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He hated cases that ended the way this one was going to end. Ethan Truax closed the file folder and placed his hands on the small round table. He regarded the man sitting in the undersized hotel room chair across from him.
“You’re sure these numbers are solid?” he asked neutrally.
“Absolutely.” Dexter Morrow smiled his reassuring investment adviser’s smile. It did nothing to conceal the calculating expression in his eyes. “I took them straight off Katherine’s personal laptop last night after she went to sleep.”
“You did say that you were close to the boss.”
Morrow chuckled. It was the kind of man-to-man laugh that you heard in locker rooms and bars. “Real close. I can tell you from personal experience that she’s almost as good in bed as she is at running her company.”
Ethan managed to keep his face expressionless but it was not easy. He was here to get the job done for the client, not to defend her honor.
Outside the window the Arizona sun shone down on the hotel’s blue-tiled pool and lounge area. It was warm and bright, the kind of day that made the state famous. But in here there was a chill in the air, and it was not coming from the air conditioner.
Morrow casually cocked one ankle on his knee. The collar of his pricey, cream-colored polo shirt was edged with a thin black stripe. The shirt complemented the designer-label trousers and Euro-leather loafers. A gold Swiss watch gleamed on his wrist.
Dexter Morrow had it made. He worked in a plush office, played golf in the middle of the week and entertained his clients in expensive places such as the Desert View Country Club. He was a winner here in Whispering Springs.
Ethan was about to take it all away from him.
“All right,” Ethan said quietly, more than ready for the endgame. “We’ve got a deal.”
Morrow glanced at the aluminum-sided suitcase that sat on the floor beside Ethan’s chair. “You brought the cash?”
“Small bills, as agreed.” Ethan reached down, grasped the handle of the suitcase and shoved it across the carpet toward Morrow.
In a world where money could be transferred around the globe in the blink of an eye with computers, hard cash in a suitcase was still the transfer method of choice for those who did not want to leave any electronic tracks for the Feds or the SEC to uncover.
Morrow picked up the suitcase and hoisted it onto the table. Ethan could tell that he was trying to appear cool but he was not doing a very good job of it. Morrow’s fingers shook a little when he unsnapped the locks. The guy was excited.
Morrow raised the lid and looked at the stacks of neatly banded bills. Near-feverish anticipation radiated from him in heavy waves that in another man might have been mistaken for a sick lust.
“You want to count it?” Ethan asked softly.
“That would take too long. I’ve got to get back to the office. I don’t want anyone to start asking questions.” Morrow reached into the suitcase. “I’ll just do a random check.”
Ethan got to his feet and put some distance between himself and the table. You never knew how a man would react when he realized he’d been cornered.
Morrow riffled through a stack of crisply cut blank paper bundled beneath the single real twenty-dollar bill. For a couple of seconds he did not appear to understand what had happened. Then comprehension struck. His tanned face flushed a dark red. He swung around to face Ethan.
“What the hell is going on here?” he snarled.
The bathroom door opened. Katherine Compton walked out.
“I was just about to ask you the same question, Dex,” she said. Her voice was flat with controlled anger. Her handsome features were tight and drawn. “But that would be a waste of time, wouldn’t it? I already know the answer. You just tried to sell those confidential bid figures to Mr. Truax.”
Something that might have been panic flickered across Morrow’s face. “He said his name was Williams.”
“It’s Truax,” Ethan said. “Ethan Truax of Truax Investigations.”
Morrow’s hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. He appeared to be having difficulty connecting the dots. “You’re a private investigator?”
“Yes,” Ethan said.
He was a little surprised by Morrow’s stunned expression. The guy had a history of scams like this one. You’d think he’d be accustomed to having things go wrong once in a while. It wasn’t like he was in any real jeopardy here, and he had to know that. Employers almost never prosecuted in these situations. They didn’t want the negative publicity.
“I hired Ethan last week when I started to get suspicious of you, Dex,” Katherine said.
Morrow spread his hands in a pleading gesture. “Darling, you don’t understand.”
“Unfortunately, I do,” she said. “I understand everything. You certainly made a fool out of me for a while, but it’s over.”
Morrow glanced briefly at Ethan. Rage darkened his face. He turned back to Katherine. “You’ve got it all wrong. You’re making a huge mistake here.”
“No,” Katherine said.
“Listen to me. I knew there was a leak and I knew that it was very close to you. I was trying to identify the bastard who was screwing you.”
“You were the bastard who was screwing me,” Katherine said.
“That’s not true. I love you. I was trying to protect you. When Truax put out feelers letting me know that he was in the market for those bid figures, I thought I’d finally gotten a lead on who was behind the inside leaks. I’m here because I wanted to set him up so that I could get him to spill some information. I was playing him.”
“Don’t worry,” Katherine said. “I’m not going to file charges. A court case would hurt the company. We’re all about trust and long-term business relationships at Compton Investments.” She smiled thinly. “But then, you already know that, don’t you, Dex? After all, you’ve worked for me for nearly a year.”
“Katherine, you’ve got this all wrong.”
“You can go now,” she said. “A security guard will meet you at the office. He’ll stay with you while you clean out your desk, and then he’ll take your keys and escort you out of the building. You know the drill. Standard procedure in situations like this. No one will be told why you were let go. I’m sure that everyone in the firm is aware that you and I were involved. The assumption will be made that we ended our personal relationship. Whenever that sort of thing happens, it is always the lower-ranking executive who leaves the firm, isn’t it?”
“Katherine, you can’t do this to us.”
“I’m not doing it to us. I’m doing it to you. Speaking of keys, I’ll take back the one to my front door that I gave you a few months ago. You won’t be needing it anymore.” She held out her hand, palm up.
“I’m telling you, you’re making a mistake.” Morrow sounded hoarse now.
“No, I’m correcting the one I made when I got involved with you. My key, please.” Her tone sharpened without warning. “Now.”
Morrow actually flinched. Ethan was impressed by the speed with which he got the gold key chain out of his pocket.
Morrow fumbled the key off the ring and tossed it to Katherine.
“I’ll have the locks changed, just to be on the safe side, of course.” Katherine dropped the key into her purse. “This morning after you left I packed up the things you’ve been keeping at my place for the past few months. The spare shirts and the razor and such. I dropped them off at your condo.”
Morrow’s face worked furiously. He looked at Ethan. “This is your fault, you son of a bitch. You’ll regret it, I promise you that much.”
Ethan took the tiny digital recorder out of his pocket. They all looked at it. Without a word he switched it off.
Morrow’s jaw locked when he understood that the threat had been recorded. Without saying another word, he picked up his briefcase, his grip so fierce it squeezed the blood out of his knuckles.
He went to the door, opened it and let himself out of the hotel room.
There was a short silence. The room seemed to exhale deeply on a long sigh.
Katherine did not take her gaze off the door. “Do you think he meant that threat he made to you, Ethan?”
“Don’t worry about it.” Ethan went to the table, picked up the packet of phony twenties and tossed it back into the suitcase. “Guys like Morrow prefer not to take the risk of getting physical. When they get caught, they disappear as fast as possible. He’ll be out of town by this time tomorrow. Day after at the latest. In a couple of weeks he’ll be set up somewhere else, working on his next scam.”
She grimaced. “I’m not doing the world any favors by letting him go without bringing charges, am I?”
“Not your job to do the world a favor,” he said without inflection. “You’ve got a responsibility to your company and your clients. It’s a tough call.”
“No,” she said without hesitation, “it’s not. The company comes first. We’re in the middle of some extremely delicate negotiations. Between the three branches of Compton Investments here in Whispering Springs and in the Phoenix area, I’ve got over fifty employees and hundreds of clients who will be directly affected by this deal. I’ve got an obligation to all of them.”
Spoken like the real CEO she is, he thought.
Katherine shook her head, looking weary now that it was all over. “I never thought I’d ever get taken in like that by a man, you know. I was always so sure of myself and my instincts. So sure that I could spot a phony.”
“You did spot Morrow.” He closed the lid of the case and snapped it shut. “That’s why you picked up the phone and called me, remember?”
She was startled by that observation. After contemplating it for a moment, she nodded once, acknowledging the truth of the statement.
“Yes, I did call you, didn’t I?” She walked resolutely toward the door. “Thank you for reminding me of that salient fact, Mr. Truax. In all the excitement, I had forgotten that I was the one who finally realized that there was something a little too good to be true about Dexter Morrow.”
Ethan followed her out into the hall and closed the door. “Your instincts were working just fine.”
“I was actually thinking of marrying him, you know.”
Ethan nodded.
“It would have been my second marriage,” she added.
Ethan nodded again. He stopped in front of the elevators and pressed the call button.
“My first husband married me because he wanted to get his hands on my father’s company,” Katherine continued. “When he realized that I was the heir apparent and that I intended to run Compton myself, he filed for divorce.”
Ethan prayed to the hotel gods in the vain hope that the elevator doors would open quickly. He understood the client’s need to talk after it was all over. He usually made it a point to listen patiently. He considered the debriefing part of the job. But today he just wanted to be done. A bone-deep weariness was creeping through him.
The adrenaline rush that generally accompanied the satisfactory resolution of a case had not hit him back there in the hotel room. Maybe that was because he had not been sleeping well lately.
He knew the reason for the insomnia. It was November. November was a bad time. If the past two years were anything to go by, he would not sleep well again until December.
Mercifully, the elevator doors opened. Katherine moved inside ahead of him.
“Have you ever been married?” she asked.
“Oh, yeah,” Ethan said.
Her brow climbed. “Divorced?”
“Three times.”
She frowned. He was not surprised. One or two divorces were acceptable in this sophisticated day and age. There were excuses that could be made. Three, however, raised questions concerning possible innate character flaws.
“Are you married now?” Katherine asked.
He thought about Zoe waiting for him at home. He summoned up the image of her sitting across from him at breakfast that morning, vibrant and vivid in an amethyst-colored pantsuit. He remembered how the morning sun streaming through the window had touched off sparks in her dark auburn hair and how she had looked at him with her mysterious, smoky eyes. His woman; his wife.
The mental picture was a talisman that he carried against the dark forces of November that swirled around him. But part of him dreaded the future because he was pretty sure that sooner or later those forces would triumph and drive Zoe away from him.
He punched the lobby button.
“Sort of,” he said.
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It had been a good day. She had not encountered any screaming walls.
For the vast majority of interior designers, “screaming walls” implied an unfortunate choice of paint color or a really bad window treatment. But for a psychic designer who happened to be acutely sensitive to the invisible aura left in rooms that had been scenes of violence or strong passions, the term “screaming walls” could be interpreted quite literally.
She had not set out in life with the intent of becoming an interior designer, Zoe reflected as she poured two glasses of wine. Her original plan had been to pursue a career as an art curator. But the murder of her first husband had changed everything.
She was the first to admit that she had lost control for a time following Preston’s death. What could she say? She had been a desperate woman. The cops had concluded that Preston had been shot by a transient burglar. The instant she had stepped into the cottage where the murder occurred she knew that was not what had happened. The walls had screamed bloody murder.
In her passion to see justice done, she had made the near-fatal mistake of telling everyone who would listen that Preston had been killed by someone close to him. In a desperate attempt to convince her scheming in-laws that one of them was to blame, she had told them that she could sense the terrible rage that the murderer had felt clinging to the walls of the cottage.
Big mistake.
Her wild claims of psychic talents had given her in-laws the excuse they needed to have her committed against her will to a very private, very exclusive psychiatric hospital. She knew that she was not insane when she had entered the place, but the ordeal of her stay there had very nearly turned the phony diagnosis into a reality. To this day, she still had nightmares in which she walked the halls of Candle Lake Manor.
Zoe put the two glasses of wine on a tray together with a plate of cheese and crackers. She picked up the tray and carried it out into the living room of her small apartment.
Ethan was on the sofa, leaning forward slightly, legs apart, elbows resting on his thighs. He wore a black crew-neck tee shirt and khaki pants. He held the remote loosely in one hand, absently clicking through the early evening news programs.
She remembered her first impression of him that memorable day six weeks before in October when she had walked into his second-floor office on Cobalt Street. The interior designer in her had taken one look at him and concluded that he had a lot in common with his furniture: well-used and a little worn around the edges but definitely heirloom quality because of the solid, old-fashioned construction.
This was the kind of man who finished what he started; the kind who did not quit until the job was done. You’d have to kill him to stop him, and she did not think that would be easy.
The strong, solid, reliable part was okay, she had decided. What had worried her at the beginning were his eyes. They were amber-brown, enigmatic and intelligent; the eyes of a top-of-the-food-chain predator.
Their quickie Las Vegas wedding had been intended only as a short-term strategy to protect her from her wealthy relatives, who had a strong financial motive for seeing her dead. The decision to give the marriage a real try had come later, after all the excitement of nearly getting murdered had faded.
They had agreed to take things slowly; after all, they were well aware that each of them had brought a lot of baggage into this arrangement. It was a good bet that any reputable counselor or therapist would have advised against the marriage, and not just because it had been carried out in such haste.
Zoe wouldn’t have blamed the professionals. The odds against a successful, stable relationship between an escapee from a psychiatric hospital and a man who had been married and divorced three times had to be somewhere in the vicinity of astronomically bad.
Added to those negatives was Ethan’s opinion of psychics. It had been formed in the wake of his brother’s murder, when a charlatan who claimed to see visions had convinced Ethan’s sister-in-law, Bonnie, that her husband was still alive. The emotional pain caused by the phony had been nothing short of devastating. Ethan’s vengeful fury had been white-hot. Bonnie had confided to Zoe that she was amazed that the fraudulent psychic had survived Ethan’s wrath.
And just to top it off, Ethan had once had a very bad experience with an interior designer.
But in spite of all the reasons why the marriage was probably doomed at the outset, Zoe thought, she and Ethan had decided to fling caution to the wind and take their chances. Probably because both of them had had a lot of experience with taking risks.
Up until the first of November she had convinced herself that they were going to win the big cosmic bet—they were going to make it. She had even invested in a new set of vibrant, chili-red dishes.
For the first couple of weeks of their odd marriage, they had shifted naturally and easily into a pattern that she would have described as “domestic” were it not for the fact that it was difficult to use that word when talking about Ethan. He was a lot of things, including smart, sexy and strong-willed, but he definitely did not invoke the sort of warm, cozy images implied by the term “domestic.”
Although she had kept her apartment at Casa de Oro, the two of them had spent every night together, usually out at Nightwinds, Ethan’s pink monstrosity of a home. All the building blocks of a solid, stable relationship appeared to be coming together. They were learning to work around each other in the kitchen. They had discovered that they were both early risers. Neither of them left their clothes on the floor. They both showered daily. What more could you ask for at the start of a marriage?
But things had changed with the advent of November. She sensed that Ethan was pulling back, putting some distance between them. He seemed restless and moody. She knew he wasn’t sleeping well. The silences between them were no longer comfortable or companionable and there were more of them. He avoided her attempts to get him to talk about whatever it was that was bothering him.
It was as if they were involved in an affair rather than a marriage, she thought; an affair that was headed for the rocks.
Maybe it had been a mistake to start remodeling Nightwinds so soon. The decision to repaint had forced them to vacate the big house with its multiple bathrooms and large living spaces and move into her tiny apartment. Here there was only one bath and no place where either of them could go to be alone for a while.
She told herself that housing Ethan in this small, cramped space was akin to keeping a lion in a cage at the zoo. You had to expect that there would be some issues.
“How did Katherine Compton handle the final scene this afternoon?” she asked, setting the tray down on the coffee table.
“She wasn’t happy about having her suspicions confirmed, but she was pretty cool about it.” Ethan clicked off the TV and set the remote down next to the tray. He picked up one of the glasses. “The hardest part for her is dealing with the fact that she allowed Dexter Morrow to get past her defenses. She told me that she felt like she’d been a fool.”
Zoe curled herself into the corner of the sofa and rested one arm along the back. “I can understand that. What did you say to her?”
He shrugged. “I reminded her that she was the one who called me and asked me to investigate Morrow. Whatever else she is, Katherine Compton is no fool. It may have taken her a while to face the problem, but in the end she took care of it like the gutsy executive she is. She’ll be okay.”
“What about you?”
He had been about to take a swallow of wine but he paused, the glass a few inches from his mouth. “What about me?”
“This case seems to have gone very well. You said yourself that it was fairly routine.”
“It was.” He drank some wine and lowered the glass. “Morrow was greedy. When he started to smell the cash I was offering, he got careless.”
“If it was all so cut and dried, why is it bothering you so much?”
For a few seconds she thought that he was not going to answer her.
“Damned if I know,” he said finally.
She smiled slightly. “You know what I think?”
“No, but you’re going to tell me, aren’t you?”
“Of course. I consider it my duty as your wife, and you know how strongly I feel about the importance of communication in a marriage.”
“Uh-huh.”
“I think that, at heart, you’re a romantic,” she said gently.
He winced. “Bullshit.”
“You had problems with this case because you knew that, in the end, your client was going to get hurt.”
“Clients get bad news from me all the time. Katherine wasn’t the first and she won’t be the last.”
“I know, but that doesn’t mean that you like that part of the job or that you find it easy.”
He took another swallow of wine and settled into the opposite corner of the sofa. “You think maybe I’m in the wrong line of work?”
She nearly dropped the cracker she had just picked up off the plate. Her first thought was that he was joking. Then she saw his eyes.
“No,” she said. “I think you’re doing the kind of work that you were born to do, the only kind that you can do.”
“Yeah?”
“Yours is a calling, Ethan.”
In spite of his obviously grim mood, his mouth twitched a little at the corner. “That’s got to be the one and only time in the entire history of the world that anyone referred to the private investigation business as a calling.”
“In your case it’s the simple truth. Tell me about what happened in that hotel room today.”
He ate a cracker with some cheese, took another swallow of wine and then started to talk. She listened while he described how he had lured Dexter Morrow to the room and how Katherine Compton had insisted on hiding in the bathroom against his recommendation.
“My biggest concern was that Morrow would want to use the facilities before I got him to implicate himself,” Ethan said. “But I understood why she needed to be there so I agreed to let her wait in the bathroom. Luckily everything went smoothly. Like I said, Morrow was greedy. He didn’t want to waste any time. But I sure as hell didn’t offer him a beer or a bottle of water.”
“Good thinking.”
“Thanks. I was pretty proud of that bit of strategy, myself.”
He talked some more, eventually following her into the kitchen to finish his story. He lounged in the doorway, drinking his wine and watching while she put the finishing touches on the vegetable curry she had prepared.
Like a real husband. The thought lifted her spirits.
There was one aspect of the tale that worried her.
“You’re sure that Morrow won’t be a problem?” she asked while she scooped the rice out of the rice maker and piled it into one of the new chili-red bowls. “He must blame you for ruining his cushy setup there at Compton.”
“I told Katherine that guys like Morrow don’t hang around once the con goes sour, and that’s the truth. He’ll cut his losses and take off.”
Ethan sat down at the table. He examined the array of little side dishes containing curry condiments with what appeared to be real enthusiasm. Her spirits rose a little higher. Ethan’s sister-in-law, Bonnie, swore by the old saying that the way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Maybe she was right.
Zoe put the platter of fragrant curry and the bowl of rice on the table. “Do you think Morrow felt anything at all for Katherine Compton?”
“Whatever it was, it wasn’t strong enough to prevent him from betraying her for a couple hundred thousand bucks.”
“Obviously.” She got the salad out of the refrigerator, set it on the table and sat down across from him. “What a shame that Katherine was genuinely in love with Morrow.”
“She wasn’t blindly in love.” Ethan picked up the half-finished bottle of wine and refilled their glasses. “When she realized what was going on, she did what she had to do.”
“Guess that’s why she’s a successful CEO of her own company.”
“Guess so.” Ethan ladled curry over the small mountain of rice he had put on his plate and helped himself to peanuts, raisins and chutney from the little dishes. “She also has the distinction of being my first major business client here in Whispering Springs, for which I am profoundly grateful.”
“Correction, I was your first major business client.” She glowered. “I’m crushed that you could forget a thing like that.”
“You were my first private client. Big difference.”
“You’re sure?”
“I’m sure. And believe me, I have not forgotten anything about your case.”
“Probably hard to forget a case when you end up marrying the client,” she said.
“This is true.”
She did not know where to go with that. It occurred to her that this was the second time within the hour that she had found a way to slip a reference to their marital status into the conversation. The first had occurred out in the other room, when she had made it clear that she felt it was her duty as his wife to give him her opinion, and now this unsubtle comment about marrying his first client.
Ethan got a reflective expression. “This feels weird.”
She froze. “The curry?”
“Not the curry. The curry is great. I meant that it feels weird to talk about a case after it’s all over the way I’m doing this evening.”
She tensed, vaguely defensive. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”
“No, it’s okay. I’m just not used to it, that’s all.”
She relaxed slightly. “Ethan, it’s what married people do.”
“Yeah?” He gave her a wry smile. “I never did it with any of my former wives.”
“Why not?”
“Probably because none of them was interested. Let’s face it, most of the stuff a PI does sounds pretty boring when you try to explain it to someone else. Ninety percent of my job is handled on the phone and the computer.”
“But it’s not boring to you, right?” she asked.
“No. But then, it’s what I do.”
“If it doesn’t bore you,” she said patiently, “it doesn’t bore me.”
“You’re sure?”
“Positive.”
“Okay, so much for my day.” Ethan forked up a bite of curry. “How was yours?”
“Not nearly so exciting. I spent the morning in my library at the Designers’ Dream Home. I think it’s finally coming together.”
The invitation to participate in the annual Designers’ Dream Home project had been a coup for her and her one-person interior design firm, Enhanced Interiors. A committee had selected a newly completed, high-end Whispering Springs residence to be the model home. The same committee had chosen a handful of local designers to finish the project. She had been one of the lucky few.
Each designer had been assigned a room and asked to create a dream space. She had gotten the library.
The project had chewed up far more of her time than she had anticipated, but she told herself it would be worth it. In addition to being a profitable fund-raiser for Whispering Springs charities, the Designers’ Dream Home focused invaluable attention on those designers selected to work on it. When it was completed there would be media coverage and public tours. The various rooms and their creators were slated to be photographed for a major southwestern lifestyle magazine.
“Lindsey Voyle give you any more trouble?” Ethan asked.
Lindsey Voyle, an interior designer who had recently opened a business in town, was the only fly in the show house project ointment, in Zoe’s opinion. Their professional styles were one hundred and eighty degrees apart, but that was not the real problem. The chief issue was that, from the moment they had been introduced, Lindsey Voyle had exuded an inexplicable, thinly veiled hostility toward her.
She wrinkled her nose, aware that Ethan found the rivalry between Lindsey and her amusing.
“Lindsey was at the show house when I went there today.” She reached for the bowl of mango chutney. “She had the nerve to give me advice on my feng shui technique. She said that I had created a bad energy flow by my use of too much intense color.”
“Bad energy flow, huh? Sounds scary.”
She reminded herself that Ethan also found the concept of designing proper energy flows in a room or a workspace extremely humorous.
“Lindsey claims that she took a workshop from a feng shui master in LA and knows all of the basic principles,” Zoe said.
“What did you tell her?”
“Not what I felt like telling her, that’s for sure. I just said that my design style wasn’t pure feng shui. I explained that I use elements of several different design philosophies—some ancient, some new—to create positive energy flow in a space.” Zoe spooned more chutney on her curry. “I made it clear that I rely on my own sense of a space for ideas and inspiration, not the rules of a particular school of design.”
Ethan raised his brows. “You told her that you believe you’re psychic when it comes to getting a feel for a room?”
“Of course not. She already thinks that I’m a half-baked professional with no real sense of color or style. I didn’t want her to spread the word that I’m a complete flake.”
He nodded. “Probably be bad for business.”
“There’s a fine line between being known as a fashionable designer who uses the principles of feng shui and getting a reputation as a phony who is into the woo-woo thing.”
“I can see that.”
“Forget Lindsey Voyle. The less said about her the better. The sort of good news today is that I got a phone call from Tabitha Pine.”
“Speaking of complete flakes,” Ethan said around a mouthful of salad.
She frowned. “There is nothing flaky about teaching meditation techniques. A lot of people find them very useful for stress reduction. There’s scientific evidence that meditation can lower blood pressure and anxiety levels.”
“I’ll stick with my own tried-and-true method of stress reduction.”
“What’s that?”
“Sex.”
“Regardless of your opinion of meditation as a stress-reducing therapy, it so happens that teaching the techniques can be quite profitable. Tabitha Pine recently bought a very large, very high-end estate just outside of town. She wants the interior completely redone with the goal of maximizing the flow of positive energy.”
“Right up your alley. Congratulations. I can see it now, Zoe Truax, the designer of choice for gurus everywhere. Pine sounds like an ideal client.”
“Not quite.” Zoe sighed. “Not yet, at any rate. Turns out she wants to see proposals from me and someone else before she chooses her designer.”
“I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”
“Guess who else was asked to draw up a proposal?”
“Lindsey Voyle?”
“Yep.”
“Oh, man, this could get ugly,” Ethan said. “We could be looking at dueling designers meeting at high noon in the middle of Fountain Square for a showdown. What will it be? Measuring tapes at twenty paces? Fabric swatches at ten?”
“I’m glad you find this entertaining.”
He chuckled. “Honey, my money is on you. When it comes to designing positive energy flow, nobody does it better.”
“I do not want any wisecracks from you, Truax. Just because you don’t buy into the concept of enlightened interior design, that doesn’t mean that the people who do buy into it are complete wack jobs.”
Ethan managed to look deeply offended. “I would never call the folks who pay you actual money to rebalance the psychic energy in their homes wack jobs.”
“What would you call them?”
“Clients,” he said smoothly.
She gave him an approving nod. “Right answer.”
“I learn fast.” He turned serious. “But are you sure you really want to do Tabitha Pine’s house? Given this guru gig of hers, she probably has some strong opinions about energy flows. Could be frustrating to work with her.”
“I enjoy clients who have definite notions about what they like and dislike. Their ideas sometimes make me see things in a different light. It’s always challenging to design for strong-minded people, and I learn something when I do it.”
“I have plenty of strong opinions about what you’ve got planned for Nightwinds, but you never call my ideas challenging. Mostly we argue about them.”
She thought about their latest discussion regarding Nightwinds. The old mansion was an over-the-top, flaming-pink, Hollywoodesque version of a Mediterranean-style villa. Ethan had more or less inherited it from his uncle because no realtor in Whispering Springs had been able to sell it.
“Not true.” She gave him her most polished, professional smile, the one she reserved for difficult clients who needed extreme guidance. “As a client, you are always a challenge.”
“But?”
“But if I let you have your way you’d have nothing but plain white walls and recliners in every room at Nightwinds.”
“That is a gross exaggeration.” A gotcha gleam lit his eyes. “I don’t need recliners in the bathrooms.”
“Are you sure?”
He hesitated, dark brows tightening a little as he contemplated the question. “Well, now that you mention it . . .”
She held up a hand, palm out. “Don’t go there, Truax.”
He shrugged. “Probably wouldn’t fit, anyway.”
“Probably not.”
She watched him work his way through the curry and salad and decided that some of the tension in him had eased. But she could still sense the dark currents shifting under the surface. Whatever was going on with Ethan, she was pretty sure that it involved something deeper and more disturbing than the less-than-happy ending of the Dexter Morrow case.
 
She heard the muted hum of Ethan’s electric shaver when she went past the bathroom door. Earlier she had heard the shower running. She stopped in the middle of the hall and stood thinking for a long moment.
Then she made up her mind. Tightening the sash of her robe, she opened the door. Warm, steamy air enveloped her. Ethan stood in front of the mirror, a towel wrapped negligently around his waist. She had a sudden urge to run her palms along the sleekly muscled contours of his back.
He looked at her through the fog that cloaked the mirror. She caught her breath when she saw that the brooding, enigmatic shadows had returned to his tiger eyes.
“You don’t have to shave before you come to bed anymore,” she said, trying to keep her tone light. “We’re married now, remember?”
Okay, was that the third or fourth time she’d managed to use the M word this evening? She had lost count.
He switched off the razor and set it very deliberately on the counter. “I remember.”
She could have sworn that the temperature in the small, intimate room rose several degrees. She was suddenly transported into the tropics. A sultry, sensual awareness tingled through her.
Given his odd mood, she thought, maybe opening the bathroom door had not been such a good idea.
But it was too late to change her mind. Ethan was moving through the steamy mist, closing in on her with that supple, controlled energy that was so much a part of him.
When he reached her, he caught her face between his hands, fingers sinking into her hair. His mouth closed over hers. The fierce, hot urgency emanating from him made her tremble in response.
His kiss was compelling and demanding. It transformed the tingles of awareness into snapping, arcing, sizzling electrical impulses. Every nerve in her body lit up. She hoped she was not actually glowing.
Ethan worked the kiss, tasting her, wooing her, summoning the response he wanted—no, needed—from her. His powerful hands moved down to her waist. He unknotted the sash that bound her robe and slipped the garment off her shoulders. It fell to the floor, pooling at her feet. Her nightgown was next.
When she was naked, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, holding her so tightly she could scarcely move. Excitement flooded through her veins.
With a soft little murmur of pleasure and anticipation, she clung to him, her fingers biting into his sleekly muscled shoulders. Her breasts were crushed into the curling hair of his chest.
The towel that had encircled his waist disappeared. She felt his erection, heavy and hard, pushing against her bare thigh. In spite of the gathering storm of passion, a flutter of unease drifted, ghost-like, through her.
There was something a little off here.
Although Ethan’s mood had lightened for a time during dinner and afterward, the bleak, edgy quality was back. He was channeling that dark energy, either consciously or unconsciously, into raw, sexual hunger.
This was not the first time he had made love to her while in the grip of this dangerous mood during the past several days. What had he said at dinner? Something about sex being his stress-reduction technique of choice.
Perhaps “dangerous” was not quite the right word to describe the blaze she sensed burning in him. She certainly did not fear for her own personal safety. Ethan would never hurt her. But she knew that he was using sex as a temporary antidote for some poison that was attacking his spirit.
What really worried her was that she was quite sure that a few good orgasms were not going to effect a permanent cure for whatever it was that ailed him.
His hands closed around her waist, lifting her off her feet. She assumed that he was going to carry her out of the tropics and into the bedroom. Instead he swung her around and set her down on the counter next to the sink.
She drew a startled breath when the cool tiles made contact with her bare buttocks, but before she could grasp the fact that she and Ethan were not headed for the bed, he had moved between her legs.
She could feel his desire beating at her, a hot desert wind.
“The shower and the shave were supposed to slow me down.” He touched her clitoris, stroking slowly. “You shouldn’t have interrupted.”
“It’s okay.” She was already damp. Reaching down she took him in her fingers. “You don’t have to go slow. Not every time. Sometimes fast is good.”
“For me, maybe, not for you. I want it to be good for you.”
“Ethan, it’s okay.” She drew him closer, brushing the broad head of his heavily engorged penis against the damp opening of her body, doing everything she could to tempt him. “You don’t have to always be in control. Not with me.”
He groaned. Every muscle in his body tightened.
“Zoe.”
He gripped her thighs and pushed himself into her, driving deep and hard. She wrapped her legs around his waist and held him tightly while he hurtled toward his climax and whatever brief peace it would give him.
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