








Starr Ambrose’s debut novel is a charming, romantic caper with a suspenseful twist.


Eleanor Coggins isn’t exactly skilled in the art of cat burglary, but when she sneaks into the lavish West-field home to steal information about her best friend’s death, she runs into an irresistible accomplice who gets her into a whole lot of trouble… .

“Get your hand off me, you perverted creep,” she growled.

“Gladly, you homicidal thief. As soon as I get what I want.”

She was about to spit a well-constructed string of profanities at him when the door opened forcefully and a dozen recessed lights flared on.

Eleanor tugged her dress down, but not fast enough to escape the scathing notice of the well-dressed woman standing in the doorway.

The woman’s disdainful eyes shifted from Eleanor and rested on the man who’d just had his hand up her dress.

“Would you like to tell me what’s going on here, or should I assume the usual?”

He stepped aside slightly, and Eleanor realized he’d made a vain attempt to shield her from view.

“Hello, Mother,” he said, and Eleanor nearly did a double take. “I don’t believe you’ve met my fiancée.”
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Eleanor Coggins paused before the three-foot-high hedge surrounding the dark patio. Scooting her tight dress up her thighs, she carefully hoisted a leg over the greenery. Midway across, a twig snagged her hose, her shoe heel caught in the hidden wrought-iron fence, and she fell in a sprawling heap onto the rough slate patio.

Eleanor grimaced and mentally added cat burglar to the long list of professions she sucked at.

Brushing off her palms, she stood cautiously. The nearby windows remained dark, and the secluded patio was blacker than the lawn she had just crossed, where she’d had to slink past streaks of yellow light from the large windows.

She hiked her skirt into place with a firm twist and brushed at her rear end to remove any grit she might have picked up from the flagstones. Not that the immaculate Westfield house and grounds would have a particle of dirt out of place this Friday evening. Even in exclusive Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, the grandiose Westfield mansion made its neighbors look shabby.

Eleanor tried to fluff some semblance of neatness into her long blond waves, then peered closely at her left leg. In the dark she couldn’t see where the bush had torn her nylons. She could feel the hole, though, and the run that snaked up her inner thigh to the heavy leather strap of the holster. Damn. She pivoted her leg, checking to make sure the gun didn’t show. If she had to make an appearance at the party, she needed to blend in. Firearms were probably frowned upon.

The strap was so tight her left leg was nearly white from the lack of circulation, and the weight of the gun made her feel so off-balance she nearly limped, but she felt confident that no one could see what she hid on her upper thigh. As long as she didn’t cross her legs and shoot her toes off.

The tiny purse she’d slung over her neck had flopped onto her back during her fall. Eleanor repositioned the bag on her shoulder and removed two items. She switched on the little penlight, then held it between her teeth while she set to work with the lock pick on the French doors.

At least this part of the job went smoothly. The hours of diligent practice in the back room of her cousin’s hardware store had paid off. After two minutes of concentration, studiously ignoring the laughter and music drifting from the front part of the house, she heard the lock click back. Eleanor softly turned the handle on the door, then slipped into the darkened library.

She was in the enemy’s lair.

Her quick, nervous breaths sucked in the scent of leather and stale cigars. Shadowy rows of books rose beside her. Eleanor walked along them, running the tiny light over volumes of leather-bound classics, and snorted quietly. It had to be for show. A man could not have been exposed to such literary enrichment without absorbing a few virtues. And as far as Eleanor knew, Banner Westfield had none.

The penlight suddenly hit open space and slid over glistening blue scales. Eleanor jumped, then shone the light along the mounted body of a fish, mouth agape and dead eye unnaturally bright. Stepping back, she bumped into an expanse of leather large enough to be a cow, knocking the wheeled chair against a desk.

Cursing under her breath, she steadied the spinning chair, then stepped around it. The desk before her was a vast expanse of polished wood and inset leather, gleaming expensively even in the thin beam of her penlight. Her lips curved at the white frame of a computer monitor and the dull glint of brass locks on the side desk drawers. El Dorado. Right where it was supposed to be. Janet had been sitting at this desk when she found the information that got her killed. If Janet could find it, so could she. Only she wouldn’t confront Banner with it like Janet had. She’d take it straight to the police.

At least that was the plan. If her answers weren’t here, she might have to resort to the gun, an option she didn’t want to think about.

She glanced at the dark bulk of double doors directly across the room. Still closed. And with the party at full tilt, they should stay that way. Unless someone felt the urgent need for a paper clip, or a quick dose of Tolstoy to go with their vodka, she should have a couple hours of undisturbed snooping and pilfering.

She snapped on the small brass desk lamp and blinked at the sudden glare. As her eyes adjusted, she glanced nervously at the hulking shadows of more bovine-sized chairs and sofas. Between the books, desk, and chairs, it was a wonder the room didn’t smell like a cattle yard. Dismissing her prickling sense of unease, she bent to apply her lock pick to the lower desk drawer.

“I wouldn’t do that.”

Eleanor gasped and dropped the pick. The voice was low, menacing, and about ten feet to her right. She fumbled for the pick on the floor with trembling fingers while peering into the shadows. She didn’t have to look closely. A tall man stepped forward and loomed over her. His body was visible in the dim desk light, but from the neck up he blended into the dark room behind him, a headless presence dressed in trousers, vest, white shirt, and tie.

Eleanor’s fingers closed around the lock pick. From her crouched position she asked in an unsteady voice, “Who are you?” and immediately chastised herself for sounding so defensive. If she was going to bluff her way out of this, she had to be more assertive. And it better be a good bluff because she needed to be in this house.

She meant to stand with slow dignity, but she yelped in surprise as he wrapped one hand around her upper arm and hauled her to her feet.

“I think the appropriate question is who are you? And what are you doing here?”

He had her beat on assertiveness, with a good amount of anger thrown in. He didn’t let go of her arm, and in fact pulled her closer to get a better look. She tilted her chin up and boldly met his gaze. His face was a grim visage in shades of gray, with dark, colorless eyes that drilled into her own from mere inches away, like a nearsighted predator zeroing in on its prey. A predator with a subtle woodsy smell.

Realization hit her like a fist. This was Banner West-field. The chiseled features were softened by the darkness, but he was the right height, about six foot two, with medium-length hair and the attitude of a pit bull. She had fallen into his hands, first time out.

This was not part of the plan.

Setting her lips in a firm line, Eleanor stared back. She had no bluff, so her only option was to remain stubbornly silent until she could figure something out.

He was not patient. Dissatisfied with either her silence or his inability to recognize her, he jerked on her arm and pulled her around the desk. She stumbled after him so closely that her foot tangled with his and she tripped, but his firm grasp kept her upright. The corner of the desk jabbed her hip before he thrust her against the front so roughly she was nearly sitting on the desktop. She uttered an offended, “Hey,” then flinched and turned her head away from a sudden, blinding stab of light. His free right hand had turned the brass-shaded lamp upward, directing its beam at her face. He released it to grab her chin and force her face toward the light.

Eleanor blinked rapidly while her pupils tried to adjust, then managed an angry glare. He could look all he wanted; he wouldn’t recognize her and she still wouldn’t talk.

While he scowled and studied her face, she took her first close-up look at evil. In the yellow glare of the desk lamp, the sharply defined nose was more blunt than she’d expected, with a high bridge. The expected thin slash of mouth had a surprisingly sensual curve and more fullness than she’d noticed in photographs. The clenched jaw was certainly as firmly drawn as she’d known it would be, although the chin was flat and didn’t show that model-perfect cleft she’d seen in the pictures. And the blue eyes … Eleanor frowned. The blue eyes were brown.

“You’re not Banner Westfield.”

Her chin moved against his cupped palm as she spoke. The accusation seemed to refocus his attention, and he dropped his hand. His eyes assessed hers for several long seconds.

“No, I’m not. Disappointed?”

She ignored his question and made another stab at a bold offense. “Then who are you?”

The attractive mouth flattened into a humorless smile. “My line again. We seem to be at an impasse.”

“Right. Maybe we should just get back to the party.”

She took one step forward, as though expecting her bluff to work. He put a hand on her shoulder and pushed her back against the desk. “Let’s not.”

He spread his feet apart and stood close to her, effectively blocking any escape. Arms folded, he studied her, his eyes moving slowly from head to toe. “I don’t recall seeing you at the party.”

She smiled. “Really? I saw you. You were talking to a pretty blond woman.” It was a safe bet; the guy probably drew beautiful women like flies. “Perhaps you have a poor memory.”

“Or perhaps you were never in the house until you came through those French doors.”

At least his arrogant attitude was putting her in touch with some indignation of her own. “Well, you would know, since you were lurking here in the dark. I think that looks just as suspicious.” She tilted her head and examined his attire in much the way he had looked her over. “Perhaps you came through those same doors.”

“Nice try.”

His sardonic look said she was wrong, but for a moment something had flickered across his face. A brief crack in that haughty confidence. Eleanor had watched the house for a long time before making her nerve-racking dash from the trees to the patio. No one had entered through those French doors before she had. No one had turned on the lights in the library, either, not even the little desk lamp. It didn’t seem likely that he would have escaped the party to sulk in a pitch-dark library.

Eleanor lifted her head and gave him a knowing smile. He might have belonged at the party, but she would bet anything he didn’t belong in this library. He might be running as big a bluff as she was, and that could be her way out.

He half closed one eye suspiciously. But before either of them could speak, a soft click sounded from the doors across the room. A crack of light appeared from whatever part of the house adjoined the library, and the faint background sounds of talking and music grew louder.

Eleanor stiffened. She had begun to feel a slight hope that she might wiggle out of a breaking-and-entering charge. But if someone else found her here, her chance of escaping plummeted. She had a brief, panicked thought of jumping behind the massive desk, but an arm had already appeared in the widening doorway. There was no time to hide.

“Trust me,” he murmured.

Jerking her unceremoniously off the desk and into his arms, he lowered his lips to hers, wrapping her in a devouring kiss.

Eleanor’s startled exclamation was muffled against his mouth and her breasts were mashed against his chest. She hadn’t realized her arms were braced stiffly against his shoulders until his teeth moved against her lips and he muttered, “Hold me, damn it!”

She did. Her first instinct had been to resist anything he said, but in the next instant she knew what he was doing. It was a diversion, not an assault. Whoever was opening the door would see a couple in a passionate embrace and, if they were decently discreet, duck out again.

Eleanor threw her arms around his neck and kissed him back.

She meant to peek over his shoulder to see who was at the door and whether or not they left, but he surprised her again. His forceful kiss suddenly slowed, and his lips began moving lightly, sensuously over her own. A hand slid up her neck and cradled the back of her head. Eleanor’s thoughts faltered, then took a sharp U-turn. Her entire attention was focused on what he was doing to her. She didn’t care who was watching from the doorway, but whoever it was would be getting a good show.

She must have been kissed this passionately before, but not within recent memory, and not with this man’s thorough attention to details. One hand pressed her body against his while the other strayed toward her face, caressing her cheek and smoothing back tendrils of hair. Meanwhile, his mouth nibbled and touched, and made long, slow explorations of her lips. When his tongue touched hers and she made a small sound of surprise, it seemed to inspire even more ardent kissing.

She was light-headed and flushed, and startled to find she was enjoying herself. This might all be for show, but the man was good looking and obviously knew what he was doing, and she ought to salvage at least one good memory from her cat-burglary debacle. What the hell, she told herself. You have to take what life gives you, and lately life had given Eleanor Cog-gins damn little. A passionate kiss with a handsome stranger might fall under partial compensation.

He pressed her backward and the desk came up against her butt again. If he thought she’d be intimidated by his dominant position, he could just think again. Her kisses never faltered. She laced her fingers through his hair, clung to his neck, and leaned backward, absorbed in every languorous touch of his lips. The guy was good, very good.

His body moved more intimately against hers, and he pressed one firm thigh between her legs. Operating on pure instinct, she bent her left leg and wrapped it possessively around his leg. By the time she remembered she shouldn’t do that, it was too late. She knew he had felt the gun.

Eleanor froze. So did he. In the sudden silence, the library door clicked shut.

Inches apart, they stared at each other. His body still forced her backward, but she thought it best not to protest her position just now. He was breathing hard, but she suspected it was more from anger than passion. In the light of the desk lamp beside them, she watched his eyes go cold and stern.

When he finally spoke, it wasn’t what she expected. “Who was it?” he asked in a low voice.

“What?” She glanced toward the door, then back to his face, hovering so close in front of her. “At the door? I have no idea.”

“Describe him.”

She stuck her chin out. “I can’t, I had my eyes closed.” She knew he’d take it as some sort of compliment, and from the arrogant twitch of his lip, it was obvious she was right. “Besides, I wouldn’t recognize anyone. What difference does it make? They left.”

“The difference is, if it was old George DeMarco trying to sneak some of Banner’s imported cigars, he won’t say anything. But if it was anyone with the last name of Westfield, we are going to be interrupted again very soon. I don’t need any more problems with that dysfunctional, screwed-up family, and I don’t think you want to be discovered in here.”

She struck back with her only weapon. “I don’t think you do, either.” His irritated frown told her it was true.

“Look, sweetheart—”

“Don’t call me sweetheart.”

“I have no reason to trust your ethics, your motives, or your intentions. And I don’t intend to be involved in your criminal life, including any plans for murder, so you’d better give me that gun.”

“Sorry, can’t do that. It matches my purse.”

He looked more surprised than angry. For about two seconds. “Yeah, you’re a whiz at accessorizing. Hand it over.”

She stiffened and tried to clasp her legs together, but his thigh was still between them. “No.”

She could see his patience wearing thin with every second she delayed.

“This is not up for debate. Give it to me, or I’ll take it,” he demanded.

“Try it and I’ll break your fingers.”

It was a totally empty threat. He must have questioned her harmless nature, though, because he spent several long seconds looking into her eyes before his lip curved up.

“I believe I’ll take the chance.”

As fast as a darting snake, his hand reached up her dress and grasped the gun. Eleanor slapped her hand over his, clenching it through the slinky black material of her dress. He had a firm grip on the gun, but it was still holstered, and he couldn’t release it as long as she held on to his hand. The leather holster was scraping her leg painfully, and his warm fingers touched her inner thigh alarmingly close to her panties.

“Get your hand off me, you perverted creep,” she growled.

“Gladly, you homicidal thief. As soon as I get what I want.”

She was about to spit a well-constructed string of profanities at him when the door opened forcefully, a hand hit a wall switch, and a dozen recessed lights flared on.

Eleanor jumped and felt his hand slip away as he whirled around to face the door. She tugged her dress down, but not fast enough to escape the scathing notice of the well-dressed woman standing in the doorway.

The woman’s disdainful eyes shifted from Eleanor and rested with no more affection on the man who’d just had his hand up her dress. The woman’s mouth pursed with undisguised contempt as she addressed him. “Would you like to tell me what’s going on here, or should I assume the usual?”

He stepped aside slightly so Eleanor was able to see his relaxed smile, and she realized he’d made a vain attempt to shield her from view.

“Hello, Mother,” he said, and Eleanor nearly did a double take. This stiff, unpleasant woman was his mother? “I’m sorry I didn’t see you when we arrived. I don’t believe you’ve met my fiancée.”

He held out a hand to Eleanor. It took several seconds to understand that he was referring to her and not some woman he had abandoned at the party. She looked at his outstretched hand in stunned disbelief, then at him. Playing at kissing him was one thing, but now she was engaged to him? She was about to inform him that he could take his charade and stuff it when she noticed his tense stance and the silent plea in his eyes. He needed her to play along. Desperately.

Her mind rapidly sorted the available facts. Whatever reason he had for this absurd game, it could not hurt to have him indebted to her. More important, being engaged to him might give her access to this house, with more chances in the future to search for the evidence she needed.

Eleanor smiled graciously and took her new fiancé’s hand, edging off the desk as smoothly as possible. Filling in the awkward hole in his introduction, she smiled and said, “How nice to meet you. I’m Eleanor Coggins.”

The woman raised one eyebrow and repeated the name Coggins, apparently searching her memory for some respectable family of that name. She must not have found one, because her cold look said Eleanor had not risen perceptibly in her estimation. Eleanor was wondering what sort of woman would expend so much scorn on her own son and his future wife when her still-nameless fiancé completed the introduction.

“Eleanor, I’d like you to meet my mother, Elizabeth Payton Westfield.”

Westfield?

Elizabeth tipped her head slightly at her, while Eleanor’s mind raced. His mother was a Westfield. He must be a Westfield. She could have run through a mental family tree of cousins, but there was no point. She knew Elizabeth Payton Westfield was the name of Banner’s mother. She had just become engaged to Banner’s brother.

Eleanor flashed a look at her new fiancé that promised retribution. He smiled back with bared teeth, looking dangerously prepared for the confrontation, not to mention attractive as hell.

She really should find out his name.



Chapter
Two
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“John Michael Payton. But I’ve always gone by Jack.”

“Payton?” Her voice nearly squeaked with surprise. “You’re not a Westfield?”

“Shh, quiet!” He grabbed her elbow and moved them both two steps back. Silky drapes brushed her bare arm. They were standing unobtrusively where Elizabeth Westfield had left them, at the fringes of the crowd that mingled in the enormous Westfield living room. While the party buzzed around them, they did a fast background briefing on each other.

Eleanor obediently silenced her surprise with a sip from the glass of champagne he—Jack, she reminded herself—had thrust into her hands when they entered the room.

“Is Payton the name of your mother’s first husband?” she murmured over the rim of the glass.

“It’s her maiden name. She’s one of the Paytons.” Seeing her blank look, he rolled his eyes at her hopeless ignorance and went on. “She never married my father, and she didn’t give me his name.”

As Eleanor opened her mouth, he snapped, “Yes, I really am a bastard. That saves you the trouble of calling me one.”

“I wasn’t going to. This whole thing is beyond description, and I haven’t yet decided what to call you.”

She spared a sideways glance at the crowd. Most of the people were across the room, near the two-story-high windows that overlooked the floodlit lawn and pool. What seemed like an acre of carpet dotted with groupings of furniture separated them from the heart of the mob. Jack’s mother moved elegantly among the sofas and chairs, offering occasional cheek kisses and overly bright smiles to a select few.

“So your mother lives here with Banner?”

“Oh, yes. She’s very close to her golden boy. I’m the black sheep she didn’t want around.”

Eleanor suppressed a shudder and turned back to Jack. He was scanning the room with a jaded expression, apparently unimpressed and uninterested in the excess of wealth and power. In this light, she would never have mistaken him for his half brother. He looked older and lacked Banner’s blandly perfect features. Jack’s fuller mouth and dark eyes gave him a more intense look. Where Banner looked smooth and soulless, Jack had a dangerous sensuality. She could already testify to its effectiveness.

And the dangerous bastard was now her only access to this house and Banner’s files.

“Come on,” Jack prompted. “What else do you need to know before someone spots us?”

The odd thing was, they had been spotted, but no one had ventured near them. Eleanor had noticed several surreptitious glances and a few outright curious stares. She supposed it was only a matter of time before someone approached.

“Just give me the pertinent facts. Age?”

“Thirty-five. How about you?”

“Twenty-eight. Previous marriages?”

“None.” He paused uncomfortably. “You may hear references to other women, but there weren’t any serious relationships. I only dated. A lot.”

“Oh, great, that just about guarantees I’ll be a curiosity.”

He grimaced, as if having this crowd think of Eleanor as someone special was truly painful. “What else do you need to know? My favorite color is blue, my favorite food—”

“No, no. No one cares about stuff like that. Do you play sports?”

“Baseball in high school, polo at college.”

Her eyes widened. “Polo? You’re kidding. Do people really do that?”

“Yes, they do. Get over it. What else?”

“What kind of car?”

“Jeep Wrangler.”

Eleanor was expecting to hear something foreign and expensive. She shot him a questioning glance but left it alone for now. This conversation was going to need an in-depth follow-up later. “What kind of job?”

“I’m an accountant for Westfield-Benton.”

She put a mental asterisk by that anomaly, too, and took another sip of champagne. Bubbly sweetness slipped down her throat. “You know, this really is good.”

“Of course it is.”

“I wonder what kind it is. I should buy this stuff.”

He snatched her drink, swirled and sniffed, then took the tiniest sip possible. “Bollinger eighty-two. About a hundred and seventy-five dollars a bottle, if you’re still interested.”

He knew damn well she wasn’t. He handed the drink back, and she noticed he hadn’t taken one for himself. “Don’t you drink?”

He gave her a long, hard look. “Not anymore.”

That fairly screamed recovering alcoholic, another piece of pertinent information.

Jack had been furtively watching the room over her shoulder. He raised his hand to run fingers through his hair, and behind the cover of his arm he mumbled, “I think my aunt Grace and uncle Bill have spotted us. Hurry up.”

She thought fast. “We’d better decide when and where we met.”

He nodded. “How about at the park by Silver Lake? That’s where I jog.” He took another glance over her shoulder. “You’re on in about twenty seconds.”

She nodded and felt a sheen of nervous perspiration gather under her arms. The park was reasonable, neutral territory where the gentry might actually encounter common riffraff like her. She didn’t bother to tell him that she wasn’t likely to meet a jogger unless he ran over her while she was doing something sedentary, like lying on the grass reading a book.

“When was this fateful meeting?” she asked.

“Six weeks ago.”

“That’s all? That’s hardly enough time—”

“I wasn’t in town before then,” he whispered harshly.

Oh God, one more piece of his recent history she didn’t know. “Why? Were you working at another branch of the company?”

“I was in jail.”

He flashed a smile at a spot half a foot over her left shoulder just as a large arm pulled her into a jarring hug. As Uncle Bill passed her over to Aunt Grace for a more sedate introduction, she aimed a poisonous stare at her ex-con fiancé. Their engagement had just become very rocky.

Enduring the next half hour was nothing short of heroic.

Uncle Bill gave her a wink and a leer that let her know he was the one who had walked in on their scorching kiss in the library. Knowing he had immediately tattled on his nephew made it difficult to keep her smile sincere and her tongue in check. Her new fiancé, however, seemed to have no problem sucking up to his relatives. It was hard to believe the man could be more infuriating. As she made polite conversation with Grace, she heard him cheerfully tell Bill Westfield, “We’d love to join you and Aunt Grace on Sunday. Ellie loves football.”

It was amazing—two blunders in only three words. She took his arm and made sure he felt her fingernails. “Jack, don’t we have that thing on Sunday… .”

“I changed it to next week,” he told her, smiling broadly. “Wasn’t that lucky? Almost like serendipity. I knew you’d love a private invitation to the Lions’ pre-season practice.”

Eleanor seethed. When Bill and Grace left, she leaned close and hissed, “I detest football.”

“Too bad. I love it.”

She bit her lip and let it go, in favor of the more important issue. “And my name is not Ellie. If you don’t like Eleanor, you can call me Nora. That’s what most of my friends do.”

She was staring him down when Aunt Grace’s voice gushed behind her, “Come meet Jack’s fiancée, Ellie Coggins.”

Jack flashed a bland smile. “Whoops, too late.”

Eleanor put her temper on simmer and reminded herself that this was a short-term engagement. As soon as she got access to Banner’s files, they could have a nice, messy breakup. If the fates were kind, it would be before the Lions’ practice on Sunday.

His jail time was what bothered her most. It was no wonder she’d never heard of him. She was certain Westfields didn’t go to jail and imagined Paytons didn’t, either. It seemed Jack was the bad boy of the family, and she was the lucky woman who had snagged him. Perhaps she would feel reassured if she knew what he’d been in for. Probably sexual assault, she mused as she waited for a free moment to question him.

It was worse.

“You killed someone?” she gasped.

“The charge was manslaughter,” he said tersely. “I didn’t mean to do it.”

She stared at him, outraged. “Oh, that’s all right, then.”

Jack’s jaw had developed a twitch. “I thought you’d be used to hanging around with the criminal class.”

She opened her mouth to shoot an insult back at him, when she noticed two women talking and taking long, obvious glances their way. She’d seen them doing the same thing earlier. Her mouth closed into a speculative pout.

“Why have those two women been watching us?” she asked him. “Did you blackmail one of them into a compromising position, too?”

“What women?”

“Over there. The shiny silver pantsuit and the trashy red bandanna that’s passing for a dress.”

He looked quickly, then turned back to her. “I don’t know the one in the shiny pants-thing. But you might say I compromised the other one. We dated a couple times.”

“That sort of date?”

“Yes, that sort of date. Jealous, sweetheart?”

She ignored him and gazed thoughtfully at the little tramp in red. “I do believe they’re wondering how serious we are.” She gave him a sweet smile and lifted a hand to his hair. He flinched, then held still cautiously while she lightly traced his hairline around his ear and tilted her head coyly while she stroked the back of his neck.

“Bend close to me,” she said in a low voice.

“Why?”

She lifted her eyes to his significantly. “Trust me.”

He raised an eyebrow but bent close and whispered in her ear, “If you want me to kiss you again, you should just ask.”

She remembered to keep her face pleasant. “You weren’t that good,” she told him, a huge lie that was still the least of her transgressions tonight. Then she laughed and pushed him playfully away, as though he’d just proposed something titillating and quite inappropriate. She watched with satisfaction as the women frosted over.

Jack glanced at them, then gave Eleanor a wry smile. “Having fun?”

Getting caught killed her smile. “You think it’s fun pretending to be senselessly in love with you? Hardly. I’m doing my job, which you’d damn well better appreciate, because I’m going to expect similar cooperation from you.”

“Oh, yes. You want me to cooperate in stealing from my family.”

“I wasn’t going to steal anything from your lovely family,” she told him. “Just find some information. Nothing that would jeopardize your parole status, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

She thought that was pretty darn considerate of her, but it seemed to annoy Jack. He put an arm around her shoulder and drew her close, so anyone watching might think he was whispering amorous suggestions in her ear. His voice was brusque and far from amorous.

“I suggest you forget about my past for a minute,” he said, his breath warm on her cheek. “I wasn’t the one caught in a criminal act less than an hour ago. And my parole status is already in jeopardy from this gun in my pocket.”

“Well, that’s your own fault, isn’t it? You could give it back.” She tried to turn away, but his arm held her firmly against him. He was probably one of those obsessively macho types who spent all their jail time pumping iron. He certainly had a strong grip.

He was also stubbornly persistent about that damn gun.

“At least I’m sure I’m not going to shoot anyone here,” he growled. “I can’t say the same for you. If you only want information, why do you need a gun?”

“I told you I wasn’t going to shoot anyone,” she repeated, her voice terse and impatient. “It was just a scare tactic, in case I had to threaten him to get what I need.” She might not know a thing about guns, but how hard could it be to pull a trigger?

“Threaten who?”

Eleanor clamped her mouth shut, seconds too late. If he had any affection for his half brother, he probably wouldn’t appreciate the idea of her waving a loaded gun at him.

When she didn’t answer, he drew his head back slightly and turned that intense stare on her. His dark eyes had a way of holding hers, making her feel like a bug pinned to a table, and she squirmed uncomfortably in his arms. It worked about as well for her as it would for the bug.

Unfortunately, the answer wasn’t that difficult to figure out.

“You knew you were in Banner’s library. You were going to hold a gun on Banner and demand information, weren’t you?” He examined her closely, as if he had missed something earlier. “Are you insane?”

Maybe she was. Only a crazy person would break into the Westfield house, impulsively make out with a stranger who also happened to be a convicted killer, then betroth herself to him, all within one hour. Yes, she was definitely insane. Even worse, she had lied to Jack about only needing the gun to threaten his brother. If Banner wouldn’t admit the truth, she knew she would have shot him. She owed it to Janet.

There wasn’t enough time to tell Jack the whole story. He probably hadn’t even met Janet if he’d been in jail until six weeks ago. He would just have to accept the basics for now.

“You may not know it, but Banner committed a terrible crime. I intend to prove it.”

His mouth opened in surprise. “You know about Banner?”

She stared back. “You mean you know about him, too?”

“Talking about me?”

They both jumped at the voice beside them.

Eleanor stiffened, and Jack was holding her so closely she knew he felt it. She wanted to believe it was some protective instinct that made him keep his arm around her as they turned to face Banner.

He was just as tall as Jack, but with lighter, almost blond hair, and sharp blue eyes that had the same intelligence behind them, plus something cold and calculating. That could be her own biased opinion, she admitted to herself. Janet hadn’t seen anything cold in Banner. She’d paid dearly for that mistake.

Eleanor stood rigidly before him, thankful for Jack’s reassuring arm around her shoulder. Jack might be an arrogant jerk, but she could deal with that. Banner’s smooth evil left her weak with fear, and she appreciated the extra support.

Banner’s look of amusement was as cool as his mother’s. “Jack,” he said tonelessly.

“Banner.”

Jack’s voice held an edge she hadn’t heard before. Enough to make her wonder if Banner was actually in more danger with the gun in Jack’s possession than hers.

“This party is to celebrate my promotion, but you seem to have become the center of attention. Again.” His head tipped in a sort of ironic acknowledgment.

“This is my fiancée, Eleanor Coggins,” Jack said, ignoring the comment. She was glad he hadn’t used his preferred “Ellie.” She had become resigned to it over the past hour’s introductions, but she didn’t think she could stand that sort of familiarity from Banner.

Her nemesis finally turned his eyes on her. She tried for a pleasant expression and held out her hand. Banner turned the expected handshake into a kiss behind her knuckles.

“Welcome to our family, Eleanor,” he said, his eyes quickly traveling over her from head to toe. “Congratulations, Jack. You’ve certainly made a good choice.”

Jack offered a brief, “Yeah,” seemingly unfazed by a comment that made her feel more like a smartly purchased piece of furniture than a future sister-in-law. She pulled her hand back and resisted the urge to wipe it against her dress.

Banner smiled at her, his handsome face reflecting an undisguised curiosity. “I can see why Jack has been keeping you to himself. I wouldn’t want to share such a beautiful creature with other men, either.”

She smiled as if she thought it a compliment, trying hard not to make it a snarl. Jack’s grip on her shoulder tightened, and she figured he’d expected the snarl.

“I’m afraid I have to spend time with my guests tonight. Business connections, you know,” Banner said, flashing a row of perfect teeth. “The two of you must come back tomorrow for dinner with the family so we can get to know you better.”

“I don’t think we—” Jack began.

“That would be lovely,” Eleanor said, and felt Jack’s surprised glance. Taking a deep breath, she asked, “Will your wife be there, too?”

A sudden, uncomfortable silence fell between them. Eleanor glanced down at Banner’s hand. “I noticed the ring,” she said, offering a guileless smile.

“I’m sorry,” Jack said quickly. “I didn’t think to tell her… .”

Banner said solemnly, “My wife died a few months ago.” The cold blue eyes met hers with no hint of emotion. Like the dead fish in his library, Eleanor thought, and wondered how Janet could ever have fallen in love with him.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, and had no trouble looking sincerely regretful. Some of us actually do miss her, she thought.

From the corner of her eye, she could see Jack’s suspicious look as Banner tilted his head in polite acceptance of her apology. “Seven o’clock tomorrow,” he said with a glance at Jack. It was an order, not an invitation.

When Banner had blended back into the crowd, Jack turned on her. “What the hell was that?”

She wasn’t going to pretend innocence. “Not subtle enough for you? I wanted to know what his official position is. I told you I was going to prove that Banner’s guilty.”

“Guilty of what?”

“What do you mean? You said you knew.” They were staring at each other again, a standoff.

“Ellie, exactly what do you think Banner is guilty of?”

She hesitated. It obviously wasn’t what he thought. Still, he might be willing to help her convict Banner. After the stiff formality of their conversation, she had decided there was no love lost between the two brothers. And now that the whole blasted family had met her, she wasn’t exactly anonymous. She was going to need his cooperation to search the house.

She looked him in the eyes. “He married my best friend, Janet, then killed her for the insurance money. And I don’t think it, I know it.” It was short and to the point, and he hadn’t smirked or scoffed, an encouraging sign. “What do you think he’s guilty of?”

Jack took a deep breath, then blew it out slowly. “Murder, huh?” He looked across the room, seeking out Banner among the crowd. “Interesting …”

She nearly turned purple in an effort to control her anger. Interesting? If Jack found Janet’s death interesting, he was as cold and self-centered as the rest of his family. That wouldn’t have been a surprise, except for the memory of those passionate kisses in the library. Which were not real, she reminded herself. Jack was as practiced at deceit as the rest of his family. If she forgot that, her fate might be the same as Janet’s.

She poked him sharply in the ribs. “Hey, rich boy. Come on, reciprocate. What else did he do?”

The look Jack turned on her was one of unmistakable disgust. She made a mental note that he was sensitive about his family’s wealth. Either that or he disliked being reminded that he had connected himself intimately with the lower class.

They were still in full view of the guests and he adjusted his expression before answering in a low voice. “The family’s made a fortune since Banner took over Westfield-Benton, more than the financial reports account for.”

She made the implied leap. “He’s embezzling from the company?”

“No, nothing’s missing. In fact, there’s too much money. I think he’s laundering it for some illegal operation. I just haven’t figured out what it is.”

It wasn’t murder, but the results were the same: Banner got rich. The question was, why did Jack care? She didn’t think an ex-con would quibble over a little dirty money, and she doubted he cared one bit about saving the reputation of his family. But he did have it in for the right Westfield, even if his reason turned out to be as unimaginative as “Mommy always liked him better.”

She sized up his determined look and made the only deal that would work. “I’ll help you if you help me.”

Jack nodded curtly, apparently having come to the same decision. “We’ve got a lot of talking to do before tomorrow night.”

“And planning.” How did one dress for an intimate dinner with two killers.

After fawning all over Banner, meeting Ellie seemed to be everyone’s goal, and Jack did his best to glue himself to her side. The woman had a way of saying the most unexpected things, and he’d become terrified of leaving her unsupervised.

He had to admit Ellie played her role well. She was an adept liar, using the few details she knew to appear intimately familiar with Jack’s life. Even though he thought her invention of a mildly debilitating polo injury stretched credibility, the rest of her performance had been flawless. She had even fooled everyone into believing she was comfortable with vulgar displays of wealth.

That was her best lie. Jack had seen the way Ellie stopped and stared at the enormous chandeliers, dripping with crystal and gold, high above the entry hall. The living room had taken her aback, too, her eyes huge with amazement, taking in the intricate marble and woodwork above the fireplace, the soaring wall of mahogany-framed glass, and the carelessly strewn silk rugs, each worth as much as a new luxury car. That sort of affluence was obviously outside her experience.

He could use that to his advantage. That, and her ability to lie like a pro. He was going to need her services as a fake fiancée for longer than she knew. If he could tempt her into the Westfield world by dazzling her with wealth, it would be an easy sell. A jaded rich girl would have been far more difficult to sway. Ellie’s middle-class background should make his proposition more attractive, and her talent for on-the-spot fabrication just might make it convincing. And despising him as she clearly did, he’d have no trouble getting rid of her later. All in all, he might have stumbled onto the perfect fiancée in Ellie Coggins.

“I never dated a convicted criminal before. It adds a certain spice to our relationship.”

Jack jerked out of his reverie with a startled blink. Ellie was smiling serenely at an elderly matron whose blank expression spoke of a lifetime of social discipline. The lady’s white-knuckled grip on her wineglass indicated that training was currently being strained to the limit.

He smiled and pulled on Ellie’s arm. “Excuse me, Mrs. Ford. I need to speak to my fiancée a moment.”

Ellie waved good-bye as she allowed him to draw her aside. As soon as they were out of range, he hissed in her ear, “What do you think you’re doing? Do you have any idea who that was?”

“I don’t know who she is, but I know who she wants to be: your future mother-in-law. God knows why, but she’s checking out her daughter’s competition before they convince you to trade up. You should thank me for scaring her off.”

He gritted his teeth. “Thank you.”

Her eyes crinkled with humor; she was obviously enjoying his frustration. It should have aroused his anger. Instead, he found himself distracted by the tiny dimple in her cheek and the way her lips curved with suppressed laughter, pressed into a sexy upturned bow. Jack remembered how those lips had kissed him with an eagerness and finesse that had sent heat tearing through his body. That unexpected armful of female lust had knocked him into a sensual response that had stayed with him all evening. He wasn’t sure what to make of it.

Thank God she was a sarcastic bitch. If she’d offered him even half the enticement she’d shown in the library, he’d be tempted to throw her down right there on his mother’s elegant Persian rug. One more scandalous incident for Jack Payton.

“Jack! We’ve been hoping to run into you!”

He smiled weakly. He’d been hoping to avoid them. Vivian Houston could worm information from the most skilled espionage agent, and Ellie seemed only too willing to oblige everyone’s hunger for personal tidbits.

His fears were justified. Within minutes, Ellie was inventing an embarrassing story for Ed and Vivian about their first meeting in the park. Hands moving in a rolling circle, she said, “Then he tripped over my feet, flailed around like a scarecrow in a tornado, and pitched headfirst right into the duck pond.”

Ed and Vivian laughed hysterically while Ellie gave Jack a mischievous wink, snuggled under his arm, and leaned into his side in a calculated display of affection.

Heat rushed through him as her body molded against his. As soon as they left the party, he was going to throttle her. Or make love to her. Or both.

He gritted his teeth and reminded himself to control his hormones. What made it more difficult was that she seemed to have no idea of the effect she had on him. She took his hand and entwined his fingers with hers while listening attentively to the Houstons. That casual touch meant nothing to her, but it had his palms as sweaty as a teenager’s on a first date. Two years without a woman and he was a wreck. He wondered how priests did it for a lifetime.

He’d had all he could take. He spoke over Vivian’s giggles. “I’m sorry, but Ellie and I have to leave. We have another engagement yet tonight. It was very nice to see both of you.” He steered Ellie away before she could open her mouth in protest.

When they were far enough away that they couldn’t be overheard, she brushed his hand off her arm and said, “What’s wrong? Why are we leaving? I was just starting to have fun.”

“You were having way too much fun.”

She pouted. “I thought I was being perfectly charming.” When she could see he wouldn’t change his mind, her eyes did a critical scan of the room. “Everyone’s keeping Banner occupied. Why don’t we do a quick check in the library? You take the computer and I’ll—”

“Not on your life. If we get caught in there again, the game’s over. We need a plan next time. Come on.”

He started toward the door, but she didn’t move. “We can’t go without saying good-bye to your mother.”

Jack sighed heavily. She was right, but he’d spent the past six weeks avoiding advice and admonitions from his mother, and he didn’t want to give her one more shot at him tonight. Ellie was either naive or far more fearless than he, because she had started across the room to meet his mother, who had already spotted them. They met and Ellie began talking, too far away for him to hear. Fine, let her handle it.

Content to let Ellie handle their good-byes, Jack waited impatiently. Then with concern. This was obviously more than nice-to-have-met-you. Elizabeth was tilting her head, asking something, and holding Ellie’s hand. Jack frowned. He shouldn’t have let Ellie talk to his mother without supervision. He started toward them, when the conversation ended and they came to meet him.

His mother’s expression was one he’d learned to dread, a perfectly composed look with piercing, intelligent eyes that he just knew had seen right through whatever he was trying to get away with. It was the condescending Payton look, one he’d seen far too often. He braced himself.

“I’m sorry you have to leave so soon, Jack,” she said. He nodded once but remained tense; her opening sentence was always deceptively casual. “I’ll see you tomorrow at dinner. Perhaps Eleanor will have her engagement ring by then.” Elizabeth smiled warmly at Ellie, then returned to the party.

Jack grimaced. “Ah, shit.”

“What’s wrong?”

“What did she say to you about a ring?”

“She asked if you were going to give me one, and I told her we hadn’t had time for that yet, that you had just proposed at dinner earlier this evening.” She looked pleased with her response. “I’m not enchanted with your mother, you know, but it was a perfectly innocent question.”

“Nothing my mother says is ever perfectly innocent. I suppose you made up some cute story about me spilling vichyssoise all over you while I stumbled through a proposal.”

Her delicate nose tilted further into the air. “I didn’t describe the scene. But for your information, I would have made it very romantic. I’d have you get down on one knee in the restaurant, pledge your undying love, and beg me to marry you while everyone watched, and then have them all applaud when I tearfully accepted.”

“Jesus,” he groaned, “I’m glad no one had to hear that.” They crossed the entry hall, his shoes squeaking and hers clicking on the glossy marble surface. “I have to give you a ring.”

“What for? Just keep putting it off a few days, then we break up and you don’t have to buy one.”

He was right, she assumed this was going to be a brief partnership. God, she was going to be pissed.

He didn’t want another confrontation with her tonight. He’d skip any mention of the plans he’d been formulating for now, but the ring was important.

“There’s already a diamond ring, Ellie, and you have to wear it. I inherited it from my grandmother Payton. If it’s not on your finger by tomorrow, my mother and every other Payton and Westfield will know I’m not serious about you.”

She shrugged. “Fine.”

The doorman, part of the evening’s hired staff, held the enormous front door open for them. Jack fished his keys out of his pocket and handed them to a red-jacketed valet.

“Green Jeep.”

The man smirked. “Yes, sir. I remember it.”

Jack glanced at Ellie as the valet trotted into the darkness. “Where are your keys?”

She bit her lip, then said in a low voice, “I’m afraid they’d never find my car. I didn’t come in through the front door, remember?”

“Shit.” He had an image of her tottering across the lawn in her heels and ducking into the rhododendrons. “I’ll give you a ride. Where is it?”

“On a side street, back that way.” She pointed east.

Jack looked across the dark lawn and raised an eyebrow. “You trespassed through Frank Hardenburg’s backyard to get here?” He laughed once, loudly. “You must like to live dangerously. He’s the most vicious criminal attorney in town.”

She gave him a weary look. “No one saw me. Besides, I can look very innocent if I have to.” She tilted her head and looked up at him, blinking her wide, blue eyes in demonstration.

He snorted. “I’ll bet.”

“Well, it’s just trespassing. It’s not like I killed someone.”

He saw her mouth open as she realized seconds too late what she’d said. He turned away.

“I’m sorry, I—”

“Never mind.” His expression hardened as the familiar anger washed over him. Anger at himself. She hadn’t meant to offend him this time.

Ellie stood stiffly beside him, lips pursed and eyes downcast.

“Come on,” he said in a gentler voice as the valet drove up in his Jeep. He opened the passenger door, as gentlemanly as any non-manslaughtering ex-convict would. She hesitated.

“What’s wrong now?”

“Nothing.” She moved forward and eyed the elevated floor and running board. Then, with a determined expression, she hiked her tight dress higher up her thighs. She gingerly extended one leg over the side and into the car, ducked in, then pulled the other leg after it. Jack watched with a new appreciation for his Jeep. That one moment would have lost so much appeal in a low-slung Jaguar.

The young valet was watching, too. Jack cleared his throat to get the man’s attention, then handed him a folded bill. He wasn’t sure if it was the denomination or Ellie’s legs that put a more respectful look on the man’s face.

They drove down curving streets where elegant homes were shrouded by trees and dense shrubbery. Her car was pulled to the side and nearly obscured by overgrown lilac bushes. It might have been taken for an abandoned car, except that no one ditched five-year-old Toyotas in Bloomfield Hills. He imagined the only reason it hadn’t been towed was that the Hardenburgs were entertaining and the little silver Toyota near their driveway might have belonged to a servant.
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