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Unfinished
                    Business


Stop being mean, bad-tempered and angry. Quarreling, harsh words. . . . Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, just as God has forgiven you.

—EPHESIANS 4:31–32


PROLOGUE

Christina Marie Madaris stood at the window that faced her mother’s flower garden as she remembered a quote from Albert Einstein: “In the middle of difficulty lives opportunity.”

She sighed deeply, acknowledging that this had been a very difficult two years since graduating from college and returning to Houston. But now she was faced with an opportunity, one she had decided to take advantage of.

She turned slightly when she heard the sound of car doors opening and closing. Drawing in a deep breath, she glanced down the walkway that could be seen from where she stood. As she’d known they would, three men came into view, and although she could see them clearly, they couldn’t see her, so she took a moment to study them. They had similar features, indicating that they were brothers. They were tall and handsome and had the gait of self-assured men.

But she knew how vastly different they were.

Justin, the physician, was the oldest of the three. He had been twenty and away at college when she was born twenty-four years ago. Of her three brothers she considered him the warm, sensitive, diplomatic one. That didn’t mean she had never seen him angry. It just took a lot to get him there.

Dex, the geologist, was eighteen months younger than Justin and didn’t know the meaning of diplomacy. Where Justin could be warm and sensitive, Dex could be hard and unyielding. Most of the time he was way too serious, but he was always a man of his word.

And then there was Clayton, the attorney. He was three years younger than Justin. Because Clayton was in high school and still living at home when she was born, she’d always had a special bond with him. He had been the fun brother, the one who would let her get away with just about anything.

She couldn’t help but smile when she recalled how her birth had been a shock to her two older sisters, Traci and Kattie. They had been in their early teens, and for the longest time they could not get over the fact that their forty-something parents were still sexually active.

Christy thought of all the fun she had being the baby in the family, with three overprotective brothers and two overindulgent sisters. She had never minded how her brothers’ guard-dog attitudes always scared guys away because she had truly believed that she was going to grow up and marry Alexander Maxwell. He had been their neighbor and a close friend of her brothers. Boy, what a fool she had been at thirteen to believe Alex’s promise, and an even bigger fool to continue to believe it for eight solid years. But he had set her straight on the matter three years ago, and as far as she was concerned her life had been in total shambles since.

Because the Madarises and Maxwells were such close friends, it was not uncommon for her and Alex to be invited to the same functions. Each and every time she had been around him had been difficult, and returning home from college had been the worst. Seeing him was a constant reminder of what a fool she had been to believe the eight-year difference in their ages meant nothing and that he was doing just as he had promised—waiting for her to grow up.

The phone call she had gotten two days ago had been a blessing. It would give her the opportunity to pick up her life and move on, something she could not do if she remained in Houston.

She had already told her parents her decision, and the only thing left to do was tell her brothers and sisters. She decided to tell her brothers first, since everybody knew her sisters couldn’t hold water and she wanted her brothers to hear it from her. She was glad that Justin, who lived near Dallas, was in town visiting, so she could tell all three of them at the same time.

She knew they wouldn’t like her news. More than likely they would try to talk her out of leaving, saying that she already had a great job as a reporter for the Houston Chronicle and that she didn’t need to take the job in Cincinnati, Ohio.

What she couldn’t tell them and what they didn’t know was that the job opportunity was only part of the reason she was leaving. She needed space and a chance to do something she hadn’t been able to do for three years.

Repair her heart.

And more than anything, although it would be hard for them to do, she intended to get their blessings and their promise not to interfere in her life. She would not be satisfied until they finally acknowledged that she was no longer a little girl but a grown woman. If their parents could accept that, then it was time her brothers did as well.

“Christy? Mom and Dad said you wanted to see us.”

She slowly turned around and met three pair of curious and intense eyes. She shifted her gaze from one to the other, smiled, then said softly, “Yes. I have some news that I want to share with the three of you.”

Seven hours later

Alexander Julian Maxwell bolted upright in bed when he heard the telephone ring. Suddenly he remembered he was back in Houston and not in Miami, where he had been for the past week. Since leaving the FBI as a federal agent a few years ago, the company he owned, Maxwell Investigative Services, was expanding, which meant more cases to solve, which oftentimes took him out of town.

When the telephone rang again, he wiped the sleep from his face before reaching over to pick it up. “Yeah?”

“Alex, sorry if I woke you, man. This is Clayton.”

Alex wiped another hand down his face and glanced across the room at the illuminated clock. It was past midnight. The last time Clayton had called him in the middle of the night had been when he’d wanted him to find someone: his wife’s biological father. “Clayton, what’s going on?”

He heard Clayton’s frustrated sigh before he said, “I need you to do me a favor, and I want you to keep it between us. That includes not telling Dex and Justin.”

Alex lifted a brow. “What is it?”

“Do you still fly into Cincinnati occasionally to check on that business interest you have there?”

Alex knew Clayton was referring to the rental properties he had recently acquired as part of his investment portfolio. “Yes, why?”

“Whenever you go there, I’d like you to check on Christy, but do it discreetly because—”

“Christy? Why would Christy be in Cincinnati?”

“She’s moving there.”

“What!”

“Yeah, we were surprised as hell, too. She broke the news to me, Justin, and Dex this evening. She’s taking a job there, claims it’s an opportunity of a lifetime.”

Alex took a deep breath, not believing what he was hearing. Christy was moving to Cincinnati? He couldn’t believe the Madarises were letting her move way across the country, considering how overprotective they were of her. Her leaving home to attend college was one thing, but permanently relocating to another state was altogether different.

“And you, Dex, and Justin are OK with it?”

“No, we aren’t OK with it, but we didn’t have much choice, with the folks giving her their blessings. Of course they expected us to give ours.”

Alex shook his head. “And the three of you did?”

“Yes, grudgingly. And we even promised not to interfere.”

“But you are,” Alex pointed out.

“Yeah. I need to know she’s OK. So will you do that for me?”

Alex wiped another hand down his face. “Yeah, I’ll check on her whenever I’m in Cincinnati.”

“Thanks, man. I owe you one.”

“Don’t mention it.”

After hanging up the phone, Alex closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. Reopening them, he had thrown back the covers to sit on the side of the bed when the phone rang again. Thinking it was Clayton calling back, he quickly picked it up. “Yeah?”

“Alex, sorry to disturb you, but this is Dex.”

Alex raised a dark brow. “Dex?”

“Yes, and I have a favor to ask of you and I want it kept between us. I don’t even want my brothers to know about this.”

Alex nodded. “Sure. What do you need?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.

“Jake mentioned you have a business interest in Cincinnati.”

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Good. This is what I want you to do . . . .”

A half hour later, Alex pushed his sliding glass door aside and stepped out onto his deck. The night was hot and humid, not uncommon for July. He inhaled deeply thinking about the calls he had gotten from Clayton, Dex, and Justin. They had made the same request and each wanted things kept confidential.

Alex stared into the darkness as his thoughts shifted to Christy’s thirteenth birthday. He had come upon her crying and saying that no guy would ever want to marry her when she grew up because of her overprotective brothers. As a way to cheer her up, he had told her to stop crying because he would wait for her to grow up and marry her himself, and had gone so far as to take a ring he wore on his pinkie and place it on hers.

With an exasperated sigh he then recalled that night three years ago when Christy had been home on spring break from college and had reminded him of that promise. He was surprised she had remembered that time and tried to explain to her that he had only been teasing her that day. He emphasized the eight-year difference in their ages, told her that she needed to start dating guys her own age and stop waiting for him, because he had no intention of ever marrying her or any other woman. He knew his words had hurt her that night and since then she had made him her sworn enemy.

But what he hadn’t been able to forget, more than anything else about that night, was the kiss they’d shared before he had given her the brush-off. Desire for her had consumed his body to a degree he hadn’t thought possible. And when he had kissed her—“devoured her mouth” was a better way to describe it—he had felt things he had never felt before . . . or felt since.

He rubbed his hand down his face, admitting that was the crux of his problem. Christy Madaris was still off-limits to him. She would forever be the baby sister of three of his closest friends. But that hadn’t stopped him from finally realizing that Christy was no longer a girl but a woman—a very beautiful and desirable woman.

A woman he desperately wanted.

He sucked in a deep breath. The day of reckoning had arrived. Although he had begun seeing her as a desirable woman, he had been able to control his lust because in Houston she was in a safe place, surrounded by family, and therefore untouchable. In a strange sort of way, he had been satisfied in knowing not only was she untouchable to him, but was hands-off to other men as well, mainly because of her brothers’overprotectiveness. But now it seemed the tables had turned . . . and definitely on him.

Moving to Cincinnati meant she was no longer in a safe place. No longer protected by her brothers. No longer untouchable. The thought of that made his skin crawl, literally shook him to the core. Christy was a beautiful woman. She would draw attention. Men would take notice. They would react.

Damn.

Without her brothers’ protection, she would be like a minnow in a pool of sharks, and there was no way on this earth he would allow that to happen. He wanted her and he’d damn if he would let any other man get close to her.

He glanced down at his hand and studied the ring he had placed on his finger when an angry Christy had given it back to him. As far as he was concerned, the ring represented unfinished business between them.

Unfinished business.

He sighed heavily, and at that very moment, he knew he would risk everything to finish it.

Jonathan Madaris hung up the phone and slowly shook his head.

“Was that Justin?”

He looked up and met his wife’s gaze as she came out of the bathroom. A profound sense of both love and pride swept through him. She had been his wife, best friend, lover . . . his everything . . . for almost forty-five years, and he thought she was just as beautiful today as she had been the first time he laid eyes on her.

He scanned her body from head to toe. Tonight she was wearing one of those sexy nightgowns their daughter-in-law Syneda had given her for Christmas, and she looked gorgeous in it.

“Jonathan?”

He blinked. She stood leaning against the huge wooden bedpost, waiting for his response. “Yes, that was Justin and his message was the same as the ones Dex and Clayton left earlier. He’s asked Alex to check on Christy whenever he goes to Cincinnati on business. Of course, like his brothers, Justin is claiming he’s doing it for our benefit, so we won’t be worried about her.”

Marilyn Madaris chuckled as she crossed the room to her husband. “We’re not worried. In time they’ll discover that Christy is no longer a baby; she’s a mature young woman who is smart, has a good head on her shoulders, and is old enough to make her own decisions. She’ll do fine. I’ll miss her, but it’s time for her to seek her own destiny.”

Jonathan nodded as his thoughts shifted back to his three sons. “They promised her they wouldn’t interfere.”

Marilyn shook her head, smiling. “Yes, but we knew they would anyway. Too bad they don’t realize they’ve made a grave mistake in soliciting Alex’s help. That’s like asking the rooster to watch over the henhouse.”

Jonathan grinned as he pulled his wife into his arms. Her skin was so soft. Over the years, with five of their six kids married and on their own, he and Marilyn had been able to do the things they’d always wanted to do. Both had retired years ago from being educators in the Houston school system and spent their time traveling to places they had always wanted to see and visiting old friends who lived all over the country.

And now that Christy had finished college and was living her own life, his main concern was this woman he held in his arms. He wanted to devote the rest of his life to her and her alone. “So, do you think we should warn them of that fact?” he asked, burying his nose in the sweet smell of her hair and bringing her still-trim body closer to his.

“No, I think we should stay out of it. Christy will be able to handle her brothers when the time comes.”

“And Alex?”

She slowly shook her head. “Now, Alex is another matter altogether.”

She knew the pain Alex had unintentionally caused their daughter. Marilyn also knew he had begun seeing Christy in a whole new light, and would even go so far as to say that she believed he was in love with Christy, although it seemed he hadn’t figured that fact out yet. And she knew Christy was still in love with him. But unfortunately, Alex would find out the hard way that when it came to that formidable Madaris pride, love had nothing to do with it . . . at least until he could melt the hard ice encasing Christy’s heart.

“No pain, no gain. I think Christy and Alex will have hard lessons to learn,” she added. “And when the time comes we’ll be there for them.”

Jonathan said nothing for a long moment. “And in the meantime?” he finally asked, his gaze feasting on hers before he leaned down and brushed his lips over hers.

She smiled that smile she only had for him, the one that had opened up his heart the first time he’d seen it. “And in the meantime we will enjoy our children and grandchildren and, most important, each other.”

He held her charcoal gray gaze captive. “I love you,” he murmured softly.

“I love you as well. And I want our baby girl to share this same type of love, one that’s strong, impenetrable, and endless. It wasn’t easy for us in the beginning and it won’t be easy for her and Alex,” she said, thinking of their own rocky start so many years ago.

“What’s meant to be will be,” Jonathan said, pulling her closer into his arms.

Marilyn’s smile widened as she gave a soft sigh. “Yes, what’s meant to be will be.”
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Book One
                   The Hunt


CHAPTER 1

Christy glanced at her reflection in the full-length mirror and smiled. This particular outfit, a slip dress of that particular shade of lime green that was so popular, and her new hairdo, a work of art by Lamar, had transformed her into a woman she didn’t even recognize.

Lamar had given her a haircut to complement her face. The mass of reddish curls that flowed around her shoulders looked fuller, thicker, and even more vibrant. She had turned quite a number of male heads after leaving the salon. Her brothers used to tease her about the color of her hair, which she had inherited from her paternal great-grandmother.

Christy’s smile deepened at the thought that she looked somewhat older, a little sophisticated, maybe even a little daring. Her high-heeled sandals and her leather double-handled purse added the finishing touch. She was looking forward to her date tonight with Kevin, a guy she had met last weekend at a party given by a co-worker. After a rather long and pleasant conversation, she and Kevin had practically danced the night away. She couldn’t remember the last time she had shaken her booty so much. And he hadn’t been a bad dancer, either. When she decided to call it a night, he had walked her to her car and surprised her when he pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

OK, so she hadn’t felt the passion, the zing, the torrid explosion that had ambushed her that time Alex had kissed her, but Kevin did have potential and with a little more practice his kiss would eventually graduate from being nothing more than a pleasant mouth exercise.

Although she hated admitting it, Alex’s kiss had stirred a carnal desire within her that she hadn’t known existed. It had introduced her to sexual impulses, hot dreams, and basic urges. Just thinking about it was a lot for a twenty-four-year-old virgin to handle. But she would handle it, since she wasn’t into casual sex. The man she gave her virginity to was going to be the one who was destined to be a part of her life forever.

She glanced around when she heard the sound of the doorbell, wondering who it could be. She didn’t know a lot of people in Cincinnati, since she’d been in town for only a month, and she had opted to meet Kevin at the club instead of telling him where she lived. She was still cautious, since she didn’t know him that well, and although he had been the perfect gentleman at the party on Saturday night, she couldn’t help but remember the number-one rule her brother Dex had given her when she had moved out of her parents’ home into an apartment upon returning home from college: Never give a man your address until you get to know him better. And if he gives you trouble, call me and I’ll come kick his ass.

She smiled knowing Dex had been dead serious. Crossing the room, she headed for the door. She glanced through the peephole, but because dusk had settled in and the person’s back was to her, she knew it was a man but couldn’t make out his identity. “Yes, who is it?”

“Alex Maxwell.”

Sharp needles pricked Christy’s heart at the sound of that name. Surely she had heard wrong and the man standing on the other side of the door was not the person she had always thought of as “her Alex” until that fateful night three years ago when he had let her know he was not “her” anything.

She quickly looked out the peephole and drew in a deep shuddering breath when he turned and she stared straight into the face of the one person she had moved over one thousand miles from her home to escape. The main question that began forming in what was left of her confused mind was, what in the world was Alex doing in Cincinnati?

Knowing he was the only person who could answer that question, she snatched open the door and gave him a hostile glare and spoke with all the loathing she felt: “What are you doing here, Alex?”

Alex stood in the doorway, transfixed, mesmerized. He doubted he would ever get used to this grown-up version of Christy. When he had seen her that night three years ago at a charity auction, it had been the first time he’d noticed how she had gone from being a string-bean wisp of a girl to a young woman with luscious curves that had been so apparent in the flirty little gown she’d been wearing.

But now, seeing her standing before him, regardless of the fact that she had a huge frown on her face and her eyes were shooting daggers at him, he was suddenly tongue-tied, and he’d never been a man at a loss for words. It didn’t help matters that she was wearing a dress that resembled nothing more than a slip and it clung to her body a lot more than that other one had.

“Alex, I asked what you’re doing here?”

The sharp tone of Christy’s voice snapped him out of his trance as he met her murderous gaze. “I was in town on business and thought I’d drop by to see you.”

The anger in her eyes darkened. “Tell that to someone else. First of all, what business could you possibly have here in Cincinnati? Second, since we’re no longer friends, why would you want to see me?” Her glare deepened. “My brothers sent you, didn’t they? They sent you here to spy on me.”

Alex glanced around. A couple of Christy’s neighbors were arriving home and seemed interested in what was going on. He met Christy’s gaze again. “No, I’m not here for your brothers,” he said truthfully.

Although they had asked him to check on her, he would have done so anyway. His reason for being here had nothing to do with her brothers but everything to do with the unfinished business between them. “Let me inside, Christy. We’re causing a scene.”

Christy noticed what he said was true and reluctantly stepped aside to let him in. This was a nice apartment complex that catered to families. She’d only recently moved in, and the last thing she wanted was for any of her neighbors to think she was having any sort of domestic issues.

Once the door closed behind Alex, she turned to him, her expression fighting mad. “You have no right to be here.”

Alex sighed deeply. Over the years, her reddish-brown hair had become more vibrant and was the color of flame, which basically matched her fiery temper. But even in all her heated splendor, she looked beautiful, desirable, and the sight of her made his gut clench. “I do have business here in Cincinnati, since I have investment property that I check on occasionally. But besides that, I had to come and see you, Christy,” he said, thinking she was much too tempting for her own good. “There’s unfinished business between us.”

“Unfinished business?” she snapped, placing her hands on her hips and taking a step closer as rage engulfed her. “Oh, trust me, any business that I thought may have existed between us in my little girl’s mind is definitely finished. You made things perfectly clear that night. You were right, I needed to grow up and I have. I’m three years older and wiser. I know not to blindly trust the words of a man. I know how to tell the difference between pity and sincerity. And I know how it feels to give your heart—your undying love and affection—to someone just for him to trample it.”

She inhaled deeply, trying to place her full concentration on her anger and not the sight of him standing in her living room. Six feet and four inches of the most gorgeous man she had ever seen. Even in Ohio, it was easy to see the word Texas written all over him while he was impeccably dressed in a chambray shirt, designer jeans, boots, and an expensive-looking blazer. His black hair was cut low on his head, and all his handsome features, including his dark, penetrating eyes, added depth to his semi-sweet chocolate–colored skin.

She needed him to leave before the tears started coming. She had cried her last tear over him. “I loved you and you threw that love back in my face because you thought I was too young to know my feelings,” she said heatedly. “Well, I’m doing just what you suggested. I’ve grown up and let go of childhood dreams and fantasies. I have a wonderful job and I’ve even taken your advice about dating men closer to my age. Things are going just great for me,” she lied, deciding he didn’t have to know that. “And I intend to have a fantastic love life.”

Something within Alex snapped with that proclamation. He gritted his teeth, thinking she had definitely said the wrong thing. “What the hell do you know about a fantastic love life?” he asked sharply, grabbing her arm.

She snatched her arm back, lifted her chin, and met his glare. “Nothing yet, but I intend to learn.”

A rush of anger tore into him. She would learn, all right, but only with him. It would be a cold day in hell before he let any other man touch her that way. Dammit, she was his! She had loved him once, and he would see to it that she loved him again.

Suddenly his head began swimming and the first thought that came to his mind was that he was acting stone crazy. No woman had ever driven him to this point. He was dealing with emotions that were unfamiliar, hazardous, threatening to push his limit of control. He had to get a grip.

He exhaled slowly, trying to calm the rage consuming him. “Have dinner with me,” he said in a strained voice.

“Dinner?” She slung back that single word as if the thought of going out to eat with him was as foreign as a six-dollar bill.

He watched as she threw her head back and all that fiery red hair cascaded around her shoulders, making her look like a woman on the warpath, a woman who could take on anybody, including him. “I would not go out with you, Alexander Maxwell, if you were the last man on earth.”

He inclined his head and glared back at her. Little did she know that he might as well be the last man on earth, since he was definitely the only man she would ever become involved with. “We need to talk, Christy.”

“We don’t need to do anything. I’ve already told you in plain English that we don’t have anything to say. It’s been said and, if I recall, you did most of the talking.”

He shook his head. This was one stubborn woman, but he could be just as stubborn as she was. “I refuse to leave until we get a few things straight.”

She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “There is nothing to get straight. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a date, so please leave.”

Alex’s features darkened. Just the thought that she was going out with another man had him seeing red again. He knew he had to pull himself together, get himself in check. Besides, he had pushed her enough for one night, especially when she had a tendency to push back.

He would be in town for a few more days, and although Christy might wish otherwise, she hadn’t seen the last of him. Before he returned to Houston, she would definitely know who she belonged to.

Without saying anything else, he turned and walked out the door.

Christy closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. How dare he? How dare Alex show up on her doorstep like this! After ignoring her for three years he thought they had a reason to talk?

She inhaled again, calmly this time, as she tried to understand why on earth he assumed there was unfinished business between them. They had not only finished things between them, but he had let her know in no uncertain terms that things should never have escalated to that point anyway.

She had felt as stupid as any one woman had a right to feel when he had looked into her face, after she’d reminded him that he had given her that pinkie ring as a promise of marriage on her thirteenth birthday and said, Christy, you know I was just kidding with you that day, don’t you?

No, she hadn’t known he’d only been kidding. Wearing his ring had meant everything to her, but he had looked her dead in the eye and said, It meant nothing! She had found out the hard way that humiliation could make a person feel so awful, so low, that for as long as she lived she would never forgive him for making her feel that way. And tonight she couldn’t help but notice that the ring was back on his finger. She was surprised he hadn’t tossed it away when she gave it back to him.

A sharp pain she had tried so hard to ignore for the past three years touched her heart, reminding her of the reason she had fallen in love with him at thirteen. In her mind he had been her soul mate. To her he had been Alexander the Great, just like the nickname she’d given him in her preteen years. Even when she had gotten old enough to know what she wanted, it had always been Alex Maxwell. Alex who’d always had an older, sophisticated, and mature air about him. Alex with his smooth, sure walk, articulate talk, tall, lean, well-built body, an impeccable dresser, sharp, intelligent, all the things she wanted in a man.

There had always been this calm and collected spirit about him. He had always been a person in complete control, never showing any deep ingrained emotions. To her he had been Mr. Cool and she had admired that quality about him, but now she hated it with a vengeance. That night three years ago, she had seen just how ironclad that cool control was. She had seen him lose his anger but never his control. She would love pushing him to the limit, seeing him snap, but doubted such a thing was possible.

Deciding she didn’t want to think about Alex any longer, she grabbed her purse off the table. More than anything, she intended to have fun tonight and was determined to erase the forever cool and in control Alex Maxwell from her mind once and for all.

Alex had had a ton of messages waiting for him when he returned to his hotel room. Most of them, he figured, were from the Madaris brothers. He was too upset to talk to anyone tonight and decided to wait until morning to return their calls.

He pinched the bridge of his nose, not believing how angry he was. He was like a man possessed. If he didn’t know better, he would think he was in love. He let out a frustrated sigh. Dammit, he knew better than that since he was incapable of loving anyone; unable to show that emotion . . . thanks to his poor excuse of a father.

He walked over to the hotel’s window and looked out, and recalled just when he’d realized how Carl Maxwell’s disappearing act had left a scar on him. He hadn’t quite reached his first birthday when his father had walked out on his wife and two sons. But the child in Alex had loved the missing parent anyway, and had actually believed that because of that love, his father would one day miraculously return. No one, he had thought in his young, naïve mind, would not accept that much love. He was proven wrong when his father never returned to the family he had deserted.

The day he had realized the truth, that all the love in the world wouldn’t make his father return, he had lost control and totally trashed his bedroom. On that day he had promised himself that no matter what, he would never fall in love and no one would ever make him lose control of his emotions again. By the time Alex left for college at sixteen, he had learned a hard lesson in life and had vowed never to put stock in the power of love.

His thoughts shifted back to Christy and he felt a deep pounding of his heart in his chest. If it wasn’t love he was feeling, than what was it? What had him in such turmoil at the thought of her with someone else?

He rubbed his hand down his face, feeling both mentally and physically exhausted. Moments later, he released a slow breath. He might not want any part of love, but he did want Christy.

And no matter what, he was determined to have her.


CHAPTER 2

“So, how was your date last night with Kevin?”

Christy glanced up as Shemell Parker dropped down into the chair next to her desk. It was at the party Shemell had given where Christy and Kevin had met. He had recently moved into Shemell’s apartment complex and she had invited him.

Shemell was twenty-six and was the first one to welcome Christy to the Cincinnati Enquirer when she began working there a month ago. She was a reporter for the entertainment section and was determined to find the perfect man to marry before her thirtieth birthday.

Christy smiled thinking of her date with Kevin last night. “It was fun. In fact, we’re going dancing at the club again tonight.”

Shemell beamed. “Umm, two nights in a row. Things are sounding serious.”

Christy shook her head as she tossed the file she’d been working on aside. “Trust me, it’s not. He’s just a lot of fun and I have a lot of nervous energy to work off.”

There was no need to explain that it was probably more anger she was working off than nervous energy. Alex showing up at her place unexpectedly last night hadn’t been a good thing. And to make matters worse, it had been Alex and not Kevin who had intruded into her dreams, igniting some of those basic urges that would come to the forefront whenever Alex was around.

“Well, I’m glad you and Kevin seem to be hitting it off. I don’t know a lot about him, but he seems to be a—”

Shemell stopped talking in midsentence when her gaze latched on to someone who had entered the newsroom. Christy glanced over her shoulder to see who had gotten Shemell’s attention, and all she saw was a middle-aged white woman who was walking toward her boss, Malcolm Wilcox’s office. It seemed everyone had stopped what they were doing and was staring.

“What’s going on?” Christy whispered, curious as to what was happening.

Shemell shook her head sadly. “That’s Morganna Patterson. Her family used to be one of the pillars of the communities until around five years ago, when their manufacturing company went bankrupt and the family hit rock bottom. But the Patterson name still carries some weight in this town, especially since her great-grandfather was one of the founders of the Enquirer.”

Christy nodded. “Why do you think she’s here?”

Shemell sighed. “Probably because her daughter has contacted her again with more information.”

Christy raised a brow. “I don’t understand. What kind of information?”

Shemell leaned closer to Christy and whispered, “Two years ago Mrs. Patterson’s fourteen-year-old daughter, Bonita, ran away from home. She used to get into all sorts of trouble around town, not being able to handle the family going from riches to rags. So it wasn’t surprising when we heard she had run away without a trace, leaving a note letting her parents know she thought they sucked, because of her financial ruin, like it had been deliberate. She was nothing but a spoiled, ungrateful kid.”

Christy nodded, thinking it was sad that teenage runaways in this country were becoming an epidemic. She had written a report on the problem while working as a reporter in Houston. “Did she ever come back?”

“No. Mrs. Patterson claims her daughter is dead somewhere and she knows it for certain because periodically she gets messages from Bonita from the grave.”

Christy blinked. “Really?”

Shemell rolled her eyes upward. “Well, of course we all know she’s off her rocker, but the woman is convinced there is some diabolical international organization that’s kidnapping teenage runaway girls and shipping them to some foreign country and using them in a slave trade.”

“Wow,” Christy said. “Has anyone reported this to the FBI?” She asked since she knew kidnappings fell within their jurisdiction.

Shemell nodded. “Yes, but their investigation ended when they couldn’t find anything to support Morganna’s claim. Everyone around these parts figures Morganna Patterson has a few screws loose, but because of her family’s name they pretend to believe her. Her family’s former ties with this paper are the reason she brings any news here instead of taking it to the police. Cincinnati’s finest won’t give her the time of day, because they are short staffed, and the FBI refuses to take anything she has to say seriously anymore.”

Shemell leaned back in her chair. “Malcolm is a longtime family friend and just to make her happy he usually will assign one of his reporters to take down the latest development, assure the woman we’ll investigate things, and then a few days later we discreetly file the information away.”

Christy sighed deeply. “If people assume she’s not operating with a full deck, then why doesn’t her family get the necessary help for her?”

Shemell smiled. “Again, because of the family name. She’s harmless and not hurting anyone, except maybe someone who’s nutty enough to believe her story. Morganna’s mother’s side of the family were from Louisana. I understand her grandmother was supposedly psychic, which is probably why Morganna actually thinks she’s communicating with the dead.”

Christy nodded, thinking Mrs. Patterson’s story was probably more interesting than the one she had covered that morning about the cat that had gotten trapped in a sewer and had to be rescued by the fire department.

She knew that it was time she had a talk with Malcolm. She was an investigative reporter and wanted assignments she could sink her teeth into. Who knew? If she became so absorbed in her work, then she wouldn’t have time to think about Alex Maxwell.

Alex sighed deeply as he hung up the phone and leaned back in the wingback chair in his hotel room. Justin and Clayton had been satisfied to hear he had seen Christy and that she was doing fine. Dex, however, had wanted in-depth information such as whether or not she was eating properly, if her apartment was in a safe location, and whether she was dating and, if so, who the guy was and how serious it was.

Alex had decided to tell the brothers as little as possible; after all, he’d meant what he had told Christy. Her brothers were not the reason he was in Cincinnati. They deserved to know she was doing OK, but that was it. Besides, the shit would hit the fan when they discovered his true reason for being here. He fully understood that when the depth of his relationship with Christy was revealed, he’d have the Madaris brothers to deal with. But at the moment that concern was the least of his problems. Right now he had to first go about establishing that relationship. And Christy was being deliberately difficult.

It was evident that she was not in a forgiving mood. But he was a patient man and she deserved at least that from him. So while he waited for her to come around, there was one thing he could do.

Eliminate the competition.

Be careful what you ask for because you just might get it.

Christy sighed as she gazed around Morganna Patterson’s modest home. She had gone into Malcolm’s office to have a heart-to-heart talk with him about the type of assignments she’d been getting. He had listened to her complaints and then had turned the cards on her by giving her the one assignment none of the other reporters wanted: to investigate Mrs. Patterson’s story—or at least pretend to be doing so.

Christy had to admit the woman seemed kind and sincere, and when she had arrived at the Pattersons’ home she felt awful to see it in such disrepair. Before leaving the office she had pulled the Patterson file out of dead storage to take it home and read. Although everyone had pretty much written it off as fiction, Christy figured it would be interesting reading for the weekend, if nothing else.

She glanced up when Mrs. Patterson reentered the room with a pitcher of cold lemonade. The woman was such a gracious hostess, and Christy’s heart went out to her. Malcolm had said the woman’s daughter had run away and her husband had died within the same year, so she was living all alone.

“You look too young to be a reporter,” Mrs. Patterson said, smiling, pouring lemonade in two glasses.

Christy smiled. She was getting used to that comment. “Yes, I’m probably the youngest reporter Malcolm has on his staff right now. I graduated from college two years ago and worked as a reporter for the Houston Chronicle before deciding to take the job here.”

Deciding to jump right into the interview, Christy clicked on her tape recorder and said, “Tell me about your daughter, Mrs. Patterson.”

She watched as sadness crept into the woman’s eyes. “Had she lived, Bonita would have celebrated her sixteenth birthday two days ago.”

Christy lifted a brow. “That was the most recent day she came to you in your dreams?”

“Yes.”

“And you said when she came to you it was to warn you that another girl was about to be abducted?”

“Yes.”

“And did she give you any information about the girl? A name? The town where she lived? Anything?”

Morganna shook her head. “The only thing she could tell me was that her name was associated with Christmas.”

Christy frowned. Christmas? Would the girl’s name be Mary? Angel? Star? “Is there anything else you can remember?”

“No, I’ve told you everything. My heart goes out to that young woman’s family, whoever she is. Bonita explained once in an earlier dream how after being taken, she was put in the cargo section of this boat with other young women—all of them had been snatched and were frightened for their lives. They were told that no harm would come to them if they did what they were told and accepted how things would be from then on.”

A gentle smile touched the woman’s features. “Of course that was probably Greek to Bonita, who always had a mind of her own. Being rebellious came naturally to her. After a few months of being some man’s love slave she couldn’t take it anymore and tried to escape. It was then that she met her death.”

A lump formed in Christy’s throat. She didn’t want to ask, but she had to. “And how did she die?”

The woman hesitated, then took a deep breath as tears filled her eyes. “Bonita was beheaded in front of every other woman to show what would happen to them if they tried to escape like she did.”

Christy didn’t say anything, and for a moment she had forgotten that whatever Morganna Patterson was telling her was nothing but a figment of the woman’s confused imagination, although it had sounded real.

“And this place that your daughter was taken, where is it?”

The woman shook her head. “I don’t know, because Bonita was never sure. All she knew was that it was in a foreign country, where the men spoke a language she didn’t understand. She was put in this harem with other teenage girls between the ages of fourteen and nineteen, from all over the world. Each girl was to serve whatever man chose her as his plaything. Some of the men she claimed were Americans.”

Christy’s eyes widened. “Americans?”

“Yes.”

“Military men?”

“No, dignitaries. Men in power. She even said one was an American senator, although she never knew his name.” More tears formed in the woman’s eyes. “Bonita said he was one of the most abusive.”

Christy took a huge sip of her lemonade thinking this woman really did have a wild imagination. “Do you know what you’re saying, Mrs. Patterson?”

The woman nodded slowly, sadly. “Yes, I know what I’m saying, which is the reason I know all of this is a cover-up by our government. I was told by one FBI agent that Bonita is probably someplace alive and doesn’t want to be found, but I know that’s not true. I also know that everyone thinks my ability to communicate to my daughter from the grave might sound crazy, but it’s the truth. I think I may have inherited psychic powers from my grandmother. Bonita comes to me in my dreams, and although she knows it’s too late for her, she’s trying to reach out and save the others.”

Morganna Patterson reached out and took Christy’s hand in hers. For several moments an air of sadness, desperation, and hopelessness hovered in the room. Christy couldn’t help but see the heartfelt plea in the desolate eyes locked with hers. “Will you help me save them, Miss Madaris? Will you help me save all the others?”


CHAPTER 3

Christy inhaled sharply when she glanced through the peep-hole in her door. She couldn’t believe that after all she’d said to Alex last night he would come back. She assumed he had left town to return to Houston that day. Evidently she’d been wrong on both counts.

She frowned. Apparently she hadn’t made herself clear to him. She didn’t need him snooping around on her brothers’ behalf, and she most certainly didn’t need him rehashing that night he had crushed her pride. It was over, done with. That time had passed and she wanted to get on with her life without any thoughts of him in it.

Her session with Morganna Patterson had lasted longer than planned. She had decided that unlike the other reporters she would not file the woman’s story away and forget about it. Tomorrow she intended to go back over the file to see if there was anything in it worth checking out.

The doorbell rang again, grabbing Christy’s attention. She wondered if she didn’t answer the door Alex would assume she wasn’t home. She shook her head. That was a coward’s way out and the one thing she wasn’t was a coward. She snatched open the door.

“Why are you here, Alex?”

Without waiting for an invitation, he walked past her. “We don’t want to give your neighbors anything to talk about, do we?”

Alex turned and took note of the outfit she was wearing, a rather short skirt and a pullover blouse. He always thought she had a gorgeous pair of legs and remembered that she had been a majorette while at Howard University. Her vibrant reddish brown hair, her most noticeable feature, caught his attention again tonight. The way she had it styled around her face and shoulders totally accented her toasted almond–colored skin. “You look nice, by the way. Another date tonight?”

Christy slammed the door shut, her facial features taut and her glare as icy as the North Pole. “Yes, and what’s it to you? Do I need to call my brothers to let them know you’ve done your snooping and it’s time to call you home?”

Alex stared at Christy. “I thought I made myself clear last night when I said I’m not here because of your brothers.”

Christy placed her hands on her hips and stared back. “That’s right. You claim there’s this unfinished business between us. OK, then let’s finish it so you can catch a plane back to Texas and get out of my life.”

Alex met her glare. “There’s no way we can finish this tonight, and as far as me getting out of your life, you can forget it.”

The deep intensity of Alex’s voice startled Christy. “Who the hell do you think you are, Alex? Three years ago you all but told me—although in a nice way—to go to hell, and now you have the nerve, the gall, the damn audacity, to stand here and tell me that you don’t intend to get out of my life the way you asked me to get out of yours? I’m not someone you can kick to the curb, then come back and call out to play when the mood suits you.”

“I was wrong, Christy.”

Christy raised a surprised brow. Not in a million years had she expected him to admit that. She sighed. Too bad. He was a day late and a dollar short. “You’re right, Alex, you were wrong. Now please get out of my life.”

“Can we at least talk about it?”

“For what? It won’t change a thing. It happened. It’s over. There’s no way we can go back, wipe the slate clean, or start over, and it’s all your fault.”

Alex eyed her thoughtfully, then said, “That night you claimed you loved me. If you could fall out of love with me so easily, then I was right all along. It truly wasn’t love you felt after all, was it, Christy?”

The darkening of Christy’s eyes showed her seething rage. “How dare you tell me that I didn’t love you! I’ve loved you since I was thirteen. I never took any of my dates seriously and my brothers’ extreme case of overprotectiveness never bothered me because I always assumed that no matter what, I had you. I wore that ring proudly because as childish as it seemed, I truly believed in my heart that ring stood for something special. And in one night you showed me it hadn’t stood for anything. None of it did—the ring, my love, my dreams—nothing. In one single night you destroyed it all.”

“Christy, I—”

“No, I really don’t want to hear it, Alex. No matter how I might have felt before, I’m no longer in love with you, and if you really care about my feelings, the decent thing to do is walk out that door and leave me alone.”

Alex swallowed deeply. He refused to believe he had messed up so badly that it was beyond repair. He knew the Madarises well, and the one thing he did know about them was that when they fell in love it was forever. But then he also knew from his close association with Dex and Clayton that when it came to the issue of the Madaris pride, they could be unforgiving.

Christy was no different from her brothers. He had hurt her pride that night and there would be hell to pay before she found it in her heart to forgive him. But he refused to give up and let go.

He met her gaze. “I can’t leave you alone, Christy.”

A lump formed in Christy’s throat. Why was he putting her through this? Telling him that she didn’t love him was the hardest thing she’d ever had to do, and knowing it was a lie had made it even harder. But for now, the hurt and humiliation she had endured that night overshadowed any love she felt, and she would make sure it continued to do so. She could not think of forgiveness when she still felt pain. She had learned a valuable lesson and would not let Alex—or any man, for that matter—have control of her heart again.

Before Christy realized it, Alex took a step forward and drew her into his arms. Her breath caught in response to his closeness, the masculine scent he was emitting, and the sensuality of every single thing about him. She knew she had to resist him. She needed to ask him to step back, insist that he leave, but she couldn’t get the words to form in her mouth. And at the moment pulling away from him wasn’t an option, either. It seemed his deep, penetrating gaze had her transfixed in place.

Then the memories of that night three years ago flooded her mind, but not in the way she wanted them to. Instead of remembering the harsh words he had spoken, she was seized with memories of the kiss they had shared; just thinking of it had her light-headed, barely able to draw in her next breath.

Desire between them had flared that night, raged out of control, and then exploded in such a way that it had their tongues mating, licking, sucking, devouring all and resisting none. She believed that if it hadn’t been for his ironclad control, combined with his ingrained sense of honor, he would have made love to her right there, in her parents’ house. And she would have gladly given herself to him as she succumbed to the love she had for him as well as to the urgent hunger he had elicited within her.

“Christy?”

She blinked, returning her thoughts back to the present when she heard him say her name. She met his gaze and felt heat turning in her stomach when he reached out and softly stroked her cheek with his fingers. His gaze remained locked with hers. “I am sorry, Christy, for every damn thing I said that night, and I promise that I will make it up to you.”

His whispered words had Christy taking a deep breath. She wished she could believe him, wished she had the will to turn her heart over to him for safekeeping. She had done so once and it had gotten ripped in shreds, and she couldn’t let that happen again.

She watched as his mouth slowly lowered to hers. “I don’t want this, Alex,” she heard herself say, knowing it was a lie even as she said it. Her heart was resisting and she wished she could get her mind in sync. He was going to kiss her and she wanted it as much as she had wanted anything in her life. This would be their last kiss, she reasoned, and she knew if it was anything like the one they had shared that earlier night, it would remain inflamed in her mind forever.

Before Christy drew her next breath, Alex captured her mouth with his. Her initial reaction on contact was a slow moan that emitted from deep within her throat as a silky heat started forming in the pit of her stomach. Those sexual urges that she had discovered upon their first kiss were revving, taking over her mind, her body, and making her focus on what he was doing to her mouth as it moved slowly, steadily, and intensely over hers, inviting her tongue to join in the stimulating foray and mate with his.

He so easily made the kisses she had shared with Kevin obsolete, a waste of good time, expulsionable. Her heart pumped wildly, and when he tightened his hold on her and deepened the kiss, desire thickened her tongue. That same tongue he was a master at capturing with his, mating with and inflaming it so potently and powerfully. Christy felt fire move through all parts of her body. She felt her knees weaken, felt her brain turn to mush, and felt her vital sexual organs become alive and aroused with a need for something they never had before.

Alex had felt her initial resistance but continued to break down that resistance with passion. He was an experienced man and although he knew he had to be patient and not push her too far, their desire was burning too hot and too bright. He drew her hard against him, needing the feel of her body close to his.

This was the second time he had kissed her. The last time she had been not more than a girl. But no mere wisp of a girl could have driven him close to losing control as she had that night, challenging his resolve and making such mind-whirling sensations grip him as they had. He could now admit that one of the reasons he had unleashed his fury on her that night was because he had not expected her to have such power over him, a man known for his control. She had done something no other woman had ever done. Rock his world. She had made a hunger well up in him so profound he’d been tempted to yield to anything and everything she demanded of him.

Even now, a part of him wanted to kiss her forever, wished he had all the time in the world to do so. He had longed for this again so many times. Every time he had seen her at some function or other, he had wanted to cross the room and take her into his arms. But his stubbornness, his refusal to believe that anything could happen between them had forced him to keep his distance. There was an eight-year difference in their ages. And the biggest reason: she was the baby sister of three of his closest friends. But then, over a period of time, he had slowly come to realize that none of those things mattered. He wanted her. He had fought it, cursed it, and tried to deny it. But now he could only accept it. He deepened the kiss and pulled her closer; so close the hardened tips of her breasts were scorching his chest and her delicious scent was filling his nostrils.

Suddenly, Christy pulled away. She backed up, breathing heavily.

“That was a mistake,” she said softly, fully aware of the quiver in her voice.

“Nothing we do together will ever be a mistake,” Alex said in a deep, husky voice. “That kiss was the best thing we could have done,” he added. His smile was slow and easy. “I enjoyed it and so did you.”

Christy frowned. She had enjoyed it, but would never admit it to him. “I have a date tonight, Alex. You need to leave.”

He continued to stand there and stare at her. He was filled with so much raw desire that he couldn’t think straight. Knowing she would be spending the evening with another man wasn’t helping matters. “Who is he? Is he the same guy you went out with last night?”

Christy stiffened and glared at him. “And what if he is?”

“Then I think you should forget about him.”

Before she could gather her thoughts and give him a blazing retort, he said, “Spend time with me this weekend, Christy. Show me around Cincinnati. I want to see the places you enjoy going.”

Christy stared at Alex, trying not to let her jaw drop. He was serious. The damn nerve of him! He honestly thought that one kiss, one that still had her veins sizzling, could erase everything? “I will not forget about Kevin, nor will I spend the weekend with you, Alex. And when you leave here this time, don’t come back.”

“You enjoyed our kiss.”

“It didn’t mean anything.”

He leaned forward, his lips mere inches away from touching hers. She could feel the heat of his breath, could almost taste it. “Oh, I think it meant a lot.” A challenging smile touched the corners of Alex’s lips. “And I will be back, Christy.” He then slowly pulled away.

She watched as he turned and walked out her door.
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