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        Isabelle

      

        

      
        Just when I was beginning to trust my husband, he betrayed me.

      

        

      
        Just when I thought I was falling in love he showed me the beast he truly is.

      

        

      
        I understand his thirst for revenge. But I don’t want to play this game of pawn and puppet master.

      

        

      
        No matter how his hands make my heart race and my body crave his devil’s touch, I won’t give in.

      

        

      
        I love his daughter.

      

        

      
        But I can’t let myself fall in love with her father.

      

        

      
        Jericho

      

        

      
        I have exactly what I want. Revenge.

      

        

      
        Soon everything the Bishops have will be mine.

      

        

      
        But it will cost me more than I bargained.

      

        

      
        Isabelle Bishop hates me. As she should.

      

        

      
        I know what I am. And now she does too.

      

        

      
        But falling in love with my wife was never part of my plan.
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            JERICHO

          

        

      

    

    
      “What did you do?” Isabelle hisses. She’s naked, on her feet pounding small fists into my chest. She has no energy, though. Her strength is zapped from days of not being able to keep any food down and probably weeks worth of frustration.

      To look at her now, I’ve gotten what I wanted. The beginnings of it at least. A Bishop in my clutches. Weak to the point she can barely stand. My baby in her belly.

      My future should be bright. I’m well on my way to burying Carlton Bishop. But it doesn’t feel very bright right now. In fact, I don’t feel anything but a creeping darkness as I take her in my arms trying not to bruise her. Not to hurt her.

      What I accused my brother of—his weakness when it comes to the suffering of this particular Bishop—have I become so weak? Has she worn me down as much as I’ve worn her down?

      “What’s happening?” comes a little voice from the hallway.

      “Get her out of here!” I yell to anyone who is listening. “Get Angelique out!” She will not witness this. I won’t allow her to see Isabelle in this state. See me in this state. She cannot know what I’ve done.

      My mother’s soothing voice comes over Isabelle’s accusations and a moment later I hear the door click closed. My mother was the one who alerted me to Isabelle’s ‘bug’. She knew, I’m sure, that it was no bug.

      “Lay her down. I’ll give her something to relax her,” Dr. Barnes says.

      “Get your hands off me!” Isabelle protests as I wrap a towel around her, lift her, cradling her against my chest. “Let me go you bastard! You lying bastard!”

      “I never lied to you,” I clarify calmly as I carry her to the bed. She struggles. Doesn’t she know yet I won’t let her go? Especially now. But her struggles don’t matter much. They only cause the towel to drop to the floor.

      Dr. Barnes has the blanket pulled back, but I shake my head. “I want her in my bed,” I tell him and let him follow me through the connecting door to my room.

      “No! Let me go!” She’s half sobbing, half fighting now.

      “No, Isabelle,” I say, voice low and steady. “I’ll never let you go.” I lay her down and sit beside her, keeping both of her wrists in one of my hands with just enough pressure on her to keep her down. “Stop fighting me.”

      “I will never stop fighting you,” she cries out, her voice catching as tears stream from her eyes. Her gaze moves beyond me and her panic is renewed. A glance over my shoulder tells me it’s Dr. Barnes approaching with a needle.

      “It won’t hurt them?” I ask.

      “No. If there’s a baby this won’t hurt mother or child.”

      I nod.

      “No! Please!” Isabelle thrashes, kicking her legs. I have her arms pinned to her chest. I turn her onto her side and trap her legs with my free arm as Dr. Barnes swabs an alcohol prep over her hip then pushes the needle in.

      She whines as he does it but the effect is almost instantaneous. I feel her legs and arms go weak, her body grow limp.

      I loosen my grip and roll her onto her back. When I release her, her limbs relax. She tries once to slap at me, but it doesn’t work. She can barely lift her arm a few inches.

      “Why did you do it?” she asks, her words beginning to slur as she struggles to keep her eyes open. “Why would you do this to me?”

      Guilt grips me in a way it never has before. Not when Kimberly died. Not when I took Isabelle. Not since and not ever before. This, what I’m doing now, I am actively doing.

      I am doing the damage.

      Causing the harm.

      I am consciously destroying this life.

      It’s a choice.

      You always have a choice. All of life is a choice. My own words haunt me. When I spoke them to her they were over something so inconsequential. Now, this? It’s the opposite.

      I swallow the guilt down. Harden my heart. I make myself think about Kimberly. How she died in my arms. But something has shifted. Something has changed. And all I see is Isabelle’s face. Hear her desperation. The defeat in her voice.

      “Why?” she asks weakly one last time, eyes closing as her head lolls to the side.

      I’m saved from answering because she’s gone now. Asleep. I draw the blankets up over her and brush wet hair off her face. I look at her here in my bed. Small and vulnerable. So vulnerable. And innocent.

      I know the monster I am. I’ve always known it. I’ve just never cared. Until now.

      “I’m sorry,” I say so quietly no one could have heard me.

      Dr. Barnes clears his throat. I collect myself and stand. I draw a second blanket to her chin.

      “Will she dream?” I ask the doctor without taking my eyes off her.

      “Pardon?”

      I turn to the man who I’d guess to be in his late forties. He’s one of the new Society doctors. He’ll do exactly what I need him to do. I think about that. About how I’ve planned every detail of this.

      “Dream. Will she dream?” I ask, my tone shorter than I intend.

      “No.”

      “Good.” Because I don’t want her trapped in that hell she dreamt the night of our wedding.

      I draw a deep breath. “Do what you need to do. I need confirmation she’s pregnant. How far along. She’s been sick. Lost a few pounds.” How had I not seen how thin she was getting? “She’ll need something so she can keep food down. And vitamins. She’s a vegetarian,” I add, surprising myself because the only thing that should matter should be the baby. “Whatever you can give her now, do it.”

      He puts a hand on my shoulder. “She’ll be all right. Go wait outside while I see to your wife.”

      I shake my head. “I’m staying.”

      “It’s better⁠—”

      “I’m staying.”

      He shuts his mouth and nods. I’m sure any doctor who wasn’t employed by The Society would question what the hell was going on, but Barnes won’t do that. Another benefit of my status within The Society. Thanks dad.

      Dad. Fuck. I need to get on a plane to Austria tomorrow. I can’t leave her like this. Not until I’m sure she’s okay. Not until I’m sure she won’t harm herself or the baby. Although she won’t do the latter. I know enough about Isabelle to know she’s not capable of that.

      I take a seat on the armchair and watch the doctor do his work. He draws several vials of blood and I want to ask if he should take it easy. She’s so small. He examines her, taking care to cover her so she’s never fully exposed. After what feels like an eternity, he gives her a shot of vitamins and sets two containers on the nightstand.

      I get to my feet.

      “I’ll write out a prescription you can refill as you need, but try the vitamins first. They should help with the nausea. If she still can’t keep anything down, you can give her these.”

      “They’re safe for her and the baby?”

      “Yes. Although the nausea should go away on its own in time. I’ll have my office email you some pamphlets. She is quite thin.”

      I glance at the slight form beneath the blankets and nod. Is it because of the pregnancy though or had I already started the process of breaking her down the moment I’d brought her into this house and made her my prisoner?

      “We’ll keep an eye on her. You just make sure to give her what she can stomach. Plain foods. Lots of snacks rather than big meals.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’d like to see her in my office soon. This week.”

      I nod. “When will you know the results of the pregnancy test?”

      “Within a few hours. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Barnes.”

      “Of course, Mr. St. James.”

      A knock comes on the door then. It’s my mother. She glances at Isabelle then at the doctor and me.

      “Can you walk Dr. Barnes out?” I ask her. “I’d like to stay with my wife.” My wife. How strange it sounds. How off course life has gone in five years’ time.

      “Of course, Jericho. This way, Dr. Barnes.”

      They leave and the door closes behind them. When it does, I walk to Isabelle’s bedroom to get a pair of panties and from under her pillow I find that ratty T-shirt she likes to wear to bed. I carefully dress her before laying her back down. I notice how cold her feet are so I go back into her room and find a pair of fuzzy socks. I slip those on as well before I tuck her in. Her breathing is quiet and calm, so opposite how she was just a little while ago. I look at her for a long, long minute before leaning down to kiss her forehead.

      The door opens just as I’m doing it. I school my features and turn, expecting to find my mother. But it’s not her. It’s Angelique. I can see she’s been crying and her eyes grow wide when they settle on Isabelle.

      “Is she hurt?” she asks, a sob breaking the sentence, her lip trembling.

      I go to her, lifting her up to carry her to her bed. “No, she’ll be fine. She just hasn’t been feeling well so Dr. Barnes gave her something to help her sleep.”

      “When will she wake up?”

      “In a little while, sweetheart,” I say, brushing her hair back from her face. She inherited Kimberly’s wild curls.

      “I saw you kissing her.” She smiles but her eyes are still sad.

      I don’t say anything but smile back.

      She touches my cheek. “You’re bleeding, daddy.”

      I look at her little thumb, see the smear of red. I wipe off her finger. Isabelle must have scratched me when she was struggling.

      “It’s nothing. Just cut myself shaving.” I watch Angelique. “She isn’t your mommy. You know that right?”

      Her eyes flit to Isabelle again and she nods. “Why don’t I have a mommy?”

      Fuck.

      She’s asked this before and it never ever gets any fucking easier.

      Because Isabelle’s brother murdered her. That’s why.

      “Your mommy died before you were born, sweetheart. I know she was sad not to be with you. She loved you very much. I can tell you that. She was so excited to meet you.”

      “But she couldn’t.” She knows these answers. This conversation never changes.

      I nod. My throat is closing up. It’s the look in her eyes. Her young mind unable to process. To understand something so unnatural. So wrong.

      “Why did she die?”

      “I don’t know,” I lie. “Let’s go fix your book, okay? I know Isabelle would want to do it but since she can’t, I’ll help you. If you’ll let me,” I add.

      “Why were you fighting?” she asks, eyes so much like mine it’s as if they see right to my core. Does she see the monster there?

      “How is she?” my mother asks from the door saving me from having to answer.

      “She’ll be all right.”

      My mother looks at me a bit longer but knows not to ask the question we all want confirmed. Is Isabelle pregnant?

      I turn to Angelique again. “What do you say? Let’s go get your book and we’ll fix it. That way when Isabelle wakes up, we can show it to her.”

      “Will you read me the story after?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay. But leave the door open a crack in case Belle needs us,” Angelique says as I carry her out into the hallway, leaving the door open a crack just in case.
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            ISABELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I wake slowly my vision fuzzy as I take in the light filtered by drawn curtains. On the nightstand is a book. I can’t read the title on the spine. It’s too creased. There’s a jacket hanging on the back of a chair. Beyond it is a door.

      The door that connects my room to my husband’s.

      It’s open. My towel lies on the floor. And I remember why, just as my gaze lands on the man sitting across the room in the large leather wingback chair.

      Jericho St. James.

      My husband.

      My devil.

      The liar.

      I shift to sit up and he sets his reading material aside. I notice it’s my notebook.

      “What are you doing with that?” I ask even though there are about a thousand more important questions that need answering.

      He walks over to me. “You write your own music,” he says. It’s not a question. “Why aren’t you in school?”

      “I’m slow, remember?”

      “It’s good.” He shoves his hands into his pockets and I see the line of worry between his eyebrows. He looks different than he has before. Is it guilt I see in his features? In his stance?

      No. A man like Jericho St. James wouldn’t feel guilt. It’s not in his DNA.

      “My music is none of your business,” I tell him.

      “I’d like to hear you play.”

      The blanket falls away as I sit up. I notice I’m wearing Christian’s shirt.

      Jericho moves to adjust the pillows behind my back and although I’d like to tell him to fuck off, I don’t. I need to conserve my strength. I’m going to need it if what I suspect is true.

      “How do you feel?” he asks.

      I look up at him. That usual cockiness isn’t there and he’s handsomer for it. His features somehow gentler.

      No. I banish the thought. This man is not gentle. He is a devil. A liar. He is my enemy.

      Julia knew all along. I’d told her it wasn’t true. I had my birth control pills, after all. He hadn’t taken those away. God. What a fool I am.

      “I feel like shit. Like I’ve been lied to. Deceived in the worst possible way. Shall I go on?”

      Someone knocks on the door and Jericho calls out for them to come in. It’s Leontine carrying a tray. When I smell the comforting scent of soup, my stomach growls. I am starving.

      “Isabelle,” she says with a smile as Jericho takes the tray from her, setting it on the nightstand. “I’m glad to see you awake.”

      “Did you know?” I ask her.

      She’s silent and therein lies her answer.

      “Did you know that he was swapping out my pills?” I say the words aloud, accusing them both. Hearing them makes the betrayal uglier. More monstrous. I glance at Jericho who doesn’t make a sound. Doesn’t deny it. Nothing. He just watches me.

      She looks to her son. “Go,” he tells her without taking his eyes off me. “Make sure we’re not disturbed.”

      She nods and without another look in my direction, leaves.

      “You’ve got everyone under your thumb, don’t you?”

      He sits on the edge of the bed, reaching to adjust the blankets.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      He stops, not commenting, but doesn’t touch me.

      I draw my feet up, see the fuzzy pink socks with their white polka dots. Did he dress me? I was naked when they knocked me out. I’d just come out of the shower.

      It doesn’t matter, though.

      “You need to eat, Isabelle. I’m going to feed you.”

      “I can feed myself.”

      “You’re weak.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “Do I need to tie you to the bed to do it?”

      “You’d do that, wouldn’t you? Is there anything you won’t do? Any line you won’t cross? Or is human decency beyond your comprehension? Not really your concern?”

      “Do I need to bind you?” he asks again.

      “No,” I tell him because truth is, I am weak. In so many ways.

      He picks up the bowl. I see a clear broth with small dumplings inside it.

      “It’s homemade and vegetarian,” he says. “Catherine made it for you.”

      “I’ll just throw it up.”

      “We’ll go slow. The doctor gave you some vitamins. The B vitamins especially should help with the nausea. He left other medication if you can’t keep food down.”

      I glance at the nightstand, seeing two containers. I’m flooded with emotion suddenly. I press the heels of my hands into my eye sockets. They come away wet.

      “Is it confirmed then? I’m pregnant?” My voice sounds strange. Thick and full of emotion I’m trying too hard to suppress.

      He nods. “We’ll go to the doctor’s office in a few days and find out more then.”

      “I’m nineteen years old.” Tears fill my eyes and a lump makes my throat close. “This isn’t what I wanted.” What I expected. Hoped for.

      Jericho puts the bowl aside and takes hold of my arms. His jaw is tense and his grip isn’t hard, but it is solid. “I’m going to take care of you, Isabelle. I promise.”

      I want to shove him away, but it feels good having him hold me. He’s like an anchor. Someone stronger than me I can lean on. It feels good because I haven’t had someone hold me in so, so long. Not like this. Not like they might care.

      But then I remember he doesn’t care. Not about me. He cares about his baby. He’s a monster. A beast. So I shrug out of his grasp.

      “You swapped out the pills. Julia found them. The real ones.”

      He’s silent.

      “If she hadn’t would you have lied? Told me it must be an accident?”

      “I haven’t lied to you once, Isabelle.”

      “No, you’ve done far worse.”

      He picks up the soup and readies a spoonful of broth. “Open.”

      I look at it, hungry. I open and he’s careful as he brings the hot liquid to my mouth. It’s bland but hot and good. Simple. How I like soup.

      I’m pregnant.

      I take another spoonful of broth, taste the salt of a tear that slides to my lip.

      I am pregnant with Jericho St. James’s baby.

      He wipes my chin then feeds me another bite, this one with a dumpling. They’re good too, doughy, and salty. I eat in silence. He’s patient, not rushing me.

      When the bowl is empty, he sets it down and picks up the plate of thick-sliced buttered white bread. “Salt?” he asks, picking up the shaker.

      He remembers from the other night.

      I nod, watching him as I eat the bread he feeds me. I think about how much I am under this man’s control. How he is the dictator of my life. I am in his house. In his bed. His hand is the one that feeds me. Literally. His mark is etched into my skin. He can lock me in that cellar if he wants. Keep me there until the baby is born and take the child from me. He can leave me there to die. Bury my body alongside Nellie Bishop’s and no one would know. And if they did, no one would help me. Angelique may remember me but I’m sure he could spin a story to distract her until she forgets about me, too. Would anyone even care? Julia? Carlton? Matty maybe.

      “I need to know one thing,” he finally says as he sets the empty plate aside. I swallow the last mouthful.

      “I’m all ears,” I say in a mock upbeat fashion. Inside something is twisting me up and tears just keep flowing.

      He looks squarely at me, eyes searching mine. “Are you going to try to harm my baby?”

      I flinch. And it takes me a full minute to dissect his words.

      Am I going to try to harm his baby?

      Harm a baby.

      His baby.

      “Will you chain me to your bed if I say yes?”

      He nods as if it’s a no-brainer. An obvious answer. A normal one.

      “Do you know how fucked up you are?”

      “Believe me, I know exactly what I am.”

      His comment takes me by surprise.

      “Answer me, Isabelle,” he says.

      I feel stronger. It’s the soup and bread and probably the vitamins.

      “I’m not like you, Jericho St. James. I’m not someone who can harm another human being.”

      It’s his turn to flinch. Good.

      He nods. Stands.

      “We won’t tell Angelique until you’re farther along just in case.”

      “There’s no we. There’s you and there’s me.”

      He ignores that. “I don’t want to get her hopes up.”

      “Well, that’s probably the one thing you and I agree on.”

      “Good. You’ll sleep in my bed going forward. And your priority will be your health. The health of my child.”

      “Not pleasing you? That’s not my priority any longer?” I ask, my tone mocking.

      “Isabelle—”

      “It’s why you did it.” I don’t know why this knowledge hurts. It’s not really breaking news. And on some level, I had to know. It’s not as though he has any affection for me. The horned devil who saved me from those men in that chapel has proven himself to be more villain than hero. Many times over. I doubt he ever wanted to be the hero, though. That night for one moment I’d thought it. My knight in shining armor. A stranger come to sweep me off my feet and carry me away.

      Away where? I ask myself now. Away to what? The last three years have been a sort of hell. Losing my parents was bad. But losing Christian? And the way I lost him? That broke me. The three years I’ve been living in the Bishop house with a man who is blood, my half-brother, I’ve only ever felt alone and cold. Even with Julia. Only with Matty was there some affection. Some physical contact. And human beings need that. We need touch. We need gentleness. Need to feel wanted. Loved.

      I shake my head. Jesus. I’m pathetic.

      He takes a deep breath in and waits, looking down from his great height. I wonder how I look to him.

      “Julia was right.” He knows about the phone. No sense in trying to hide how I know from him. “She told me how the Bishop inheritance works. That Carlton needs to produce an heir to keep control of the family fortune.”

      “Your brother is unable to produce any heirs.”

      “He has a year. I’m sure⁠—”

      “His wives have miscarried every single time.”

      I know that.

      “I’m not worried about Carlton Bishop magically producing an heir in the eleventh hour. You, being blood, are next in line to inherit. Once the child is born, your place is sealed. And so is his.”

      “And as Head of Household, so is yours. You’ll take control of the inheritance.”

      “Correct. Upon the child’s birth, I will take control. It should coincide nicely with Carlton’s fiftieth.”

      “You’re a terrible human being, do you know that?”

      His eyes narrow and there’s a menacing tilt to his head. “You don’t know the things he’s done.”

      “You mean the things you accuse him of. They’re only things you would do, Jericho St. James.” I push the blanket off feeling stronger and get to my feet. I step closer, getting to within an inch of him. “Things only a monster like you is capable of.”

      A darkness descends over his features, a grin making something wicked out of his mouth. He walks me backward until I hit the wall. “Shall I tell you more, Isabelle?”

      “I wouldn’t believe a word you say so save your breath.”

      “Shall I tell you exactly how he decided your destiny before you even became aware of his existence?”

      His words confuse me but before I can answer, he takes my arms, slips them behind my back and grips both wrists with one hand.

      “No. I’ll spare you that. I’ll tell you something else instead.” His eyes flicker to my mouth, lower to the exposed part of my chest. “You are my wife. You carry my child. You belong to me, Isabelle St. James.”

      Isabelle York. Isabelle Bishop. Isabelle St. James. I’ve come a long way in three years.

      I open my mouth to protest, to curse him to hell because he won’t hurt me. Not now. Not while I’m carrying his child. But before I can, I hear the unbuckling of his belt, the sound of his zipper. I swallow, glancing down then back up at him.

      The wicked set of his mouth is different now. Dirty. His gaze darkly erotic.

      “And what’s more, wife, you want to belong to me,” he says, releasing my wrists and gripping my hips to lift me off the ground. I have no choice but to wrap my legs around his middle as he balances me between himself and the wall. I feel his fingers at the crotch of my panties, pushing them aside. And as much as I hate it, I’m aroused.

      “I don’t,” I tell him even as I feel him at my entrance, even as my body prepares to welcome him. “I don’t.” My arms are around his shoulders, hands gripping handfuls of hair and tugging. Hurting.

      “You’re a liar too, wife,” he says as he thrusts inside me.

      I grunt, taking the full length of him, my passage too tight, the intrusion too fast.

      “Kiss me,” he says, thrusting again, hands cupping my ass.

      “You want a kiss?” I ask, taking another hard thrust, my clit rubbing against him, my body doing exactly what he said. Wanting him. Wanting to belong to him.

      “A bloody kiss. I’ll give you that,” he says. “Do your worst.”

      I sink my teeth into his lower lip and taste the copper of blood. His thrusts come faster and I’m not sure it’s his moan or my own as I suck on his lip and bleed him.

      When I come, I cling tight to him, arms on his shoulders, legs locked around his hips. He bounces me on his cock, spearing me again and again, growing thicker. I pant my release, his name on my lips, my body throbbing, vision blurring, nipples tight and too sensitive against my shirt, every sensation heightened. When he comes, I hear my name on his breath, feel the press of his chest against mine as he pins me to the wall and stills. Our eyes are locked, lip bloody, each of us hating the other. Me with a secret vow to destroy him. To take from him all he plans to take from me. I do have some power over him.

      Sex.

      He wants me as much as I want him. I will use that to bring Jericho St. James to his knees.
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            JERICHO

          

        

      

    

    
      The jet to Austria leaves in just over an hour but it gives me enough time to drop in on the Bishops. Even though our properties back up to one another, it’s a fifteen-minute drive around to their front entrance. The gate opens as we pull up. Carlton must be expecting me.

      “Want me to come in with you, boss?” Dex asks when we pull up to the double front doors.

      “No. I’ll just be a minute.”

      He nods.

      I take in the state of the place. The Bishop house was once grand. I have the blueprints at home. Know the nooks and crannies. I wonder if Carlton Bishop has ever bothered to study them. If he knows the weak points of the wall between our properties.

      The gardens are unkempt. Leaves need to be swept, bushes trimmed. The roses that have crept over the wall need to be cut back, dead flowers cleared. I know financially Bishop is hurting. He may have the house and the properties, but he isn’t liquid. He needs to sell off some of his land. The apartment in Paris he’d purchased for his wife. He needs cash.

      I step out of the Rolls Royce once it comes to a stop, adjust my jacket, and look up at the façade of the stone mansion. It’s built much like ours with its French chateau design, large windows, ornate wooden shutters. If you don’t look too closely, you won’t notice how the paint is peeling here or there, how a shutter is hanging just off center.

      The door opens before I reach it but it’s not who I’m expecting. Not a butler or housekeeper. Not even Carlton Bishop. No. It’s his cousin, Julia.

      She stops with her hand on the doorknob. No smile on her face today. She’s wearing a pair of running pants and sports bra that leaves her stomach exposed. She’s toned and tanned like she works on it.

      “Ms. Bishop,” I say as I step up the stone stairs toward the door.

      “Mr. St. James,” she says, her gaze moving over my shoulders and chest, then back up to my eyes. “I was just about to go on a run when I saw you drive up,” she says.

      I get the feeling she wasn’t about to go on a run at all. That her being here, being the one to open the door, is a calculated move.

      She steps aside, gesturing for me to enter. I do. Her breasts brush against my arm. I want to say it’s because the entry isn’t wide enough to accommodate us both, but something tells me even that is calculated.

      She closes the door and a silence descends over the large house. From here I can see the stairs curving to the floor above, the living room, and dining room. It’s so quiet I wonder if there’s anyone else in the house.

      I turn to her. She’s about the same height as Isabelle and when she looks up at me with the pale blue eyes of most of the Bishops, I notice she’s wearing full makeup to go for her run. Heavy eyeliner, lipstick, perfume, the works.

      She smiles but stands just a little closer than would be appropriate. I don’t move as she raises her arms, stomach muscles flexing. She pulls her long blonde hair into a ponytail at the top of her head. She works it into an elastic with long, polished fingernails combing through it, then drags her hand slowly over the length of it to set it over her shoulder.

      “Carlton isn’t here,” she says and I understand something. I think I do, at least.

      “No?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m sure I can help you with whatever you need. Come into my office. Would you like coffee?”

      “No, thank you.”

      She smiles, turns, and walks ahead of me down the hall shaking her curvy ass the whole way. It’s something to look at in her tight running pants. I’m sure that’s by design. I wonder how close she and Isabelle are. How much Isabelle knows about Julia. And I make a mental note to learn more myself.

      She opens the door to a study but I wouldn’t say it’s a woman’s office. It’s old, dark wood at every turn. Very masculine. But maybe that’s me assigning gender roles.

      “You sure this isn’t your cousin’s office. Doesn’t look like furnishings for a woman to choose.”

      “No? Not pink enough?”

      I look down at her. Take in her too-red lipstick. Julia Bishop arrived in New Orleans a single mom about four years ago. She moved in with Carlton right around the time Monique moved out. That’s all I know about this woman who I’m beginning to think I’ve underestimated.

      I reach into my pocket and take out Isabelle’s phone. I set it on the desk. The SIM card is in my office at home.

      “I’m guessing you slipped that to my wife the night I found you two in the chapel.”

      She glances at it, turns a surprised face to me. “I thought it had been forgotten by the man who collected her things. You know how it is to be without a cell phone these days. Can’t survive, really.” She smiles casually.

      “I’m sure you had only the best intentions for Isabelle.”

      “Of course. How is my cousin?”

      “I think you know.”

      She blinks, gives nothing of what she’s thinking away. “Do I owe the happy couple a congratulations?”

      I only smile, neither confirming nor denying. Isabelle’s pregnancy won’t remain a secret for long but if I could have it my way, no one would know until the baby is safely in my arms.

      “You stand to lose quite a bit if she’s pregnant, don’t you?”

      For the first time, on the few occasions I’ve interacted with or seen Julia Bishop, her mask drops, her expression giving away her thoughts and making her usually attractive face ugly. At least momentarily. And I wonder just how much in control Carlton Bishop is of the Bishop house.

      “The inheritance was never mine. My father was the younger brother. It’s like the monarchy. An heir and a spare. He was the spare and me, well, I’m barely that, aren’t I?”

      “Does that upset you?”

      Her eyebrows knit together.

      “The fact that Isabelle exists. That she ranks higher than you.”

      She swallows. “Of course not. I love my cousin.”

      “Hm. Where is Carlton anyway?”

      She shrugs a shoulder. “Didn’t come home last night. Probably at the Cat House.”

      I don’t know why that surprises me, but it does, at least momentarily. “Does it bother you?” I ask, testing.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Does it bother you that he’s at the Cat House. Fucking other women.”

      Her face flushes red. “We’re not… He’s… We’re cousins. That’s all.”

      “I had a cousin once,” I lie, letting one side of my mouth curve upward.

      “That’s not us!”

      “My mistake,” I say. I walk around the office, take a seat on the couch, and lean back, folding my ankle over the opposite knee. She remains where she is, still flustered. “You were here when Isabelle’s brother was killed and she almost died. When Carlton took her in.”

      She nods, folds her arms across her chest defensively.

      “How long did you know of Isabelle’s existence? That she was a blood relation?”

      “Sorry?”

      “How long did you know about her? Carlton would have learned about his half-sister at the reading of his father’s will where the old man claimed paternity. A DNA test was done, without Isabelle’s knowledge by the way, years before she came to live in this house. Carlton knew about her for a long time. My question is how long did you know?”

      “Only when she moved in.”

      “Is that so?”

      “What are you getting at, Jericho?”

      Jericho.

      I stand. Walk toward her. “We are not friends, you and I. Mr. St. James will do.”

      She looks up, flipping her ridiculous ponytail off her shoulder. I don’t like her. In fact, I feel such an aversion to her it’s almost physical. There is something so calculated about her. So cold. But she’s a Bishop and my hate for all things Bishop runs deep.

      But then I think of the Bishop at my house and that feels different. Maybe it’s the fact that she’s carrying my child. Maybe it’s that she sleeps in my bed. That I’ve seen her at her most vulnerable and that she depends on me for everything. My hand is the hand that feeds her.

      I don’t know. All I know is she’s not like this one.

      “Stay away from my wife. Am I clear?”

      “She’s my cousin and my friend. I’m guessing she needs one of those these days.”

      I lean toward her. “Stay. Away.”

      She swallows hard and steps backward.

      Satisfied, I walk to the door. I have my hand on the doorknob when she speaks.

      “What will you do to her once the baby’s born?”

      My jaw tenses. I turn.

      She must see some weakness in my expression, my posture, because she stands up taller. An ugly grin appears on her too-perfectly made-up face.

      “Bury her like you did your fiancée? Like your ancestor buried Nellie Bishop?”

      I snort. Walking back into the room, I’m pleased when she hurries to back away from me. “Stay away from my wife and my family or I’ll come for yours.”

      Low blow. I know it. To threaten her kid.

      Her face pales. Her mouth moves but she doesn’t say anything. Or if she does, I don’t hear it because I walk out of that office, out of that house, feeling like I want to scrub my skin raw to get the poison that is Julia Bishop off me.
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      I fly alone to Austria. I’d have taken Dex with me but given the turn in circumstances, I want him home to watch over Isabelle and Angelique. He’ll also be interviewing three men who will possibly guard Isabelle. I know I can’t keep her locked away in the house forever. It’s not good for her or the baby. But she won’t go anywhere without a personal guard, especially now after my visit with Julia Bishop.

      My gut feeling about people is always right. Always has been. The one time I didn’t listen to it led to Kimberly’s murder. I’d felt the same way toward Felix Pérez that I do Julia. But I’d shoved it aside. I was doing business. Necessary business that had been left unfinished and needed to be finished. That was all.

      But that wasn’t all.

      No one apart from Dex knows about my trip to Austria. And Zeke can’t know. Because after my meeting with Santiago I am more curious than ever about what he and Zeke aren’t telling me.

      My father was on a ski holiday in Austria when he died. I know he’d met with some men on that trip regarding business that wasn’t exactly above board. But from what I’ve been able to learn, those meetings had gone well. Those men wouldn’t have had cause to harm him. The opposite.

      He’d also been with one of his mistresses. I’m glad now that he’d taken that woman and not my mother or she’d be dead too.

      The accident had taken place late at night. They were on their way back to the chalet after dinner. It was late and dark, and a fresh snow was falling. All things that could lead to a man inexperienced driving in those conditions to veer off the road.

      But my father wasn’t inexperienced. He lived in New Orleans for the second half of his life, but he was born and raised in Colorado. A ski junkie who spent winters for much of his youth and early twenties in the mountains. He was a good driver. Solid.

      Their SUV had gone off the road at a hairpin turn coming down the mountain just five minutes from the chalet where the guardrail was already damaged. It had been slated to be repaired the following week. By the time the police got there, snow was coming down hard. Any evidence on the road like skid marks or animal prints or anything that would give a reason as to why it happened were gone. They blamed icy conditions, but it wasn’t icy. It was snow and my father could handle snow.

      The car itself had exploded upon impact once it had gone over the cliff causing a minor avalanche. There was nothing left of driver or passenger but charred bones.

      The thought turns my stomach.

      My father wasn’t a good man. I know that. He was abusive toward our mother. Toward us sometimes—more Zeke than me. But he was my father.

      I make a point to drive past the chalet we sold after the accident. It looks the same, just older. I park outside and look at it. The place holds no memories for me. We never came here. Only our parents, mostly our father. I don’t think he brought mom more than a handful of times.

      A light goes on inside and someone pulls the curtain back to look out onto the road. It’s a quiet road. No reason to be here unless you’re going to the restaurant at the top of the mountain and the restaurant is closed in the off season.

      I put the SUV into drive and make a three-point turn to head back to the hotel. I don’t drive the five minutes it would take me to see the place where their car went over the guardrail. Maybe I will after. But I have an appointment with the manager of Hotel Petterhof.

      The hotel is large with over five hundred rooms. It’s just one step above a hostel. A place for someone to get lost in. To be overlooked. I park the SUV in the lot—no valet here—and walk inside. It’s run down with fixtures and furniture that are cheap knock offs that needed to be updated about thirty years ago. It’s very different to the usual sort of place Zeke would stay.

      There’s a pit in my stomach as I make my way to the front desk where a young woman looks up and smiles as I approach.

      “Good evening, sir. How can I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Mr. Spencer. Mitch Spencer.”

      I don’t give her my name.

      “Yes, he said he was expecting someone. I’ll call him. Just have a seat.”

      “Thank you.”

      I’ve sent a sizable deposit to Mr. Spencer for the work he’s done. I expect discretion in return. Discretion and information. Because I found something in Santiago’s files. Something he may not have intended for me to see.

      The guest list from this hotel contained a name I recognized. Jack J. Z. Wilder. He was my brother’s best friend when we were in high school. It’s too coincidental that his name would be on the overnight guest list.

      Santiago had gone so far as to gather the names of all the guests in the nearby hotels and chalets. The out-of-town renters. The locals. He was thorough. And Jack’s name caught my eye. It was the middle initials. That’s what Jack went by in school.

      When I contacted Mr. Spencer, who has been working here for fifteen years, he was kind enough, after some financial encouragement, to share with me that there is a camera recording the comings and goings of the lobby, the front entrance, the side doors, and the staff entrances and exits. Normal security measures. But Hotel Petterhof never got rid of any of the old recordings. He was able to find the one from the week of my father’s death. The week Jack J. Z. Wilder supposedly spent skiing in Austria.

      Except, Jack had been killed in a motorcycle accident the summer after graduation. I attended his funeral.

      The camera footage, although grainy, shows a clear enough image of the tall, dark-haired man posing as Jack.

      My brother.

      My brother was in Austria the night my father’s car went off the road.

      My brother was in a hotel room not half an hour away.

      And I had no idea he’d even left the country.

      “Mr. St. James. It’s good to meet you. I’m Mitch Spencer.”

      I blink, clear my head, and drag myself out of my reverie to meet Mitch Spencer. He’s a short, thickly built man in his late fifties. He extends a hand and I notice how his suit is worn at the wrist.

      “Mr. Spencer,” I say, shaking his hand. “Thank you for making time for me on such short notice.”

      “This way.” We walk in silence down a corridor where the carpet is frayed, and the smells of food, stale cigarettes and weed permeate the walls. Zeke would hate this place.

      I walk behind Spencer into a small office overcrowded by large ledgers and books, stacks of videotapes, a desk that’s seen better days, and a chair behind it that tilts to one side.

      The one thing it has going for it is the view from the window behind the desk. It is spectacular.

      “The office isn’t much but watching the sun set nightly is something else,” Spencer says, as if reading my mind.

      “I bet.”

      He gestures to a seat. I take it while he slips into the chair behind the desk. He turns the laptop around and without preamble, hits play. I watch the footage. I saw screenshots of it just days ago. I watch Zeke enter the lobby, a baseball cap pulled low over his face. He also wears a heavy, bulky coat zipped up to his neck, and walks to the elevator. I check the date of the footage. The night of my father’s accident.

      I bite back any emotion, any thought.

      Spencer pushes a few keys to play another scene. Zeke again, this time dressed in a suit and wool coat not for skiing.

      “He checked out early. His reservation was for two nights but he left after one.”

      I look at the date and time stamp. “Just an hour after he came in. Play them again.”

      He does. And I watch Zeke come into the lobby in the cap and oversized coat. Spencer kindly pauses to expand the image and although grainy, I can make out his expression. At least a little. It’s determined. Hurried.

      But when he checks out his hair is wet. He must have showered and changed.

      “There’s one more,” Spencer says. “A curious one.”

      He turns the laptop around, punches some keys then angles it so I can see the screen. Zeke, walking out of the hotel, dumps his full duffel bag into a trash can near the entrance before climbing into a taxi and leaving the property.

      “You’ve made a copy?” I ask, wanting to give nothing away.

      “Of course.” He opens the drawer, takes out a flash drive and hands it to me.

      “Thank you.” I take out my cell phone, log into my banking app and make a second transfer. I stand as his phone dings with a message. He looks at it, then up at me, and smiles.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much,” Spencer says.

      “Discretion, Mr. Spencer. I’ll expect that footage to disappear.”

      He pushes a button on his laptop. “Already done.”

      “Goodnight.”

      I walk out of the cheap hotel on wooden legs. I climb into my rented SUV and drive back to the small, private airport from where I’ll fly home tonight. No one the wiser about my trip halfway across the world.
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      “Daddy!” Angelique calls out. I turn to find Jericho walking into her room looking like he hasn’t slept in the twenty-four hours since I’ve seen him. For some reason I expected he’d be at my side constantly. Keeping an eye on me. Watching to make sure I eat. Making sure I don’t hurt his baby. But after the day he fed me soup, I didn’t see him again. When I woke, his side of the bed hadn’t been slept in.

      “Morning, sweetheart,” he says, catching Angelique in his arms when she runs to him, lifting her in a bear hug.

      It’s still shocking for me to see him like this. He is so completely different with his daughter than he is with me. With anyone. Like a man I don’t know. The one I wish I did.

      I touch my stomach. Will he be like this with our baby? Or will he hate him or her because of the Bishop blood?

      “Nana said you probably had a lot of meetings,” she says. “I didn’t even get to see you at dinner.”

      “It was a long day,” he replies, setting her back on the floor and, still holding her hand, walks toward her desk. He glances at Angelique’s book, lying open. It’s a children’s book about music. Specifically, about a bear who has a gift for the violin. It was one of my favorites when I was younger. When I asked Leontine if we could buy it for Angelique, she had it and several others delivered to the house within just a few hours.

      This all happened before, though. I’m now using Before and After as demarcations of time. Of my life. Before, when I knew Jericho St. James was evil, but I didn’t know how evil. Now, in the After, I know.

      “Isabelle,” he says, setting a heavy hand on my shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

      “She’s much better,” Angelique says. “Aren’t you, Belle?”

      “I am, sweetheart.” I smile to her, then fix my face when I turn it to him. I want to be sure he gets the message but not cause any harm to Angelique in the process.

      “You’re eating?” he asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Good.”

      I stand up. “I’ll go,” I say, assuming he wants time with his daughter and step toward the door.

      “What are you reading?” he asks, picking up the book, glancing at the title then a few pages of the interior.

      “It’s about a bear who can play the violin even when he’s little,” Angelique says. “See?” she takes the book and turns a few pages. “Belle is going to teach me to play too but I’m still too young.”

      Jericho looks at me. “That’s very good. Maybe she’ll play for us later today. What do you think, Angelique?”

      “Oh, she’s very good, daddy. You should hear her.”
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