. I wanted you to put it together, but it doesn’t matter who does the comparison. Obviously you’d be more comfortable if it was you.” She smiled. “I’m not out to get you, Garth. Not anymore.”
He moved toward her desk, then took a seat opposite. “Okay.”
Her smile widened. “You don’t sound convinced.”
“That’ll take a minute.”
“You’re such a guy.”
“That’s the rumor.” He leaned back in his seat. “We’re getting close. It’s just a matter of time until Jed is forced into a corner. There’s no going back.”
“What makes you think I want to?”
“I’m checking. I talked to Skye.”
Lexi’s smile faded. “She’s upset about what we’re doing.”
“So she said.” His conversation with his sister had been long and rambling, but a few key points had been painfully clear.
“Her relationship with Jed is different,” Lexi told him. “She lived at Glory’s Gate longer. She acted as his hostess for years. I think she believed that would protect her. Not that it was why she did it. Skye loves Jed. We all do. But for a long time, it seemed she had more to lose.”
Until Jed had turned on Skye, threatening to have her declared an unfit mother and thrown into a mental hospital. All because she wasn’t willing to do what he said.
“She wants Jed taken down,” Lexi continued. “But the idea of having to be a part of destroying him doesn’t make her happy.”
“She can back out.”
“She won’t. He nearly killed Izzy. Skye protects those she loves. She’s tougher than she looks.”
All the Titan sisters were, he thought. Tough and beautiful and strong. Not to mention stubborn. “Did she, ah, mention anything about the wedding?” he asked, trying to sound casual and not sure he succeeded.
“What do you mean?” Lexi’s blue eyes widened slightly.
“The ceremony.”
“It’s on Christmas Eve, at Mitch’s house. You’re coming, aren’t you?”
Garth narrowed his gaze. “You already know.”
The grin returned. “That Skye asked you to walk her down the aisle? She might have mentioned something.”
He swore softly, then pushed to his feet. “What was she thinking? I can’t do that. I’m not the right guy. There has to be someone else. A friend of the family. Someone.”
He’d been sure that nothing could ever surprise him again. He planned nearly every part of his life, worked hard, understood the risks and outcomes. Then Skye had called and asked him to walk her down the aisle. Like he was…was…like he was family.
“She wants you,” Lexi told him. “You’re her brother.”
Technically. “It can’t be me,” he said and started pacing again. When he got to the far end of the room, he noticed a damn bamboo plant in the corner. Was everything in this stupid place renewable?
“Did you hear what Izzy said?” Lexi asked. “She wants you in the family, Garth. Apparently you’re not objecting too much, since you’re here.”
“This is different.”
“It’s what the bride wants. Are you going to tell her no?”
He turned and glared at Lexi, but didn’t speak. Tell Skye no? Hardly. The last thing he wanted was to make her cry or something. But why did she have to ask? Walk her down the aisle. He’d never done anything like that.
“Do I have to say anything?” he asked.
Lexi’s mouth twitched, but this time she didn’t smile. “I believe the minister asks who gives the bride in marriage and you say ‘I do.’ It’s not a speech.”
“She’s old enough to walk herself,” he muttered.
“Maybe, but that’s not the point.”
“Fine. I’ll do it.”
“Ever gracious.”
“You think this is funny.”
“Yes, and I’m enjoying every minute of it. Oh, and consider this your invitation to Christmas at my house. Cruz and I are hosting. We start early with breakfast.” She hesitated. “Kathy would be welcome, too.”
Kathy at a Titan Christmas? There was irony.
“I’m not pushing,” Lexi added. “I don’t know if the crowd would frighten her or not. She’s met most of us.”
Now it was his turn to hesitate. “She usually goes to a special program Christmas morning. It’s through one of the churches.”
“Then maybe dinner? We’re one of those families who has a big meal around two.”
“That she could make.”
“Good. We’d love to have you both.” The smile returned. “And I’ll give you a sisterly warning. There are lots of presents under our tree. They’re not always fancy, but they are plentiful. Everything from socks to sticky notes to chocolates. Usually one or two special gifts. I’ve seen the wrapped pile in Cruz’s closet, so I happen to know I’m in for a spoiling. Both Nick and Mitch have called me for suggestions, so I know they’ll be overdoing it. I’m not saying you have to participate, but if you don’t want Dana to feel left out, you might want to get her something.”
Because he would be spending Christmas with Dana. She would be part of the Titan celebration. And they were together. Involved. Whatever the hell that meant.
Was it him, or was it getting hot in here? He resisted the urge to loosen his tie. Damn.
“There’s the face of a man looking to bolt,” Lexi said. “Want to tell me why?”
“I don’t make a big deal about Christmas,” he said. “I see Kathy and then I go away.”
“That sounds lonely.”
“I go to five-star resorts and stay in the best room in the hotel. There are plenty of parties and women.” It was his world—a world he liked very much.
“Still sounds lonely.”
It had been, not that he would admit that to her. But he’d accepted the feelings. Or rather he’d ignored them. Because being by himself meant being in control.
“I didn’t spend Christmas with Fawn when we were engaged.”
“Hmm, that’s pretty telling, but not relevant here. Don’t think you can escape us, Garth.” We’re your sisters. We’ll hunt you down and make you beg for mercy.”
It wasn’t just them, he thought. It was Dana. It was the image of them waking up together on Christmas morning. Of coffee in front of a tree and opening presents. He could get her something lacy and sexy in red velvet and lace. She would hate it and mock him, but then she would put it on.
He imagined her in that and then he thought about her in diamonds and nothing else. He could see them together and that scared him more than his months of being tortured in the jungle.
“No,” he said, taking a step back.
“Men,” Lexi said with a sigh. “Take a deep breath. Everything will be fine. You’re worried because you’re falling in love with her and you’re not the kind of man who does that easily. It’s okay. She’s prickly, too. You can take it slow. It’s probably better if you do.”
She kept talking, but he wasn’t hearing anything else. He was stuck back on “you’re falling in love with her.”
The panic was as ready and immediate as the passion had been. Love? No way in hell. Not him, not ever.
“I don’t love her,” he said flatly.
Lexi looked more pitying than surprised. “It’s okay, Garth.”
“It’s not. If that’s what you all think, you’re wrong. I don’t love Dana. I don’t do love. Ever.”
He spoke with a certainty that left no room for doubt, Dana thought as she paused just outside Lexi’s office. She’d been in the area and had stopped by to have lunch with her friend. She’d been happy enough to risk sticks and twigs passing for bread and something vaguely slimy made into a sandwich. She’d wanted to talk about her newly discovered feelings for Garth and maybe, just maybe, have someone show her how to wear eye makeup. She’d been floating with hope and promise because she was in love for the first time in her life.
In love with a man who obviously wasn’t going to love her back.
 
GARTH WALKED INTO THE Titan World building. It was one of those great, old high-rises, with old-fashioned elevators and murals in the lobby.
His mother had brought him here when he’d been ten or eleven. She’d never said why. As they often drove to interesting buildings in the city, he hadn’t thought anything of it. Not until he’d found out that Jed Titan was his father.
He looked around at the grand old structure. Ever since Jed had kicked him out on his ass nearly twenty years before, he’d promised himself one day he would own every inch of this place. Now that the day was nearly here, he waited for the feeling of accomplishment and elation. Surprisingly, there was only a faint sense of disappointment—he’d thought Jed Titan would be a more worthy opponent.
He crossed to the guards and got a visitor pass, then made his way to the executive floor. Jed’s office was in the back. It would be the grandest, with the best view. The building was worth saving, Garth thought as he approached Jed’s assistant. It would survive even as the Titan empire crumpled around it.
He gave the woman his name, then added, “I don’t have an appointment, but he’ll see me.”
She looked doubtful, but picked up her phone. “There’s a Mr. Garth Duncan here to see you, sir.” She paused, then nodded. “Of course.” When she hung up, she pointed to the closed door. “Mr. Titan will see you now.”
The last time Garth had been in Jed’s office, Garth had been all of fourteen. He’d come to beg for his mother’s life. He hadn’t wanted to go to the old man, but there hadn’t been anyone else with enough money to save Kathy. He’d been young enough to assume that when someone asked for help, he got it. He’d never thought that Jed would tell him no.
Now, as he crossed the thick carpet to the man who was his father, he remembered being stunned when Jed had refused him. He’d tried explaining again, thinking that the other man simply hadn’t understood. He hadn’t made his case well enough. Then Jed had interrupted him, saying Kathy’s brain tumor wasn’t his problem and that if Garth didn’t leave, he would have security throw him out on the street. Jed made it clear he would have Garth arrested if he ever showed up again.
Time bent and blurred. For a second Garth wasn’t sure if this was the past or present, then decided it didn’t matter. The journey had been long and hard, but he had finally won.
“I’m glad you stopped by,” Jed said from his place behind his big desk. “I’m celebrating.” He pulled out a box of cigars and offered one.
Garth shook his head. “Why?”
“Did you see the closing price of the stock? Titan World is up nearly fifteen percent.”
“You’re buying shares, I’m buying shares,” Garth said. “The stock market likes it when shares are in demand.”
Jed picked up a cigar and sniffed it appreciatively. “You gave me a good run, son. I’ll give you that. You’re a slick player and a worthy opponent. With a little more seasoning, you might have had a chance.”
“You think you’re winning?” Garth asked, amused.
“Sure. Even with the recent jump in prices, the rumors have caused the price to drop enough that I’m buying up double and triple the amount of shares I could have picked up three weeks ago. In a couple of days I’ll own enough to drive you out. You shouldn’t have offered me the loan. But I suppose you couldn’t help yourself. It took you full circle. You started by offering Lexi money and you end it by offering it to me.”
Garth took a seat. “But here’s the part that confuses me,” he said. “You’ve spent more than I’ve loaned you.”
“You’re not the only one interested in helping me, Garth. I still have friends. With a loan from a few of them, I have the cash I need to buy back Glory’s Gate. So call the note any time you want. I’m covered.”
Garth pulled a piece of paper out of his jacket pocket and passed it over to Jed. “Would these be the friends and the amounts? I’m asking because I know they’ve all promised you money, but they haven’t given it to you yet. And I’m thinking they’re not going to. I do business with every one of them. Once they got word of your illegal dealings, they weren’t so anxious to be associated with you. Still, they were willing to do me a favor by pretending they were. Those loans you’re depending on? They’re not coming, Jed. And tomorrow, when the Securities and Exchange Commission expects you to make good on your stock purchases, you’re going to have a problem.”
Jed’s face went white. He sprang to his feet, knocking over the box of cigars. “You goddamn sonofabitch,” he yelled. “What the hell have you done?”
“Won,” Garth said simply. He put another piece of paper on the table. “I’m calling the note on Glory’s Gate. You have seventy-two hours to come up with the cash or the entire property is mine.”
“Fucking bastard.” Jed’s face twisted with rage. “I’ll kill you. I swear, I’ll kill you.”
“Hard to do from prison,” Garth said as he stood. “You should have paid for her surgery, Jed. The money wouldn’t have mattered that much to you, but it would have saved her. I would have watched your back for the rest of my life.”
“You think I care about that? You were some kid. You didn’t matter to me.”
“I do now,” he said and then he left.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

DANA DROVE FROM LEXI’S office to her own empty apartment. It was the only place she could think to go where no one would bother to look for her. It was a place to be alone. A thousand thoughts swirled through her brain, but the only one that mattered was that the pain wasn’t as bad as she thought it would be.
She’d thought she wouldn’t be able to breathe, that her entire body would ache, that she would want to cry but couldn’t. There was almost nothing. As if every part of her was numb. Maybe it was.
She walked into her apartment and checked each of the rooms. Everything was as it should be, if a little colder. She’d turned down the heat before moving in with Garth. Now she checked the small bathroom and the kitchen, all the windows, then ran out of things to do. Standing alone in the middle of her kitchen, she accepted the truth. Life was nothing, if not consistent. Lead with your heart and you’ll get hit over and over again.
Later, she would go back to the condo and see Garth. She would pretend that nothing was wrong and he would let her. Or maybe he wouldn’t know the difference. He didn’t know what she’d heard. He didn’t know that she loved him. She’d spent her whole life protecting herself only to fall for someone who would never love her back. Talk about irony. Jed would be delighted.
Dana leaned against the counter and kept her breathing steady. If she focused on her breathing, she wouldn’t feel the growing emptiness in her heart. She wouldn’t notice the hollow place in her chest or the ache in her soul. If she worried about standing and not collapsing or screaming, she would be too busy to admit how much she’d lost.
It wasn’t like with her father, she told herself. That was something. Garth would never hurt her on purpose. He didn’t know she’d been standing there to hear his damning words. He’d been good to her, someone she could trust with just about everything but her heart. What made it so hard was how long it would take to heal.
She told herself that eventually she would appreciate that at least she’d put herself out there. She’d given it her all. That hadn’t been enough, but at least she hadn’t held back. She’d gone kicking and screaming into the relationship, but eventually she’d made it. She’d fallen in love with Garth and lived to talk about it.
She’d also learned a lot. She’d learned that love wasn’t easy or fair. That she didn’t get to pick who would be the one. Garth was an amazing man. She was grateful for the time they’d spent together and would enjoy whatever was left. And then she would leave.
She wasn’t the type to make a scene, or worse, beg. He didn’t know what she’d heard and she wouldn’t tell him. As far as he was concerned, nothing had changed. They’d established the rules together—she’d been the one to break them.
Oh, but it hurt. The sense of loss devastated her. Hopes and dreams she hadn’t known she had crowded around her, making her ache for what could have been. For Garth and the life they could have had together.
Her eyes burned and it took a second for her to figure out what that meant. Tears. Foolish tears.
“I’ll save them for later,” she said aloud. For when it was really over. Then she would cry and eventually tell her friends what had happened. She would figure out a way to move on with her life. She would heal and be better for the experience.
All words that sounded so great. If only she had a clue as to how to make it happen.
But whatever the outcome, she’d learned a lot in the past few months and she had changed. Eventually, when she healed, she would start over. No more safe guys. No more boring men who didn’t challenge her. She would find someone who could be important to her, not just someone who was convenient. Assuming she ever wanted to risk her heart again. Right now, that didn’t seem possible.
She left her apartment and drove back to the condo. It was nearly dark. The ride up in the elevator seemed to go by too fast. As if time had started to speed up. She wanted to slow everything down, to make the minutes she had left crawl. She wanted to savor every second with Garth.
He was already home. She knew it the minute she put the key in the lock and pushed open the door. Lights were on. Soft music played. Garth stood in the center of the room, looking both pleased and a little uncomfortable. For a second she thought he knew she’d been outside the room when he’d told Lexi he would never love her, but then he held open his arms.
She walked into his embrace and hugged him. As she held on to him, she breathed in the scent of him. She needed to remember as much as she could so that when this was over, she would have the memories forever. Maybe that was a sign of weakness, but she didn’t care. She loved Garth—she didn’t want to forget anything about being with him. She might not get him forever, but at least she had him for now. There was still time.
He stepped back and touched her cheek. “You all right?” he asked.
“Sure. Why?”
He studied her. “I’m not sure. There’s something.”
She forced a smile. “I’m fine. What about you?”
“I just had a meeting with Jed.”
“Did I know about that?”
“No. I’ve been working on a few things.” His dark eyes crinkled slightly. “Some I haven’t mentioned because you wouldn’t approve.”
So typical, she thought fondly. “We discussed you not breaking the law.”
“I’m not, but there’s gray area and you don’t need to know the details.”
Because he would look out for her. Because despite not loving her, he cared about her.
“It’s a long story, but the bottom line is he has seventy-two hours to come up with a lot of money. If he doesn’t, and he won’t, I’ll own it all. The company and Glory’s Gate.”
So fast? But she’d thought they would have more time. Seventy-two hours? And then what? If he was already confronting Jed, then it was nearly over.
“He can’t have been happy,” she murmured, hoping he couldn’t read the shock in her eyes.
“He wasn’t. Things are going to get ugly. Everyone has to be careful, especially you. He came after you before.”
“I’ll be fine.”
“No crazy stunts.”
She managed a genuine smile. “Not my style.”
“I don’t know. You can be pretty wild.” He touched her cheek again. “I’ve spoken with everyone. Skye’s taking Erin to school and back rather than letting her ride the bus. Cruz won’t let Lexi out of his sight. Izzy and Nick will cover each other. It’s seventy-two hours and then we’re done.”
Three days and then it was over. She would return to her life. Go back on duty. Pick up the pieces and try to forget what it had been like to be in Garth’s world. To love him and have him with her, wanting her.
“I hope everything goes well,” she said.
“Me, too. Jed is cornered and he’s going to lash out.”
“What about your mom? Kathy’s protected, right?”
“Yes. There’s a guard watching round the clock, and I’ve spoken to her caretakers. They’re being extra careful. By this time next week, everything will go back to the way it was.”
“Lucky us,” Dana said softly, reminding herself to ignore the impending doom. She would cry later, when she was alone. When Garth had moved on and their relationship was in the past.
 
GARTH OPENED DANA’S car door, then closed it behind her. As they walked up to Cruz’s house, he took her hand. While he knew in his head that everything was fine, he kept having a nagging sensation that something was wrong. It wasn’t doom exactly—more like a low-grade worry. He was a man who always took care of details. After years of planning, he was finally going to take down Jed. It made sense that he would want everything to go well.
“Do you know what this is about?” he asked as he rang the bell.
“No. Izzy said we were all getting together for dinner and that saying no wasn’t an option.” She grinned. “That’s Izzy. Always a gracious hostess.”
Nick opened the door. “You made it,” he said with a laugh. “Come on in.”
They walked into the house. Nick gave Dana a quick kiss on the cheek, then pulled Garth into a bear hug.
“It’s good to see you,” Nick told him.
Garth returned the embrace. “You, too,” he said, appreciating that their friendship had been nearly restored. “You’re in a good mood.”
“I know.”
Nick led the way into the kitchen where Cruz and Lexi and Mitch and Skye already waited. Izzy poked around in the refrigerator. She straightened as they approached.
“You made it,” she said happily. “We’re all together. It’s practically a greeting-card moment. I’m just digging out some cheese. Skye informed me appetizers are expected. I was excited that I remembered to get food for dinner, but apparently she has higher standards.”
He and Dana greeted everyone else. While Izzy put out cheese and crackers, the women gathered around to help. Nick and Garth joined Mitch and Cruz.
“It’s been pretty quiet,” Cruz was saying. “I’m surprised. I thought Jed would come after all of us.”
“He’s scrambling for money,” Garth told him. “I’ve heard that he’s going everywhere, but no one is willing to take a risk on him. Everyone knows I’m buying up large blocks of shares. With his own daughters also buying a piece of the pie, people know he’s about to lose control. No one bets on a sinking ship.”
“As long as we stay safe,” Mitch said.
“Tell me about it.” Cruz grimaced. “At least Lexi isn’t interested in taking any risks. As slow as she moves these days, she would be a prime target.”
Garth knew the conversation was important, but he found himself distracted by watching Dana from across the room. She laughed at something Izzy said. The sound carried to him, making him want to pull her close to him. Not to protect her but because being near her made him feel good.
She turned her head and the light caught the different colors of brown in her hair. She was so beautiful. He’d thought she was pretty and sexy as hell, but now, as he stared at the shape of her mouth and the curve of her cheekbones, he saw how stunning she was. Maybe because one was lit by what was inside of her and that took a while to be visible.
His gaze drifted to Lexi and Skye, then to Izzy. His family. How curious. He’d begun this journey with every intention of destruction. Instead he’d found a place to belong. They’d dragged him into their world. Or as Izzy had promised, they’d loved him into being a part of them. The irony was if he hadn’t set out to ruin them all, they never would have found their way to each other.
Izzy and Nick exchanged a look, then Nick walked to the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of champagne.
“We want to thank you all for coming,” Izzy said. “We would have had you out to the ranch, but it’s a long drive and someone should be using Lexi’s kitchen.”
“Hey,” her older sister said from her seat by the round table. “I cook. Sometimes. I think it’s a personal choice. It’s not like you know your way around anything more complicated than a toaster oven.”
“True,” Izzy said. She pointed at the champagne bottle. “Where are the glasses?”
“I’ll get them,” Cruz said, walking to a cupboard and opening it. “What are we celebrating?”
Izzy looked at Nick, who said, “They’re your family. You tell them.”
Izzy reached into her jeans front pocket and pulled out a diamond band, then slid it on her left ring finger. “Nick and I got married yesterday.”
The news was followed by silence, then a shriek from Skye and Lexi. Both descended on Izzy, as did Dana. There was a girl hug, while the guys all slapped Nick on the back and shook his hand.
Garth went last. Nick looked at him. “You always said you owed me for pulling you out of that damn jungle. Because of you, I met Izzy. We’re even now.”
Garth nodded, mostly because his throat was a little tight. He must have allergies or be getting a cold, he thought, hugging his friend again. “Bringing you two together was my plan all along,” he joked.
“Right.” Nick grinned. “Who knew?”
Champagne was poured. There was a bottle of sparkling cider for Lexi, who grumbled about missing out on the fun.
“We’re not really big wedding people,” Izzy told them. “We’d talked about waiting, mostly so everyone would be focused on Skye and Mitch’s wedding. But then we were talking and…”
“It’s my fault,” Nick said. “I insisted.”
Izzy snuggled close to him. “He didn’t have to insist. I love him and want to be with him. We’re very happy. We saw a judge yesterday and now it’s official.”
Nick kissed the top of her head.
Garth watched them. Their happiness was visible. He was delighted everything had worked out, not only because Nick was his friend but because he’d come to care for Izzy. She was wild and exactly what Nick needed. At the same time, she would be there for him. They were a good match.
His gaze drifted to Dana, who looked excited by the news. She glanced up and saw him. Their eyes met. He felt the connection run between them. For a second he wanted to go to her and hold her, or at least be near her.
“There’s more,” Izzy said with a shrug. She set down her champagne glass and picked up a second one filled with sparkling cider. “I’m pregnant.” She looked at Lexi. “I didn’t want you getting all the attention.”
Lexi stood and hugged her. “That is just so typical.”
Izzy hugged her back. “You know I’m kidding, right? The baby wasn’t planned.”
“In this family, they rarely are,” Lexi told her.
“Now I want a baby,” Skye said, joining them.
Garth looked at Mitch, who looked both pleased and terrified.
Dana clutched her glass and took a step back. “Just in case it’s contagious,” she murmured.
Cruz laughed. “You’ll get there.”
“Maybe,” she said.
Garth noticed she was careful not to look at him. Why? Because she would never want a child with him? Because she didn’t want children at all? He didn’t know her feelings on the subject, mostly because they’d never talked about it. They’d never talked about anything beyond the moment.
Why was that? Most of the women he knew were anxious to label everything. To discuss their feelings and plan for the future. Why didn’t Dana?
“How far along are you?” Lexi asked, sitting back down.
“About two months.”
“This is so cool. Our kids will be less than a year apart.”
“I know.” Izzy eyed Skye and Dana. “You two had better get busy if you want to keep up.”
“Apparently.” Skye looked meaningfully at Mitch. “Talk about pressure.”
He put his arm around her waist and kissed her. “I’m completely up to anything you want.”
“Good.”
Dana took another step back. “So what about those Cowboys? Aren’t they having a great season?”
“You’re not hearing any ticking sound?” Izzy asked. “No ‘tick tock’ in the background?”
“I don’t hear a thing,” Dana said.
“There’s no need to pressure anyone,” Lexi said briskly. “Izzy, this is about you and Nick. We’re all happy for you. Now knowing you as I do, I’m sure even though you eloped, you’ll want to register for wedding gifts.”
Izzy grinned. “I hadn’t thought of that, but sure.” She grabbed Nick’s arm. “We can get some fancy china.”
Conversation continued to flow. Garth was fairly sure he was the only one who had noticed the subtle conversation shift. Lexi hadn’t wanted to let Izzy pursue the subject of Dana having a baby and he knew why. The obvious assumption would be that they were a couple and he the most likely candidate for the father. But after what he’d told Lexi in her office the other day, she knew that wasn’t going to happen.
He wanted to take her aside and tell her it wasn’t as bad as he’d made it out to be. Dana was special. More than that. He liked being with her. He liked her. And that didn’t happen often enough in his world. But love and babies? It wasn’t a place he’d ever planned to go. He’d always assumed he would have a marriage of convenience. One that was more business deal than romantic match. Lexi’s claim that he was falling for Dana had thrown him. More than that, it had terrified him and he wasn’t a man who easily admitted to fear.
Love. No. He knew what love did. He’d seen what it did to his mother. The only reason she’d stopped loving Jed Titan was because a surgeon had physically cut out that part of her brain. Otherwise, she would still be missing him. Not that she’d ever talked about it or admitted her feelings. When he’d encouraged her to go out and find someone, she’d always said she’d fallen in love once and that was plenty. Her heart could only belong to one man. The same man who hadn’t bothered to help when she’d needed him most.
He wasn’t willing to go there. Wasn’t willing to risk that much. The price of love was too high.
He watched Dana laughing with Izzy. He wanted her and needed her, but love? It was impossible.
 
JED SAT IN THE FRONT seat of his car, drinking whiskey. The noon sun was bright in the big Texas sky. It was a perfect late-fall day—crisp and clear. Around him the storefronts in Titanville had been dressed for Christmas. Lights and garland circled every window and door. Bells rang and carols played in the town square. It was a little piece of paradise.
Normally he enjoyed strolling through Titanville. Everyone knew him and respected him. He’d worked hard for that respect. There were those who thought he’d had it easy, but they were wrong. Sure, he’d been born a Titan and that was saying something, but he hadn’t simply accepted what God had given him. Jed had taken a good-sized fortune and grown it into something impressive. He’d expanded the company, made a name for himself. He could walk into any restaurant in Dallas and get the best table. Senators and heads of state wanted to be seen with him. He’d lived the kind of life that made most men envious. He’d had it all…until Garth Duncan had decided to take it from him.
Jed took another sip from the bottle. He was a little drunk, but not so drunk that he couldn’t imagine how good it would feel to destroy Garth. To hurt him in ways he hadn’t known were possible. Jed had never hated anyone as much as he hated his own bastard son. Garth was going down. The little shit might think he’d won, but he was wrong. Dead wrong.
Jed screwed the top back on the bottle, then stuck it in the paper bag on the passenger seat. He got out of the car and walked up the street, joining a group of kids walking together. He trailed behind, looking like a parent making sure everyone stayed safe.
They passed the Titanville Pet Palace. The windows had been painted in bright colors. Santa drove a train and all the open cars had pets in them. Puppies and kittens and birds and lizards. There was a man standing next to the door. He was tall and maybe fifty. Ex-cop, Jed thought grimly.
Jed had dressed carefully, in a cowboy hat, sunglasses, a biker jacket and worn boots. He could have been anyone.
He glanced toward the kids still walking, then back at the pet store. He sighed loud enough for the guard to hear. “See my daughter over there?” he asked. “There’s this kitten.” He faked a smile. “She wants it for Christmas and I made the mistake of hinting Santa might bring it.”
The guard nodded sympathetically. “My youngest wants a puppy. It’s a slick road.”
“Tell me about it.” Jed glanced back at the kids. “Would you make sure they get across the street okay? I just want to run in to see if they’ll hold on to that kitten for me.”
“Sure. Go on in.”
“Thanks, man.”
Jed ducked into the pet store. Once inside, he nodded at the teenager at the front counter, then made his way to the back.
He’d been in here once, years ago. Had watched Kathy from a distance. She’d never noticed him, or maybe she had and hadn’t wanted to talk to him. Either way, he’d left. Not so this time. He walked up to her and stared into her face.
“Morning,” he said.
She turned and frowned when she saw him.
Her eyes were the same and despite the thirty-plus years, she didn’t look all that different from the last time he’d seen her. She’d been pregnant then, and defiant.
When she’d first told him she was having his baby, he’d assumed she was trying to trick him into marriage. He’d broken things off with her, telling her if she ever came after him for a penny, he would throw her ass in jail.
She hadn’t cried, but her look of sadness had ripped him apart. With tears in her eyes, but her head held high, she’d walked away.
Three months later, he realized he was wrong about everything. That he wanted Kathy, wanted their baby. So he’d proposed.
And she’d refused him.
“I won’t marry you, Jed Titan,” she said, looking him in the eye. “I’ll love you forever, but I’ve seen a dark side to you.”
He’d tried everything. Begging, swearing he would change. He’d even managed to seduce her back into his bed. Nothing had worked. In the end, she hadn’t changed her mind. When the baby had been born, a boy, he’d offered her money. At first she hadn’t wanted to take it, but an early fever had landed her son in the hospital. With minimal insurance and no income because she wasn’t back to work yet, she’d seen the value of his offer. The transfer had been made. It was more than she’d expected, enough for her to live on for the rest of her life, if she was careful.
He hadn’t seen her after that. He’d married—twice—had daughters, but no other son. He’d told himself it didn’t matter, that Kathy was in the past. And there she’d stayed until that day Garth had shown up, begging for money to save her.
And it had given him great pleasure to refuse the boy. To finally punish Kathy for rejecting him.
Now, staring at her, feeling something stir inside he’d thought dead for a long time, he wondered if maybe he’d been wrong.
“Do I know you?” she asked.
There was something about her speech. Not the words, but the way she said them. Something off.
“I’m Jed.”
She frowned slightly. “Did I know you? Before?”
“Yes.” He moved toward her. “I thought we could go somewhere and talk.”
Her expression cleared. “We were friends.”
“Yes, we were.”
She smiled. “We can go get coffee.”
“I’d like that.” Jed smiled.



CHAPTER NINETEEN

GARTH STOOD IN FRONT of his office window, staring down at the street below. Even driving over the speed limit, it would take Nick at least two hours to get into town. Two hours Garth didn’t want to waste. But he knew better than to go after Jed on his own. Not that he was worried about what the old man might do to him, but because he needed a witness to say it had all been in self-defense.
He kept his mind on the plan, on tactics, because the alternative was to worry about his mother. While no one ever wanted to be kidnapped, Kathy was the least prepared to handle the situation. And Jed would hardly be considerate as he grabbed her.
Anger bubbled. White-hot anger. He’d known his father would come after someone, which was why he’d made sure everyone was protected. But he’d underestimated Jed’s willingness to risk it all. The fault was his.
Because of him, his mother was being terrorized by an asshole out for revenge. He’d started this and he would finish it. He vowed that one way or the other, Jed Titan would cease to be a threat. Today.
The door to his office burst open. Dana rushed in. She had a small, black duffel in her hand.
“I don’t have a lot of new information,” she told him. “The police are keeping the kidnapping quiet as long as possible. Once the press finds out, they’ll be all over us. Later, that will be to our advantage, but not right now. The last thing anyone needs is Jed bolting. The cops think he’s still in the city somewhere. They told you that, right?”
He nodded.
She dropped the duffel on the floor and crossed to him. “I’m sorry about Kathy. I know she must be scared, but she has an inner strength. She’ll be okay.”
Garth stared into her brown eyes. “We don’t know that.”
“He won’t hurt her. It wouldn’t benefit him in any way.”
“That’s some comfort.” He pulled her close, then kissed her. “You don’t have to be here.”
“Hey, I’m a professional and I can be very useful. You’re lucky to have me at your beck and call.”
“That part I know.”
The door opened again. This time Skye and Izzy hurried toward them.
“We just heard,” Izzy said. “Lexi wanted to come but Cruz made her stay home and relax. This totally sucks. You’re going to get him, aren’t you? I can’t believe it. I should, but I don’t.”
“I’m sorry,” Skye said quietly.
Both women embraced him, hugging him close.
“Oh, Garth,” Skye whispered. “You must be so scared.”
“She’ll be fine,” he said automatically, because now that was what he had to believe.
“The police will find Jed,” Izzy said.
“They won’t have to.”
Izzy and Skye stared at him. Dana didn’t look surprised.
“You’re going after him?” Skye asked.
“Not a question you want to ask,” Dana told her.
“You’re in on this?”
“No, but I will be.” She stepped back and pointed to her duffel. “I came prepared.”
Dana wasn’t coming along, but he would deal with that problem later.
“I don’t like this,” Skye said, folding her arms across her chest.
Izzy wrinkled her nose. “Imagine how I feel. You’re waiting for Nick, aren’t you?”
Garth didn’t want to say anything, but he didn’t have to. Izzy knew Nick better than Garth.
“He’s driving in from the ranch,” she said, then nodded slowly. “Okay, but we just got married and I’m pregnant. I don’t want anything to happen to him.”
“Nothing will,” he said, meaning it. This was his fight.
“No offense, but…” Izzy turned to Dana. “You’ll keep him safe?”
“Yes.”
“My stomach hurts,” Skye murmured. “You probably want to talk about your plan. We’ll go and leave you to it, but you have to promise to tell us the second you know anything.”
Garth nodded. “I will.”
They left.
Dana picked up her duffel. “You can yell at me while I get changed.”
“Why do you think I’m going to yell?”
“I saw your face when I said I was going with you.” She paused at the doorway to his private bathroom. “Someone has to make sure you don’t go to jail over this. Jed is the only one I want behind bars. Nick has to stay safe—I promised Izzy. So that leaves me to watch your back.”
She looked determined, but he wasn’t intimidated. “I’m capable of getting Kathy out and staying on the right side of the law.”
“It’s not about being capable. It’s about being pissed, which you are.”
“I won’t sacrifice you.”
She smiled. “Nice sentiment, but I’m the only professional in the room. I’m coming with you, Garth. That or I’m calling the police and telling them your plan. Then you’ll have to get by them as well as by me.”
Frustration tightened his chest. “You’re damned annoying.”
“You’re not the first man to tell me that.”
He clenched his teeth. “Fine.”
“Good.”
He looked pissed enough to throw something, Dana thought, but she wasn’t backing down. This was too important. They hadn’t come all this way to lose Jed now. She knew Garth believed he was in total control of his emotions, but she wasn’t so sure. Jed had kidnapped Garth’s mother. No one could think rationally through that.
She walked into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. Three minutes later she’d changed into black jeans and a black T-shirt. She walked out with a bulletproof vest and handed it to Garth.
“Are you wearing one?” he asked.
She picked up the second one she’d brought. “Jed’s a wild card. We’re not starting out stupid.”
“But we may end up that way?”
“Maybe. Do you know how we’re going to find him?”
Even as she asked the question, she had a feeling she already knew the answer. Garth wasn’t the type to leave anything to chance. She respected his need to protect what was his. It might not be her, but that wasn’t his fault.
“Do you really want to know?” he asked.
“Sure. I’m on a leave of absence.”
“I have a GPS tracking device on his car. I had it put there after he shot at you.”
“Impressive.”
“You don’t sound surprised.”
“I’m not.”
“It’s against the law.”
She smiled grimly. “Not today.”
 
LESS THAN AN HOUR LATER, they were parked by a ratty hotel near the highway, their car concealed from the room windows by a van. Dana looked at the run-down cars in the parking lot. Only one stood out. A late-model Suburban belonging to one Jed Titan.
“I’ll go ask the desk clerk which room he’s in,” she said, reaching for the door handle.
Garth grabbed her arm. “Wait a minute. You think he’s going to tell you? Just like that?”
“I can be very charming.”
He didn’t look convinced.
“Someone has to ask and I would rather it was me,” she said. She reached into her jeans pocket and pulled out her ID. “Does it sound better if I say I’m the only one with an official badge? Let me talk to him. You can explain to Nick why he’s staying in the car.”
“What?” Nick yelped. “I’m here for backup.”
“Not anymore,” Dana said as she got out and walked to the front of the motel.
It was the kind of place made famous in the movies and not in a good way. Places like this catered to the desperate and those on the run. The guy behind the counter wore a short-sleeved shirt stained with sweat and had stringy hair tied back in a ponytail.
“Hey, darlin’,” he said around his cigarette. “You need a room for an hour?”
“No, thanks,” she said and showed him her badge. “I need information.”
He held up both hands. “We run a real clean business here.”
“Uh-huh. That’s why you rent rooms by the hour.”
“The customer’s always right.”
“Then I’m your best customer. The guy in the Suburban. What room is he in?”
The clerk looked at her badge, then shook his head. “That’s private information.”
Dana put her badge back in her pocket. “Don’t make me show you my gun.”
The clerk sighed. “Seventeen, but I don’t want no trouble.”
“Stay out of my way and you won’t get any.” She started for the door, then paused. “How much did he pay you to call if anyone came asking for him?”
“Two hundred.”
She stared at the guy.
He shifted in his chair. “Seventy-five.”
She dug out two twenties. “Here’s another forty. Give me a two-minute head start, then you can call.” She narrowed her gaze. “I want the two minutes. Don’t try cheating me. I’m mean to the bone.”
The guy nodded. “I’ll spot you three.”
She returned to the car. “Got it,” she said. “It’s downstairs, on the end. The doors are solid enough but the locks look flimsy. You feeling macho enough to kick them in?”
“I could kick in a door,” Nick grumbled.
“I’m sure Izzy will reward you later,” Dana said.
Garth nodded and they moved toward the building, careful to keep concealed behind cars. They headed for the left side of the motel, then walked around the back, coming out on the other side, next to number seventeen. Dana pulled out her gun and got ready. She looked at Garth.
He held up three fingers, then two, then planted his foot right by the lock. It gave instantly, the door swung open and Dana circled inside.
She crouched low to avoid any flying bullets. It took less than a second for her to train her gun on the people inside. Not that there was any need. Kathy sat on the bed, her legs pulled up to her chest, her arms around her knees. Jed sat in a corner chair, his head in his hands. He looked up when they burst in.
There was a stark pain in Jed’s eyes that surprised Dana. A shock and disbelief, as if everything he’d ever known was gone.
“She’s not there,” Jed said dully. “Kathy’s gone.”
Garth was silent for a minute. When he spoke, it was with a quiet anger. “What did you think she would be like? I told you what she needed. I told you what would happen if she didn’t have the surgery.”
“I didn’t believe you. I thought she was going to be all right.”
Kathy glanced between them. “He’s very sad. He keeps crying. He thinks I’m someone else, but I keep telling him I’m me.” She scrambled to her feet. “Can I go home now?”
 
IT TOOK NEARLY TWO HOURS for everything to get explained and Jed to be led away. By then the press had arrived. They swarmed around like ants at a picnic and, try as she might, Dana couldn’t seem to avoid them.
“Deputy Birch,” one of them called as she walked by. “We’d like to talk to you.”
“And I’d like an all-expenses paid trip to Tahiti,” she muttered without slowing. “Neither is going to happen.”
Just then a familiar Mustang pulled up. Izzy got out and smiled at the reporters. “I have something for you,” she called, waving a stack of folders. “A little light reading.”
Dana moved toward her, but the reporters got there first and grabbed every copy.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Dana asked.
“Giving them background information. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. I ran it all by Mary Jo. Now there’s a lawyer with attitude. She said it was fine. We were very careful not to give out privileged information or anything the police might want to keep for themselves. But I wanted to move things along. The sooner Jed gets shoved into jail, the better for everyone.”
She glanced over Dana’s shoulder toward the motel room. Garth was still inside with Kathy. “How are they doing?”
“Garth still wants Jed’s head, but Kathy’s doing okay. Apparently she remembered Jed enough to simply go with him and he doesn’t seem to have hurt her. The medics gave her something to help her relax. Once it kicks in, Garth will take her home. She’s given a preliminary statement to the police, but they’ll want more. That won’t be fun.”
“Did Jed fight back or try to escape?”
“He seems broken,” she said and explained what had happened. “He’d already lost to Garth and apparently realizing what had happened to Kathy pushed him over the edge.” She still couldn’t believe he’d thought her condition was a trick to get more money. Talk about an ugly twist of fate. If only he’d been willing to take some responsibility, everything could have been different.
Izzy stared at the motel building. “It’s going to be a hell of a story. The rich and powerful Jed Titan brought to this.”
“By his own family. They’ll be writing about it for months.”
“That’ll be a pain in the ass, but at least it’s over. He won’t be able to hurt us anymore.” Izzy sounded more resigned than sad.
“You okay?” Dana asked.
“No, but I will be.”
“When Garth’s done with Kathy, can you give me a ride back to his place?”
“Sure.”
“Great. I’ll just need a second to talk to him.”
Izzy nodded, then pointed to the motel. “You should take your second now. He has Kathy.”
Dana turned around and saw him leading Kathy to his car. She was wrapped in a blanket and seemed to be half asleep. When he got her in the car, he carefully closed the door, then crossed to them.
“I’m going to take her home,” he said. “Hey, Izzy.”
“Hey, yourself. I’m sorry he hurt her.”
“Me, too.”
She looked around. “I should head back to Lexi’s. Nick will be pissed when he finds out I left by myself.” She pulled a folder from the front seat of her car. “A copy of what Mary Jo and I put together for the reporters. Just so you know what they’ll be writing about.”
“Thanks.”
Izzy got in her car and pulled off to the side. Dana turned to Garth. There were shadows under his eyes and lines by the corner of his mouth.
“You look tired,” she said.
“It’s been a hell of a ride. At least it’s over now.”
Almost, she thought. There was just one more thing to take care of. “How’s Kathy?”
“Pretty out of it. Whatever the doctor gave her is strong. She’ll sleep through the night. I’ve already got a psychologist coming in to talk to her about what happened.”
Right. Because Kathy would have more trouble processing what had happened. “Is there anything I can do to help?” she asked.
“Not tonight. I won’t be back until morning. Are you going to be all right on your own?”
She’d told herself she was staying until it was over. This was pretty much the final moment. Oh, sure, she could make excuses and string things along for a few more days but to what end? Postponing the inevitable wouldn’t make it go away.
“I won’t be there in the morning,” she told him. “I’m going to pack my things and head home.”
He frowned. “Why?”
She stepped toward him, then cupped his face. “Because Jed is no longer a problem.”
He grabbed her wrist. “You don’t have to move out. Dana, I want you there when I get home.”
He probably did, she thought sadly. This worked for him…for now. But what happened when this wasn’t enough? When her love for him caused her to make demands? Then he would be forced to tell her the truth. And she knew deep down, he wouldn’t want to hurt her.
“I want that, too,” she said. “Too much and that’s the problem.” She drew in a breath. “I love you.” She shifted her fingers so they covered his mouth. “I don’t want you to say anything. I’ve never let myself be with anyone I could seriously care about. I’ve never risked falling in love. Despite my past and being terrified, I’m putting it out there. But I don’t expect anything in return.”
Something flashed through his dark eyes, something she could read. Relief? His own brand of fear? Did it matter?
“You won against a formidable opponent,” she continued. “You took down Jed Titan. Now you need to let go of the past and move on with your life. Start over. You have a family. You need to be in the moment and then go find your future.” She dropped her arm to her side.
“Dana,” he began, then paused.
She knew why. What else was there to say?
“We’ll run into each other,” she told him. “At various Titan events. Skye’s wedding will be hard, but after that, it will get easier. I don’t regret loving you, Garth. All that crap about love transforming us and making us better? Damn if it isn’t true. I love you. I’ll do my best to get over you, but you’re going to be a tough act to follow.”
She raised herself on tiptoes and kissed him. “I want the best for you. Always.”
She turned and walked toward Izzy’s waiting car. As she moved through the darkness, she listened for footsteps, foolishly hoping he would come after her, maybe beg her to stay. She wanted him to tell her that of course he’d fallen in love with her, too. That they would be together forever.
There was only silence.
She reached the Mustang, then opened the passenger door. As she turned to get in, she looked across the car to where Garth stood in the parking lot. Their eyes met, but he didn’t say anything. Didn’t try to stop her.
“Everything okay?” Izzy asked.
“Everything’s going to be fine,” Dana said, and nearly meant it.
 
GARTH UNLOCKED THE FRONT door to Glory’s Gate and walked inside. The house was silent and cold, as if it had been abandoned a whole lot longer than a few weeks.
The first time he’d been in the house had been eight or nine months before, when he’d come to one of Skye’s fund-raisers. He’d wanted to see the Titan family home. Now he’d taken it from Jed. There was no more Titan World, no Titan empire. Just pieces of the whole, his to do with as he pleased.
He crossed through the big entryway, past the grand piano. He took the stairs two at a time, then walked along the long second-floor hallway until he found the master bedroom.
The huge closet was empty, as were the drawers. It didn’t look as if anyone had lived here for a long time. It was the same with the other bedrooms. He returned to the main floor and discovered Jed had cleared out the study.
He must have a place in town, Garth thought, walking through the large kitchen and out onto the back porch. From here he could see acres of land. Titan land. His land.
He won, just like Dana said. He’d beat Jed at his own game, had taken everything the old man valued. As a bonus, Jed’s illegal activities were going to land him in jail for a very long time. Things had turned out better than he’d hoped.
He should celebrate. There was only one problem—the person he wanted to share this with wasn’t with him anymore. True to her word, Dana had been gone when he’d returned to his place. She’d moved out, leaving behind empty closets and drawers. The fate of Glory’s Gate on a smaller scale.
He told himself it didn’t matter. That he’d enjoyed her company but nothing more. That their time together had been great, but she was right. It wouldn’t have lasted. Surprisingly, she turned out to be like every other woman, speaking of love as if it were the ultimate gift.
He turned back to the house, but didn’t go inside.
Except she hadn’t been like everyone else. She hadn’t begged or pleaded or threatened. She’d told him she’d loved him and then she’d left him. As if saying the words was enough. As if that was all she wanted to do.
He didn’t understand that. She had to want something from him. Everyone did. She couldn’t just be giving her love to him. Who did that?
He tried to convince himself it was nothing but a mind game, only he knew Dana. She was the most straightforward person he’d ever met. She was tough and vulnerable, powerful and giving. She loved fiercely—he’d seen her love in action.
Given her past, what her father had done to her, it was kind of a miracle she was willing to love at all. Especially someone like him. He knew he wasn’t exactly easy or even safe. She’d exposed herself. He could have hurt her. Not that he would, but why would she risk it? Why did she want him to know?
Too many questions, he thought as he walked into the house and locked the back door. He crossed through the kitchen, then went down the long hallway to the living room.
This would pass, he told himself. The ache inside that he couldn’t explain. The empty silence in his condo. He believed in traveling light. Dana would only slow him down. Better to be ready at a moment’s notice. Now if only he had somewhere to go.



CHAPTER TWENTY

DANA DIDN’T WANT TO answer her front door, but the person knocking didn’t seem to be in the mood to walk away. She crossed the small living room and undid the lock.
“Finally,” Lexi said, walking inside. “Do you have any idea how swollen my ankles are? A woman of my size should not be standing for so long. There are—” She took one look at Dana’s face, then dropped her purse to the floor and held out her arms. “I’m sorry.”
Dana brushed away tears, then stepped into her friend’s embrace. “You don’t know what’s wrong.”
“I haven’t seen you cry in about fifteen years, so I know it’s big.”
“I’m fine. Or I will be.”
“You’re not very convincing. I take it this is about Garth?”
“I told him I loved him.” Dana stifled a sob. She’d been one massive emotional bleed for nearly two days now and it was getting old. “I told him I loved him and then I walked away. And he let me.”
“That bastard.” Lexi took her arm and they walked over to the sofa. “When did this happen?”
“After we rescued Kathy.”
“You didn’t call me.”
“I hurt too much.”
Lexi took her hand. “I’m sorry you’re hurting, but I don’t understand how this happened. Garth cares about you. Why would he let you just walk away?”
Dana shook her head. She was willing to be a fool for love, but she drew the line at being played for one. “He doesn’t love me, Lexi. I know he doesn’t and you know it, too.”
“But how…Oh.” Lexi’s blue eyes darkened. “You were there? I’m sorry. For what it’s worth, I don’t think he meant it.”
“I think he did.” Dana drew in a breath. “It’s okay, or it will be. I did it. I fell in love. I gave my heart to someone. That’s good, right? I’m growing as a person. Right now it feels like someone is ripping my chest apart, but that will get better.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Lexi admitted.
“Another first.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m not. Isn’t that the craziest thing ever? I’m not sorry. Loving him was the best.”
“What happens now?”
“I go back to my regularly scheduled life. I heal. I continue to be a ray of sunshine in my friends’ lives.”
“Maybe he’ll—”
Dana shook her head. “Don’t. Don’t pretend he could come back. Hoping would take the last ounce of strength I have. It’s over. I’ve accepted that. Hoping would be too hard.”
 
“THE THREE OF YOU are the most annoying women on the planet,” Garth said, ready to start punching the wall. He’d never understood why a man would want to do that. At least he hadn’t before. He got it now.
“It’s a gift,” Izzy said serenely, from her place on the chair next to the sofa where Lexi reclined, her hand on her huge belly.
“Poor Garth,” Skye said, from the other chair. “Do you have a blood pressure problem? Should we be worried?”
“I didn’t have one before today,” he said, unclenching his teeth.
They were in Lexi’s living room. He’d brought along a list of Titan assets with the foolish hope they would be able to easily divide them. There was plenty to go around. But would his sisters talk rationally about any of it? Of course not. They’d shifted the conversation every time he’d tried to steer it toward stocks, the racehorses or the house.
Defeated, he tossed down the papers he held and dropped his head to his hands. “I give up,” he said. “You win. What do you want?”
“Magic words,” Izzy said with a sigh.
“They are pretty,” Skye agreed.
“Not pretty enough.” Lexi groaned and shifted into a sitting position. “We want to talk about Dana.”
His head snapped up. Every sense went on high alert. “Why?” he asked warily.
“She moved out,” Skye told him.
“I know that. She said she wanted to go and she did.” He hadn’t liked her leaving, but she was an adult. He couldn’t force her to stay.
“That’s it?” Izzy demanded. “You don’t have anything more to say?”
“I miss her?”
Izzy rolled her eyes.
“She’s in love with you,” Skye said quietly. “Do you know that, too?”
“She told me.”
They all stared at him.
“And?” Lexi prompted.
“She probably doesn’t mean it.”
It was a weak response, he knew that. But it was the best he could come up with.
“Men are so stupid,” Izzy grumbled. “Dana tells you she loves you and all you can come up with is she probably doesn’t mean it? What if she does? What if she totally loves you and believes you’re the one?”
His first thought was that his luck wasn’t that good. His second was that she would expect him to love her back and that wasn’t going to happen. “She doesn’t.”
Lexi glared at him. “Are you serious? Come on, Garth. Give us something to work with here.”
“This isn’t your problem.”
“It is because we care about you both,” Skye said. “Dana is our best friend and you’re our brother. Let’s walk through this together. She said she loved you and you said what?”
“Nothing.”
All three of them stared at him.
“Nothing as in…” Izzy said.
“Nothing,” he repeated. “She told me not to say anything.”
“And you chose that moment to listen?” Izzy’s voice was a shriek.
Lexi’s annoyance turned to speculation. “You were totally freaked out,” she said slowly.
“That’s not how I would describe it.”
“But you were. You don’t want her to love you. After all, you stood in my office and said you weren’t in love with her. I believe your exact words were ‘I don’t love Dana. I don’t do love. Ever.’”
The sisters all exchanged a look. He knew exactly what they were thinking, but they were wrong.
“She wasn’t there,” he said.
“Yes, she was,” Lexi told him. “She heard it all.”
He swore silently. No way. He wouldn’t have wanted that. Wouldn’t have said anything if he’d known. “Are you sure?”
Lexi nodded.
“Talk about sucky timing,” Izzy said. She pointed at Garth. “This is all your fault.”
“Why? What did I do?”
“You hurt Dana.”
“I never asked her to care about me,” he said without thinking.
“There’s a defense,” Lexi snapped. “Dammit, Garth.”
He stood. “No way. I’m not the bad guy here. I was minding my own business.”
“You were coming after us,” Skye reminded him.
“When out of nowhere, Dana appeared.”
“You hurt us,” Lexi said. “She was protecting us. Man, you so don’t deserve her.”
He agreed with that.
He hated that he’d hurt Dana. She didn’t deserve that. She was…he didn’t know what. Special for sure. But love? He wasn’t the kind to fall in love. Out loud, he only said, “I don’t believe in love.”
Lexi nodded as if she thought that was perfectly understandable. “Yes, but the question is, do you believe in Dana?”
Garth was quiet. “What?” Izzy demanded. “What are you thinking?”
“Shh,” Skye said. “Let him be. He’s a guy. This isn’t easy.”
He ignored that and them.
He’d always told himself he didn’t want to fall in love. That love was all risk and no benefit. He’d won—he had it all. And without Dana, what was it worth?
He wanted to be with her, to share his life with her. He wanted to make her laugh, make her happy. He wanted her crabbiness and her humor, her stubborn determination and her tender heart.
“What the hell have I done?”
“Finally,” Lexi said, and collapsed back on the sofa. “I’m exhausted.”
Izzy tilted her head. “I could almost hear the rusty gears grinding in place. I wonder if Nick went through the same kind of thing. I’ll have to ask him.”
“There’s a conversation designed to make him feel good,” Skye murmured.
“What do I do?” Garth asked. “How do I fix this?”
“Not our problem,” Lexi told him. She picked up the list he’d brought. “Back to dividing up the assets you bought. There are a few personal things I want from the house. A desk in the east guest room. One set of china.”
“The one with the blue flowers?” Skye asked. “You always liked that pattern.”
“That’s the one.”
“There’s a great set of flatware that goes with it, and you should take some of the crystal.”
“Okay.”
“I want the racehorses,” Izzy said. “When they retire, they can come live on the ranch. Rita will be thrilled.” She turned to Garth. “Rita runs the stable.”
“I don’t care about who gets what,” he said, frustrated again. “You have to help me.”
“A, we don’t have to do anything,” Skye said, grinning. “B, you called this meeting to divide up assets. I’ll take a few thousand shares of Titan World for Erin. I know you’re going to sell off the company, so they’ll be converted into something else, but that’s fine. Mitch should get the cattle. I’m with Lexi on wanting a china set. Which leaves the house.”
They weren’t listening and he had a feeling it was on purpose.
“I’m thinking Garth,” Izzy said.
“You should have it,” Lexi told him. “You earned it.”
“Plus we can have Christmas Day there,” Skye said.
Wait a minute. “You said you were having Christmas at Cruz and Lexi’s place.”
“We changed our minds,” Izzy told him. “Just as an FYI, you need a really big tree. I know where all the ornaments are, if that will help.”
“It won’t.”
“I have the name of several caterers,” Skye added. “I’m guessing you won’t want to cook.”
“We are not having Christmas at Glory’s Gate.”
“Of course we are,” Lexi said. “Trust me. You’ll love it.”
He dropped his head to his hands again. “You’re killing me.”
“Then our work here is complete.”
 
GARTH EASED HIS CAR up the long driveway.
“Where are we going?” Kathy asked anxiously from the passenger seat.
“It’s a surprise.”
The look she gave him told him that in her world a surprise wasn’t a good thing. Something else Jed had done to her, he thought grimly.
“I have something I want to show you,” he amended. Kathy didn’t look reassured. He reached out and patted her arm. “It’s right there.”
He pointed to Glory’s Gate.
The large house stood silhouetted against the blue Texas sky. It seemed larger than usual, with windows staring down like eyes and a white fence that rolled to the horizon.
“Who lives here?” Kathy asked as the car came to a stop.
“No one, right now. I want to show you the house.”
It was something he’d been planning since he was fourteen and Jed had thrown him out of his office, he thought as he parked the car, then came around to the passenger’s side and opened the door.
Kathy got out slowly, cautiously. He held out his hand and helped her out of his car. She stared up at the house.
“It’s big.”
“Yes, it is,” he told her. “And very pretty inside.”
She didn’t look convinced.
“Jed used to live here,” he said.
That got her attention. She smiled. “I know Jed.” The smile faded. “He’s very sad. He cried. But he’ll be better soon.”
Nothing Garth was hoping for.
“Is he here now?” she asked.
“No.”
Jed was in jail. The judge had seized his passport and revoked bail. The list of charges grew every day. More people were coming forward with information to help the prosecution. It seemed that everyone Jed had ever screwed wanted payback.
“I knew him,” Kathy said slowly. “A long time ago.” She screwed up her face, as if trying to remember something, then shook her head.
Garth nodded, then released her hands. “Come see the house.”
She followed him up the stairs, then through the wide front door. He’d been by earlier, to make sure the place was clean and there were fresh flowers. Now he led her from the entryway to the living room. He started toward the kitchen, but she came to a stop and shook her head.
“I don’t like it,” she whispered.
“It’s my house, Kathy. I bought it for you.”
She shook her head again. “No. It’s too big.” Tears filled her eyes. “I want to go home. Please take me home.”
Anger filled him, quickly followed by helplessness. Why couldn’t she see he’d done this for her? He wanted her to have everything….
And then he knew. In one of those blinding flashes of insight that were never comfortable, he got it.
All these years and all the effort that had gone into winning, into beating Jed into the ground, had one purpose. He’d always believed that if he could defeat the man who had let this happen to her, if he could just hand her Glory’s Gate, then she would be healed. He’d allowed himself to think that simply stepping through the doors and knowing this was her home would be enough. That the magic of victory would replace the damaged cells in her brain.
He’d been wrong.
“Garth?” she whispered.
He crossed to her and put his arm around her shoulders. “It’s all right,” he whispered. “I’ll take you home now.”
“Do I have to come back here again?”
“Not if you don’t want to.”
 
GARTH RETURNED AT SUNSET. It had been the kind of day moviemakers dream about. Clear and bright with a brilliant sun. He stood in the middle of the house, where his mother had stood. He stared at the walls.
How many generations of Titans had lived here and died here? How many lives had been altered? What secrets existed that he would never know? Glory’s Gate. After all this time and all the effort, it was just a house. Nothing more. He’d been the one giving it power it had never earned.
Kathy was back in her house, with her caretakers and her pet store. She was happy again, if still fighting the demons Jed had unleashed. The psychologists said it would take time. The one thing they all had.
He heard a car outside and crossed to the front porch. Dana parked her truck next to his BMW. The contrast made him smile, as did seeing her climb out.
She wore jeans and boots, a long-sleeved T-shirt. He couldn’t tell from this distance, but he would bet she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Which was just like her. Her gaze met his, then she started toward the house.
“You texted,” she said when she was halfway up the stairs.
He’d sent her a message earlier, asking her to meet him here. He hadn’t been sure she would show up, but he’d hoped.
He didn’t know why he hadn’t seen it before. He’d spent his whole life chasing justice, never realizing it couldn’t replace what had been lost. He’d been searching for the wrong thing. He should have been looking for love and connection. But until today, he didn’t think he would recognize love if it came up and bit him on the ass. He was hoping to change that.
Dana slowly crossed the porch. She didn’t know what to think, what to expect. Garth’s half smile was a little scary.
But seeing him was good. He was as tall and handsome as she remembered. He was the kind of man who made women look twice. The kind she never would have looked at even once, mostly out of fear. Now she stared hungrily, taking in all of him. Being without him had been harder than she would have thought. More painful. Being around him made everything easier…better.
She didn’t know why he’d gotten in touch with her. In a few minutes she would ask, but for now it was enough to be close. Which made her one sick puppy, but it was a weakness she could live with. She wanted to hope, but she knew better. His text message could mean anything. It wasn’t as if he’d sent her a message saying “meet me at Glory’s Gate. I can’t live without you.” Life wasn’t that tidy.
“I’m here,” she said when she reached the front door.
“Thanks for coming. Tell me what you think of the house.”
She looked at the place where she’d spent so much time growing up. “It’s big and I’m sure it’s a bitch to heat in the winter.”
He led the way inside. She followed.
“I brought Kathy here,” he told her. “I thought being here would fix her.”
Pain sliced through her. “It didn’t. I’m sorry.”
“I’ve spent most of my life fighting ghosts,” he said, staring at the large rooms around them. “I told myself if I won, if I could defeat Jed, then things would go back to the way they were before. I didn’t even know that’s what I believed until I brought her here. But she doesn’t want this. The house only scared her. It’s been a hell of a day.”
“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “Is she okay now?”
He looked at her. “Yes. I took her home.”
“I know it’s hard, but in the end, you got everything you wanted.”
“Did I? I’m not so sure.”
He stared into her eyes. She looked back, wanting to protect herself, but knowing there wasn’t much point. She loved him and she’d already told him. There weren’t any more secrets between them.
Then he smiled at her. “Damn, but I wasn’t expecting you.”
“You asked me to come.”
“That’s not what I meant. I wasn’t expecting you to invade my life, my bed, my house, my soul. I’m doing this wrong, aren’t I?”
As she didn’t know what he was doing, she couldn’t answer. Hope returned and even though she tried to squash it, she couldn’t.
Then he did the most amazing thing…in the history of the universe. He dropped to one knee, took her hand in his and said, “Dana Birch, I love you. I’m sorry I didn’t get it before. I never thought I would love anyone. I didn’t believe in love. You’re amazing and I’m so lucky to have found you. I love you. Marry me, please. Marry me.”
The unexpected words stunned her. She couldn’t breathe. Then, to her amazement and horror, she started to cry.
“Of all the times to turn into a girl,” she muttered as he stood and pulled her close.
“It’s okay.”
“It’s not. It’s humiliating.”
But it was hard to feel anything but good when his strong arms hugged her tight against him.
He kissed her, his mouth warm and sure.
“I love you,” he whispered against her lips. “I love you.”
Words she would never get tired of hearing.
“But I thought…” she began.
He drew back and stared into her eyes. “I panicked.”
“You know I heard you?”
“Yes. Please forgive me. I’ll do anything.”
The kind of apology she liked best, she thought with a smile. “Maybe,” she said. “Over time. If you convince me.”
“Absolutely.”
He kissed her again and she felt the familiar melting begin inside.
“You haven’t said yes,” he said. “Are you going to marry me and live with me here?”
She rested her head on his shoulder. “I’ll marry you, but we’re not living here. This house is from another time. I want us to plan our future. We’ll find a new place in the suburbs.”
“Seriously?” He sounded worried. “The suburbs?”
“Uh-huh. You can cut the lawn on weekends.”
“Can I get a rider mower?”
“If it makes you happy.”
“You make me happy.” He pulled a diamond ring out of his pocket and slid it onto her left ring finger. “I bought this, in case you were wondering. I have a receipt.”
She laughed, then caught her breath. The diamond sparkled on her finger. She never would have thought of herself as a diamond kind of girl, but she totally got the appeal.
He pulled her close again. “I need you, Dana.”
“Not as much as I need you.”
Then his mouth was on hers and absolutely everything was exactly how it was supposed to be.



EPILOGUE
Christmas Eve

“I’M GOING TO THROW UP,” Skye said dramatically. “And I can’t breathe. What if Mitch changes his mind? What if he’s not there? What if he’s found someone else?”
Lexi looked at herself in the mirror. “I’m a whale.”
“A beautiful whale,” Dana said. “Skye, you need to start breathing. And where the hell is Izzy?”
“Probably having sex with Nick in the closet.”
“The ceremony is in ten minutes,” Dana said. “I refuse to be in charge.”
“Too late,” Izzy said, breezing into the downstairs study. “You are, by default. Which is kind of funny if you think about it.”
“Am I laughing?” Dana asked. “Do you see me laughing?”
“Someone has to be and it’s not me,” Skye said, turning from the mirror, where she’d been pinning up her hair. “There are—” Her eyes widened. “Your dresses. They’re so beautiful. And they match.”
“We knew you really wanted bridesmaids, but didn’t think you should,” Lexi said, hugging her. “Surprise.”
Skye’s green eyes filled with tears. “I love you guys so much.” She waved her hands in front of her face. “Help! I can’t cry. I’ll ruin my makeup.”
“Crabby thoughts,” Izzy said quickly. “Think crabby thoughts. The last time you were cut off in traffic. Or how some people don’t recycle.”
“That would be my annoyance,” Lexi told her.
“Oh, right.”
Skye sniffed. “I’m okay now. I’ll be fine. I can’t believe you did this for me.” She sighed. “But we don’t have flowers for you.”
Dana rolled her eyes. “Seriously? You think we’d go to all this trouble to buy matching dresses and then not take care of the flowers? You’ve got to trust us.”
“I do,” Skye said earnestly. “I love you all so much. But we can’t hug. We’ll wrinkle.”
“Sentimental to the end,” Dana said.
Fidelia, Mitch’s housekeeper, bustled into the room with Erin at her side. Skye’s daughter was dressed in a satin plaid dress of black and Christmas-green and red. Her hair had been curled, she proudly wore lip gloss and carried a basket of flowers.
“Mommy, you look so beautiful.”
“Thank you, Bunny Face. So do you.”
Dana took in Skye’s long ivory gown, the spray of flowers she’d pinned in her hair and the glow of happiness that made her even more stunning.
This day had been a long time coming. They’d been through so much together. First fighting Garth, then fighting Jed. But they’d clung to each other through all of it, and had survived to walk out the other side.
No, not survived, she told herself. They had thrived. Jed was in jail. Every day brought new charges, as more people came forward with information. He’d been the bad guy for a lot longer than anyone knew.
Lexi and Cruz had made a life for themselves and were expecting their baby in a few weeks. Lexi was determined not to know the sex of the baby until she was surprised at delivery, but Cruz had hinted he knew it was a boy. They were planning a wedding sometime in the late spring.
Izzy and Nick would spend most of the winter remodeling Glory’s Gate. Garth had given it to them to use for the disadvantaged kids they hosted. They were going to turn Glory’s Gate into a year-round facility.
Skye and Erin would stay with Mitch at his ranch, where they were now. They wanted to start a family right away. Erin was excited by the thought of a baby sister or brother, along with a puppy. Dana had a feeling the puppy would arrive first.
As for her and Garth, they were buying a house close to Lexi and Cruz. Dana had left the Titanville sheriff’s office. Being engaged to a Titan made working there difficult at best. She was using her share of the stock sale to start a security business aimed at teaching single women how to stay safe in their lives. In two days, right after Christmas, they were flying to Las Vegas to get married. It would be quiet and fuss-free. Exactly what they both wanted.
There was a knock on the study door. Dana went to answer it. Kathy stood there, looking pretty in a blue dress. She was smiling.
“The lady in charge asked me to say it was time,” she whispered to Dana.
“Thank you.”
“Garth said you’re going away for a little while.”
“Just five days,” Dana told her. “Then we’ll be back. We’ll come see you.”
“Good.” Kathy beamed. “I found your puppy. He’s a black Lab and his name is Jack.”
Dana hugged her. “Thank you so much. I can’t wait to meet him.”
“You’re going to be with Garth now, aren’t you?”
“Yes, I am. We’ll be a family together.”
“You’re the one I wanted for him,” Kathy said. “I know you’ll make each other very happy.”
The words were spoken with an unusual clarity, as if for that moment, she was the way she’d been before. Then her expression softened and her eyes took on a dreamy quality. “Garth is always nice. He’s a good man.”
“Yes, he is.”
Kathy waved and went to join the other guests.
Garth stepped into the hallway, looking sinfully handsome in a black suit. “We’re ready.”
“I heard. Your mom found us a puppy.”
He looked worried. “You okay with a dog?”
“It seems inevitable. His name is Jack. We can pick him up when we get back.”
He leaned in and kissed her. “Still want to marry me?”
“Absolutely.”
“Good. Because I’m not letting you get away.” He smiled. “I’ll be the good-looking one at the other end of the aisle.”
“Thanks for the hint.”
She turned back to Skye and Lexi and Izzy. “They’re ready.”
“So are we,” Izzy said, passing out glasses of sparkling cider. “But before we go, I’d like to propose a toast. To us. I love each of you.”
“I love each of you, too,” Skye, Lexi and Dana said. They clinked glasses.
Dana’s heart was full. She didn’t think she’d ever been so happy in her life. For years she’d been afraid to love too much, afraid to want to belong, for fear of getting lost in the need. It had taken women who were like sisters to her and a very special, very unlikely, hero to show her the power of believing, not only in herself, but in those around her.
“To the Titan sisters,” Lexi said. “All four of us.”
“To us.”



		

			Please keep reading for a sneak peek at The Happiness Plan, beloved New York Times bestselling author Susan Mallery’s new novel of three women’s search for joy in this story of hope, heartache, and the power of friendship.






		



1

“Is it possible you’re overcommitting in your personal life because you don’t want to feel your emotions?” Tori Rocha asked, her tone more concerned than judgy. “Kittens? Really? Because you needed one more thing?”

Heather Sitterly glanced down at the three sleeping two-week-old kittens she’d just agreed to foster, thought about the client she’d signed that morning and the kitchen remodel she was considering.

“Possible?” she repeated, grinning as she spoke. “No. Not possible. I think we can agree it’s likely. Very likely.”

Tori’s mouth twitched, as if trying not to smile. “Admitting you have a problem is half the battle. How can I help?” Heather shifted her wrist so her friend and the head graphic designer at 206 Marketing Group could see her smart watch. “In forty-two minutes these little guys will need feeding.” “The conference room in forty-two minutes. I’ll be there.” So would the rest of the senior staff, Heather thought, because forty-two minutes from now was the weekly update meeting.

“Thanks.”

Heather walked to her large corner office where she had an oversize executive desk, a small conference table and a seating area. The traditional furniture contrasted with the soft-sided playpen in the back corner.

She set the box of kittens on the coffee table and pulled a couple of soft blankets from the closet, along with a large heating pad. She set the heating pad on the lowest setting and covered it with one of the blankets, then used the second one to make a little nest. Carefully, she transferred the sleeping kittens to the playpen where they mewed for a few seconds before falling back to sleep.

“I’ll take good care of you,” she whispered. “In a few weeks you’ll be old enough to go to your forever homes. You’ll have a great life.”

Between now and adoption day, Heather would be their surrogate mother. While time consuming, the task wasn’t a stretch. She fostered on a regular basis. Once she got the kittens back to her place, she would be aided by her crabby, mistrustful cat, LC, who loathed her but was an amazing foster dad to all the kittens she brought home.

Heather crossed to her desk and uploaded the signed contracts from Mountain Goat Northwest, their newest client. She’d been courting them for eighteen months, so having them sign on the dotted line was a sweet victory. MGNW specialized in outerwear for various sports but emphasized sustainable fabrics and bright colors, often decorated with faux fur. Many of their jackets and pants could be custom ordered with personalized details such as patterns and trim.

She’d sold MGNW on an experiential marketing campaign—one that would help form a relationship with their customers to create brand loyalty for a lifetime.

Once she’d sent the contracts to accounting, she answered her email briefly, fingers flying over the keyboard. She’d nearly finished when a new email appeared with a familiar subject line.

More detailed DNA results. See who else might be related to you.

“I already know who’s related to me,” Heather murmured, clicking on the link. She logged in to her Ancestry account and stared at the familiar information.

Potential blood relatives included a few distant cousins, some old lady in Belarus and a married man with two daughters living about forty-five minutes north of Seattle. Her gaze lingered on the last entry.

Fletcher Causey, age fifty-two. From what she’d learned in a cursory online search, he was a high school history teacher, had never been in prison and according to his Facebook page, which for reasons not clear to her wasn’t private, was a devoted dad to two girls. He liked sports, grew his own vegetables and had been married to his wife for fifteen years. More compelling than all that was the fact that according to Ancestry, there was a 97.5 percent chance he was also Heather’s father. The result of a one-night stand when he and her mother had been eighteen. She’d learned about the possible DNA match six months ago but had yet to reach out. Her mother was enough of a pain—Heather wasn’t interested in another clingy relative. Only Fletcher seemed like a good guy and she’d always wondered about her father and…

“Is it true? Are there kittens?”

She looked up and smiled at Sam, her head of market research. Sam was a genius when it came to understanding demographics and trends, often creating his own algorithms to dig down into the numbers. Heather didn’t understand the how of what he did, but she appreciated the results.

“Three of them and you’re the first one here.”

“I washed my hands,” he said as he crossed to the playpen. He slowly removed one kitten, getting a mew of protest as he carefully turned it over before putting it back.

There were two black-and-white kittens and one gray one. The second kitten barely stirred as he lifted it. Once he’d determined the gender, he sat down on the sofa and carefully put a tiny blue collar around its neck.

“Let me guess,” she said drily. “Russell Wilson?”

“My hero.”

“You know he’s no longer a Seahawk. He left the team and our beautiful city.”

Sam shook his head. “Don’t care. Ten years after he’s retired, he’ll still be my man.”

Heather’s watch beeped a five-minute warning for the meeting.

“Time to heat the formula,” she said.

“I’ll bring these guys.” Sam put Russell Wilson into the box and collected the other two kittens.

Heather walked to the break room where she found Tori collecting towels, feeding syringes and cotton balls. A can of formula was on the counter along with a cup of water.

“I warmed the water already,” Tori told her. “But check the temperature.”

“Thanks. Sam’s already claimed his kitten. Did you want to name one?”

Her friend grinned. “Unlike Sam, I’m not comfortable giving kittens the same name over and over again and I’ve run out of creative options. I’ll let someone else give it a shot.”

The house rule was the first to help with a kitten got to name it—at least until its adoption.

Heather mixed the formula and tested the temperature before carrying it into the conference room. Her director of digital marketing had already claimed the gray girl. Tori passed out supplies while Heather filled each syringe.

“I hear we’re due for a celebration,” Elliot Young, her mentor and business partner, said as he walked into the conference room. “Someone signed Mountain Goat Northwest this morning.”

He was followed by one of the marketing staff pushing a cart piled high with cupcakes, sparkling water and coffee.

Elliot sat next to her and reached for the kitten she held. “You worked hard for that account. You deserve to celebrate.”

Everyone not holding a kitten applauded. Heather felt a flush of pride and gratitude.

“It was a team effort,” she told them. “We’re going to be good for them and they’re going to be good for us.”

Elliot set the kitten on the towel and picked up the syringe filled with formula. Like everyone at 206 Marketing Group, he was well practiced in feeding and caring for motherless kittens. It came with the job. During the interview process, all prospective employees were warned that there were nearly always cats in the building, along with Tori’s dog. Those with a severe pet allergy might want to think about working elsewhere.

Once everyone had their cupcakes and drinks, Heather took control of the meeting.

“We’ll start with experiential marketing,” she said, glancing to her left.

As she listened to the update, Heather thought about how fortunate she was in her work life. With Elliot’s wise counsel, she’d avoided many of the pitfalls that came with starting a new business. She’d been well funded and had been able to lure away top talent and clients. Four years after opening its doors, the company was thriving and so was she. At least professionally. The rest of her life was a disaster.

Well, not all of it—just the romantic part, driven by her inability to commit. Or say the L word. Okay, and she had trust issues. There was also the confusion of equally wanting and not wanting to meet her birth father. Plus, her mother. Other than that, she was the picture of mental health.

And while most of those problems could be solved—with the exception of her mother—dealing with them made her uncomfortable. Which was why she had a new batch of foster kittens with which to distract herself.

Better kittens than emotional self-exploration, she thought. Maybe, at the end of the day, business success was enough and the relationship stuff wasn’t necessary. A lie, of course, but one she thought she could embrace fully. At least for now.

“Is she asleep? Dad said not to bug her if she’s asleep.”

“She’s not asleep. She can hear us.”

“We’re going to get in big trouble if we wake her. She worked really late last night.”

Daphne Brown stayed perfectly still, doing her best not to smile as she listened to her stepkids loudly whispering from just outside the master bedroom. Usually, the three of them slept in on weekends, but they were excited to go hiking with their dad and uncles, so they’d bounced out of bed at six. She’d ignored the pounding of their steps as they raced downstairs, but there was no way to sleep through their talking.

“I want to say good morning,” Alexa, the youngest of the three, said more loudly.

Daphne rolled onto her back, bumping into Albert and Vanessa. Albert, a Siamese mix, raised his head and stared disdainfully at the children in the doorway. He was very much a one-person cat and Brody’s three were not his people. In contrast, Vanessa, a beautiful calico, loved the world and expected it to love her back. She stood with an obvious expectation of cuddles and pets.

She was not disappointed. The kids threw themselves onto the bed, wrestling with each other to see who could snuggle closest, Alexa dragging Vanessa with her.

“You’re awake! You’re awake!”

Elijah, ten and the oldest, spoke for the siblings. He was a natural-born leader and Daphne thought he had the potential to be president. “We already had breakfast. Dad made pancakes. But don’t worry. We cleaned up the mess.”

She sat up and shoved the pillows behind her back. Elijah settled on her left while Cadin and Alexa shared her right side. Vanessa climbed on her lap and Albert moved away to a safe distance where he could observe and judge.

“You cleaned up?” Daphne asked with a grin. “On purpose?”

They all laughed. Alexa proudly explained, “I started it. I cleared my plate and put it on the counter. I got an extra disk.”

“You did? That’s amazing!”

In their house, good behavior was rewarded with a small plastic disk. Elijah’s were green and Cadin’s were blue—the Seattle Seahawks colors—while Alexa’s were bright purple for the University of Washington Huskies. Disks were collected in a box and every few weeks, one was drawn. The kid whose disk was drawn got to be king or queen for the day, choosing dinner and the evening’s entertainment.

“How were the pancakes?” Daphne asked, putting her arms around her brood. “Excellent?”

“Superior,” Cadin said.

“Outstanding!” Elijah told her.

Alexa looked up at her and grinned. “They were very, very good.”

“Did you leave any for me?”

Smiles faded as the kids stared at her in confusion.

“Dad said you didn’t want any,” Elijah told her.

Her good mood drained away, leaving the exhaustion that came from only five hours of sleep. Just as unpleasant was the proof that Brody was still pissed at her and showing it in every passive-aggressive way possible.

Aware of the three watching her, she faked a huge smile as she said, “But I do want my coffee.”

They scrambled off the bed.

“I’ll pour,” Elijah said, beating the others to the top of the landing.

“I’ll get the milk.”

“I’ll get the mug.”

“No running on the stairs,” she called, then turned to her cats and softened her voice. “I didn’t want his pancakes, anyway. Maybe I’ll go out to breakfast. Because men are stupid poopieheads.”

Albert rubbed her face with his in agreement.

Daphne pulled her robe over the T-shirt and yoga pants that she slept in when the kids were with them. Sexy nightgowns only happened on alternate weeks. Since the change in the parenting plan three months ago—with every other weekend replaced by shared custody and the children here alternating weeks—she’d been living a strange half-life. Half the time she and Brody could do what they wanted without worrying about soccer or summer programs. The other half they were harried working parents and she had to deal with meals for five and doctors’ appointments, not to mention homework, playdates, shopping and activities, while maintaining her seventy-to eighty-hour workweek. She loved having the kids around and looked forward to spending time with them, but she was exhausted. Making partner within a month of the custody change had been exciting but had added to her stress level. And now she and Brody were fighting.

She went downstairs to the kitchen. The scent of pancakes and bacon lingered, but there was no evidence of the meal. Brody hadn’t even saved her a couple of pieces of bacon. The kids had her coffee ready. She smiled and thanked them, then took a sip.

“Heaven,” she told them.

They laughed.

“What time are you leaving?” she asked Elijah.

“Nine,” he told her. “Grant and Campbell are coming here and we’re going to the deli for sandwiches. Dad said it’s a two-hour drive to the trailhead, so we won’t be back until four or five.”

Daphne did the math. Two hours there and back, so four hours in total. Say a half hour for a lunch break, which left three and a half hours for hiking. Not her idea of a fun day, and she wasn’t sure Alexa was going to be up for that much, either.

“You going to be okay with all those men?” she asked the six-year-old, careful to keep her voice teasing.

“I’ll be in charge.” Alexa batted her eyelashes.

Daphne grinned. “You go, girl.” Her humor faded. “You’ll tell your dad if you get tired.”

“She’ll be fine.”

Brody had entered the kitchen. Most days the sight of his dark hair and broad shoulders still made her swoon a little. He was a handsome man with an easy charm that had caught her attention immediately. Their courtship had been fast, intense and everything she’d dreamed of. She’d fallen for his kids, too, adored his brothers, got along with his ex-wife and until two weeks ago, had thought they had a solid marriage.

“Is it a steep trail?” she asked him. “She’s small and she can’t always keep up. Maybe she should stay home with me.”

His dark eyes sharpened. “You said you’d be working.”

Daphne held in a flinch. There it was again—that tone. Why did he have to be so difficult?

“I am, but here and only for a couple of hours.” She looked at Alexa. “We could go to lunch and a movie.”

Alexa glanced between them as if not sure what to say. Judging from their concerned expressions and tense body language, Brody’s kids had figured out there was something wrong.

“Alexa, you’re coming with us,” Brody said firmly. He pointed to the doorway. “All of you, go get dressed. Layers. It’ll be cool when we start, but hot as we hike the trail.”

They trooped out of the kitchen, leaving the adults by themselves. Daphne picked up her coffee, then set it down.

“Alexa shouldn’t go. She’s going to fall behind, then she’ll cry and you’ll get mad and yell at her, which will make things worse. She’s only six. She can’t hike for three hours.”

Her husband glared at her. “I think I know my children a little better than you do.”

Her temper rose. His “I’m the real parent and you’re not” attitude was new and annoying.

“Why?” she asked. “I spend as much time with them. But sure, if you want to be a jerk, go ahead. You’re getting good at it.”

He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not being a jerk. I’m taking my kids out for a hike with their uncles.”

“Oh, Brody, come on. Making breakfast for everyone but me? Being stubborn about Alexa? You know I’m right about her being too small, but you’d rather she suffer than admit that.” She pressed her hands against the island. “At some point you have to stop being pissed long enough to have a conversation with me.”

His eyes narrowed. “I’m not pissed, as you describe it, Daphne. I found out my wife had an affair with someone she works with. Pissed doesn’t come close to explaining what I feel.”

The exhaustion returned and with it a need to defend herself for the thousandth time.

“I didn’t have an affair,” she said quietly, aware of three sets of ears upstairs. “You know I didn’t. Miguel and I are colleagues and friends. We have lunch. I have lunch with lots of people and many of them are men. If you hired women in your department, you’d have lunch with them. It’s a business thing. It’s what happens.”

Brody moved closer to her, anger radiating from him in waves. “He sent you flowers.”

She tried not to flinch, aware that the flower thing was bad. “He did and I was as surprised as you.”

“I doubt that.”

She ignored him and kept talking. “I told him he shouldn’t do that.”

She’d been very direct in the note she’d dropped off at his office, first thanking him for the flowers, but then telling Miguel sending them wasn’t appropriate and that he should never do it again.

“You kept them!”

She threw up her hands. “Yes. My assistant thought they were from you. Throwing them in the trash would send all kinds of messages that would create trouble.”

“You didn’t tell me about the flowers.”

Score one for him, she thought grimly. “I didn’t. I’ve already apologized for that and I’m happy to do so again. I was wrong. I should have said something. I was surprised and didn’t know what to say. So I kept quiet.”

And had put the flowers on her credenza and forgotten about them until Brody had showed up to take her to lunch two days later. Her assistant had complimented him on flowers he hadn’t sent and it had all been a shit storm ever since.

“Brody, please. Miguel and I are just friends. There’s nothing between us. There never has been. I’m not interested in anyone else and even if for some crazy reason I was, I have no time for an affair. As you’re always pointing out, I run from work to home and back. I love you and the kids and our life. We’re happy together. At least we were.”

She thought about adding they rarely fought, only lately that was all they did. First about the baby and now this.

“You want me to let it go,” he said bitterly. “But you won’t even admit what it was. You can pretend all you want, but you had an affair with that man. Until you stop lying to me and possibly yourself, this can’t be fixed.”

He stalked out of the kitchen. Daphne held in a scream. Why was he being so unreasonable? An affair? Seriously? The last thing she wanted was more stress in her life. Why did Brody have to be like this?

She drew in a breath, then exhaled sharply. The stupid flowers, she thought resentfully. She should have tossed them and let Irena, her assistant, think what she wanted. Then none of this would have happened. But she hadn’t and now Brody was determined to make her pay for something she hadn’t done. She and Miguel were work friends, nothing more. They had lunch and okay, the occasional drink in one of their offices when they worked late, but she did the same with some of the other partners. Less often, perhaps, but it happened. She was friends with lots of people at the office. As for the flowers, Miguel had apologized for overstepping and that had been that. Or so she’d thought.

But God forbid Brody should believe her very rational explanation. Instead, he accused her of having an affair and was turning into an unreasonable goat of a man.

She dumped her cold coffee. After feeding Albert and Vanessa, she went upstairs to shower, only to find Alexa waiting in her bedroom.

The little girl ran to her and hugged her tight. “Are you mad at me?”

Daphne dropped to her knees. “Sweetie, why would I be mad?”

Tears filled Alexa’s big brown eyes. “Because I said I want to go with Daddy instead of staying with you. But I want to do both, cross my heart.”

“I know.” She smoothed her hair off her forehead. “I want you to go with your daddy if that makes you happy. I’d never be mad about that. I’m just worried that it’s too much. So you need to be able to say when you get tired.”

“I will. I don’t want to be left behind. They always leave me behind because I’m the youngest and I’m small.”

“But mighty in spirit,” Daphne told her.

Alexa grinned. “I’m powerful.” Her smile faded. “Can we go to lunch and a movie next Saturday I’m here?”

“We can.” Daphne pulled her close. “It’s a date.”

Order restored, Alexa broke free. “I have to get dressed.”

“Yes, you do.”

She ran out of the room. Daphne walked into the master bath where she locked the door. Once she’d showered, she would take a look at her to-do list. With everyone gone until late afternoon, she could focus on work for a few hours, then get everything else done and possibly have time for a quick nap. Far better than what she really wanted to do, which was curl up and have a lengthy cry as she tried to figure out how to get her marriage back on track when her husband was furious with her for something she hadn’t done.
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