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  Prologue  

  Deep in meditation, Jag, leader of the Knights of White, sat cross-legged, his dark hair pulled back at the neck, his body draped in the earthly color of forest-green. Directly in front of Jag, dressed in the same attire, sat his mentor, Salvador.

Shaped as a perfect circle, the simple room had unnaturally white walls and white padded floors. Incense burned, as did candles and healing herbs.

It had been several months now since Jag had found his mate, and she had balanced the darkness of the Beast within him with her pureness. And since then, Jag had been gifted with magical powers to guide and protect his Knights of White.

Jag’s eyes fluttered and then snapped open, the vision he’d experienced damn near twisting his gut in knots. A vision of his second-in-charge, Des, turning from White Knight to Darkland Beast. Of the man he knew as a friend becoming an enemy.

“What is this that you have shown me?”

Salvador’s light green, almost fluorescent eyes darkened with truth, his long, dark hair secured at his neck. “You know he walks too closely to the darkness.”

Jag inhaled, defeated by this reality. “I have to save him.”

“He will have to save himself. Even now, as we speak, the wheels are in motion to give him a choice between Beast and man.” Salvador’s voice firmed. “You may guide but not interfere. Des’s choices and his destiny will be of his own making. He must choose—darkness or light.”




  Chapter 1  

  A sexy eighties song filtered through the air of the elite Padre Island Men’s Club, a lush brunette atop an oval stage, swaying to the beat.

Dim lights added flavor to a room designed for sin and seduction, dancers scattered at various other locations throughout the room, working the music and the men. In the far corners the walls were lined with couches for those who wanted to remain discreet, while private shows were available for those willing to pay the price.

Preferring both his entertainment and his women full of excitement, Des had chosen to sit front and center, at the edge of the stage. Here he had a perfect view of the dancer who called herself “Veronica” as she seduced the audience with her curvy hips and inviting, full breasts.

Beside him, two of his fellow Knights of White, Rinehart and Rock, each nursed a beer. Des preferred the bigger bite of tequila. He was immortal, after all. It wasn’t as if the stuff was going to kill him. Even getting a buzz, for their kind, was nearly impossible.

“Veronica” eased closer, kneeling in front of Des as she sang the words of the song. Then she turned the song into a question. “Do you think I’m a nasty girl?” she whispered.

“I don’t think, mi hermosa,” Des murmured in a low voice, his hungry eyes taking in her naked body, her pebbled nipples. “I know.”

She’d been quite the feast two weekends before. A hot Mexican mama who matched his heritage and did a good job of trying to match his lust. But as good as that night had been, he wouldn’t be repeating it. He never allowed himself to repeat. Repeat performances invited questions about his past, about his life, that he didn’t welcome.

Talk, no. Sex, yes.

Besides, tonight was about Rock, not him. The kid had it bad for their Healer, Marisol, which meant he was out of luck. Healers were considered off-limits, forbidden physical pleasure, a rule Marisol took seriously despite her own obvious desire for Rock. In other words, the consequences of following her desire would be some deep trouble. Of course, helping the kid was no easy task. Rock really was as stubborn as a rock, though Des doubted that’s what the name meant to the kid. How ironic he’d chosen his immortal name to be something so fitting. They all chose one name to define their existence within the Knights, something special to them and them alone, leaving behind their past—or at least trying to forget what once was.

With Rinehart as an accomplice, Des had convinced the kid to join them for a night out, with one agenda in mind…hooking Rock up with a woman. This particular dancer’s flavor of “nasty” was exactly the kind of distraction Rock needed.

Des drew a C-note from his pocket and leaned toward the stage. The Knights had money and he didn’t mind using his. They’d all been given healthy trust funds after completing their training; money to live on. He’d been smart and invested his money well, though he didn’t share that little bit of information with the others. If they were smart, they had as well. An eternity of living demanded funds. Besides, Des would be damned if the lack of money would ever make him feel beneath anyone again. He’d been there, done that, was never doing it again.

Motioning the woman forward, Des whispered in her ear. She leaned back and smiled, waiting patiently for her reward. Sliding his fingers up her thigh, he placed the money under her garter. She stood and walked toward the stairs in a sexy strut.

“Tell me you didn’t,” Rock said, running a hand over his short, sandy brown hair, a muscle in his jaw jumping.

Des eyed Rinehart, an ex-military man who sat arms crossed, cowboy hat pulled low over his buzzcut, shadowing his eyes. “Tell me you did,” he said. Eyes that were normally cold and calculating now twinkled with mischief.

“Come on, Rock,” Des said. “You know you have to.”

Each Knight possessed a soul, but each had also been touched by a Beast. Each had turned into a demon later saved by Salvador, a recruiter for the Knights. Now, they lived with that Beast inside, some more than others, forced to fight their primal urges. To control the urges, they needed to put them to use. To burn them out. A task best achieved in war or sex.

But Rock was so hung up on Marisol he took risks he couldn’t afford to take. He let himself live on the edge. “She knows, man.” Des lowered his voice for Rock’s ears only. “Marisol knows you have no choice. And you both know Healers are off-limits. As in, you’re not going there, so stop thinking you are. You’re wound tight. You need this. It’s a woman or the battlefield, and since the Beasts are remarkably quiet right now, I’d say it’s the woman.”

Veronica appeared floor level, her body working in a sultry rhythm meant for Rock’s exclusive pleasure. Yet, the younger Knight started to complain. “Des, man, I told you, no. I—” Veronica straddled him and Rock lost his words.

Rinehart laughed and held up his beer in a mock salute of Des. “May Rock’s pleasure be our sanity.”

“Hell, yeah,” Des said, laughing at the truth of the statement. “I’d say that calls for another drink.”

Raising his hand to flag a waitress, Des spotted their new security specialist, Max, in the doorway. Des grimaced at the unexpected visitor. He didn’t like Max, and he didn’t know why. Something was off with the guy.

Taking advantage of his position of observation, Des sized Max up, trying to put his finger on what it was. The newcomer appeared normal enough. As normal as an immortal who fought demons could come off. Des sized Max up as he often did, trying to figure out the newcomer. His brown hair, a bit longer than Des’s own, touched his shoulders. The biker getup Max favored of leather jacket and matching pants had to be hot as hell, though, in the current hundred-degree Texas heat. That was exactly why Des stuck to jeans and a T-shirt. Simple. Easygoing. But nothing about Max was simple.

Des’s eyes locked with Max’s and they stared at one another, a standoff of sorts. Rinehart turned, following Des’s gaze, but he didn’t comment on Max’s appearance. Rock didn’t notice Des’s distraction at all. Veronica had him standing at attention.

Des wasn’t about to be the first to break eye contact. A topless waitress did the job for him, stopping in front of Max, and giving both Knights an excuse to change focus.

“What’s Max doing here?” Des asked, shooting Rinehart a suspicious look.

“Guess he was thirsty,” Rinehart replied with a nonchalant shrug, adjusting his gaze as if he were checking out Rock’s private dancer, which was bullshit.

Des knew damn well Rinehart wasn’t checking out the dancer. He was in avoidance mode. “You invited him.” It wasn’t a question; more a statement of disbelief.

“You might make your dislike a little less obvious,” Rinehart commented, sidestepping a direct answer.

“I don’t trust him,” Des said. “The guy shows up out of the blue one day and he’s a Knight, no training needed. He’s already trained. By who? And where?” He shook his head. “Makes no sense.”

“Jag trusts him,” Rinehart offered.

Des ground his teeth and wished for another tequila. “Right. I forgot.”

Rinehart snorted. “You’re just pissy because Jag won’t tell you Max’s story. For once, you’re like the rest of us. You’re being told things on a need-to-know basis, and apparently, you don’t need to know.”

Des shot Rinehart a “go to hell” look. “Drink your damn light beer and shut up. If I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it.”

Rinehart tilted his beer back, but not before he fixed Des in a far too perceptive stare and let out a bark of laughter. They both knew Rinehart had hit the nail on the head with his assessment, but probably not for the reasons Rinehart thought. Jag’s recent closeness to the Knights’ creator, Salvador, was part of being their leader, a part of the new powers he’d been gifted when he’d found his mate. Des understood that.

Yet Des’s exclusion from Jag’s inner circle bothered him and not because he wanted to have his damn hand held. He worried about what Salvador had told Jag about him. Des knew full well he walked a little too closely to his Beast. Jag had always worried that Des embraced his Beast too readily. Des argued it allowed him control over his darker side. But maybe Salvador knew just how close to that dark side Des felt some days.

Max appeared beside the table, snapping Des out of his reverie. “Looks like they’ll let anyone in this place these days,” Des said, grinning as he acted as if joking, though they both knew he wasn’t.

Grabbing a chair from an empty table, Max turned it so that his arms rested on the back, legs straddling the seat. “You’re afraid I’ll steal some of the attention,” Max said, with a half smile.

Max enjoyed egging Des on. In some ways, Des enjoyed it, too. Kept things interesting. He sort of liked disliking Max. Gave him somewhere to put all the tension when he wasn’t on the battlefield or in bed. “Hey,” Des said, giving a nod. “If you can earn it, take it.” A hint of challenge laced his tone, subtle but evident, by intention. “How’d you even know we were here?”

“I told him,” Rinehart admitted, grinning, the look in his eyes daring Des to give him crap about it.

And Des wanted to. His hand itched to reach up and smack Rinehart’s big-ass cowboy hat right off his head. Instead he said, “I’d say you owe me a tequila, cowboy.”

Des shifted his gaze to Max, about to tell him he was buying the next round after Rinehart paid up, but before he could get the words out, his cell phone rang. He frowned when he noted the number.

He glanced up at Rinehart. “It’s Jag.”

All three of the Knights were instantly on alert. Jag wouldn’t call to simply say hello. Des stood and started walking, punching the button to answer the call while he worked his way to the back of the room where it was quieter. An unnecessary attempt to find quiet considering the call lasted all of sixty seconds. Jag’s instructions were short and to the point.

“Duty calls,” Des reported to Max and Rinehart when he returned to the table. “We need to hightail it back to Brownsville.”

Rinehart’s brows dipped, his expression registering concern. “Any idea why?”

“Nope,” he said, not elaborating because the truth was, when he’d opened his mouth to ask, he’d been met with a dial tone.

Rinehart and Max were already standing. “He didn’t give you any idea?” Max probed, as if he thought Des was hiding something.

Des grimaced. “What did I say, Maxwell? He said nothing.”

“Max. The name is Max.”

Waving off the words, Des had nothing else to say to the guy. Max set his teeth on edge. The man had a dark edge that cut like a knife. Once during battle, Des had even thought he’d seen a glimpse of red in Max’s eyes. That, along with the secrets Max kept, rang a bell in Des’s head. Max was trouble. His secret was trouble. Maybe Jag didn’t tell Des about Max’s history because it was so damn dirty, Des might flip out.

Des eyed Rock, noting how well Veronica had taken him into oblivion. Letting out a heavy sigh, he accepted defeat. Rock wouldn’t be finding satisfaction after all, and they’d all feel the pain of his bad mood tomorrow.

He exchanged a look with Rinehart and held up two fingers an inch apart. “We were so close to getting him taken care of.”

“Another week of his grumpy ass,” Rinehart said, shaking his head. In a defeated tone, he added, “I’ll get him.”

The waitress appeared with Des’s drink and he grabbed the shot glass from the tray, downed the contents and returned it to the tray. He shoved money into her tip glass. “Thanks, sweetheart.”

But the drink did nothing to calm the rush of adrenaline already shooting through his blood. The low hum of edginess that had started taking form with Max’s entrance turned to an outright scream. He reached deep, in a way he’d taught himself years before, pushing away the discomfort, wrapping himself in control. He inhaled and let it out as a smile touched his lips.

He needed to funnel his Beast. Trouble was brewing, and Des couldn’t wait to introduce himself.

 

Des brought his motorcycle to a stop in front of the main house on the Jaguar Ranch, a fifteen-thousand-square-foot property where the Knights of White both lived and trained. Oh, they did other things here, such as horse breeding, but only for the purpose of hiding their true operation from the rest of the world.

As Des approached the house, he found Jag standing on the porch with his wife, Karen, by his side, the two making a striking couple. At well over six feet, Jag’s muscular body towered over Karen’s petite frame, his long, dark hair contrasting with her blond hair, his dark skin against her fair. She was the first of her kind, a mate to a Knight of White. Perhaps one of a kind. None of them expected they would find a mate. It was unheard of before Karen. And the situation that had brought her to Jag had been a complicated and emotional one. Karen had been Jag’s wife in her prior life as well, killed by the Beasts as Jag had watched. No doubt, finding each other again, so many years later, had been destiny.

Karen spotted Des, waving at him. She kissed Jag’s cheek and headed inside the house. Des liked Karen, and he was happy Jag had found her again. Himself, he didn’t expect to be anything but alone in his life. In the nearly hundred years he’d lived, that was how it had been. The way he saw it, that was how it was supposed to be, too.

Des stopped at the bottom of the porch steps and rested his foot on the second step from the top, his elbow on his knee. A jumbo-size mosquito—the only way they made them in Texas—landed on his arm and he brushed it away. The night was hot and the air thick, bringing the giant bugs out in armies.

“What’s going down?” Des asked, prodding Jag when his leader didn’t immediately speak.

Jag crossed one booted foot over the other, leaning against one of the white pillars framing the steps, the porch light illuminating his features.

A smile touched Jag’s lips for the briefest of moments. “I expected you’d make it back before the others.”

Des narrowed his gaze on Jag, trying to read between the lines. “Which means you planned it that way.”

“It worked out for the best,” Jag commented, reaching up and running his hand over his goatee. He took several long seconds, stroking it, seeming to think about his words. Finally, he said, “You’re one of the few people I’ve ever told about the day I became a Knight.” He fixed Des in a direct look. “Just you and Karen and she lived through it.”

Des nodded. The secrets they’d shared made Jag’s recent silence harder to swallow. “As I’ve shared things with you I have with no other.”

“I know you have,” Jag agreed, taking a seat on the top step of the porch. “I trust you, Des. I trust you as no other Knight.” A moment of silence. “I trust you as a friend.”

Des didn’t know what to say to that. It had always been that way. He and Jag had been close, though they’d never used the word friend. His chest tightened with an unfamiliar emotion. He tried not to let such things inside, where they could hurt. But it was too late. It was there, ripe, alive. Maybe he should be happy for that. The Beast didn’t completely own him or he’d feel nothing.

“I’d like to think we are,” Des said simply, adding nothing more because Jag appeared to have a point he was working on revealing.

“That’s why I’m putting a sensitive task in your hands.”

Des sat down, following Jag’s lead, certain something big was about to be exposed. “I’m listening.”

“A museum has announced the discovery of the long-sought-after Journal of Solomon, which legend says contains a map to a treasure box. In the box is said to be a list of angelic bloodlines. In short, these bloodlines are magical, and will be considered a threat to the underworld. Those on this list will hold special gifts capable of battling evil. They will be in danger, hunted by our enemies.”

“Legend.” Des said the word in a flat tone. “We don’t know if any of this is real.”

“It’s real,” Jag assured him. “And so is the danger to the people who are part of those bloodlines.” Des nodded his agreement. Jag continued, “The box does have a form of protection. It will self-destruct if evil touches it. But we both know the Darklands won’t let that deter them. They’ll find a way around that.”

In the back of Des’s mind, he wondered what that meant about him. Could he touch it? How much darkness had eroded his soul? He wasn’t sure he wanted to find out. Shoving the thought aside until later, he asked, “Can’t Salvador tell us where the list is buried? He does have the upstairs connection.” They all knew Salvador spoke directly to the Archangel Raphael.

“Even if he knew, which I don’t think he does, he can’t interfere. You know that.”

“Right,” Des said dryly. “The rules.”

Jag ignored his comment. The abstract rules were often a source of frustration for Des and they both knew it. “This is going to be your show,” he said. “Take Rinehart, Rock and Max with you and get that journal.”

“You’re not going?” Des asked, surprised.

“I want Karen by my side. I’m not risking her becoming some sort of leverage in all of this. And taking her isn’t an option. She’s not leaving Eva while she’s adjusting to the ranch anyway.”

Karen’s sister, Eva, had been claimed by a Beast and saved by Salvador, the only female Knight in existence. Normally, the Darklands killed the women, recruited the men. But Eva had been leverage used against Karen to get to Jag. Though she’d transitioned well, she was still learning and changing, adjusting daily to her new life.

Des nodded his understanding. “I’ll find the journal.” That brought him to another subject. “I need men I trust to do this right. Max—”

Jag interrupted. “I trust him,” he said, giving Des a direct look. “He’ll be important to you, Des. Trust me, even if you don’t him.”

Though Des considered objecting further, he decided against it. Instead, he gave Jag another quick nod. “I do.” And he did, but he didn’t trust Max.

“Besides,” Jag said, pushing to his feet, Des following, “Max could hack into Fort Knox. You’ll need his skills to get into the museum. Speed will be imperative. The journal is scheduled to arrive at the museum sometime this week, and there is a charity black-tie event soon after to unveil it to the public. I imagine the chaos of the party will be a good time to extract the journal, if not sooner.”

The sound of Max’s motorcycle engine roared loudly behind him. Immediately after came the crunch of gravel beneath the tires of Rinehart’s F-150 pickup.

“Consider this handled,” Des said, assuring Jag he’d come through.

“I’m counting on it,” Jag said. “I’ll leave you to your team.”

Jag went into the house as Des turned to find Max approaching. “What’s the story?” he asked as he stopped at the bottom of the steps.

Rinehart and Rock joined them before Des had a chance to answer, not that he was going to anyway. He was still fighting uneasiness about Max, despite Jag’s assurances. Nevertheless, Jag had a point about his skills. Max had installed a new security system on the property that was as state-of-the-art as it came, yet still discreet enough that it didn’t invite questions.

“Pack up, boys and girls,” Des said to all three of them, rubbing his hands together and grinning. “We’re going to the Big D, and yes, I do mean Dallas. We have us a treasure hunt to go on.” He eyed Max. “Whatever you need to work your technology magic, bring it along.” Again to all of them. “We’re pressed for time. Meet me at the van in fifteen minutes. I’ll fill you in on the road.”

As Des headed for the front door, he didn’t feel like laughing anymore. Something stirred inside him, a feeling of destiny. A premonition of some life-changing event.




  Chapter 2  

  Sitting in her corner office at the Dallas World Museum, a place she normally considered her comfort zone, Jessica Montgomery decided she was definitely, irrevocably, in hell.

It didn’t matter that she had her favorite candle lit, the room scented with its warm, cinnamon flavor. Nor did it matter that she was surrounded by pictures of all her favorite destinations. Or that her favorite burgundy wingback chair sat nearby, on its cushion a history book open to the last page she had read.

What mattered was the man who had just charged into her office unannounced. “What is this I hear about someone trying to steal the journal?”

Jessica blinked up at her father, his presence taking her off guard. Ever since the journal had been found a week before, he’d been a wreck, worried over its safety, his mood uncharacteristically edgy. Her father was a senator well respected in the community, his dark hair as perfectly groomed as his three-piece black suit. He rarely allowed sharpness in his tone. Yet, there was no mistaking the sharpness of his voice and mood, now.

And Jessica understood why. Her mother had died while hunting for that journal. Though her father had sworn off the world that Jessica inhabited, the one obsessed with history, he still held his wife’s work close to his heart. Finding that journal had been her dream, its safety the safety of her memory.

Jessica kept her response soft, reassuring her father without reserve. “The journal is in a vault and it’s safe. Besides, the creeps who tried to steal it were after a decoy. They were never close to the real journal.”

“You’re certain it’s safe? Who would want to steal it?”

“Yes,” she said, lying to make him feel better. She had been fighting the feeling that the journal was still in jeopardy. Which was silly. Security at the museum was equal to a maximum-level prison. “I watched them lock it up myself. As for who would want to take it—we both know the journal is a valuable piece of history, not to mention a religious artifact that could impact religious beliefs. These things make it a target to many.”

He eased into a chair, a breath sliding from his mouth. “You’ve actually seen it with your own eyes?”

A smile touched the corners of Jessica’s lips. “Oh, yes. Not up close, the way I want to, but I’ve seen it.” It was impossible to hide the thrill she felt over the journal. She’d grown up hearing her mother talk about this discovery. The journal held ancient history but also evolved into a part of her present life story.

Senator Montgomery eyed his daughter. “So like your mother,” he said. “You get as excited over history as a kid does candy.”

For almost a year after her mother’s death, she’d taken a job working for her father. Grief had turned to blame, and he’d turned the pursuit of history into the enemy. He’d loved history, loved his wife’s work—even traveled with her often. That was until she had encouraged him to run for the Senate, swearing she’d let her team do the fieldwork. And she had—until the journal. It had become an obsession, and she had trusted no one else to hunt for it, acting as if it were a life-or-death discovery. Upon losing his wife, the love of his life, her father feared Jessica would get the same kind of obsession over history and that she, too, would be taken from him. She’d agreed to a brief departure from the museum because he’d needed her close, and at the same time, being around it had kept the pain of losing her mother alive. But staying away for long had been impossible.

“I love it here,” she admitted.

Something dark flashed in his eyes. “I wish I could be happy about that.”

Jessica knew he feared she would become obsessed over her work as her mother had. Jessica worried because at times her father seemed irrational about her work. He agonized that Jessica’s job would somehow lead to her demise, as he claimed her mother’s had.

Kate Montgomery had died of breast cancer that might have been cured if it had been caught early enough. She’d missed her checkups and been diagnosed late, a fact her father blamed on her fixation on the journal. His wife had spent the last two years of her life at a dig site in Mexico, away from those who loved her, claiming an urgency for finding that journal as the reason that no one but her understood.

“I still can’t believe you kept funding Mom’s team, Daddy.” Her father had turned bitter upon her mother’s death, and Jessica had assumed he’d ended the search team’s efforts to find the journal. Now she knew otherwise.

“I feared your mother would turn over in her grave if I did otherwise.” His tone and expression were serious, as if he believed his words. “I better go.” He pushed to his feet.

Jessica stood as well, intending to give him a hug. Her intercom buzzed and she made a frustrated sound. Her father leaned over the desk and kissed her cheek. “See you this weekend.”

Jessica sank down to her chair and hit the button on her phone. The voice of the receptionist, a sweet older woman named Rebecca, filled the air. “There’s a Mr. Smith to see you, with Smith Systems. He says he has a possible donation to the museum.”

Jessica frowned. Usually people didn’t drop by to make a donation. Feeling a tad giddy with stress, she asked, “Did you tell him we aren’t Goodwill?” Her assistant, Michael Wright, would be proud of her for actually cracking a joke. His favorite word to describe her was uptight.

Rebecca didn’t say anything. Apparently, she didn’t get the intended humor. Jessica sighed. Maybe she wasn’t meant to tell jokes.

A male voice murmured something in the background, and for some reason, Jessica felt an odd shiver race down her spine. That was weird. She heard the voice again and felt all warm inside. God. She was losing it. She’d barely heard the guy’s voice and she was wondering what he looked like. That was what she got for living a darn-near celibate life these days. Since her father had taken office, she seemed to draw men with agendas, and it had gotten old. Despite her recent man boycott, this stranger had her imagination all fired up. Was he as sexy as he sounded?

Rebecca whispered into the phone, pulling Jessica from her reverie. “I’m pretty sure you’ll want to see Mr. Smith.”

Jessica almost laughed. If Rebecca knew where Jessica’s mind had been, she would laugh, too, this time for sure. But curiosity over how this visitor looked wasn’t enough to justify seeing him in the middle of a busy day. The chance that a walk-in was worth her time was slim.

“I’m completely buried with the party organization. Hold on and let me look at my calendar. Can he schedule next week? Better yet, can I call him?”

The man’s voice again. Another chill down her spine. Then Rebecca. “He says he has an appointment.”

A light went on in her head. Her boss, Greg Ward, had mentioned this days ago—some referral from one of their directors—and promised her more detail that he’d never given to her.

Truth be told, the breast-cancer charity event she was coordinating was a few days away, and she’d forgotten to follow up, busy with the planning. The event had been a condition of her father donating the journal to the museum. She hoped the insurance people would allow the journal to be shown that night.

Debating, Jessica pondered bowing out of the meeting. If she turned this guy away and he was important, Greg Ward could hang her with the board. He’d taken her job when she’d departed over her mother’s death. Now, he resented her return, even though she now reported to him, and did everything within his reach to undermine her.

She sighed, resigned to taking the meeting. “Tell Mr. Smith I’ll be right down.”

Jessica pushed to her feet. Time to meet the man behind the sexy voice.

But first, she detoured to her boss’s office, hoping to get a file on her visitor. A stop that proved fruitless, as Greg’s assistant had nothing to give her. Since Greg had yet to arrive at work, Jessica was forced to wing her meeting, feeling completely unprepared. She hated being unprepared.

The elevator dinged to signal Jessica’s arrival on the lobby level of the museum exactly ten minutes after the announcement of her visitor. She knew this because of her recent obsession with her Cartier watch, or rather with a memory of the way it had been given to her. The watch, her thirtieth birthday gift from her father, had been delivered by courier. He’d been upset over her return to the museum and mourning her mother, but his actions had still hurt.

All her sad thoughts slipped away as she exited the elevator. The sound of a deep, sultry laugh fluttered along her nerve endings, igniting a silent charge. It was the man she’d heard over the intercom. Her visitor.

Standing a few feet away, she sized him up, taking in the appeal that went beyond his voice.

Tall and dark, he was striking, even from a distance. Chin-length brown hair, streaked with auburn, framed a square jaw and high cheekbones. His clothes were well fitted and clung to a body meant to tease and please a woman. Tailored black slacks emphasized his long, muscular legs. Broad shoulders tapered to a thin waist and, no doubt, a rippling set of abdominals.

Not only was he the first man she’d reacted to in a heck of a long time, he was also quite possibly the sexiest man she’d ever laid eyes on.

But it wasn’t merely his looks that washed over her in a tidal wave of awareness. Nor his air of utter confidence. It was the mixture of danger and daring she found all too appealing.

As if he felt her eyes on him, he turned in her direction, taking a casual stance, resting his elbow on the horseshoe-shaped desk. She started walking toward him, conscious of the attention he placed upon her.

Despite his cool exterior, there was nothing casual about the way his hot stare swept her body, taking in her fitted crème-colored skirt and matching blouse with such absorption she’d have sworn he saw right through them. Her limbs heated with the touch of his eyes. Even more so when their gazes locked. A sizzle darted through the air and mutual attraction flowered into instant, shared awareness.

She stopped at the desk, trying to muster up a smile as cool and professional as her image demanded. Not at all how she felt at the moment. “Hi,” she said, offering her hand. “I’m Jessica Montgomery.”

Straightening to his full height, he towered over her five feet five inches. Jessica guessed him to be at least six foot three.

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Montgomery,” he said, his voice rich and deep, with just enough of a Hispanic accent to be sexy.

His hand closed around hers and heat skittered up her arm. Good gosh, what was wrong with her? Men did not get to her this way. “Nice to meet you, Mr….” Her words trailed off. What had Rebecca said his name was?

“Desmond Smith,” he said, a twinkle in his eyes, as if he knew what she’d been thinking and found it amusing. “I love watching people’s faces when they hear my last name. They always look confused. In case you’re wondering—and I know you are—I’m adopted.”

With his dark-chocolate eyes and milk-chocolate skin, she did expect something more exotic. Her cheeks warmed. “Smith’s a good, strong family name rich with history,” she countered, realizing he still held her hand, and snatching it back, suddenly self-conscious of Rebecca’s watchful gaze.

He smiled. “It is. A fine history, too. Right now though, I’d like to talk about Texas history.”

Perking up at that, Jessica asked, “I understand you have a donation to discuss?”

A hint of a smile on his face said he was amused. The scar above his full top lip simply said sexy. “Possible donation,” he corrected, retrieving a slim silver case from his pocket and offering her a business card.

Jessica accepted it and read, “Smith Systems.” Her gaze lifted, her eyes narrowing on him. She didn’t miss the connection between his name and the company name. “Forgive me for not being more prepared, but what exactly does Smith Systems do?”

“Oil is the company’s main bread and butter,” he commented. “I run the philanthropy division focused on Native American and Mexican history. In short, we fund expeditions to find lost history. Recently, we’ve been privileged with some big finds, though I admit one particular item is exciting to me.”

“Really?” she asked, with genuine interest. New finds were exciting to her, too. They didn’t have a Native American collection at all, and their Mexican-history wing was pathetic, especially for a Texas museum. Maybe a sit-down meeting would be worth her time. “What would that be?”

“The Treaty of Council Springs.” He narrowed his eyes on her. “Do you know it?”

This was a test. If she didn’t know the history that he held close to his heart, the museum wouldn’t be getting that treaty for display. Fortunately, it was a test she could pass.

“Signed in 1846 with a Comanche chief, it placed the Native Americans under United States protection,” she said, silently thankful she’d been reading up on Native American history. One book picked up by chance had led to several more. Unbelievable how good the timing now appeared.

He smiled, seeming pleased with her knowledge, his demeanor playful and light. “Do you know his name?”

“Yes,” she said, finding herself smiling back at him. “Buffalo Hump.”

“Buffalo Hump?” Rebecca said. The receptionist inserted herself into the conversation for the first time since Jessica’s arrival, though she’d clearly been listening in. “What kind of name is that?”

Jessica and her visitor laughed, their gazes catching at the similar response, her stomach fluttering with the connection. Yet, it felt comfortable. Charged with attraction, yes, but still amazingly comfortable. Not something she usually felt with a stranger.

“Buffalo Hump was a mighty warrior and a brave leader,” her visitor
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