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CHAPTER 1
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ROBIN SPELDING WEAVED his way through the wedding crowd toward the other side of the ballroom, a champagne glass in one hand, a plate of fruit-filled cake in the other. He drained the glass in two swigs and poked his finger into the cake, dropping the remains on the serving table. “Mmm. That’s quite good, and so was the sex until you saw fit to interrupt it.”

The man he addressed, his right hand man, Vega, never blinked. “You needed interrupting. This is your biggest and wealthiest client, yet you’d risk their good opinion banging some gentleman’s trampy wife? Keep your zipper up and your junk on lockdown. I, for one, am enjoying the reward. Plus, you know Atlas Bellamy wouldn’t approve.”

“He would have years ago.”

Which sounded incredibly lame the minute he said it. 

Atlas was less wealthy than the others in the Billionaire Boys Club, but far more powerful. He was the man who spoke and everybody listened. Greater, he spoke and stuff happened as a result. He was also incredibly religious now, so if he found out about his rendezvous in the back office, he was as good as canned. Calix Steele, whose wedding this was, wouldn’t approve either, he and Atlas being thick as thieves. He really should have curbed his lust for once.

“You’ve proved your point,” he said. “She’s gone. I’m here, and the new hire knows exactly how endowed I am. So thanks for sending her in like that.”

Vega’s stoic manner cracked, a laugh leaking out.

Robin switched his gaze across the room. The pianist, Cristobel Wolfe, swept his fingers across the keys of a grand piano, a lock of his hair dangling between his eyes. He was amazing, a true rare talent. 

His eyebrows rose. “Is that buff young man Celina Wolfe’s date? He’s what, thirty?”

Celina Wolfe, the grandmother of the Wolfe clan, was known for her eccentricities, one of those, being seen with men the age of her grandsons. Speculation, outside the family, was ripe that she hired them, but no one had the nerve to ask “for what”. There were three families you did not cross if you wanted any success on the Southeast Coast:  the Bellamys, the Steeles, and the Wolfes. Being relatively new in the community, he was careful to tread pristinely around them all. Except for, maybe, today.

“I believe so,” Vega replied, “and the gentleman to the rear is her son, rarely seen in the States, but I didn’t interrupt your sexcapade to discuss the guests. We have a problem, requiring you to leave the festivities.”

“Leave?” Robin eyed him. He and Vega went back seven years to an encounter at a crime scene in Los Angeles. He’d been there looking for details on a case. Vega had been the detective in charge. Nabbing him from a rising position in the LAPD had happened because he could afford to pay way more than Vega’d ever earn out there, and he’d not regretted one dime of it since.

Vega dipped his chin. “There’s been a break-in at your brother’s place.”

Robin’s brows drew tight. “He hasn’t called me.” And he would have if he knew, that was a given. He and Bryon were very close.

“That’s because this came from dispatch,” Vega replied. “Besides, they’ve caught the thief.”

“So call the police. I fail to see why I need to drive over there.” Robin waved one hand toward the wedding guests. “Especially when I’m having such a good time.”

Vega made a face. “We know what a ‘good time’ you’ve had.”

Robin couldn’t help but smile, the woman in question flitting by on the hand of her elderly husband. Slender waist, fleshy hips, very flexible legs.

“The thief is asking for you.”

Shaken from his erotic daydream, Robin turned. “Asking for me?”

An odd teasing smile fit on Vega’s lips. Robin could count on one hand the times he’d seen his right hand man smile at all, much less in such a knowing manner.

“She is asking for you,” Vega said.

She. Suddenly, a side trip from the wedding of the century was appealing. His curiosity had gotten him into this business, his good manner into many women’s beds. This promised to combine both. Why else would Vega send him?

“I’ll go then,” he replied. “Do my part to help family unity.”

“I figured you’d say that.” Vega returned his gaze to the front. “She’s being held at the site by Security. Enjoy.”
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THE PARKING LOT WAS well lit, the front door of the business even more so. The security, he knew because he provided it, was top-notch and impenetrable. Therefore, the very idea anyone would attempt to break in meant they were either amateurs, who had no idea what they were up against, or extreme professionals, who could pull it off. A mid-level thief wouldn’t attempt it at all, but consider simpler moneymaking prospects. This wasn’t a professional because she had been caught, and looking at the broken window glass scattered across the pavement and inside on the tile, this was her first time.

Robin crossed his arms, taking in the damage, then met the gaze of the security guard. “What’s the story?”

The guard, a burly black man standing well over six feet, spoke with a deep, rumbling voice. “I was in the lobby, making my rounds. She stared me in the eye and smashed the glass.”

Robin looked at the woman. She was young, in her early twenties and dressed appealingly. Skintight black leather pants, a matching jacket, and a black blouse made of some filmy material. She had a natural beauty, blonde hair, cut shoulder length, light green eyes framed by long blonde lashes. She was also petite, maybe five-foot-one, with narrow hips and, right then, a particular angry line to her jaw.

“What’s your explanation?” he asked. “And why did you ask for me?”

He didn’t know her. He never forgot a woman’s face, especially if he’d slept with her.

“I went to school with your sister.”

Mention of his sister gave him pause for a moment. Martina was actually his half-sister, a product of his dad’s fling with a coworker. He’d met her several times, all favorably, but didn’t really have a need to schmooze with memories of his dad’s unfaithfulness. 

“She told me if I ever needed help I was to find her brother, Robin.”

“And you thought smashing in the window would get my attention?”

“Well, it worked.”

He frowned. Unfolding his arms, he glanced at the guard. “Call the cops. Have her arrested. I don’t have time.” He circled on his heel and made two steps back toward his hundred grand sports car.

“Wait. Please. I’m ... I’m desperate.”

He exhaled.

He’d learned over the years to listen to his gut, and his gut was giving him a really bad feeling about this. His conscience wouldn’t entirely let him go either. But then, in the beginning when he’d gotten into the security business, that was how cases worked. He’d argued in his head with what his heart said and had learned to use both to his advantage. The combination had stood him in good stead so far and made him a lot of cash. 

Whereas those like Atlas and Calix and the Wolfes had grown up with money in their pockets, he’d earned his, working day and night for every dime. His was new money, but new money, he’d discovered, bought just as much as the old. The only catch was in having to work twice as hard to gain people’s respect.

“You’ll want to know what I have to say,” she continued.

That remark finally turned him in place. “Put her in my car,” he said to the guard. “I’ll call someone to have the window replaced. Stand here until they arrive.”

The guard dipped his chin and dragged the struggling girl toward his vehicle. He dumped her unceremoniously in the passenger seat and reversed. Robin circled the front and climbed behind the wheel. He fastened his seatbelt, but didn’t crank, first, making the promised phone call. The man who answered wasn’t too happy about having to work at this hour.

Robin focused. “You could have called me,” he said to her. “You could have made an appointment at my office. For that matter, you could have accosted me at lunch. Why break into Bryon’s offices?”

“You wouldn’t have listened. I’m not your type,” she replied.

One eyebrow rose. Reclined, he curved one hand over the bottom of the steering wheel. “And what’s my ‘type’?”

“Everyone knows Robin Spelding goes for easy women, preferably married ones, almost always brunette ... and he can’t keep his pants zipped when he senses a moment to screw a woman somewhere risky.”

He started. Did “everyone” really know that? Vega probably did, but he hardly thought it was entertainment news.

“I don’t fit the mold,” she continued. “First, there’s the hair ...” She swept her hands through hers, causing it to stand on end. “Second, I like to think I’m attractive, but I’m not married.”

His brow furrowed, he stared at her a moment longer, then leaning forward, Robin cranked and headed from the lot.

“Where’re you taking me?” the girl asked.

He glanced in her direction. “If I was smart, to jail. It’s a minor offense; you’d be out by morning. But, as you’ve already stated, I sometimes take great risks. For that reason, we’ll go to my office and you’ll tell me what is so important you dragged me away from a major event to talk to you.”

“A major event? Oh!” She sat more upright. “The Steele wedding. Was it ... was it ... just the most amazing thing ever? I mean, she’s so pretty, but down-to-earth, and he’s ... he’s hot.”

Robin wanted to laugh but didn’t. The very idea any woman referred to a man as wealthy as Calix as “hot” was ridiculous, never mind her girlish manner of saying it.

“I’d almost give up my virginity to be there,” she added.

At his choked cough, she made a sniff. 

“Right ...” she continued. “You don’t go for those type girls either.”

[image: image]

“START WITH YOUR NAME,” Robin said, taking a seat behind his desk. The plush fabric embraced him, and he leaned back. He’d had this chair tailored to fit.

The girl looked less comfortable though. She settled in the chair facing him, perched on the edge, her gaze twisting this way and that. He snapped his fingers, and she startled.

“Parker Rousch,” she blurted, “I’m twenty-two, and Martina thinks the world of you.”

Hearing that felt strangely good, although he didn’t quite understand why. He and his sister hadn’t spent a great deal of time together.

“Marti said, ‘My big brother will do anything for you. If you ever need help, find him.’ I guess she saw my habit of always getting involved in things.”

“What are you ‘involved in’ now?” he asked.

She leaned back in her chair at last. “I work for Alexander Stone. I see you know the name.”

Not in a good light. Though he ran several legitimate businesses, Alexander Stone had his fingers in a lot of dirty pies as well. He was antagonistic by nature, constantly opposing both Atlas and Calix in everything they did. He, himself, had a permanent eye placed on him, almost always suspecting him first when something went wrong.

“Anyhow, his secretary and I are best buds.”

Robin arched an eyebrow at her choice of words.

“I’m just a lowly cartoonist ... you know, for the paper?”

Robin nodded. The ridiculous political rant Alexander Stone put out bi-monthly was typically full of leftwing articles and environmentalist harangues. He, personally, thought it was a smokescreen for Stone’s other activities and not a true opinion of the man himself. Alexander would kiss whatever backside he needed to in order to get ahead. He’d proven that when he’d married into the Artigas family, well-known for their illegal activities.

“I went up to ask her if she wanted to grab lunch,” Parker said. “There’s this cute little bistro on Fishwater Creek, has the best quinoa ...”

He coughed.

She halted. “Never mind. But the food is good. You should go.” She flexed the fingers of one hand. “She wasn’t there anyhow, and I was going to write her a note and leave ... until I overheard A.S. on the phone.” She raised the same hand, palm outward, her expression growing serious. “His door was cracked, and I heard him say, ‘Don’t worry about Atlas Bellamy. I will take care of him.’”

Atlas had lots of enemies. That was the nature of the beast; his wealth, his power and position in the community, formed them without his making any effort. But those words coming from someone like Alexander Stone should be taken as a serious threat. 

“Thank you for the warning,” he said, “but you still could have caught up with me instead of ...”

“I’m not done.”

He hushed.

She tossed her head. “He mumbled something else I couldn’t quite make out, then said, ‘I’ll be there later, like we agreed.’ I realized I’d hung around too long and went to make a quick exit, but before you could say ‘jackrabbit’, he walked out and saw me there. I started stuttering, ‘I ... I w-was j-just here t-too see Peg ... about ... lunch.’ I tried to act like I hadn’t heard anything, but he saw through it. I spun in place and dashed for the door, but he was on me like ... well, like that same jackrabbit.” 

With this, she stood, removed her jacket and stuck her left upper arm in his view. Large finger-shaped bruises shone on her fair skin. “I got free because Peg showed up and he freaked. But I can’t go back. He’ll come after me.” Her gaze widened. “He ... he knows my home address. Oh, I’m so dead.” She fell back into her chair.

Robin tented his fingers, contemplating what to do. She was probably right. People had disappeared unexplainably at Alexander’s request before. A “lowly cartoonist” would be easy prey and probably not missed for quite some time.

“You’ll keep me safe?” she asked.

He blinked. “I’ll keep you safe until I figure this out. Put on your coat.” He stood.

She obeyed, curiosity forming on her face. “Where are we going?” Snagging her coat from the chair, she slid her arms back in the sleeves.

Approaching her, he smiled. “To a wedding to meet with Atlas Bellamy.”

“Shi ... oot,” she replied, curving one hand over her mouth. She held it there a second, then pulled it away. “Promised my mom I wouldn’t talk like that anymore, but seems like this occasion called for it.”
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