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ONE THOUSAND AND ONE DARK NIGHTS

Once upon a time, in the future...

| was a student fascinated with stories and learning.
| studied philosophy, poetry, history, the occult, and
the art and science of love and magic. | had a vast
library at my father’s home and collected thousands
of volumes of fantastic tales.

| learned all about ancient races and bygone
times. About myths and legends and dreams of all
people through the millennium. And the more | read
the stronger my imagination grew until | discovered
that | was able to travel into the stories... to actually
become part of them.

I wish | could say that | listened to my teacher
and respected my gift, as | ought to have. If | had, |
would not be telling you this tale now.

But | was foolhardy and confused, showing off
with bravery.

One afternoon, curious about the myth of the
Arabian Nights, | traveled back to ancient Persia to
see for mysdlf if it was true that every day Shahryar

(Persian: Jbis—4, “king”) married a new virgin, and then
sent yesterday's wife to be beheaded. It was written
and | had read, that by the time he met Scheherazade,
the vizier’s daughter, he’d killed one thousand
women.

Something went wrong with my efforts. | arrived
in the midst of the story and somehow exchanged
places with Scheherazade — a phenomena that had
never occurred before and that still to this day, |
cannot explain.

Now | am trapped in that ancient past. | have
taken on Scheherazade’s life and the only way | can
protect myself and stay alive isto do what she did to

protect herself and stay alive.

Every night the King calls for me and listens as | spin tales.
And when the evening ends and dawn breaks, | stop at a
point that leaves him breathless and yearning for more.



And so the King spares my life for one more day, so that
he might hear the rest of my dark tale.

As soon as | finish a story... | begin a new
one... like the one that you, dear reader, have before
you Nnow.



LIVE WITHOUT REGRET
By K.L. Grayson
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CHAPTER 1

Brittany

| push the door open and asmall bell signals my entry. At best, InkSlingers is a complete dive, not near
as sleek-looking as some of the newer tattoo parlors. But this place has one thing—one person, really—that
sets them above all the rest.

Connor Jackson.

Not only is he one of the most highly recommended tattoo artists in the city, but two years ago he won
top prize on the reality show Inked. If | recall, the grand prize was two hundred thousand dollars to be used
toward the establishment of his own parlor. So why in the hell he works in this dinky building off the
corner of Hampton and Third, | have no idea. And to be honest, | don’t really care.

“Hello?” 1 look around. The place is eerily quiet, not a soul in sight. Glancing down at my watch, |
check the time. Sure enough, it’s fifteen minutes earlier than my scheduled appointment. That’s me...Miss
Punctuality.

| spend the next five minutes pacing across the waiting room of the shop without seeing asingle
person, al the while wondering who in the hell leaves their shop unattended?

Just when I’m about ready to say screw it and walk out, the front door opens and once again the bell
dings. I spin around on my heel, prepared to chew someone’s ass for making me wait, and then nearly trip
over my own feet when | see the behemoth of a man standing in front of me.

Without permission, my eyes rake him over from head to toe. His dirty blond hair is shaggy and clearly
hasn’t been trimmed for months. He could probably pull it into one of those man-bun things that seem to be
all therage, but instead it hangs loose with the stray strands tucked behind his ears.

My eyestravel south, taking in his plain black tee that stretchestight across his broad chest and even
tighter around his biceps. A colorful sleeve of tattoos decorates hisright arm, and as far as | can tell the left
is completely bare. He’s sexy, in a rugged sort of way. He’s also the complete opposite of the guys I’'m
normally attracted to, yet | find myself enraptured.

The stranger clears his throat, and my eyes snap up to find piercing blue eyes staring back at me. When
he cocks an eyebrow, I realize I’ve been caught checking him out. My first instinct is to avert my eyes and
murmur an apology, but then | realize that’s what the old Brittany would do. And I dropped her off by the
curb along time ago.

“What?” | say, shrugging unapologetically.

“Were you checking me out?” The sound of his gravelly voice does things to me that a voice should
never be able to do to another human being. | squeeze my thighs together to suppress the tingling it caused.

“Well, that depends.”

“On what?”

“Do you want me to check you out?” | ask.

He nods and moves past me, his shoulder grazing mine. “Bold. 1 like it. What can | do for you?”

Furrowing my brow, I tilt my head. | totally had him pegged for my next conquest—a.k.a. one-night
stand—but | have a strange feeling he just brushed me off. | shake my head, trying to remember the
question. Oh yeah. Connor. “I have a ten o’clock appointment with Connor. He’s late.”

The stranger looks down at his watch and then back at me. “He’s not late. It’s only nine fifty-five.”

I roll my eyes. “Okay, fine.” | walk over and plop down in a waiting room chair, then cross my legs,
knee over knee. “Will you call him and see how much longer he’s going to be?”

“You in a hurry?” the guy asks.

Not really. No. “Maybe.”



He nods and sets his to-go coffee cup and brown paper bag on the front desk, then sits down and pulls
out his phone. “He won’t be long.”

“Let’s hope,” | mumble, grabbing a Tattoo Weekly magazine off the table in front of me.

“Would you like a doughnut?” I glance up to see the man holding up a chocolate-covered doughnut. It
looks delicious, and I’m two seconds away from accepting his offer when | remember my closet full of
clothes that are becoming too tight. That one doughnut will easily take me hours at the gym to burn off.

“No, thank you.”

He shrugs. “Suit yourself.”

Smiling tightly, I look back at the magazine and spend the next several minutes absently thumbing
through it. | skim afew articles then toss the magazine on the table and grab another, my frustration
growing with each passing second.

“Are you ready?”

| glance up to find the sexy stranger standing in front of me. Putting the magazine back on the table, |
look around. “Is Connor here?”

The man smiles, his full lips parting to reveal perfectly white teeth. There’s a smudge of chocolate near
the corner of hismouth, and | briefly wonder what he would do if | stepped forward and licked it off.

“I’m Connor,” he says. His words catch me off guard and all thoughts of chocolate drift from my
mind. My eyes roam hisface, only thistime | take a closer look.

“You’re Connor?” | ask incredulously.

“Wow,” he says, chuckling. “Don’t look so surprised. | take it I’m not what you expected.” His voice
isclipped, and | instantly berate myself for the way that came out.

“No.” | shake my head vehemently. “I didn’t mean it in a bad way. You’re an incredibly attractive
man. It’s just that you look different from when you were on the show. You didn’t have the facial hair—or
the long hair, for that matter—both of which I find unbelievably sexy.” Connor’s eyes widen and I realize
what | said. “I can’t believe I just said that. Damn it,” | mumble, averting my eyes. Thisiswhat happens
when | get nervous, and for some strange reason, Connor makes me nervous. Sighing, | decide to give up.
“I’m sorry if | offended you.”

My eyes are trained on the floor as | contemplate leaving to avoid further embarrassment. I’ m still
undecided when a pair of Chuck T’s enters my line of sight. | smile because those are my favorite shoes.
“So you like the beard?”” he says suggestively, causing me to look up. His blue eyes are swirling with a
mixture of amusement and lust.

“| like the beard.”

Connor grins as though he just found out he won a prize. Without saying aword, he steps away and |
follow behind. Leading me into a small room in the back of the shop, he says, “Did you find something in
the magazine that you want?”

“l actually have a picture of what I want.”

“Let’s see it.”

| walk toward him and hold out my phone. Connor takes the phone, examines the picture then looks
up.

“Where do you want it?”

“Here.” Lifting my right arm, | tug my shirt up and point to the location along my rib cage, just under
my breast.

“I like that,” he says, handing me my phone. “But what if we angled it just a bit like this...” Connor
puts afinger at the top of my ribs and atiny zap of electricity jolts through my body. He looks up, his eyes
searching mine before he drags the tip of hisindex finger along my skin. His touch leaves atrail of goose
bumps. My pulse quickens, and it takes everything | have not to beg him to keep touching me when he
pulls away.

“What do you think?”” he asks. His pupils are dilated, his breathing a bit faster, and | get the feeling he
was as affected by that as | was.



“I”—my voice cracks and | flush with embarrassment—*I like it. Plus, you’re the expert so I’ll leave it
completely up to you.”

Connor swallows hard and my eyes follow the movement. “Good choice.” He turns away. “All right,
have a seat here,” he says, gesturing toward the reclined chair, and I sit down. “Turn this way.” He angles
my body to the left. “Is that comfortable?”

“yep.”

“Good,” he mumbles, tugging my shirt up to expose my right side again.

The soft cotton slips down and he pushes it back up, only this time his hand brushes against my bra,
grazing the outside of my breast. Another jolt passes through me, only this time it’s stronger. His eyes snap
to mine, and | know—I know—that he felt that. As | bite down on my bottom lip, his sinful eyes flash with
heat, and | watch him take a ragged breath before turning away.

“So...is, uh, is this your first tattoo?” he stammers, bringing his eyes back to mine.

“Nope. | have another one.”

“Good, so you know what to expect.” | nod, and then he smiles brightly before getting his equipment
ready. “Okay,” he says. He rubs my skin with something cool and | presume he’s prepping it. “Let’s do
this.”

The faint whir of the machine signalsthisis happening, and | squeeze my eyes shut as he gently pulls
my skin taut. Okay, time to go to my happy place, which just so happens to feature none other than my
sexy-as-hell tattoo artist.

My mind driftsinto eroticland—as | liketo call it—as | picture Connor sliding his hand up my bare
thigh. He hooks a finger under the side of my panties, and with his wicked eyes on me he slips afinger in—

“I like the quote,” he says, pulling me from my fantasy.

“Do you know what it means?” | ask, opening my eyes and then quickly looking away. I’m a doctor,
so you’d think the sight of blood wouldn’t bother me. And it doesn’t, as long as it isn’t my blood.

“I’ve put it on a few other people. Looked it up one time. It’s deep.”

“Yeah”—I take a big breath, holding it in for afew beats before letting it out—*"“well...” My words
trail off because | don’t really know what else to say, and | sure as hell don’t want to talk about why this
particular tattoo means so much to me.

Connor goes quiet, but | can feel his eyes burning a hole through my head. When | glance up, his eyes
catch mine for abrief second before he looks back down. It was just enough time to tell me that he had my
number.

“So it’s personal, huh?”

“What?” | scoff. “A girl can’t get a tattoo just to get a tattoo?”

“Of course she can, but you’re different. This is personal.” He cocks his head to the side, his hair
falling in front of hisface. | haveto fist my hands together to keep from brushing it away so that | can see
his face more clearly.

“Okay, fine, you’re right. It’s personal.”

“I’m always right,” he says, a smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “It would be prudent of you to
remember that.” I tilt my head to the side just as the machine turns off and Connor looks up. He has one
hand settled at the base of my waist, the other holding the tattoo gun off to the side. Hiseyes are
smoldering, pinning me in my seat.

My tongue darts out, running aslow path along my lower lip, and | watch as his eyes follow along. Oh
yeah, thisis happening. Not one to beat around the bush, I decide to go for it. It’s obvious we’re attracted to
each other, so there’s no reason for this not to happen.

“What are you doing when you get off work?”

Connor’s eyebrows push into his hairline. “Are you asking me out on a date?” he asks.

My heart clenches inside my chest and | take a deep breath, because as much as I’d like to say yes, that
justisn’t who I am anymore. “Nope,” | state impassively. “I gave up dating.”

“You don’t date?” he asks incredulously.



“l fuck.”

Lips parted, he nods slowly several times as though he’s processing what | just said—and deciding
what he’s going to do about it.

“Well, that’s too bad, because I gave up fucking.”

His cheeks flush, probably because he realized what he just admitted to, and | can’t help but laugh. “So
you don’t have sex?”

Connor rolls his eyes, and even though 1I’m not a fan of the gesture, he makes it look sexy. My guess is
that he makes most things look sexy. “Of course | have sex, I just stopped fucking. | gave up the
meaningless one-night stands.” He shrugs. “I want more.”

“Ahhh.” I nod. “Well, good luck with that.” Connor doesn’t say another word. He puts the tattoo gun
down and then holds up a mirror so I can check out my new ink. “It’s perfect,” | state, my eyes roaming
over the beautiful script.

“I’m glad you like it.” Connor puts the mirror down and slathers some Vaseline on my tattoo. He
followsit up with a bandage, all the while rattling off the aftercare instructions.

“Are we done?” | ask, secretly hoping he’ll tell me no. At least then I’d have a reason to stay.

“We’re done.” | push up from the chair. Connor nods his head toward the front desk and I follow him
up there to pay. We seem to have fallen into a comfortable silence, and his presence aloneiscalmingin a
way | can’t explain. | wish like hell that he would’ve taken me up on my offer, because | have no doubt that
it would’ve been fucking fantastic.

Without aword, Connor swipes my card, then | sign the receipt and shove my wallet back in my purse.
When I look up, Connor is watching me intently. “Thank you,” I murmur.

His blue eyes are two swirling pools of liquid heat, and what | wouldn’t give to dive in and beg him to
change his rules for just one night. “Don’t thank me,” he says, shaking his head. “It was my pleasure.”

We stand there for several more seconds, the air crackling around us as | search for something to say.
“I’m Brittany, by the way,” | say, somewhat awkwardly.

Connor grins. “I know.” I furrow my brow and he points to the desk. “You made an appointment.”

“Right.” My phone beeps in my purse, and | decide that’s my cue to leave. “Well, | better go.”

“When will I see you again?” he hollers as | walk toward the door.

Spinning around, | give him my best come-hither look. “When | decide to get another tattoo.”

“Or?” he asks, a grin splitting his ruggedly handsome face.

“When you decide to fuck.”

Hisjaw nearly hits the floor.

Brittany, one. Connor, zero.

I think I’m going to like playing this game.



CHAPTER 2

Brittany

Three weeks later

Shut up already!

Brad—twenty-five, full-time firefighter—hasn’t shut his fucking mouth since | sat down at the bar
forty-five minutes ago. He needs to shut up.

You need to shut up.

Somehow, by the grace of God, | manage to keep the words from actually spilling from my mouth,
which is becoming increasingly more difficult with each dirty martini. Speaking of dirty martinis...

Raising my hand, | signal the bartender for another drink. In a matter of minutes I’m back to sipping
while still staring at Brad’s mouth as he tells me about... shit. What the hell was he telling me about?

It’s too late. The Mississippi native with a sexy Southern drawl has officially bored me to death. My
shoulders deflate, and | take another drink. This is pointless. As much as I’d like to rip off Brad’s clothes to
see If his body is as chiseled as it looks, I just can’t get past the fact that he’s unable to hold my interest in a
simple conversation.

It’s probably my fault. I’m the one who asked him to tell me about himself, and now | haveto figure
out how in the hell to get him to stop.

“Brittany.” Brad snaps his fingers and I look up, catching his gaze. He smiles a thousand-watt smile,
and for afraction of a second | reconsider my decision to ditch him.

“I’m sorry,” | say sheepishly. “I, uhh...I must’ve zoned out. What was the question?”

“He asked if he could take you out on a date.” My head whips to the right at the familiar voice. Looks
like the night just got a whole lot more interesting.

Connor’s blue eyes lock on mine. “I take it you haven’t told him yet.”

I have no idea what he’s up to, but I decide to take the bait. “I’m not sure | know what you’re talking
about.” Raising my eyebrows, | wrap my lips around the rim of my glass and take a sip. Connor cocks a
brow, his gorgeous eyes dancing with mischief.

“She doesn’t date.” He directs his words at Brad. “She fucks.”

My eyes leave Connor’s long enough to see Brad perk up in his seat.

“You don’t date?” Brad asks.

“I'don’t,” I tell him.

“She fucks,” Connor clarifies.

Brad nods, his brown eyes now thick with lust. “She fucks,” he says slowly as though he’s trying to
understand what Connor just said.

Connor grins. “But not you.”

“Why not me?”

Shifting in my seat, | narrow my gaze on Connor. “Yeah, why not him?”

“Do you want to fuck him?” he fires back, tossing a thumb toward Brad.

“Now wait a minute,” Brad says as he slides off his chair. In one stealthy and incredibly sexy move,
Connor pushes his way between Brad and me, effectively blocking out our third wheel. His hands land on
either side of my chair and he bends down until we’re eye to eye. As his breath fans my face, | wonder if he
tastes as good as he smells.

“Have a drink with me?” he asks.

Holding up my martini glass, | give a little wave. “I am having a drink.”



Connor pushes against my legs and | automatically part them, allowing him to step in between. Heaven
help me, he feels good settled between my thighs. | just wish we could resume this position later sans
clothes. “Have a drink with me over there,” he says, nodding toward a booth.

“Like a date?”

He shakes his head, a grin pulling at the corner of his mouth. “Well, since you don’t date, | know better
than to ask you out on one. It’s just a drink. Two, if I’m lucky.”

“Excuse me.” Brad steps around Connor, who throws up a hand.

“We’re not done,” Connor says dismissively.

Brad’s eyes widen and flick to mine. I need to put the poor boy out of his misery. As much as I’d love
to spend a few nights with him warming my bed, it’s probably a lost cause. He’s too young, and I’m not
ready to be classified as acougar. Not yet anyway.

Setting my drink on the bar, | push up from my seat. Connor’s face falls when he’s forced to move
back. I smooth my hands down the front of my blouse and step up to Brad. Thisisthe part | hate.

Rejection. Been there. Done that. I’ve got a broken heart to prove it.

And that’s exactly why | need to do this now. “Thank you for the drink,” | say, knowing that honesty is
always the best policy. Out of the corner of my eye, | see Connor grin. “I think you’re a great guy, but
this”—I wave a hand between the two of us—*“isn’t going to happen.”

I don’t give Brad a chance to reply, because giving him that chance also gives him hope ... and there is
no hope. Spinning around, | come face-to-face with Connor. “I’m ready for that drink,” | say. His grin
grows into a breathtaking smile, causing my heart to stutter inside my chest. “Or two.”

Connor grabs my hand, and | snag my drink from the bar. He leads us toward a booth tucked in a
corner where we slide in opposite each other. | glance toward the bar, thankful when | see a busty blonde
sidle up next to Brad. | knew it wouldn’t take him long.

“Hi.” Connor’s smooth voice rolls over me, wrapping me up like a warm blanket.

Turning my attention to Connor, | smile. “Hi.”

“I’m starting to think you’re stalking me.” He smirks before quickly adding, “Which, for the record,
I’m totally cool with.”

“Funny, because I was just thinking the exact same thing.”

“That I’m stalking you or that you’d be totally cool with me stalking you?” Connor’s playful words,
coupled with my alcohol-infused state, cause me to let down my guard.

“Both.” I lean forward, placing my elbows on the table, and Connor mimics my position. His woodsy
scent floats through the air and | take a deep breath, trying to memorize the smell. “Have you changed your
mind?” | ask.

“Funny, | was just thinking the exact same thing,” he says, tossing my words back at me.

Lifting my glass, | take a sip. It’s the only way to keep myself from smiling like a fucking idiot, which
is exactly what | want to do. “So”—I set my glass down—"do you come here often?”

Connor blinks several times, the look on his face telling me he wasn’t expecting me to say that.
Honestly, it isn’t what | wanted to say. What | wanted to say was ‘hell yes, I’ve changed my mind,” but |
knew better. My heart remembers the sharp pain that lanced through it, effectively dlicing it into thousands
of tiny pieces. It remembers the sound of my cries as | begged Tyson to stay, to love me, to choose me.
Worse yet, it knows | don’t have a heart left to give away.

“As a matter of fact, I do come here often. How about you?” he asks, absently peeling at the label on
his beer bottle. “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

“You haven’t,” I confirm, shaking my head. “I moved back a few months ago.”

“So you grew up here in St. Louis?”

“l grew up across the river on the Illinois side, but, yes, this is home.” I’'m reluctant to give him much
more than that because it’ll lead to talking about what brought me home, and that’s something I’m not
ready to discuss. He doesn’t need to know my fianceé walked out on me, and he sure as hell doesn’t need to



know it took me two years to pick myself up from that devastating blow. So instead, | decide to redirect the
conversation. “Are you from—?"

“There you are,” Casey breathes. Sliding into the booth next to me, she pushes a chunk of hair out of
her face. “I was looking everywhere for you.” She glances up and freezes when she sees Connor sitting
across from us. Her eyes widen, a grin playing at the corner of her mouth. “You aren’t Brad, the
firefighter.”

Connor laughs and shakes his head. “Connor, the tattoo artist,” he says, reaching his hand across the
table. She slips her hand in his and this weird twisting sensation takes place inside my chest. | thought | had
gotten rid of that green-eyed monster. Guess | was wrong.

I don’t like them touching.

Why the fuck don’t I like them touching?

My first instinct is to shove Casey out of the booth or accidentally spill my drink in her lap, but |
quickly push the thoughts away because those are things ajealous girlfriend would do.

And | am not a jealous girlfriend. Plus, Casey is my sister...whom | love...dearly.

Hell, I’'m not even a girlfriend.

But I do need to do something because she’s smiling and—shit—now he’s smiling. And they’re still
touching.

Why in the world are they still touching?

“Where’s Mike?” My words are rushed, my voice clipped, but it does the job. Casey releases Connor’s
hand and | sigh inrelief. | should feel better, but | don’t. In fact, now I’m really pissed off at myself for
getting jealous.

“Mike who?”” Casey says, interrupting my thoughts.

“The guy you were just molesting out on the dance floor. Remember him?”

Casey tilts her head to the side, narrowing her eyes. For a split second, I’m certain she sees right
through me. And she might. Not only is she my baby sister, but she’s also my best friend and knows me
better than anyone.

“Oh, right. Mike. He was no one.” She shakes her head and quickly waves me off, returning her
attention to Connor. “So, Connor, how do you know my sister?”

| peek up at Connor. Please say you’re the man who’s going to be spending the night with me, |
silently beg. “You two are sisters?” he asks, motioning toward us.

I nod. “We are.”

“l,” Casey says, pointing toward herself, “am the younger, sweeter, smarter sister. Oomph.” She grunts
when | elbow her in the side and then she giggles. “You still haven’t answered my question, Connor.”

Connor takes a swig of his beer. “I’m her tattoo artist.”

“What?” Connor winces at Casey’s loud screech. I’m used to the sound, having lived with the crazy
broad my whole life. “You have a tattoo?”

“Actually, | have two,” | say proudly, holding up two fingers.

“When did this happen?” she asks, looking from me to Connor and back to me. “And why am 1 just
finding out about it now?”

Connor holds up his hands and slowly shakes his head. “Hey, I’m only responsible for the second one.
I wasn’t the lucky son-of-a-bitch who got to pop that cherry.”

Warmth radiates up my neck, infusing my cheeks, and Connor’s heated gaze slides to mine. To avoid
his penetrating eyes, | look down. My body tingles—literally fucking tingles—under the weight of his
stare.

“I like you,” Casey states. “And you just made my sister blush, which 1’ve never seen. | feel like you
should get some sort of prize for that.”

Lips pursed, I look up. “I’m not blushing.”

“Right,” Casey says, drawing out the word while slowly nodding. A knowing smile slides across her
face. “It’s just hot in here.”



“Itishot in here,” | argue.

Connor clears his throat. “I’m not hot.”

Casey’s head whips around and she points a finger at Connor. “Uh, yes. Yes, you are.” Connor grins at
the compliment.

My head drops and | bury my face in my hands. | love my sister, but her inability to filter what comes
out of her mouth can be a bit annoying. “Go get me a drink,” I mumble, nudging her out of the booth. She
sighs but eventualy givesin.

“Fine, but only because | need a drink.” I look up as Casey turns to Connor. “Do you want another
beer?” she asks.

“That’d be great.” Connor holds up his beer bottle to show her what he’s drinking. “Just put it all on
my tab.”

“Connor, the tattoo artist, you are too kind.” She flashes him a flirty smile and struts—yes, struts—
toward the bar.

Connor nods toward Casey. “I like your sister.”

“You can have her.”

“I heard that,” Casey yells. “And you would miss the hell out of me,” she tosses over her shoulder
before reaching the bar.

I shake my head and mouth ‘no.” Connor’s answering smile is enough to make my insides go all soft
and gooey, something | haven’t experienced in a long time. What | wouldn’t give to feel that every single
day. What I wouldn’t give to know I was the one who put that smile on Connor’s face—the kind of smile
that, if allowed, could mend broken hearts. The kind of smile that could make a girl hope for things she
shouldn’t be hoping for, like white picket fences, blond-haired babies, and the promise of forever. Except...

Forever doesn’t exist.

Forever can be taken away.

Minds can change, and in the blink of an eye, everything you thought you had simply disappears.

Shit.

Why the hell am I thinking about forever? Surely his smile isn’t that potent.

“You can’t smile at me like that,” I whisper. Then | squeeze my eyes shut when | realize | actually said
those words out loud. 1’ve been so good about closing myself off, putting on my armor and shielding
myself from feeling...well, anything.

But Connor is different. He’s a game changer. When I’m around him, I want to rip down all of my
wallsand try.

Try what? I’m not sure. Anything, maybe. Anything other than what I’ve been doing. And it’s not that
| want to try with just anyone, | want to try with him.

“You don’t like it when | smile?” he asks, his husky voice invading my thoughts.

Opening my eyes, | glance up. His eyes are smoldering, begging me to give him what he wants. Who
am | to disappoint? My head is screaming...

Mayday!

Abort!

Look away!

But my heart isn’t listening. “I love it when you smile.”

Connor’s eyes widen and he goes completely still.

Oh, God. Why in the hell did | just say that?

He’s probably confused with all of these mixed signals | keep throwing out. Hell, so am I.

Connor hasn’t said a word and he’s still watching me. I’ve seen that look before. | saw it on Tyson—
several times, in fact—years before he ripped my heart out.

Fix this, Brit.



My eyes drift to the dance floor. | can’t help but feel like 1’d be much safer out there in the midst of all
those gyrating bodies than | am here sitting in this booth, looking into the eyes of this man who sees way
too much. This man who makes me say stupid, stupid things.

Looking at him isn’t an option, because if I look at him, I’ll cave. So I do the only thing | can do—the
only thing that will preserve what willpower | have left.

| ease out of the booth. “I’m going to go dance.”



CHAPTER 3

Connor

What just happened?

“Where the hell is she going?” Scooting into the seat Brittany just vacated, Casey hands me a beer, but
her eyes are locked on her sister’s retreating form.

“I’m an asshole.” A fucking asshole.

Brittany’s blatant honesty caught me off guard and | froze. She had made it clear that she wasn’t into
dating, only meaningless sex. Therefore, | expected her to brush off my question, or at the very least come
up with some sort of sarcastic answer. But the vulnerability on her face when she said she loved my smile
was unmistakable, and it left me at aloss for words.

I had been seconds away from telling her that I’d gladly have meaningless sex with her if the offer still
stood. The need to touch her was growing by the second, and although I would’ve hated myself in the
morning, | was willing to take whatever she would give me.

But then | saw it. The truth behind whatever facade she was putting up was short-lived, but it was all |
needed. | knew right then and there that if I played my cards right, I could break down her walls ... and |
desperately want to break down her walls.

“Most men are,” she mumbles. We both watch as Brittany finds an empty spot on the dance floor and
starts moving her body in perfect rhythm with the music. “But,” she says, turning toward me, “I have a
feeling that you, sir, are a redeemable asshole.”

Choosing not to comment, | take a drink of my beer. | know 1’m not really an asshole, and I can tell by
the tone of Casey’s voice she doesn’t think that either.

“She likes to think she’s made for meaningless sex,” Casey says, confirming what | had begun to
suspect. “But she isn’t. It’s not who she is. She’s been hurt, and this is her way of protecting herself.”

Casey takes asip of her purple concoction. When | open my mouth to respond, she holds up a hand,
signaling me to wait. Lowering her glass to the table, she twirls it between her fingers. “There are two
things you should know about my sister. First,” she says, holding up a finger, “she can’t—and | repeat
cannot—say no to the Cardinals.” I furrow my brows, completely confused as to what the Cardinals have to
do with anything. Before | can ask, Casey quickly continues. “And second, when it comes right down to it,
she will always follow her heart. Now,” she says, sliding from the booth, drink in hand. “That’s all you
need to know to land my sister. What you do with it is completely up to you. But”—she points afinger at
me—"if you break her heart, | will hunt you down and do godawful things to your manhood.” Without a
second glance, she spins on her heel and walks away.

For the second time in a matter of minutes, a woman has rendered me speechless. But this time 1 don’t
let the girl get away. “Why are you helping me?” | ask.

Casey stops mid-step and looks over her shoulder. “Because I love my sister more than anyone else in
this world, and | saw a spark in her eyes tonight that | haven’t seen in over two years. | want to see that
spark every day, Connor.” | have absolutely no idea what to say to that, so | nod. “Now”—Casey gestures
toward the dance floor—*you better go get your girl before some other asshole snags her.” With a quick
wink, she walks away.

Tipping my head back, I drain what’s left of my beer then scoot out from behind the table. | may be an
asshole, but I’m a smart asshole, and she doesn’t have to tell me twice.

I stand up and walk toward the edge of the dance floor. It isn’t big, but you’d never know by the
number of bodies currently inhabiting the small space. It doesn’t take long to locate Brittany, and not



because my eyes are drawn to her like a magnet—which they are—but because she’s the one with men
circling her, waiting to stake their claim.

She’s completely oblivious to the attention she’s getting, and for some reason | find that insanely
attractive. Brittany has a kick-ass body that most women would pay ridiculous amounts of money for, and
she isn’t even using it to get what she could clearly have—what she stated she wants.

Her head istilted back, eyes closed, and when the beat of the song shifts, she tosses a hand up in the
air. Slowly, she lowers her hand, threading her fingers into her straight blonde hair as her hipsroll from
sideto side.

I’ve watched women dance before. Hell, I’ve even had a few lap dances, but nothing compares to
watching this woman dance. It’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen and my cock swells against the confines of
my zipper. Without bothering to hideit, | adjust myself and take a step toward Brittany. The guy next to me
must be thinking the exact same thing because he too takes a step in her direction.

Ain’t fuckin’ happening.

I hold my arm out and it bumps him in the chest. “She’s taken, bro,” I say. His reply is nothing but
muffled noise because | don’t stick around to listen. In three long strides, I’m standing behind Brittany.

Heat from her body isrolling off in waves. She smellslike a mixture of sweat and tropical flowers with
a hint of summer, and it’s hands down the most intoxicating fragrance I’ve ever encountered. Unable to
keep my distance, | step toward her until the front of my body molds against her back. She doesn’t look to
see who it is, but she doesn’t move away either. I’m not sure if that makes me happy or insanely jealous.

Does she know it’s me? Does she feel the same strange sensation in her chest when we’re within arm’s
reach of each other? Or would she dance with just anyone pressed against her backside?

Our bodies move together for several beats, her hips rocking from side to side. Gripping her waist with
my right hand, | pull her body flush with mine. Her ass pushes against my groin and she gasps.

Lowering my mouth to her ear, | whisper, “That’s what you do to me.” Her body shivers at the sound
of my voice, and when her head drops to my chest, | push my hips forward.

Looking down, | see Brittany’s eyes flutter open and then her eyes lock on mine. Her chest rises and
falls with each sharp intake of breath, and that’s when | know she’s just as affected as | am. The music
keeps playing, but our bodies are no longer moving. Everything around us fades away. All of the other
bodies—gone. It’s just this insanely sexy woman and me. | wait patiently for her to make her move and
then, as though the DJ himself knew exactly what we needed, the music shifts and everything changes.

“Ride” by Chase Rice pumps through the speakers. Brittany spins in my arms until her ample chest is
pressed snugly against mine. She regards me quietly for several seconds and then her eyes drop to my
mouth.

Hell yeah.

| slowly run my tongue along my bottom lip, and I’ll be damned if she didn’t just whimper.

“You’re teasing me, Mr. Jackson.” Her words come out all breathy as she drags her gaze to mine.

“Trust me”—I slide my arm around her waist and she comes willingly when | pull her in close—*there
are a lot of things going on right now, but teasing isn’t one of them.”

Brittany closes her eyes. She takes a shuddery breath and blows it out, drawing my attention to her
pouty lips. Without thinking twice, | dip my head until my lips brush hers.



CHAPTER 4

Brittany

Oh my...

We’re kissing.

Connor Jackson’s lips are on mine. It’s not much of a kiss—yet—and it’s already the best kiss I’ve
ever had. If that isn’t a scary fucking thought, then I don’t know what is.

My hands slide up his shirt and | splay my fingers across his broad chest. But instead of pushing him
away—which | had every intention of doing—I curl my fingersinto the soft flannel and hold on for dear
life.

The kissis soft, sweet, and unlike anything | expected from this tatted-up man. A rush of emotions
pulse through my veins, and the need to be closer to Connor, to feel his body against mine, isall-
consuming. Winding my hands around his neck, | tangle my fingersin his hair. A low groan rumbles from
somewhere deep in his chest.

That sound...holy shit that sound. | want to hear it again.

My tongue swipes aong the seam of his lips and he opens up. Tilting my head to the side, | give him
full control and he doesn’t hesitate to take the reins. The fact that we’re making out on a dance floor in the
middle of a crowded bar should bother me. It doesn’t. | don’t care who sees us. In fact, if his tongue keeps
doing that swirly thing it’s doing, I’ll likely let him have his way with me right here and now.

Connor pulls back far too soon. | groan in frustration and the bastard has the nerve to chuckle. Fisting
my hand in his hair, | try to yank his mouth back to mine but he resists. Instead, his hot mouth finds its way
to my neck. Trailing his lips along my jaw, he finds my ear. “I changed my mind,” he whispers.

His words slam into me. There’s no need for Connor to explain or elaborate. | know what he’s
referring to, and it’s exactly what | wanted.

Right?

So why does it feel so wrong? Why do | have this strong urge to get to know him, and why in the
world do I have this strange feeling that one night with him won’t be enough?

I shouldn’t, but I want to know what makes him tick. I want to know what makes him smile, what
makes him angry. | want to know what his favorite color is and what Christmas traditions he treasures
most. | want to know every little thing that will cause him to make that sexy rumble | love so much.

Hope sparks deep in my chest, and it’s that hope that should have me running for the hills. It serves as
areminder of why | made my rule to begin with, which in turn leads me to grabbing Connor’s hand. He
glances at our joined hands and then back at me.

“My place or yours?” | ask. Without waiting for an answer, | all but drag him toward the door. I need
to get this over with in the slowest possible way. Meaning, | need to cherish every second with Connor
because | can’t allow myself to have him after tonight. I’m in too deep...and I don’t even know his middle
name. That alone spells disaster. But I’'m weak and can’t walk away. This thirst | have for him has been
growing since we met in his shop three weeks ago, and tonight I’m going to quench it.

As we approach the door, I glance over my shoulder, expecting to see hesitation on Connor’s face.
There is none. Squaring his shoulders, he smiles confidently, and when | cock a brow, urging him to
answer, he says just one word: “Mine.”

Hell yes, I’m yours...for tonight.

I don’t bother to tell him I only live a couple of miles away, because his place is probably a better
choice. At least thisway | can make a clean break when it’s over.



Connor leads me to his car, and in a matter of seconds we’re speeding away. Pulling my phone out of
my pocket, | check the compartment on the back of my case, ensuring my 1D and credit card are still firmly
in place. Then | shoot Casey a quick text.

Me: Left with Connor. We’re going back to his place. Leave your phone on; you’ll have to come get
me later.

Her reply isamost immediate.

Casey: Good for you. It’s about time your vagina gets a workout.

Me: My vagina gets regular workouts, thank you very much.

Casey: BOB doesn’t count.

| shake my head, smiling. How does she know | have a battery-operated boyfriend? | choose not to
reply to that comment though, because you get Casey started on something and she won’t stop.

Casey: Where does Connor, the tattoo artist, live?

Good question. | look up at the same time Connor makes a left-hand turn. Squinting, | focus on the
street sign to see where exactly we are.

Davenport Way.

Hold up.

Davenport Way?

“You live out here?” | ask as we pass a familiar line of duplexes.

“I do,” he says, turning onto Baylor Hills Drive.

“Nice neighborhood.” Connor drives by yet another familiar street and | shoot off one more text to
Casey.

Me: Not sure I’ll need you to pick me up. I’ll explain in the morning. Be good tonight. Love you.

“Thanks,” he says. I tuck my phone in my pocket and look up as he pulls into a driveway.

No fucking way.

Stepping out of the car, | shut the door and stare at Connor’s duplex. I don’t hear him walk toward me,
but I know he’s there. | can feel him. The hair on my neck stands up any time he gets close, and my heart
starts bouncing around inside my chest as though it’s trying to get his attention.

| take a deep breath. “Are you sure this is what you want?” | ask, giving him an out and secretly
hoping he’ll take it. As much as | want to spend one night—this night—with Connor, | know that one of us
is going to end up getting hurt, and it won’t be me. I won’t let it be me.

Connor’s warm hand wraps around mine. My knees go weak at the soft, unexpected touch. “I won’t
lie. I want nothing more than for you to throw your rules out the window.” | try to remove my hand from
his, but Connor only tightens his grip. “But,” he says, laughing at my weak attempt to get away, “I
understand you have your rules for areason. | wish | knew what that reason was so | could find away to
push past it, but | realize that isn’t what you want and | respect that.”

The wind picks up, blowing a strand of hair in front of my face. Connor drops my hand and brushes the
hair from my eyes. “Ready?” His voice is strained, and a part of me wonders if it’s because he wants this
just as badly as I do or if it’s because he knows he’s making a mistake.

| pause, giving myself the opportunity to walk away, but apparently my feet have a different agenda
Because when Connor grabs my hand and |eads me toward his door, | follow.

With one hand still connected to mine, Connor unlocks his door and pushes it open. We step inside,
and when he walks to the left to flick on the lights, | step further into the open space and toss my phone on
the entryway table.

His homeis gorgeous, and not at al like the bachelor pad | expected. The walls are a deep blue
accented with dark wood trim, and the room is filled with oversized, chocolate-colored furniture. It fits
Connor perfectly, but it’s almost too perfect.

| look closer to find that the mantel is adorned with framed pictures and knickknacks. A vasefilled
with fresh flowers sits on a hutch tucked in the corner. Intricately decorated throw pillows adorn the couch



and a fluffy blue afghan is draped over the arm of the recliner. All of the details indicate a woman’s touch,
but what woman? A sister, a mother, an old girlfriend...a best friend, maybe?

That last thought is like a bucket of ice water being dumped on my head, and I’m reminded why it
doesn’t matter who decorated this place. This is the last time I’ll be here.

Squaring my shoulders, | turn to find Connor standing off to the side, his eyesigniting afire as they
roam over my body. | stalk toward him until his back is pressed against the wall. His gaze drops to my
mouth, but | don’t give him a chance to think, let alone react. | seal my lips over his and our tongues
collide, instantly dueling for power. Sliding, pushing, and sucking, neither of usiswilling to give up
control.

Connor tastes like pure fucking heaven.

Connor shouldn’t taste like pure fucking heaven.

Tearing my lips away from his, | slide them across his jaw. Dragging my mouth to hisear, | nip at it
playfully before sucking the soft flesh into my mouth. “Bedroom. Now,” | whisper.

Strong arms wrap around my waist and lift me off the ground. As he takes off down the hall, I lock my
ankles behind his back then claim his mouth in a heated kiss. He growlsin response, and before | know it
I’m wedged between the wall and a rock hard body with Connor’s erection cradled between my thighs.
Tilting my hips, | grind against him.

He pulls his lips from mine. “You’re killing me,” he says, trailing his mouth down the side of my neck.
The sound of his gravelly voice shoots straight to my clit, and | push against him harder, trying to ease the
ache.

“Easy,” he murmurs. “We’ve got all night.”

The scruff on his face scrapes against the sensitive skin of my neck when he talks, and it’s like nothing
I’ve ever felt before. More. | want more.

I open my mouth to tell him I can’t wait—that | want him right here, right now. But then he pulls the
front of my shirt down, exposing my white lace bra, and all thoughts flee from my brain.

“That’s sexy as hell, but | want what’s underneath,” he says, tugging the bra down as well. My breasts
pop out and he places open-mouthed kisses around one of my nipples, then blows lightly. My nipple
tightens and Connor grins before bringing his lips back to my breast and devouring it. The sight provesto
be too much and | drop my head back against the wall, thrusting my chest into his face. He laves one breast
and then moves on to the next, al the while torturing me with slow circular motions and tiny nips.

Against my belly his erection grows, along with my desire to touch him. Dipping my hand between our
bodies, | flick the button of hisjeans open and lower the zipper. Connor releases my nipple with awet pop,
and keeping me anchored against the wall, he pulls his hips back enough for me to shove his pants down.
Rock solid and throbbing, his erection bobs heavily between us and | wrap my fingers around his length
and stroke several times. Pushing his body flush against mine, Connor drops his face to the crook of my
neck. He pumps his hips, thrusting himself into my hand. We’re both panting as our bodies fight to get
closer, desperate for some sort of release.

“Fuck,” he growls, sinking his teeth into the side of my neck.

| had no ideathat giving a guy a hand job could be so erotic. Then again, | guess it isn’t what I’m
doing...it’s who I’m doing it to. Connor’s warm breath against my neck and the grunts that keep rumbling
from his chest tell me he’s close, but I don’t want him to get off in my hand.

| release my grip on his cock. Looking up, he furrows his brows, then reluctantly lets go of my legs
and | lower them to the ground. Warm hands wrap around my upper arms, steadying me until | find my
balance. When I’ve regained some control, | nudge Connor across the hall until his back meets the opposite
wall. My fingerstrail up hisshirt and | slowly work my way back down, undoing each button as | go. The
soft flannel falls open and | can’t help it—I have to get a better look at this crazy beautiful man.

Smoothing my hands over the hard plane of his abdomen, | sweep them up his chest, pushing his shirt
off in the process. My eyes are drawn to an intricate tattoo etched across the left side of hisribs. Bending at
the knees, | take a closer look. It’s a detailed tribal cross with a set of angel wings coming out from behind



it. My fingers skate across his skin, following the black lines. Connor shivers, goose bumps breaking out
across his body under the touch of my hand. His eyes follow my every movement as he allows me to
explore his body.

Pressing my lips against his skin, | place akiss to the center of the cross and then slowly drag my
mouth across his chest, stopping to tease each of his nipples before kissing a path down his stomach. My
tongue flicks out, outlining the chiseled lines of his abs before tracing along that sexy V that |eads straight
to the good. Then | slowly drop to my knees.

“Brittany.” His voice sounds tortured when my name falls from his lips. Connor sinks his fingers into
my hair, and the closer my mouth gets to his cock, the tighter his grip gets. The muscles of his stomach
tighten beneath my touch, and I revel in the knowledge that I’m affecting him this way.

The weight of Connor’s stare is heavy against my head, and | want nothing more than to look up. But |
can’t—at least not yet. Instead, | finally give in to what we both want. Wrapping my fingers around his
hard length, | pump him several times, giving adight twist of my wrist as| do.

A jumbled mess of words emanates from Connor, but | can’t make out what he’s saying. My heart is
thumping loudly in my ears and pure, hot desire is pulsing through my veins.

Running my thumb along the head of his cock, | rub at the bead of cum that has formed on thetip
before | flick out my tongue to taste it.

“Shit,” Connor grinds out. He’s losing control—I can hear it in his voice. And if that isn’t the best
damn feeling, then | don’t know what is.

Slipping the head of his cock inside my mouth, | push my tongue against the underside of his shaft and
take him deep into my mouth.

“Ah, fuck,” he groans. The words are followed by a loud thud, and I finally allow myself to look up.

Connor’s head is against the wall and he looks sexy as hell. His eyes are squeezed tightly shut, and |
watch for severa seconds as his chest heaves with each breath he takes. Sucking hard, | work him faster
and deeper. He grows impossibly large inside my mouth, and his abs flex with each pump of my hand. The
sight of him losing control is almost too much, causing a strangled moan to rip from my throat.

His eyelids flutter open and Connor looks down under a hooded gaze. “Deeper,” he demands. “Take
more of me.”

What woman in her right mind could ever say no to that? Sure as hell not this woman.

Curling my lips around my teeth, | push deeper. His cock bottoms out at the back of my throat and
Connor grunts. “Fuck yeah. Just like that.” His words send a surge of heat straight to my pussy and | close
my thighs as best | can.

A few strands of my hair fall forward, blocking my view of his gorgeous face, and he reaches out to
sweep the strands to the side. With one hand buried in my hair and the other cupping my cheek, he watches
me take him over and over into my mouth.

“Sexiest thing I’ve ever seen,” he rasps. “Watching your sweet little mouth take my cock like that...”
His eyes close as his words trail off and I silently beg him to continue. I’ve never been one for dirty talk,
but from him | loveit.

The silence is filled with soft moans, and then Connor’s entire body jerks and his eyes pop open.
Dropping his hand from my cheek, he links his fingers at the back of my head, urging me to pick up the
pace as his hips thrust forward.

“I’m not gonna last,” he says, gritting his teeth.

I can’t remember the last time | actually watched a man lose himself to the pleasure of awoman.
Honestly, it’s not something | ever gave much thought to, but I want to watch this man. | want to watch as
Connor surrenders himself to my mouth—to me.

His body goes rigid beneath the weight of my hands and his grip on my head |oosens, presumably
giving me the opportunity to pull back.

No way in hell.



My cheeks hollow, my tongue pushing his cock against the roof of my mouth as | suck long and hard.
With a string of incoherent words, Connor finaly lets go and | suck him dry, savoring every last drop he
has to offer.



CHAPTER 5

Brittany

Connor pulls me up off the floor. One hand pressed against the small of my back, the other cradling
my head, he hauls me in close. Then he smiles, slow and sexy. “What am | going to do with you?” he asks,
sealing hislips over mine.

Unlike the last kiss, this one isn’t hurried. It’s slow, methodical, and utterly intoxicating. Skimming my
hands up his arms, | tangle them in his hair. I’ve never been with a man whose hair is long, but I’m finding
it incredibly inviting. Plus, it’ll give me something to hold onto when he has his head buried between my
thighs.

Hell, Connor’s hair isn’t the only thing that sets him apart. My previous conquests have been perfectly
groomed, suit or scrub-wearing types that wouldn’t dream of having a tattoo, much less a body covered in
them. Maybe that’s where | was going wrong with men. Maybe all along I just needed someone more like
Connor.

What the hell am | talking about?

I don’t need a man. | have a hard enough time keeping myself in check, let alone having to worry
about a man.

This is all Connor’s fault. If it weren’t for his seductive mouth, | wouldn’t be having these crazy
thoughts. Damn hislips for being so hypnotizing.

Giving hishair a tug, I pull Connor’s head back. His eyelids bob heavily several times. “Bedroom,” |
say, my lips brushing his. “I need—" A loud noise rings throughout the house, interrupting me, and I cock
my head to the side. “Is that a house phone? Do you have a landline?” | curl my lips into my mouth, trying
to suppress a smile at the look of disbelief on Connor’s face.

“Yes,” he says chuckling as he pulls his pants up. He leaves them unbuttoned, which I assume is an
invitation to get back into them later. “And don’t you laugh at me. It’s connected to my shop phone so | can
take calls and appointments when I’m home.” | stare blankly at him. “People still have house phones,” he
states firmly.

I shake my head. “Most people don’t have house phones.”

Connor takes a step forward, nudging me back. “Are you making fun of me?” he asks with a sly look
on hisface.

The phone rings one last time before the answering machine picks up. Connor’s voice filters through
the air, but the caller hangs up. And that’s when | start giggling. | can’t help it. Slapping a hand over my
mouth, | fail at trying to hold in my amusement, and the look on Connor’s face does nothing but make me
laugh harder.

“l can’t believe you’re making fun of me.”

Maybe it’s the low level of alcohol still sifting through my body, or perhaps it’s all of the pent-up
emotion I’ve been holding in lately. Or maybe it’s Connor and the way his eyes are softening as he watches
me, but | tip my head back and let out the most unladylike snort known to mankind.

“Did you just snort?”” Connor asks, making me snort again.

“I did.” I gasp, nodding like a damn bobblehead. “I totally snorted.” | take a few deep breaths to calm
myself down. Wiping the tears of laughter from my face, | glance at Connor. Something in his expression
has changed. He’s no longer looking at me like he wants to ravage me, and his face is void of any
amusement. Instead, his eyes are warm and inviting.

The phone starts ringing again, and | point toward the other room. “Do you need to answer that?”

Connor shakes his head. “I don’t care who it is,” he says, taking another step toward me.



“All | care about right now is this beautiful woman standing in front of me.”

Oh.

Oh my.

That was good.

Connor’s eyes rake down my body and then back up again. He looks like a man who isin desperate
need of food, and I’m his next meal. | don’t remember the last time a man looked at me like this, but I want
himto look at me like this al the time.

But he can’t if you don’t give him a chance.

And just like that, my resolve crumbles. Because as much as | hate to break my own rules, | hate the
thought of never seeing Connor again even more. The thought of |etting my own fears keep me from what
could potentially be something great makes my stomach roll. Plus, if any man isworth taking that chance
on, it has to be this man. The one | can’t stop thinking about, and the one who makes me wish for things 1’d
long ago given up on.

And let’s not forget the butterflies.

A big, huge swarm of them that take flight every single time he looks at me.

I haven’t felt that ... ever.

Two yearsislong enough, so | decide to go with my gut—or maybe it’s my heart. Right now I think
they’re working together, plotting against me. Damn conspirators.

Swallowing hard past the lump in my throat, | say the words before I chicken out. “I change my mind,”
| whisper.

Connor’s eyes widen, and in a flash I’m scooped up in his arms. But instead of walking down the hall
toward where | imagine the bedroom would be, he walks into the living room. Sitting down on the couch,
Connor settles me on his lap. | straddle his hips and bring my hands to the front of his shirt.

“This isn’t the bedroom,” | state, leaning forward to place a kiss on his plump lips.

Connor alows me to have my way with his mouth, and when | finally pull back to take a breath, he
chuckles. “If I would’ve known it’d only take a blow job to get you to change your mind, then | would’ve
obliged at the tattoo shop.”

I slap playfully at his arm. “The blow job had nothing to do with it.” The answering machine kicks on
for the second time and | smile before continuing. “It was all you and that damn smile,” I say, kissing him
again because, well...1 can.

“Connor, the tattoo artist...” Gasping, | slap a hand over my mouth as my sister’s voice fills the room.
“Brittany isn’t answering her phone, or her texts, and | am not happy about it. Did you know your buddy
Todd is an asshole? Because he is. He wouldn’t give me your damn number. Do you know what I had to do
to get him to give me your number?” she asks.

“Who’s Todd?” | whisper, lowering my hand.

“He owns the bar we were at earlier,” Connor answers as Casey continues with her tirade.

“I had to flash him,” Casey scoffs. “Can you believe that? The little shit wouldn’t give me your damn
number until | agreed to flash him. Unbelievable. Anyway,” she says with a yawn, as if flashing Todd was
no big deal. “Brit, if you’re there, | really need you to come home. | locked myself out of the house—" The
answering machine beeps, cutting Casey off mid-sentence. Scooting off Connor’s lap, | grab my phone
from the entryway table and shoot her aquick text.

Me: Betherein one minute.

“I’m so sorry,” | say, straightening my clothes. “But I’ve gotta go.”

Connor stands up, buttons his pants, and smooths out his rumpled shirt. “I’ll take you home,” he says,
grabbing his keys from the hook next to the door.

As much as | hate to leave, this next part should be fun. “You don’t have to take me home, | can walk.
It’s not far.”

“Hell no,” he says, shaking his head. “It’s after midnight. No way am | letting you walk home.”

“It’s really not necess—"



Connor’s big blue eyes fill with uncertainty. “Did you change your mind?” he asks, cutting me off.

“No,” I breathe, shaking my head. “Did you change your mind?”” I’m hoping he’ll say no, because |
wouldn’t bend my rules for just anyone and I really, really like him.

Connor takes a step toward me, wraps me in his arms, and pulls me in close until we’re nose to nose.
“Not even close. Tonight was...”

“Tonight was what?” | ask.

Connor kisses me softly once...twice...and then a third time before pulling back. He licks his lips and
runs the back of his fingers along my cheek. “You taste amazing.”

“Tonight was what?” | ask again. | want to know what he’s thinking, and I need to hear the words.

“It was fucking incredible.” Warm hands cup my cheeks. “l want to do it again. Alot.”

I bust up laughing. “You want a lot more blow jobs?”

“No...well, yes.” He starts laughing, too. “I want more of you. | want to get to know you. Let me take
you out on a real date.”

“An official first date, huh? Where would you take me?”

“Is that a yes?”

“Yes,” | answer. Just knowing I’m going to get to spend more time with Connor causes my chest to fill
with warmth.

“l was thinking maybe—"

My phone beeps with an incoming text, cutting Connor off. “Shit,” | hiss. “I bet that’s Casey.”

Connor releases his hold and | shiver at the loss of his touch.

Casey: It’s been three minutes. Where the hell are you? | have to pee.

“I’ve gotta go.” Bolting for the front door, I yank it open. Connor yells my name as | slip out the door,
down his steps, and jog across the tiny patch of grass before stopping in front of my side of the duplex.
Casey is sitting cross-legged on our porch, her back propped against the door.

“Where the hell did you come fr—?” She stops abruptly, her eyes cutting over my shoulder. Connor
must have followed me. “No fucking way.”

“Way.” | walk up the stairs and nudge Casey with my knee. She pushes up off the concrete, giving me
room to unlock the door. Shoving my key in the lock, | twist it and push the door open. | turn to Casey
before glancing at Connor. She’s standing off to the side, her eyes bouncing between me and the sexy
Adonis, who looks like he’s still trying to figure out what’s going on. She dances in place, squeezing her
legs together.

“We’re gonna talk about this after | go pee.” She rushes into the house, our front door slamming loudly
behind her.

“So,” | say, walking toward Connor. “It turns out | have this really hot neighbor. You should probably
be jealous.”

“Do you walk around naked?” he asks with a cat-ate-the-canary grin. Warm fingers wrap around mine.
He tugs on my hand and | fall forward against his big, hard chest.

“Only when my sister isn’t home.”

“Good to know. Don’t tell your neighbor that or he’ll be dropping by for unexpected visits. You
know”—he shrugs—*“to borrow sugar...and stuff.”

“Sugar?” | scrunch up my nose. “He doesn’t look like the baking type.”

Connor tilts his head to the side and brings his mouth to mine. He kisses me long and slow, only
pulling away when we’re both breathless and fighting for air.

“He is now.” Connor winks and slaps my ass playfully before heading in the direction of his door.
“He’s gonna be baking all the damn time,” he says, laughing, as he disappears into his house.

Well played, Connor. Well played.



CHAPTER 6

Connor

It’s been three days since | left Brittany standing on her front porch. | knew the duplex next to mine
had sold, but 1’ve been working so much lately I never paid attention to whether or not someone had
actually moved in. There’s been an old Grand Prix sitting out front a couple of times and a sleek black
Audi, but I didn’t think much of it. Today, the Grand Prix is gone, but the Audi isn’t, and 1I’m about to find
out if the sexy little car belongsto my sexy little neighbor.

Running afinger over my smartphone, it comesto life, and | shoot her a quick text.

Me: Who drives the black Audi?

Her reply isamost instant.

Brittany: Who isthis?

Me: It’s your really hot neighbor.

Brittany: How did you get my number?

Me: Changed your mind already, huh?

Brittany: Not at all. | was actually wondering when you were going to make your move. Is thisyou
making your move?

And that right there is exactly why I’m so insanely attracted to Brittany. There aren’t many women
who are willing to speak their minds, but she has no problem with it. Smiling to myself, | type out a quick
response.

Me: | actually tried to make my move yesterday. Went over to your place to borrow a cup of sugar, but
Casey said you were working. She gave me your number.

Staring at my phone, | wait for her to reply. A couple of minutes pass and then | internally berate
myself for waiting on a text. “Fuck no,” I mumble to myself.

Flipping onthe TV, | find the sports channel and settle in to watch arecap of last night’s major league
baseball games. The announcers are talking excitedly about the Cardinals win over the Cubs, and as they
debate whether or not the Cards will sweep the series in tonight’s game, I pull out my wallet to check—for
the fifth time—that the tickets are till there.

I’m tucking them away just as a soft tap on the front door catches my attention. | shove my wallet back
in my pocket, walk to the front door, and pull it open. Brittany smiles, revealing two of the cutest damn
dimples I’ve ever seen. How in the world did | miss those before?

“Borrowing sugar from another woman, huh?” she says, clicking her tongue against the roof of her
mouth.

I prop my hip against the doorframe. “Nah, | don’t want another woman’s sugar.”

Brittany’s face lights up. “Good answer, Mr. Jackson. You just earned yourself something swee—"

She doesn’t get the chance to finish her sentence because | yank her into my house and swallow her
words with my mouth.

“Well”—she pulls back and runs a thumb along her bottom lip—*“that was more spicy than sweet, but |
like spicy.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Mmm hmmm.” She nods as | lower my mouth to the side of her neck. “I like it a whole lot.”

“Go out with me tonight,” I whisper.

“Okay,” she says, tilting her head to the side. She brings her hands to my arms and steadies herself.
She tastes so damn good; | can’t help but nip at her shoulder. “If you keep doing that, I’d probably agree to
just about anything.”



“Then maybe I’ll have to do it again tonight after the baseball game.”

“Baseball game?” Brittany squirms and | look up. “Who’s going to a baseball game?”

“We are,” | say, pulling my wallet out once again. “You did agree to go out with me, didn’t you?”

“Yes.” | hand her the tickets and her eyes widen. “Connor,” she breathes out, looking between me and
the two tickets that cost me a small fortune. “These are front row seats.”

“l know.”

She shakes her head. “Not just any front row seats. They’re right behind home plate.”

“We should be able to see everything.”

Brittany’s eyes glisten under the soft light and my gut twists. Is she crying? Did | do something
wrong?

“l can’t believe you did this. How did you...” She snaps her mouth shut, swallows hard, and blinks
several times.

I snatch the tickets from her hands. “We don’t have to go,” | say, desperate to fix whatever the hell |
did to make her cry. “We can do something else, like go catch a movie or have dinner or something.”

“No.” She steals the tickets back. “The game is perfect. It’s exactly what | would’ve picked. It’s just
that...well... no one has ever done something like this for me before.”

I have the intense urge to punch her ex in the nose. What man in his right mind wouldn’t want to spoil
thiswoman? | sure as hell do. Especially when she looks at me with those big, expressive doe eyes—Ilike
sheisright now. “Well, I’m not your normal guy.”

“No,” she whispers. “You’re not.”

“So,” | say, sliding my hand to her waist. “How fast can you get decked out in your Cardinals gear? I’d
like to take you out for lunch before the game.”

“No ballpark food?”” She pushes her plump bottom lip out and it’s too damn enticing. Leaning forward,
| suck the offending piece of flesh into my mouth.

“Definitely ballpark food,” I say, biting gently on her lower lip. “But a light lunch first.”

Brittany pats my chest and steps away. “I’ll be back in ten minutes!”

Spinning on her heel, she runs out of my house. And, if I’m not mistaken, she just took a tiny little
piece of my heart with her.



CHAPTER 7

Connor

“Connor,” she says, nudging my arm. “This is amazing. I’ve never been this close.” The look on her
face is priceless and tugs at something deep in my chest. Brittany’s lips part, a wide smile stretching across
her face.

Casey told me her sister has an addiction to the St. Louis Cardinals, but I don’t think Casey even
knows just how deep that addiction runs. When Brittany showed back up to my house earlier today, she
was wearing ared Cardinals shirt with a matching hat and even dangling Cardinals earrings. But the kicker
was her shoes. Yes, the girl has Cardinals shoes.

Her blonde hair was pulled up in a ponytail and tucked into her Cardinals hat—an incredibly sexy look
on her—and she had her face painted with ared number four proudly displayed across her |eft cheek.

“Oh my gosh, there’s Yadi!”

Who the fuck is Yadi?

My eyesfollow her gaze. Sure enough, there he is—number four. Apparently, Yadi isthe object of my
date’s affection.

“Have you always been a Cardinals fan?” | ask, genuinely interested.

Dragging her eyes back to mine, she nods. “Yep. My dad is a huge baseball fan. He used to bring me
to games all the time, but we sure as hell couldn’t afford seats like these. We were usually in the
nosebleeds. Way up there,” she says, pointing to the top of the stadium. “But that didn’t matter. It was our
thing.”

| wish | had memories like that. Hell, I wish | had a dad. | take that back. I’ve got a dad—
somewhere—but the piece of shit decided drugs were more important than his own kid.

“How about you?” Brittany asks. “How long have you been a fan?”

I tilt my head to the side. “About three days.”

“What?” she asks, crinkling her nose.

“I’ve never been much of a sports fan.” I shrug, leaving out the fact that I didn’t even have a TV to
watch sports until 1 was put into foster care at the age of fifteen. And even then | wasn’t allowed to actually
watch the TV. “When your sister told me how much of a Cardinals fan you were, | decided | should rectify
that.”

Brittany watches me for what feels like hours, her blue eyes churning with emotion. Warm fingers
tangle with mine, and | look down at our joined hands and then back up at her. “I’m not really sure what to
say.”

Leaning over the arm rail, she kisses me gently on the lips. | don’t know what it is, but I’m starting to
think she has a magic mouth. Every time we Kiss, it’s as if nothing else in the world matters but that kiss.
At first | thought it was just a fluke, but I’ll be damned if it doesn’t happen every single time.

Brittany pulls back and my mouth follows hers, begging for more. “You’re getting major points for
this,” she says softly.

“Hmm, I like the sound of that.”

Brittany glances over my shoulder and her eyes light up. “Cotton candy!”

“What?” | ask, caught off guard by the sudden change of subject.

Standing up, Brittany waves down a vendor |loaded down with bags of sugar on a stick. When the
young girl reaches our row, Brittany says, “Two bags, please.”



“Why two bags?” | ask, pulling out my wallet. No way am | letting her pay for a thing today. Brittany
swats at my hand, but I’m taller and my arms are longer. | hand the girl a twenty-dollar bill and she gives
me change, along with two bags of cotton candy.

“Because,” Brittany says, grabbing the pink one from my hand, leaving me with the blue. “I don’t
share well and you’ll undoubtedly want a bite of mine. This eliminates that problem.”

Chuckling, 1 open up my bag and pull off a chunk. “Well, aren’t you a smart cookie?” | say, popping
the bite in my mouth.

“l am a doctor, you know.” She gives me a smug smile then tosses a bite into her mouth.

My jaw nearly hits the floor. She’s a fucking doctor? What in the hell would a doctor see in me? I’m
not at all ashamed of what I do for a living, and I’m certainly not living paycheck to paycheck, but still...
“You’re a doctor? How did | not know this?”

Wrapping her lips around her thumb, Brittany sucks the sticky flesh into her mouth. My eyes follow
the movement, and my blood starts pumping to places that have no need for it at the moment. Now if we
weren’t in the middle of a crowded stadium...

| shift in my seat as Brittany slowly drags her thumb out of her mouth. “Did you like that?” she asks,
sounding coy. The little minx.

“Hell yes, I like it. Now answer my question.”

“I forgot what it was.” Her eyes drift to my mouth and | bend my head to capture her gaze.

“l didn’t know you were a doctor.”

She smiles. “You never asked. Plus, this is only our first date so there are lots of things about me you
don’t know.”

“Tell me something.”

“Okay,” she says, pushing up from her seat. Looking around, I notice everyone around us is also
standing, so | follow suit. “I get a little crazy at Cardinals games.”

“Like how crazy?” | ask.

Brittany turns her attention to the field, where the players are starting to take their positions, and starts
clapping along with everyone else. “Crazy enough that | feel like I should apologize now for my behavior.”
She winks, not taking her eyes off the field.

“Come on, you can’t be that bad.”

* % % %

Holy shit, she can be that bad.

It’s the bottom of the fourth inning and the crowd roars, heckling the umpire. Brittany jumps from her
chair and pushes her face against the screen that’s separating our seats from the field. “You’ve gotta be
freakin’ kidding me!” she yells. “That’s the worst call I’ve seen all year. Did you even see that ball—?”

Spinning around, the umpire glares at Brittany, and | slap a hand over her mouth. She continues to
scream, but at least this way it’s muffled and won’t get us kicked out of the ballpark.

| hope.

I press my lips to her ears. “Shh. You’ve got to calm down,” | say, fighting back laughter. Turns out
Brittany is a little spitfire, and 1’d be lying if | said it wasn’t a huge turn-on.

Wiggling from my hold, she opens her mouth, no doubt to tell me where to shove my words, but she
doesn’t get a chance. | slam my mouth against hers and push my tongue inside for a searing kiss. Then, just
asfast, | pull away.

Brittany stumbles backward, looking a bit stunned.

“Am | forgiven?” | ask, stifling a smile when someone behind us hollers for us to get a room. Brittany
nods and lowers herself into her seat. “Good, because I’d hate to—"

“Strike three!” the umpire yells, signaling an out for Brittany’s boy, Yadi.

Oh shit.



“What?” In a split second, she’s pressed against the screen.

Again.

“Come on, Blue!” She tosses her hands up in the air. “Are you even paying attention over there? Pull
your head outta your ass!”

The bear of aman that was sitting next to Brittany joins her at the netting, mimicking her displeasure,
then they high-five each other. The umpire turns around and points a finger at Brittany and her accomplice.

“I’ve got her,” | say, wrapping an arm around her stomach. She struggles when 1 lift her up and settle
her in my lap. At least thisway | can keep afirm grip on her. Brittany continues to bounce around, trying to
break free, before finaly giving up.

I realize in this moment that 1 won’t let her go. Not now—maybe not ever.

“You do know we’re winning, right?” | ask.

“That doesn’t matter.” Brittany crosses her arms over her chest. The movement causes her shirt to rise,
revealing a hint of skin above the waistline of her jeans. “It’s the principle! That was clearly a ball, which
would’ve been ball four, which would’ve been a walk for Yadi. With the bases loaded, Wainwright
would’ve walked into home and Carpenter was up to bat. Do you know what Carpenter could’ve done with
the bases loaded?”

“No.” And to be honest, I don’t care. Right now, the only thing I care about is the creamy skin playing
peekaboo above Brittany’s waistband. My arm is already wrapped around her stomach, so | slip my fingers
under the hem of her shirt, praying that she doesn’t ram an elbow into my gut. When | stroke the soft skin
with my thumb, she shivers but doesn’t pull away. “What could Carpenter have done?” | ask.

Glancing over her shoulder, Brittany looks at me and furrows her brow. “Huh?”

I chuckle and bury my face in her back. She’s so damn cute. “You asked me if | knew what Carpenter
could do with the bases loaded.”

“I did? Oh, right, I did.” She shakes her head and turns back around, mumbling something that sounds
an awful lot like ‘I can’t think straight when you touch me.’

“What was that?” | ask, wanting to make sure | heard her right. She may not like that she can’t think
straight when | touch her, but | sure as hell do.

“Nothing.” She sighs. “I didn’t say anything.”

The next few innings go by without incident. All too soon it’s the seventh inning and everyone is, in
fact, standing to stretch. Pressing my lips to Brittany’s neck, I whisper, “I’m proud of you. You went three
innings without calling the umpire an asshole or a jackass.”

“Thank you,” she says. | loosen my hold around her waist and we stand up. Puffing out her chest,
Brittany raises her arms and stretches like a cat. “I feel like | deserve some sort of prize or something.”

“A prize, huh?” Funny, because being here with Brittany, | feel like | won some sort of prize.

She nods.

Grabbing my beer from the cup holder, I tilt my head back and take a swig. “Name it and it’s yours.”

She smiles like the Cheshire Cat. “Anything?”

“Anything.” I’m secretly hoping that whatever she asks for involves the two of us getting naked.

“Nachos,” she states firmly. Nachos?

“| said you can have anything you want, and you choose nachos?”

Tossing her head back, Brittany lets out a deep, throaty laugh that travels straight to my dick, stroking
it several times. This woman is going to be the death of me. No woman’s laugh should be able to make a
man feel that.

“But I’m hungry,” she says, slipping her hand in mine. | follow behind her as she leads us toward the
main aisle then weaves through the crowd, presumably in search of a food stand. “How can you be hungry?
You had lunch, cotton candy, a jumbo hot dog, and half of my pretzel.”

“What can | say?” She shrugs, not stopping in her quest for nachos. “I love ballpark food.”



CHAPTER 8

Brittany

“Connor?” My stomach rolls, and when he doesn’t answer or look at me, | tap his arm. “Connor?”

The crowd goeswild and it pains meto say | have absolutely no idea what just happened. Connor
jumps up, fist pumping the air, and despite my ever-growing nausea, | love that he’s enjoying the game.

I nudge him one more time. “Connor?”

“Sorry. That was intense,” he says excitedly. Dropping onto his seat, he looks over at me, and
immediately his brows dip low. “Are you okay?” he asks, pressing the back of his hand against my
forehead. “You don’t look so good.”

Closing my eyes, | swallow past the burning in my throat. “I hate ballpark food,” I grumble.

“Shit,” he hisses, and suddenly the empty nacho tray is no longer in my hands. | open my eyes to see
Connor looking around us frantically. “Are you going to get sick? Do they have barf bags around here
somewhere?”

“No.” | start to chuckle but my stomach clenches tight, so I bend over in pain instead. “Can we go
home?”

“Yes,” he says, grabbing at my purse and foam finger, which | insisted on buying earlier. “Can you
walk or do | need to carry you?”

“I can walk.” Ever so slowly, | stand up and follow Connor to the aisle. As we start up the stairs, he
wraps an arm around my shoulders, bearing the mgjority of my weight. My stomach churns with each step
we take toward the stadium’s exit. When warm saliva fills my mouth, I run for the nearest trashcan and
bend over as my stomach heaves. Pain rips up my throat as | lose every single thing | ate today.

A warm hand lands on my back and begins rubbing big, slow circles. Connor uses his other hand to
hold my ponytail out of the way. He doesn’t move or say a word, but he doesn’t have to. His actions today
speak so much louder than words. Tears burn my eyes at his kind gesture, making me grateful that | have
the throwing up to mask my sudden emotional response.

My stomach finally settles. Straightening my back, | offer Connor a sad smile. He searches my face for
a second before draping the strap of my purse over his shoulder. He pulls the foam finger from under his
arm, hands it to me, and then scoops me up. “I don’t like seeing you sick,” he mumbles, taking off toward
the car.

“l can walk,” I say meekly. Dropping my head to his shoulder, I silently pray that he doesn’t put me
down.

“I know you can.” Connor tightens his hold on me. I may not feel the best, but I’m still able to
appreciate his big, strong arms wrapped around me. It’s nice being taken care of for a change.

And for thefirst timein along time, | feel safe and content in the arms of a man. It’s as if | saw him in
the tattoo parlor and my heart said, ‘oh, there you are.” That’s a scary thought considering this is our first
official date, so | try not to dwell on it and just enjoy the ssimplicity of the moment.

* % % %

“Come on, pretty girl,” Connor says, gently retrieving me from the front seat of his car. My eyes fly
open as he cradles me against his chest.

“Did I fall asleep?” | ask, stifling a yawn.

“Yep, and just so you know, you snore.” Connor Kisses the side of my head. | squirm to get down, but
he doesn’t relent. “It’s okay, | found it kind of cute.”



“l don’t snore,” | scoff, wiggling again. “Do you have a thing for holding women or what?”

“Not women,” he says, walking toward my door. “Just you. It turns out | have athing for holding you.
Don’t ask me,” he says, shrugging. “I can’t figure it out either.”

Damn he’s good.

S0, so good.

The front door flies open as soon as we hit the welcome mat. Casey shakes her head, making a tsking
sound. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“You have?” Connor asks, sounding confused.

“Yep,” she says, popping the P. “She does this every single time. The woman doesn’t know when to
stop. Actually,” she says, motioning for Connor to walk inside, “I’m thinking of finding some sort of
ballpark food addiction group she can join.”

Connor sets me on my feet but keeps a hand settled on my lower back. “Ha, ha. Very funny.” Plopping
down on the couch, I glare at Casey. “Now, quit making fun of the sick girl. It isn’t nice.”

Casey purses her lips, failing miserably at trying to hide her smile. “You aren’t sick, you just ate too
much. Big difference.”

I roll my eyes and Connor laughs. “You did eat a ton.” Sticking my bottom lip out, I give him my best
pouty look. He bends down and kisses my forehead. “Want me to stay for a while?” he whispers, his eyes
flitting to Casey and then back to me.

“No.” I groan. Grabbing the afghan off the back of the couch, I drape it over myself. “She’s right, this
happens all the time. I’ll be miserable for a few hours, but I’ll be okay. No sense in you hanging around.
Plus, it’s getting late.”

“Are you sure? | really don’t mind,” he says, tucking the edges of the blanket around my shoulders.

The gesture is so damn sweet it makes my teeth ache. Fisting my hand in the front of his shirt, | pull
him toward me. “If I didn’t have vomit breath, I’d kiss the hell out of you right now.”

Connor flashes me his pearly whites. “Oh yeah? Can | get a rain check?”

“I’ll give you something better than a rain check.”

“Oh, good Lord.” Casey huffs and walks out of the room. “Now I’m going to vomit.”

Connor and I both laugh, keeping our gazes locked on each other. “Thank you for today,” I tell him
sincerely. “It was the best first date in the history of first dates.”

“I’m glad you had fun. Next time I’ll know to limit your consumption of food though.” Connor bends
down a little bit lower. Instinctively, I pull back because I really do have rank breath. “And just so you’re
prepared, the next time I’m leaning over you on a couch, it’ll be for completely different reasons.”

If I had been standing, | would’ve fallen, because Connor’s mention of ‘next time’ made my knees go
weak. And now | really want to know what those “different reasons’ will be. “Are you busy tomorrow
night?”

“No.” Connor grins. “But even if | was, 1I’d break my plans.” He kisses my forehead once more before
heading out the door.

“Where’s he going?” Casey asks, walking back into the room.

“Home.” Rolling over, I curl in a ball, doing my best to calm the tornado swirling around inside my
stomach.

Casey stops in front of me and holds out her hand. “I thought some Tums might make you feel better.”

“Thanks.” | take the two pink tablets from my sister and chew them up.

Casey sits in the recliner next to the couch. “So, other than you eating way too much food and making
yourself sick, how was your date?”

“It was really great.”

“Wow,” she says, pulling one of her legs to her chest. “Not just great, but really great.” | swallow hard
and Casey quickly sits up. “Are you going to get sick?”

“No.” Closing my eyes, | shake my head. “I already did that. In front of Connor. Not my finest
moment, let me tell ya.”



“Oh shit,” she says, laughing. Opening my eyes, | pin her with a glare. “What? It was your own fault.
You’ve been doing it for years. You should know when to stop by now.”

“I know,” | grumble. The insane amount of fullness | felt in my stomach earlier finally starts to
subside, and | feel like I can actually breathe again. “I’ll try not to screw things up next time.”

“Will there be a next time?”

Taking a deep breath, I let it out slowly. “Yes.” Casey’s eyes widen. Even I’m surprised at how easily
that word fell from my lips. The past two years haven’t been easy for me, and actually going out on a
date—Iet alone agreeing to a second one—is huge.

“Good.” The smile on Casey’s face is genuine. “I’m happy for you. If anyone deserves to be happy,
it’s you. Just promise me something.”

“What?” | ask skeptically.

“Promise me that you’ll be honest. Whatever your feelings, good or bad, just be honest. Don’t run
away from them.”

It’s really quite scary how well she knows me.

| blink several times, pulling my bottom lip in between my teeth. Casey cocks her head to the side,
waiting for me to consent. “I promise.”

“Good.” She pushes up from the chair. “Do you need anything? Because | think I’m going to hit the

sack.”

“No, I’m good. I’m just going to lie here until my stomach feels better, and then 1’m going to go to bed
too.”

“Good night.” Casey turns toward the hall, but I stop her before she can get too far.

“Hey, Case?”

She spins around, covering a yawn with her hand. “Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For tipping him off about my love for the Cardinals. I still can’t believe he got us front row seats.”

Casey puffs out her chest. “Well, | can’t take credit for the front row seats, but I’ll definitely take credit
for clueing him in. You can pay me back by naming your firstborn child after me.”

“Yeah, right. One of you in my life is enough.”

“Whatever.” Twisting around, she flings her long, dark hair over her shoulder. “I’m fabulous and you
know it.”

Casey disappears around the corner and | close my eyes, deciding that maybe some sleep is the best
thing for me right now. Only when | close my eyes, sleep doesn’t come. Instead, all I see is Connor and his
big chiseled body covering my own.

Screw it, who needs sleep anyway.



CHAPTER 9

Brittany

The clock dings—again—and | silently berate my mother for giving me the damn thing. Don’t get me
wrong, | love the antique clock. It was passed down from my grandmother to my mother, and then to me.
But right now it’s pissing me the hell off. According to my family heirloom, it’s now two o’clock in the
morning and I’ve spent the last four hours thinking. And for me, thinking isn’t good, because I tend to
overthink, which is exactly what I’ve done tonight. Connor’s laugh, his smile, his touch—he’s consuming
me. I’m finding myself obsessing over what it would be like to become attached to all of those things, only
to have them ripped away. Honestly, I’m not sure | could handle going through something like that again.
Then again, he wouldn’t do that to me...but he could.

What the hell iswrong with me?

Flinging my legs over the edge of the couch, | rub absently at my heavy lids. Connor’s told me that he
doesn’t do meaningless sex, but he never said he does long-term rel ationships either.

Shit.

My own thoughts cause my breath to hitch in my throat. What if I’m ready to give up my rogue ways
at the chance for something more but Connor changed his mind? What if he saw my brand of crazy tonight
and decided to cut hislosses and run?

Adrenaline pumps through veins, my body vibrating with uncertainty. The need to see him—to talk to
him—is overwhelming, and before | know what’s happening, I’m heading toward the door. Thank God he
lives close.

Scurrying across the yard, | hop up the steps. His lights are off. Biting nervously at my lip, | try to
decide whether or not | should just turn around.

Thisiscrazy.

Running a hand through my hair, | spin around to head back home. | make it two steps and then
Casey’s words slam into me like a freight train. Promise me that you’ll be honest. Whatever your feelings,
good or bad, just be honest. Don’t run away from them.

Damn it. She’s right. | hate it when she’s right.

If I go home now, I’ll most likely talk myself out of whatever this is with Connor. And I really, really
don’t want to do that.

Twirling back around, | take two measured steps, along with a deep breath. | tap the door lightly and
then step back. My stomach is twisting in knots, and this time it has nothing to do with my overindulgence
of ballpark food and everything to do with Connor.

A couple of seconds pass with no answer. | knock again, alittle bit louder this time, and turn around to
double-check that his car is still in the driveway. Just then the door flings open, and the sight in front of me
causes my heart to go from a steady trot to a full-on gallop.

Connor rubs lazily at his sleep-ridden eyes. His shirt is gone, leaving me with the ridiculously sexy
view of his defined stomach, that perfect little V | had so much fun with the other night, and lines upon
lines of atattoo that | want to examine more closely. Shorts hang low on his hips and my eyes are drawn to
his erection straining against the gauzy material.

Interesting. | thought men got morning wood. | guess, technically, it isthe morning.

Connor clears his throat. “Are you okay?” he asks.

My lady bitstingle at the sound of his scratchy voice and | glance up, meeting his gaze. He looks so
rumpled, and atiny piece of me feels bad for waking him up.



I shake my head. “No.” Connor’s droopy eyelids open wide and he yanks me into his house. He pushes
the door shut behind me and then large, warm hands roam over my body. It takes me a second to realize
what he’s doing. Chuckling, I pull back. “Yes. I mean, yes. Physically, I’'m okay.”

“Thank God.” Connor sighs, pressing a hand to the center of his chest. “I hated leaving you earlier, and
I thought about you for hours before | finally fell asleep.”

His words knock the breath right out of me. My heart swells inside my chest, clogging my throat.
Swallowing hard, | push past the rush of emotions. “You did?”

*“Yes.” He runs a hand through his shaggy hair. “And then you show up and tell me that you’re not
okay. Y ou scared the hell out of me there for a second.”

“I’m sorry,” | say quietly, trying to find the words for what I really want to say—for what brought me
to his door in the middle of the night. Sucking my bottom lip into my mouth, | look down at my sock-
covered feet.

Connor takes a step forward and his bare feet come into view. Placing afinger under my chin, hetilts
my face upward and our eyes meet. “What’s going on?” he asks, concern filling his voice.

He lowers his hand, and | catch it on the way down, entwining our fingers. His thumb rubs along the
palm of my hand, quickly putting me at ease. “Please tell me you feel this,” I say, my words rushing out.
“Because | feel it. | can’t explain it, but it terrifies me.” | continue, leaving out why it terrifies me, because
it feels good to get it out. “And 1’d feel a whole heck of a lot better if | knew you felt it, too.”

Cupping my face in his hands, Connor pulls me in close. His sweet breath fans across my cheeks. “I
feel it, too,” he whispers, his big blue eyes flitting between mine. “But why are you scared?”

“I’m not a long-term kind of girl,” I blurt. My eyes fill with tears, but I quickly blink them away. “I’m
not even a right now kind of girl.”

Connor grins. “Then what kind of girl are you?”

“I have no freaking clue.”

Brushing his thumb along my bottom lip, Connor searches my face. “You’ve been hurt.” I’'m not sure
if he’s stating a fact or asking me a question, but I nod anyway. One of those pesky tears that had been
threatening to break free finally does, and Connor catches it with his thumb. “Let me tell you what I think,”
he says, holding my gaze. “You’ve been burned one too many times. Shutting yourself off was easier than
trying again, and now you’re scared.”

My throat feels thick. The familiar burning in my nose signals an onslaught of tears. Despite my best
attempt, I’m unable to hold them in any longer.

“Here’s the thing.” He swipes a finger under my eyes before continuing. “Whoever hurt you is a prick.
He has absolutely no ideawhat he lost or gave up. But | see you,” he says, bringing my face even closer.
“You’re incredibly strong, independent, funny, and tenacious. I adore all of those things about you. But
you’ve also got this gentle side that I think most people don’t see, and that’s what | want to explore.”

Soft lips descend on mine before moving from one cheek to the other as he kisses away my tears. With
each press of hislips against my skin, the shattered pieces of my heart are slowly put back together. |
realize some of the edges may be jagged and it’ll take time to smooth them out, but I’m hopeful this man
will bethe oneto doit.

“| can assure you that if you step out of the box you’ve holed yourself up in, you won’t regret it. This
chemistry between us,” he says, waving a hand between our bodies, *“is nothing I’ve ever felt before. | have
no idea what it means or what all of this will amount to, but I want to find out.” Connor drops his forehead
to mine. “I promise you that | won’t hurt you.”

“I’m not worried that you’ll hurt me.” My voice is shaky. Taking a deep breath, | try to regain some
sort of composure.

Connor furrows his brow. “Then what are you worried about?”

“That I’ll hurt you.” Lifting my hands, | wrap my fingers around each of Connor’s wrists.

“How about you let me worry about that.”

“But—"



“Nope.” Connor presses a finger to my lips. “You already told me you were giving this a chance, and
I’m holding you to it. This is happening.”

I sigh and Connor drops his finger from my mouth. “Okay,” | breathe, giving him control.

Connor’s smile is blinding. “Okay.”



CHAPTER 10

Connor

Thisgirl.

She fucking kills me.

Grabbing Brittany’s hand, I lead her toward my bedroom. Thank God she follows behind without
question, because there is no way in hell 1’d be able to let her go tonight. Pulling back the covers of what
has always been the empty side of my bed, | motion for her to climb in.

“Umm...with my clothes on?” she asks, looking a little unsure.

“Yes,” | say, chuckling. “With your clothes on.”

She dlips between the covers like agood girl. | pull them up to her chest, then walk around the bed, and
dlide in next to her. Situating the pillow under my head, | lie on my back.

“Come here,” | say, holding out my arm. She doesn’t hesitate. Her lithe body cuddles up next to mine.
Curling herself into the crook of my arm, she rests her head on my chest. | tangle my fingers with hers and
bring her arm across my stomach. Perfect.

“What’s your favorite color?”

Propping her chin on my chest, she examines me. “You brought me to bed so you could ask me what
my favorite color is?”

“Oh no,” I counter. “I also want to know how you take your coffee in the morning, what your favorite
food is, what types of books you prefer, your favorite childhood memory, where your other tattoo is... The
list goes on and on, so we could be up all night if you don’t cooperate.”

Brittany’s eyes twinkle with what I can only describe as pure happiness. “Okay.” She nods, resting her
head back down on my chest. “Purple. I don’t drink coffee. Pizza, but it has to be Chicago style. Romance.
Cuddling with my mom at night. And,” she says, dragging the word out, “you’ll have to find it yourself.”

“Wow.” | laugh, amazed she remembered the order in which I said everything. “I’m impressed. And
trust me”—ubringing her hand to my lips, | pepper kisses across her knuckles—*“1 have every intention of
finding that tattoo.”

She doesn’t look up, but I feel her smile against my skin. “What about you? Same questions,” she says.

“Hmmm.” Closing my eyes, | try to remember everything | asked her. “Red. Black with one scoop of
sugar. Lasagna. Thrillers, but I’m open to this ‘romance’ that you speak of as long as we get to try out what
we read.” A burst of laughter rips from Brittany’s chest. The exact reaction | was hoping for. “Listening to
music with my best friend, Logan. Also, I have a ton of tattoos you’re more than welcome to explore any
time you please.”

I open my eyes to find Brittany watching me. “Your favorite childhood memory is of listening to
music with your best friend?”

Shit.

“Itis.” | take a deep breath, preparing myself for what | suspect will be her next question.

“What’s your favorite memory of your parents or your family? Speaking of family, do you have any
brothers or sisters?”

And thereitis.

“The majority of my childhood memories involving my parents aren’t good.”

Brittany’s eyes soften, but she isn’t looking at me with pity. “I’m sorry to hear that.” She looks across
the room, worrying her bottom lip between her teeth.

“What is it?” | already know what she wants to ask; it’s the same thing everybody else wants to ask.
People always want to know why my childhood was shitty. They want the nitty-gritty details. I’m not



ashamed of my past—I’ve worked too damn hard to move away from it—>but | also don’t necessarily like
talking about it. To other people, that is. For some reason, | want Brittany to ask me. | want her to know.

“Is it too soon for me to ask what happened?”

“You can ask me anything you want.” The words don’t surprise me. With her, | seem to be an open
book. “My parents were druggies. Mom ran out on us when | was six. | don’t really remember a whole lot
about her, and the few memories | do recall aren’t pleasant.”

“Like what?” Brittany asks.

“Well, I remember seeing her falling over and stumbling around the house. At the time, I didn’t
understand. | know now that she was most likely either drunk or high. And | remember my dad smacking
her around a few times, but that’s about it.”

Brittany pulls her hand from mine. Resting it against my chest, she starts drawing slow circles with the
tip of her finger. “What happened after she left?”

“My dad got worse. He was drunk or high nearly all the time. Eventually, he lost his job, which
resulted in us losing our house. That’s actually how I got taken away from him. One of my teachers found
out we were living in his car. And you know what?” Brittany raises her eyebrows but doesn’t say a word,
and I’m grateful because it feels good to tell her this. Other than my foster siblings, I’ve never told anyone
about my childhood. “He didn’t seem to care. | think he was just glad to get rid of me.”

“Wow,” she says, sighing heavily. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything,” | whisper, running a hand through her hair.

“What happened after that?”

“l was put into foster care. Moved from house to house until | ended up at the Smiths” when | was
sixteen. That’s where | met Logan. In fact, that’s also where | met Isabelle, Ryan, Jake, and Carter.”

“Your foster brothers and sisters?”

I nod. “Logan and I were closest in age, so our friendship was almost instantaneous. In fact, we’re still
best friends, and we see each other nearly every day. Isabelle was younger so we weren’t as close, and |
haven’t seen her in years. Ryan and Jake are biological brothers, and we’ve stayed in contact over the
years. Carter...” A sharp pain rips through my chest and | take a moment to collect my thoughts before
continuing. “He, um...he battled with depression most of his life. He committed suicide three years ago.”

Brittany’s eyes go wide. “Oh my gosh,” she says, her grip on my body tightening. “I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah, not gonna lie, that was hard for Logan and me. Carter was like our big brother. Shit, he was our
big brother. When we turned eighteen and got released from the system, it was Carter that was there to help
usout.” My eyes drift across the room, landing on the picture of the two of us that sits on my dresser. “He
helped us enroll in college, gave us aplace to live, and when we started down a bad path, he was the one to
bring us back. I owe him my life.”

“He sounds like a great guy. I’m glad you had someone like him.”

“Me, too,” | say, bringing my eyes back to Brittany. “If it weren’t for him, 1 wouldn’t be doing what |
love.”

“Was he a tattoo artist?” she asks.

“He was. That’s how | ended up at InkSlingers.”

Brittany’s lips part, understanding flashing across her face. “I was wondering about that,” she says.

“About what?”

“Well, I remember seeing you on Inked. Y ou won a decent chunk of money to start up your own
parlor, but instead you work out of InkSlingers. But it was his, wasn’t it? It was Carter’s shop.”

“It was,” | say. “When Carter died, he left the shop to me—"

“Not to Logan?” she asks, interrupting me.

“Nope. Logan never had anything to do with the shop. | was Carter’s apprentice, and he taught me
everything | know. Anyway, the first year after he left me the shop was tough. | was on the brink of
foreclosure when Logan suggested | try out for Inked, and, well, the rest is history. | put abig chunk of



money into the business, paying off debts, updating equipment, all that good stuff. And I’m glad I did. That
parlor is my life, and | want to make it as successful as possible.”

“I love that.” Our eyes stay locked for several seconds. Out of nowhere, she leans forward, presses her
warm lips to the center of my chest, and then wraps herself around me. “You amaze me, Connor Jackson. |
feel like you’re too good to be true. Like one of those sexy men | read about in my romance novels.”

“Oooh,” I say, rubbing my hand along the top of her head. | thread my fingers into her blonde hair and
let the strands slowly fall where they may. “I like where this is going. Does the sexy man end up with the
girl?”

She giggles. The tinkling sound radiates through my body before settling in the center of my chest. “I
guess you’ll have to start reading some books to find out.”

“Well played, Dr. Caldwell. Well played.”

Brittany’s head pops up. “You know my last name?”” Her lips tilt, revealing those beautiful white teeth.
“That sounded so bad. I’m in bed with a man that I didn’t think knew my last name. In fact,” she says,
furrowing her brows, “how did you know my last name?”

“I’m psychic.”

“Yeah, right.” She slaps playfully at my chest. “Tell me.”

“You were in my appointment book, remember? | knew who you were the second | walked into my
shop that day.”

“Oh.” She nuzzles her face back into my chest. “I didn’t think about that.”

“But I didn’t know you were a doctor, which is pretty awesome. What type of practice do you work
in?”

Brittany yawns as | continue stroking my fingers through her hair. “l work in the ER.”

“Wow, that must be intense.” | can’t imagine the types of things she’s witnessed.

“It has its days. When 1 lived in New York, | worked in a trauma ER. Now that was intense. It almost
makes the ER here seem easy.”

“But you like it? You’re happy?”

“l am. Taking care of people is what I’ve always wanted to do. And not only do | take care of people,
but I save lives. | wouldn’t change it for the world.”

I drop a kiss to the top of her head. “I think you’re the amazing one.”

“Mmmm...”

A couple of minutes pass, the silence even more comforting than | had predicted. Brittany’s breathing
evens out, and when 1I’m certain she’s asleep, | close my eyes.

It’s been years since I’ve actually slept with a woman, and even then it didn’t feel like this. It probably
makes me sound like a fucking pussy, but aslong as our bodies are touching in some way, everything in the
world just feelsright.



CHAPTER 11

Brittany

Pulling the covers back, | take in the yumminess that is Connor’s body. It’s magnificent in every
way...perfection at its absolute finest. The sheet is bunched around his hips, giving me a perfect view of all
of his intricate tattoos. | have every intention of exploring them individually, but right now I’m transfixed
on his body. From the waist up, he’s all smooth lines and chiseled curves. It’s the type of body women
dream of, the type that only exists in books and on TV. Except this isn’t a book and we sure as hell aren’t
on TV—thisismy life, Connor isreal, and aslong as | keep playing my cards right, he’ll be mine.

My finger traces a slow path from his bearded square jaw down to the base of his neck. | place a soft
kiss against his chin and my eyelids drift shut as | remember the way the scruff on his face rubbed against
my chest when he worshiped my breasts the other night. The feeling alone was so damn erotic that | nearly
buried my fingersin his hair and begged him to stay there forever.

My heavy lids open and | peek up at Connor. He looks so peaceful when he’s sleeping. His dark lashes
are fanned out on his cheek and hislips are pursed in the sexiest little pout. More than anything, | want to
kiss him awake and demand he make love to me, but I’m still exploring.

| trail my finger down his chest, stopping at his heart. Then my lips take over and | kiss his chest
several times. Resting the palm of my hand over hisleft pec, | make a silent promise to cherish and protect
his heart if he does the same for mine. | know we still have so much to learn about each other, but I’'m
ready to take that next step.

Connor shifts in bed, cocking his leg out to the side, but he doesn’t wake up. His breathing is slow and
steady, making me wonder how far | can go before he’ll stir. I scatter slow, open-mouthed kisses down the
hard plane of his stomach, pausing to trace the etched V that leads to the place | so desperately want to be.

The other night | drove him crazy, and now I’m ready to do it again. That tiny slice of heaven wasn’t
nearly enough. | want more. | want al of him. I want him so fucking turned on he can’t see straight. | want
to hear my name falling from his lips when he finally lets go.

Slipping my hand into his shorts, | find him swollen and semi-hard. | move alittle lower to get a better
angle—

“Brittany.” My eyes snap up to his. Connor blinks several times. He looks conflicted, and I can’t tell if
I’m pushing things too far or if he’s desperately trying to refrain from pouncing all over me. It’s a toss-up,
but I’m hoping for the latter.

“l want you,” | whisper, attempting to convey in those three little words just how much | need him.
That must have been exactly what he was hoping to hear because, in the blink of an eye, our positions are
switched. Connor is hovering over me, his delicious body pressing me into the mattress.

“I want you, t0o,” he says, brushing a strand of hair away from my face. “So much.” My body is
vibrating with sexual energy, and without thinking, I tilt my hips, silently begging for him to take me.
Connor sucks in a sharp breath. Gripping my hips, he grinds against me. “No.” Running his thumb along
my bottom lip, he shakes his head. “This time, I’m controlling the pace.”

Sitting back on his haunches, Connor dlips his fingers under my shirt and slidesit up my body. I lift my
upper body just enough for him to pull it off. He flicks the clasp of my bra and the cotton material falls
from my heavy breasts. His eyes flare at the sight of my naked chest. “So fucking sexy,” he rasps, tugging
my bra off. He kisses the swell of each breast. “I’ve been dying to get my mouth on you again—and |
will—but first...” Connor’s words trail off. His eyes drop, and then he slowly peels my pants off, along
with my underwear.



My eyes stay locked on his. Watching him watch me is the most intense sensation ever. | didn’t think it
was possible to be more turned on than | was just seconds ago.

| was wrong.

Running his hands from my knees to my ankles, Connor lifts both of my legs, opening them in the
process. He kisses one calf and then lowers my leg before repeating the process with the other.

My knees are bent and I’m completely open to him, feeling sexier now than I ever have. “Please,” |
beg. Lifting my hips, | urge him to touch me.

“No begging,” he says. Then he gives me exactly what I want. One long finger pushes inside of me and
my eyes roll back in my head. “I’ll give you whatever you want.” Connor shifts lower on the bed and I peel
my eyes open, a little shocked at his admission. “Haven’t you figured that out yet? | can’t get enough of
you.” His lips trail along the inside of my thigh, his eyestrained on hisfinger asit slidesin and out of me.
His mouth is close enough to join in the torture, but it doesn’t.

“Are you watching?” he asks, not taking his eyes off my pussy long enough to check for himself.

Hell yes, I’m watching.

The moment is way too sensual and I can’t seem to form words. Connor adds a second finger, pushing
it deep inside of me. When he curls them both in a come-hither motion, my body coils tight. “I bet I could
make you come just like this. You don’t even need my mouth,” he says, his voice thick and heady.

He’s a dirty talker.

Oh, God. That’s my weakness.

“What do you think?”” he asks. Pulling his fingers out, he twists his wrist and pushes his fingers back
in, only this time with abit more force.

“Connor.” | know, it’s not the most clever thing to say, but right now my brain is mush. The only thing
I can concentrate on are his fingers and the way they’re hitting that swollen spot way down deep. “Please.”

“What did | say, pretty girl? No begging. What do you want? Tell me and it’s yours.”

| squirm beneath him, pumping my hipsin rhythm with his hand. Tiny sparks of pleasure shoot
through my body. Tossing my head back, | squeeze my eyes shut. “More. | need more.”

“More of what?” he growls. “Tell me what you need.”

“Your mouth. | need your—Oh, God. That. That’s what I—ahhh.” Connor’s tongue pushes inside me
at the sametime | thread my fingersin his hair and hold him against me. His tongue swirls and lips suck,
and when he slides a finger through my wet folds, finding my clit, | nearly loseit.

Connor glances up at me under thick, dark lashes. “Gorgeous,” he mumbles. Wrapping his lips around
my clit, he sucks—hard—nbefore nipping at the swollen bud. And that’s all it takes.

My body spirals out of control, my thighs clenching tightly around his head. Connor’s glorious mouth
doesn’t stop. Instead, he rides out the orgasm, licking and sucking relentlessly until I’m nothing but a big
pile of loose limbs.

“I don’t even have words for that.” Dropping my head back on the pillow, | revel in the feel of
Connor’s body as he crawls on top of me.

“Open your eyes.” It’s a gentle command, and one that I’m more than happy to follow. When I lift my
lids, Connor’s face is mere inches from mine. His mouth is glistening, a lazy smile stretched across his
face. “There aren’t words for that. Watching you come, watching you lose control...it was the sexiest thing
I’ve ever witnessed. | want to see it again,” he whispers, then presses a kiss to my lips before sitting up.

Leaning across the bed, Connor grabs a condom from his nightstand. He rips open the foil, pulls out
the condom, and slides it over his throbbing erection. As he lowers himself on top of me, he asks, “Do you
want this?”

Isthat areal question? “Yes.”

“Say it,” he says, his eyes imploring mine. “l want to hear the words.” Connor squeezes a hand
between our bodies. His fingers find my clit, which is still swollen and throbbing, and my hips buck off the
bed. Then he grinds against me, his erection sliding between my folds. Rocking his hips, Connor slowly



pulls my body from its sated state. In a matter of seconds he has me writhing against him, desperate for a
second release, and even more desperate to feel him inside me.

“l want you.” My throat is dry from panting and my words come out scratchy. Gliding a hand down his
back, | squeeze Connor’s ass.

Dropping his face to the crook of my neck, he finds my ear. “Do you feel how hard I am? That’s all
you. Do you want my cock inside you?”

“Yes.”

“Be sure, baby. Because once I’m inside you, I’m going to claim you. Your body”—grazing a hand
over my breast, he plucks at my nipple—“will be mine. This pussy”—pulling back, he aligns himself at my
entrance—"“will be mine. Is that what you want?”

The head of his cock slips inside of me. “Yes.” The word isn’t even out of my mouth and he buries
himself to the hilt, filling me in ways that I’ve never experienced. All of my insecurities fade away. The
only thing that matters in this moment is this man.

“Fuck.” Connor grunts, trailing hot kisses over my chest as he starts moving his body. “You feel so
good. I’m not going to last.” His hips are pumping in a perfect rhythm, and | meet him thrust for thrust. But
| still need more.

Wrapping my legs around his back, I lock my ankles. “Harder.” He’s pounding into me, each pump
pushing him deeper and deeper until I’m certain he’s found a permanent spot to call his own. My legs begin
to shake. Tightening my thighs around him, I try to hold off my release, wanting to prolong this moment—
thisfeeing—as long as | possibly can. “Connor.”

A low rumble emanates from his chest. Wiggling my hand between us, | make aV with my fingers and
slide them along my pussy. Then my fingers squeeze his cock as he thrusts in and out of me. “Son of a
bitch,” he growls, staring at where we’re joined.

“Fuck me, Connor,” I command in a completely non-commanding voice. Connor’s eyes snap up to
mine. His hooded gaze is full of desire, showing me he needs this as much as | do. Warmth settleslow in
my belly. My clit throbs with each smack of his hips against mine, and without warning, my body
explodes, sending sparks of pleasure throughout.

Connor’s movements become quicker, almost frenzied. A string of unintelligible words tumble from
his mouth, and his muscles tighten under the touch of my hands. Within seconds, he’s groaning my name as
he rides out his own release.

Collapsing on top of me, Connor cradles my face in his hand. “There aren’t words for that either,” he
says.

“| disagree.” Curving my hand around the back of his neck, I pull him down until hislips rest against
mine. “It was mind-blowing, and | want to do it over and over and over—”

Sealing his mouth against mine, Connor swallows my words. It’s the best feeling to have a guy kiss
you as though you’re the only woman in the world. And that’s exactly how | feel every time I’m with this
man.

Nibbling on my bottom lip, he slowly pulls back. “You’re mind-blowing,” he says, peppering Kisses
anywhere and everywhere he can find a place to kiss. My heart swells painfully inside my chest.

I’m actually beginning to wonder if my broken heart was ever really broken to begin with. Because
what | feel for Connor in just a few shorts days is so much more than | ever felt for Tyson. Maybe he isn’t
piecing my heart back together at all, maybe Connor is stealing my heart one little chunk at atime.

I smile to myself when his lips lock around my nipple. “Is it too soon to do the ‘over and over and over
again’ you were talking about?”” he mumbles.

Arching my back, | offer him every bit of my body...and quite possibly my heart. “Absolutely not,” |
say. “In fact, the sooner the better. What are you waiting for?”

In the blink of an eye, my body is flying through the air as Connor flips me over. Wrapping an arm
around my stomach, he pulls me up onto all fours and smacks my ass.



I suck in a sharp breath and arch my back. The sting of his skin slapping mine isn’t at all what |
expected. It doesn’t hurt, and surprisingly | want more. Wiggling my ass, | urge him to do it again.

“Of course you like that,” he murmurs, giving me what | want. Connor’s hand swiftly connects with
my ass again, and then he rubs the area gently before dliding his hand up my back. His fingers skate across
the base of my neck, sweeping my hair to the side, and then his touch falters.

“Alisvolat propriis,” he whispers.

“You found it.” My words come out husky and breathless. I’m anxious to get this out of the way so we
can get back to that ass smacking.

“What does it mean?”

“She flies with her own wings.”

“It’s beautiful. I love it.”

“Thank you,” | say, pushing my ass into his groin, hoping he gets the hint.

“You’re going to be the death of me,” he breathes, fisting his hand in my hair.

Connor tugs gently, tilting my head back, and atiny whimper falls from my mouth. Whatever game
we’ve been playing, Connor just won.



CHAPTER 12

Connor

“Where do you think you’re going?” Tightening my grip on Brittany, | pull her warm, naked body
against mine. Her tight little ass pushes against my cock. My body is sated to the point of blissful relaxation
and there is no way I’m getting hard again. Although 1I’m half tempted to see if she’d let me try.

Brittany chuckles, allowing her body to melt into mine. She’s all soft curves and silky smooth skin,
and I could touch her forever. “Don’t you have to work today?” she asks.

“Yes.” | kiss the soft spot under her ear. Her shoulders scrunch up, a wave of goose bumps popping out
along her skin. I fucking love that I can do that to her. “My first client doesn’t come in until noon. So we
still have”—craning my neck, | look at the clock—*“two hours.”

“l wish,” she says, rolling over. “I promised 1’d have brunch with my mom.”

“Brunch? Do people really have brunch?”

“Yes,” she says, shoving playfully at my chest. “Well, I think they do.” She furrows her brow. “Or
maybe just my mom and | do. Anyway, I’m supposed to meet her at ten-thirty, and | really should get home
and shower beforehand.”

I smirk. “What, you don’t want to go with that fresh I-just-had-the-best-sex-of-my-life look?”

“No,” she says, laughing. “As far as I’m concerned, my mother can keep believing I’m a virgin.”
gift?”

Brittany springs from the bed so fast | don’t even have time to react. “Oh hell no,” she says, holding
her hands out.

Seriously? Like that could stop me. But it’s cute that she thinks it could. Sweeping my eyes down her
naked body, | take amoment to stare at her.

She glances down as though she just realized she’s in her birthday suit. “Crap,” she hisses, covering
her gorgeous tits with her arm. Bending down, she looks around, presumably for her clothes.

Flinging the sheet off, | climb out of bed, tug her arm away from her chest, and haul her in close.
“Don’t hide from me,” | say, running my fingertips along her chest. Her eyes drift down, watching my hand
as | brush my fingers across the swell of each breast. “Not after what we just did.” Placing a finger under
her chin, 1 lift her face to meet mine. “Your body is perfect. I should know, since | just spent hours
worshiping every singleinch of it. In fact, what are your plans for tonight? Because there are afew spots
I’d like to examine a little closer.”

Brittany shivers, a light flush infusing her cheeks. I can’t help but wonder what it would take to make
her flush like that all over. I think | have an idea, but it’ll have to wait until tonight.

My fingers skate down her chest, flicking at her nipple before squeezing it gently. | swear | hear
Brittany purr. Apparently, that’s all it takes to make my cock hard again. Okay, who am | kidding? It was
full-on throbbing the second her naked ass jumped out of the bed, putting all of her glorious curves on
display. But now...now I’m rock solid, and the object of my affection is trying to leave.

Out of nowhere, Brittany starts laughing. She pulls back just enough to ook down at my straining
erection. “No.” Shaking her head, she places both hands on my chest and nudges me away. “I have to go. If
| miss brunch, my mother will know that something is up and she won’t stop until she figures out what it
is.”

“Something is up,” I say, waggling my eyebrows. Like a predator stalking its prey, | take a measured
step toward her.

“Connor,” she warns, stepping back. “Don’t touch me.”



| stop dead in my tracks. No means no, and | don’t take something like that lightly. | just don’t like
hearing it come from her mouth. “Why can’t | touch you?”

“Because my body craves your body, and if you put your hands on me, | won’t leave. I’ll stay and let
you fuck me, loving every second of it, but I really need to go.”

“I love that answer, baby.” Bending down, | pick up her shirt and toss it at her. “You have two seconds
to put that on or I’m gonna pounce.” Brittany giggles, tugging the shirt over her head. Grabbing my shorts
off the floor, I slip them on and adjust my dick. “Can | touch you now?”

She nods, almost shyly, and takes a step toward me. Slipping her fingers in the waistband of my shorts,
she pulls me toward her. | snake my arms around her waist. “What time do you get off?”

Her warm body is pressed against mine, but I can’t seem to think about anything other than the fact
that she isn’t wearing pants—or underwear. All | need to do is brush my fingers along her pussy, find her
clit, and she’ll be mine for the next two hours.

“Connor.” Fingers snap in front of my face, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Huh?”

“l asked what time you get off tonight.”

“Oh, ummm”—I run a hand down my face, trying to focus on her question—"“my last client is at four. |
should be done by five-thirty.”

“Perfect,” she says, kissing my cheek. “I was thinking I could make you supper.”

“What are you going to make?”

“I’m not sure yet. I’ll surprise you. Is there anything you don’t like?”

“Are you kidding?” | say, laughing. “Hell no. I’ll eat just about anything.”

Brittany smiles, giving me a soft kiss before she starts rummaging around for the rest of her clothes. |
watch her get dressed, all the while wondering how strange it is that I’m already missing the feel of her
body against mine.

Get a grip, Connor. She’s two feet away, and you’ll see her tonight.

“Okay.” She smooths her hands down the front of her wrinkled shirt. “I’ll see you tonight?”

“Yep. My place or yours?”

“Yours. Casey will be home, and if you come to our place, we’ll never get rid of her.” With one last
peck on the cheek, Brittany isout of my bedroom and moving down the hall at afast clip. Following
behind her, | open the door and smack her ass as she walks out.

Twirling around, she points afinger a me. The smirk on her face tells me that she isn’t actually mad.
I’d bet just about anything that she secretly enjoyed it.



CHAPTER 13

Connor

Poking my head around the shower curtain, | listen carefully. | swear | just heard someone knock on
my door. A few seconds pass and | hear it again. “Shit.” Turning off the shower, I grab a towel and wrap it
around me, knotting it at the waist. The knock becomes more insistent, and I pick up my pace in case it’s
Brittany and she forgot something. | skid to a halt, nearly falling flat on my ass as | yank open the front
door.

My shoulders deflate when | find Logan standing in my doorway. “Hey.”

“Don’t sound so excited to see me,” she says, pushing her way into my house. “If I didn’t know better,
I’d think you were hoping | was someone else.”

“As a matter of fact,” | say, shutting the door behind her, “I was hoping you were someone else.”

She winces, feigning pain. “Ouch. No wonder you haven’t called me back.” Cocking her hip, Logan
narrows her eyes. “What’s her name and how long until I get my best friend back? And why in the hell am
| just hearing about her now?”

“You called?” Brushing past Logan, | walk into the kitchen and grab my phone off the counter. Sure
enough, I’ve missed three calls since last night. | should probably feel bad, but I don’t. Mainly because |
was too preoccupied enjoying who | was with. “Her name is Brittany. You’re just now hearing about her
because we’ve only been seeing each other for a few days, and what makes you think it won’t last long?”

“Because it won’t.” Logan walks over and stands next to me. “It never does. You gave up fucking and
started dating, but your standards are too high. No woman ever measures up.”

“What’s wrong with a guy wanting a smart, sexy, funny, caring woman who has dreams and goals and
actually goes after them?” | ask, feeling more than a little put off by her assessment that Brittany and |
won’t work out. “Why shouldn’t I wait for a woman with all of those qualities?”

Logan’s face softens, and | remind myself she’s just looking out for me. Plus, I’ll just haveto prove
her wrong. Leaning down, | press a kiss to her cheek. “Besides, you’re all of those things.”

“Ooh, you’re good,” she says, wrapping her arms around my stomach. “So this Brittany...she’s all of
those things?”

Logan gives me one tight squeeze before pulling away, her question lingering in the air. | don’t answer
right away. Logan doesn’t show affection very often, mostly because of her childhood. Being neglected for
years on end will do that to a person. I’m guessing that not hearing back from me—and quite possibly the
mention of Brittany—nhas left her feeling a little insecure. She’s reaching out, needing to know I’m still
here. | know this girl better than she knows herself.

“Hey,” | say, snagging her arm when she turns toward my refrigerator. “I’m sorry 1 didn’t call you
back.”

She shrugs, but it’s half-assed and | know | need to give her more. “She consumes me,” | say,
breathing out the words. “When I’m with Brittany, | forget everything else around me. But that’s no
excuse. | should’ve checked my phone and called you back. Please forgive me?” I ask, jutting my lip out,
mostly because | know she has a weakness for my pouty face.

I really do feel bad. Logan is the closest thing to family I have, and it devastates me to know she’s
hurting because of me.

“I forgive you,” she mumbles, grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. She twists the top off and
takes a swig. “So | guess this means you wouldn’t consider moving to Tennessee with me if | asked?”

“What?” My eyes widen, my brain processing what she just said. “Oh my gosh, Lo, you got the job?”



She nods, smiling wide. Grabbing her by the waist, | spin her around and she squeals with laughter. |
fucking love that sound.

“Holy shit.” Putting her back on her feet, I grip her shoulders. “You’re leaving?” My mind races,
trying to decide what this means for her...for us.

“l am.” Placing the bottle of water on the table, she wrings her hands together. “But I’m nervous, you
know? This is a big move.”

“It is, but you’ve worked so hard for it. You deserve this.”

“Really?” Her dark brown eyes search mine.

“Of course.” Taking her hand, I lead her to the living room. She sits down on the couch and | move to
sit next to her before remembering I’m wearing nothing but a towel. Holding up a finger, | motion for her
to give me a second. Then | rush down the hall to my bedroom, where | make quick work of putting on
some clothes. When | walk back into the living room, Logan is reclining on the couch.

“Talk to me,” | say, swatting at her legs so | can sit down next to her.

Sitting up, she props her elbows on her knees and drops her head into her hands. Her dark brown hair
falls around her shoulders, acting as a curtain. “I’m scared.”

“Of what? You’re finally getting out of this hellhole, so what on earth are you scared of?”

“This hellhole is my home.” Lifting her head, she glares at me. “This is all I’ve known. Plus...” Her
wordstrail off as she purses her lips.

“Plus, what?”

“You’re my home. | don’t want to live where you aren’t, Connor.”

“Logan.” Sighing, I scoot next to her. She slips her tiny hand in mine and | squeeze it lightly. “It
doesn’t matter how far away you live, you will always be a huge part of my life. | will always be here for
you.”

“So if | beg you to come with me, would you consider it?”” she asks without an ounce of humor.

“Wow.” Pulling my hand from hers, | run my fingers through my hair. “Logan.”

“Don’t.” Shaking her head, she pushes up from the couch. “I shouldn’t have asked that.”

“That’s not it,” | say, trying to figure out the best way to say this. “You know | would love to go with
you. The thought of not seeing you and talking to you all the time terrifies me. But I’ve got InkSlingers
now, and I’m not ready to leave that behind.”

She nods, swallowing hard. “And Brittany. | guess you have her now, to0?”

“Please don’t. This has nothing to do with Brittany. Yes, | really like her. Yes, she’s everything I’ve
been looking for in a woman. But we’ve only been seeing each other for a few days. I’m staying because
this is my home, and I don’t want to leave. | want to keep building up the shop and see where it goes.” |
blowing out a harsh breath. “And yes, I’m anxious to see where this thing with Brittany goes too, but | want
to stay here because I’m finally happy. And you know 1I’ve worked really hard to find my happy.”

“Ugh,” she grunts, tossing her head back. “I know. | know you’re happy. But the selfish part of me
wants you to be happy where I am.” She takes a deep breath. “Connor”—L ogan looks up at me, awave of
uncertainty swirling through her eyes—*“1’ve never been on my own. Not really. You’ve always been a
hop, skip, and a jump away, ready and willing to pick up whatever mess I’ve made. What if | can’t do this
on my own? What if | fail miserably?”

“Don’t—"

“And what if 1 lose you?” she asks, cutting me off. “What if you forget all about me? You’re the only
family I have, and | don’t want to lose you.” Her voice cracks on the last word, slicing my heart in two.

“Stop it.” Hooking an arm around her neck, | hug her tight. “You are my family. Nothing is going to
change that. | don’t care that we don’t share the same blood. You are my sister in every sense of the word.
You’ve seen me through so much bullshit, and | could never forget that. | could never forget you.”

“I’m sorry.” She sniffs, swiping at her face when a tear runs down her cheek. “I know I’m being an
emotional female about this. It’s all just happening so fast.”



“Is it?” 1 ask, pulling back to look her in the eyes. “You’ve been going to school, planning for this
moment, and when you filled out the application, you knew it was in a different state.” Logan worked two
jobsto put herself through nursing school. She knew immediately that she wanted to work in atrauma ICU.
Apparently, it’s difficult to get that particular position right out of school. So when she found out about a
hospital that was accepting applications for a one-year paid internship at their trauma ICU with the option
to stay on full-time afterward, she jumped onit.

“I hate it when you’re right,” she mumbles, burying her face in my chest.

“You know,” | say, deciding now is not the time to gloat about always being right, “more than likely
you’re going to get out there and make a whole new set of friends. Before | know it, you’ll be bringing
home a boyfriend for me to meet. And I’m warning you now, as your brother and best friend, | will
intimidate the hell outta him.”

Logan laughs, and it’s as though I can feel some of the weight being lifted from her shoulders. “You
think?”

“I don’t think...I know. You’re intelligent, beautiful, and you have thisincredible heart. Any man
would be more than lucky to have you in his life. Myself included.”

Taking a deep breath, Logan blows it out slowly. “Okay, I’m going to do this. I’'m moving to
Tennessee.” Her smile grows. Pulling out of my arms, she rubs her hands together. “Holy crap. I’m moving
to Tennessee. I’m going to be a full-time nurse.” Her eyes widen, almost comically, and 1I’m getting the
feeling she’s moments away from either laughing hysterically or crying. At this point, it could go either
way.

“I’m so proud of you, Lo.”

Her eyes glisten. “Thank you. We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”

“I couldn’t have done it without you.”

“I guess we got lucky getting sent to that last foster home, huh?”

“Damn straight. If it wasn’t for that godforsaken place, | wouldn’t have you in my life.”

“And we wouldn’t have met Carter.” Logan looks down for a beat before glancing back up. “I miss
him,” she whispers. “Do you think he’d be proud of me?”

“I miss him, too. And he’d be so proud of you.”

“Thank you.” Logan wipes her hands over her face and straightens her shoulders as though she’s
pulling herself together. “Speaking of Carter,” she says, “you probably have to be at work soon, don’t you?
Hell, 1 have to be at work and here | am blubbering all over the place.”

“Actually,” I say, glancing at the clock on the wall, “I probably should finish getting ready so I can
head in. | already took a shower, but I still need to trim my beard.”

“Oh!” Logan waves her hands in the air as though she just remembered something really important.
“That’s why | was trying to call you. My water heater went out. Do you mind if | swing by tonight after
work and get cleaned up?”

“Damn it,” | say, groaning. “Why didn’t you tell me? You know that shit pisses me off. | would’ve
gone over to take a look at it for you.”

Logan cocks an eyebrow, giving me her classic don’t-get-sassy-with-me look. “Ummm...you’re the
one who didn’t answer your phone. And there isn’t anything you could’ve done anyway,” she says, waving
me off. “I have to have a new water heater put in, but my landlord says they can’t come until tomorrow.”

“Still pisses me off,” I grumble. “But since you’re going to be here, why don’t you plan on staying for
supper? Brittany is cooking.”

“Will she mind?” Logan asks, walking toward the pantry. “Can | steal a Pop-Tart? | wasin such a
hurry this morning | forgot breakfast.”

“1 don’t think she’ll mind, but I’ll talk to her and make sure. And eat the chocolate ones; that
strawberry one is mine.”

She nods and reaches for the Pop-Tarts on the top shelf, but she’s not quite tall enough. I take a step
toward her but stop when she grabs a chair from the table. My mind drifts to Logan’s water heater. Who is



she going to call when she’s in Tennessee and has a problem? Who’s going to fix her garbage disposal or
change the batteries in her smoke detector?

| watch silently as she dlides the chair toward the shelves, steps up, grabs the box, and puts the chair
back. It was a simple task—and obviously not al problemswill be fixed quite so easily—but it reminds me
that she’s a big girl and fully capable of solving her own issues. And I’ll still be here for the ones she can’t.

“Why are you staring at me like that?”

“You’re going to do great in Tennessee,” | say sincerely. Logan tilts her head, probably wondering
why in the world | went from Pop-Tarts back to Tennessee.

I’m two steps down the hall when she calls my name. “Connor?”

“Yeah?” | peek over my shoulder to find her standing in the hallway. “Thank you...for everything. |
can’t wait to meet Brittany tonight.”

I smile. “You’re going to love her.”

“I already figured as much.” She smiles back, a look of pride and—most importantly—acceptance
shining from her face.

Everything is going to be okay.

For the both of us.



CHAPTER 14

Brittany

Thisiscrazy, | think to myself, staring at the door. Isit proper dating etiquette to drop in on someone
at work just to say ‘hey’? Probably not, but Connor does own the place and I’m in the area, so what the
hell. | tug the door open and the familiar bell dings, signaling my entry.

Everyone in the shop turns toward me. | freeze, surprised at the amount of people in here. Honestly, |
thought it would just be Connor and a client. Nope, there’s actually...one, two, three, four—

“Can | help you?”

| turn toward the front desk and the tiny girl seated behind it. “Um, I’m here to see Connor.”

“Good timing,” she says. “He just finished with a client. He’s in the pisser.”

Okay. That’s not at all what | expected her to say, but she’s cute in a gothic Tinker Bell sort of way so
| decide to go with it. “Is it okay if | wait?”

Tinker Bell shrugs, popping the gum in her mouth. “Suit yourself. You can keep me company. I’m
hella bored.”

I stick my hand out. “I’m Brittany.”

Shelooks at my outstretched hand hesitantly before slipping her much smaller, more delicate one into
mine. “Nora.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“Are you sure you’re in the right place?” she asks, scrunching her nose.

“Hell yes, she’s in the right place.” Turning around, | come face-to-face with Connor. “I see you’ve
met Nora,” he says, snaking an arm around my waist. | step into him, the front of our bodies molding
together.

“I did meet her.” My words come out way too husky for my liking, so | clear my voice. “She’s very
sweet. You’re very sweet,” | say, looking over Connor’s shoulder. Nora is staring at us, mouth agape. |
look around, and everyone else in the shop is staring at us too. “Do | have toilet paper hanging out of the
back of my pants?” | whisper, pressing in closer to Connor.

He smiles, slow and sexy. “No,” he whispers. “You’re just that fucking gorgeous, and they’re all
wondering why in the hell you’re here to see me.”

“Psssh.” Slapping at Connor’s chest, | push away. “I highly doubt that.”

Connor rolls his eyes. “Whatever.” Gripping my hand firmly in his, Connor pulls me to his station.
“So, to what do | owe this wonderful surprise visit?”

Once we’re out of sight, Connor drops to a chair and tugs me onto his lap. Large, warm hands find
their way up the back of my shirt, and for the life of me I can’t remember what he just asked me. “What?”
He continues trailing his fingertips across my skin and my eyes nearly roll back in my head.

“l asked what brought you by,” he says, nuzzling the side of my neck.

“Oh, yeah...l was in the area. | need to go by the Chef’s Nook down the street, so | figured 1’d drop

by.”
Connor’s deft fingers travel around my waist, stroking my stomach, and a shiver races up my spine.
“What do you need from that place?” he asks, seemingly oblivious to the way he’s torturing me.

My body is thrumming with sexual energy, and if I don’t get out of here soon, I’m going to beg him to
fuck me right here in this chair. “You have to stop touching me,” I demand, earning myself a bright, white
smile from Connor.

“Sorry, | can’t do that. Now tell me what you’re getting at the Chef’s Nook.”

“A pan for lasagna.”



Connor’s hands stop. “You’re making me lasagna?”

“Is that okay?” | ask, suddenly unsure of my supper choice. He did tell me that was his favorite food,
right? Shit. Maybe | was so damn horny I didn’t hear him correctly.

“It’s perfect.”

“Good. | realized when I got home that I don’t have the right-sized pan. It might still be in storage, but
there’s no way in hell I’m digging through that mess so I’ll just buy a new one.”

“Don’t.” Connor shakes his head. “I’ve got every size pan you can imagine in my kitchen. Just go
borrow what you need. Hell, make dinner at my place if you want. In fact,” he says, waggling his
eyebrows, “I wouldn’t complain one bit if | came home and you were wearing nothing but an apron. That
would actually be really fucking awesome.”

“Is sex all you think about?” I ask with mock annoyance.

“No,” he says, pressing his lips to the base of my neck. The scruff on his jaw abrades my skin, and |
squeeze my thighs together in a desperate attempt to control my ever-growing need. “All | think about is
you.”

My body shudders at his words. Damn he’s good. “I like that,” I say, cupping his face in my hands.
“Because | can’t stop thinking about you either.”

A deep growl rumbles from Connor’s chest. “You can’t say those things to me when I’m at work
because it makes me want to lay you flat on that table,” he says, motioning toward the tiny table with
supplies scattered on the surface. “And | cannot lay you flat on that table.” He pauses and glances at said
tiny table. “Well, I could, but we’d end up flat on our asses.”

I push up from Connor’s lap. “Tonight you can lay me on any surface you want. How about that?” |
whisper, giving him aquick peck on thelips.

“Fuuuuuck,” he says, reaching for my arm.

Laughing, | sidestep his grabby hand. He attempts to glare at me, but it lacks the necessary edge and |
end up laughing harder. “Later, | promise. Now are you sure you don’t mind if | borrow a pan?”

“Fine.” He sighs, reminding me of a petulant child. Normally, | would find that annoying, but when
Connor does it, | find it cute. “And you’re more than welcome to borrow it.” Connor stands up and leads
me out of his workstation toward the front door. “You can go in through the garage. My code is 9080.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re making me lasagna. Trust me, I should be the one thanking you. Oh! By the way”—he snaps
hisfingers—*“is it okay if Logan joins us for dinner tonight?”

“Absolutely. I’d love to meet your best friend.” Lifting up on my tiptoes, | brush my mouth against
Connor’s ear. “Just make sure Logan is gone by dessert. I’ve got a can of whipped cream | was planning to
bring over.”

“Leave. Now.” I bust up laughing when Connor all but shoves me out the front door. He immediately
yanks me back in and gives me a searing kiss that earns us several catcalls from the guys in the shop, and
then he shoves me back out again. “Now go.”

“Goodbye, Connor.” | walk out of InkSlingers, and my body feels as though I’m floating down the
sidewalk. My heart isfull, my soul is happy, and I’m afraid this goofy-ass smile will be permanently etched
on my face.

Holy shit, I’'m in love.



CHAPTER 15

Brittany

“This smells fantastic.” Keeping his hands on the hot rags, Connor takes the steaming dish from my
hands.

“I slaved all day over a hot stove for you,” I say jokingly as I follow him into the kitchen. “So now
what are you going to do for me?”

Connor puts the lasagna on the stove top. “Where’s the whipped cream?” he whispers, wrapping his
arms around my waist.

Bringing my handsto his chest, | slide them up his neck. Then | cup his face in my hands and kiss him
softly. “It’s already in your fridge,” I mumble, my lips brushing his. “I brought it over when I borrowed the
casserole dish. Wasn’t sure what Logan would think if | walked in with a can of whipped cream and no
dessert to go with it.”

“But you did bring dessert.” Connor’s husky voice wraps around my body. “I plan to lick it off of you
here”—he trails his lips to the base of my neck—*and here”—his tongue darts out, making a path along the
tops of my breasts—“and we can’t forget about here,” he says, slipping his hand between my legs.

I’m ready to rip my clothes off so he can fuck me right here in the kitchen, company be damned.

How in the hell does he do that?

“Connor.” | hate to admit it, but yes, | just whimpered his name.

He hoists me up on the counter and pushes my legs apart, making room for his big, sexy body.

“When you say my name like that, it makes me want to do dirty, dirty things to you.” His mouth
descends and he attacks my neck. My head drops back between my shoulders, giving him better access.
There is no way we’re going to make it through—

“Connor, can | get another towel?” My head snaps forward at the sound of a delicate voice—a delicate
female voice. Then, as a half-naked woman rounds the corner, my heart seizesin my chest. Long, dark hair
spills over her shoulders, water dripping down her bare arms, and miles upon miles of long legs are on
display.

I think I’m going to throw up.

“Oh, shit.” The woman’s steps falter when she locks eyes with me. “I’m so sorry,” she says, fisting her
hand in the knotted towel, just above her breasts. She looks as shocked as | probably do.

Connor groans, dropping his head to my shoulder before turning around. “Logan, this is—holy shit,
woman! Go put some clothes on.”

Logan.

Connor’s best friend is named Logan.

Oh no. No-no-no-no.

“I need another towel,” she says, right before giving me a bashful smile. “I really am sorry.” She takes
a step toward us and my entire body freezes. “I don’t usually”—nher words trail off and she waves her hand
in the air—"“you know, walk around here...like this.”

I’m at a complete loss for words as she stares at me, presumably waiting for me to tell her that’s it’s all
right and I understand. But it’s not all right, and | most certainly do not understand. And—oh great—now
Connor is staring at me.

“You know what?” Logan says, gesturing toward the hall. “l don’t need that other towel. I’ll just...go.
She scurries off and | watch her until she disappears. | can see out of the corner of my eye that Connor
hasn’t taken his eyes off me.



“Hey.” Connor puts his face in front of mine. “Are you okay?” He runs soothing hands down each of
my arms, and my body stiffens. Scooting forward, I nudge him back, and when there’s enough room, | slide
off the counter.

“So...” Running my shaky hands down the front of my shirt, I sidestep Connor. “That’s your best
friend Logan?” I’m proud that | was able to keep my voice from wavering because, really, | don’t want
Logan to be his best friend.

“It is.” Those two little words are said with so much caution that | know he knows | have a problem
with it. “Are you okay?”

| would be, except you forgot to mention that Logan is of the vagina-yielding species.

My lungs fight to suck in air, but it’s getting more difficult with each passing second. Pressure builds
behind my eyes and I blink several times to keep the tears at bay, though I know it’s only a matter of time.
“Wow.” | blow out a long breath. “Your best friend is a woman.”

“Brittany.” Connor steps in front of me. Tilting his head to the side, he studies me. We’re not touching,
but God do | want to touch him. So bad. | want him to wrap mein hisarms, tell methisis al some horrible
mix-up, and promise me that everything will be okay. But that won’t happen and | need to quit being so
damn naive. “I’m sorry | didn’t tell you that Logan was a girl. To be honest, I didn’t even think about it.
She’s like a sister to me.”

Funny, Tyson said the exact same thing.

How in the hell did I not see this coming? “Of course she is,” | mumble. My heart is screaming at me
not to make any rash decisions, but my heart is also the traitorous bastard that got me here in the first place.

I look at the front door and then down the hall. Logan hasn’t reemerged and I’m wondering if she has
her ear pressed to a door, trying to listen. Bile rises in my throat and | swallow hard. I’m seconds away
from losing my shit, and | sure as hell won’t lose it with another woman here. “I need to go,” | say,
scurrying toward the front door.

“Wait.” Connor snags my wrist and spins me around. Brows dipped low, he shakes his head. “Are you
upset because | didn’t tell you Logan is a girl?” he asks. “Because | would’ve told you if I thought it was
going to be an issue—hell, if I’d even thought about it.” His voice is no longer gentle and careful, instead it
sounds as though he’s frustrated.

Welcome to the club, buddy.

“I’m sure you would have.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Releasing my wrist, Connor steps back and runs a hand through his
hair. Lacing his fingers behind his neck, he releases a heavy sigh. “I’m so fucking lost right now.”

“She’s your best friend,” | state simply, as though he should understand. | know in my heart that he
doesn’t, but we’ve already established what an idiot my heart is.

“So what?”

So what? So what? I’ll show him so what!

“You have a key to her place.” | wasn’t asking, | was making a statement, but Connor answers me
anyway.

“Yes, 1 do.”

“How often do you use it?” | don’t even know why I’m asking. I guess I’m hoping that if he only uses
it once a month then maybe, just maybe, | could find away to move past this.

“What the fuck?” he growls, tossing his hands up at his side. “I don’t know. A couple of times a week,
maybe. But what the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“Have you slept with her?”

His jaw drops open, but he quickly recovers. “No,” he snaps. “I haven’t fucked her if that’s what
you’re asking. Look, I made a mistake. | should’ve told you and I’m sorry. Please”—he shakes his head—
“don’t do this. I know what you’re doing, and I’m asking you not to do this.”

“You don’t know what I’m doing,” | say with a tad more bite than I intended. Connor’s eyes widen. It
looks like we’re having our first official fight...and ironically, our last. “Do you love her?” | want to punch



myself in the fucking face for asking. It’s completely unfair to him—and to Logan—but | need to hear him
say it.

It doesn’t matter what his answer is, | tell myself. You need to leave now. Make a clean break while
you can.

“Of course | love her. She’s my best friend.”

My heart twists painfully inside my chest. It’s as if I’m right back where | was when Tyson left. | can’t
do that again. | can’t pour my heart and soul into someone—and | would’ve poured my heart and soul into
Connor—and risk being left again. I’ve regained some strength over the years, but I’m not that strong.

“I’m sorry,” | say, all of the fight draining out of me. | won’t resort to acting like a jealous teenager.
Twisting my handsin front of me, | will myself to find the courage to walk away. After a deep breath, |
say, “I’m sorry for leading you on like this. I know I’m not making any sense, but...but | can’t do this with
you.”

The air grows thick with tension. Connor purses his lips but doesn’t say a word. Instead, he walks
straight to the door. Twisting the knob, he pullsit open and steps back, giving me plenty of room to pass. |
walk toward him, hating the way his gaze drops to the floor. The tic in hisjaw catches my attention.

Connor doesn’t understand what’s going on and that doesn’t sit well with me. If I’'m going to walk out
of here, never to return, then he at least deserves to know why.

“l was engaged,” I blurt out. Connor looks up and now it’s my turn to look down. I don’t want to see
the pity I know he’ll offer, because that’s what everyone does.

Clearing my throat, | start talking, and 1 don’t stop until I’ve told him everything. “We were college
sweethearts, together for years. In 2006, we applied to med school in New York and we both got in.” |
smile to myself, remembering how happy | was. The same kind of happy | was just minutes ago. “Right
before the big move, Tyson’s best friend—who happened to be a woman—confessed her love for him.” |
suck in a shuddery breath. I’ve worked so hard to forget that horrible night, and reliving isn’t going to be
fun.

“She begged him to stay and give her a chance, but he didn’t. He walked away from her—he chose me.
I was thrilled because, in the back of my mind, I’d always thought he had a thing for her, but I had to have
been wrong, right?” I shrug. “That was his opportunity to be with her and he didn’t take it. Anyway,” | say,
rubbing a hand over my face, “we moved to New York and started our lives there. The years went by, and
like any normal couple, our relationship progressed. One year over Christmas break, Tyson brought me
back home, and after asking my parents for permission, he proposed.”

Squeezing my eyes shut, | allow the warmth and love from that moment to seep back into my heart, a
glimpse of what true love—or what | thought was true love—felt like. “*You know that old saying that
hindsight is twenty-twenty? Well, it’s true.”

Connor has been eerily silent and | peek up at him. I’m shocked when I don’t see pity swimming in his
eyes. Empathy, yes, but no pity, and in this moment my respect for him grows. “We weren’t living our
lives. | was living my life and Tyson was living around me. We were merely existing, and | wish |
would’ve noticed it sooner. But it was too late. | came home from the hospital one night and found him
sitting in the living room surrounded by suitcases.”

The pain from that moment pierces my heart. Lifting my hand, | prepare to rub away the ache—the
same ache | get in the left side of my chest any time | think about that night. Only this time, the ache
doesn’t come.

“Tell me the rest.” Connor’s voice is raspy, his eyes filled with emotion.

“He left me. Broke off the engagement, moved back home, and eventually won back the girl he truly
was in love with.”

“His best friend.” It isn’t a question. Connor’s a smart man and he easily puts two and two together.

I nod. “Her name is Harley and, believe it or not,” I say, laughing mirthlessly, “I actually like her. |
don’t want to like her, but I do. And I’m sure | would like Logan as well, but I just... I can’t put myself in
that position again.” Reaching out, | wrap my hand around the doorknob, ready to make my escape—but



not before finishing the story. I’ve come this far, so | may as well tell him the rest. “Tyson is adopting
Harley’s son and they have a baby on the way. Three weeks ago they tied the knot.”

Connor’s eyes widen. “Ad astra per aspera,” he murmurs.

I scrunch my nose. “Huh?”

“Your tattoo.” Connor takes a hesitant step toward me. “You came into my shop on their wedding day.
That’s why you got the tattoo.”

| take a deep breath but it catchesin my throat, and | close my eyesto try and stop the building tears.
There’s no point in denying it, but I also don’t want to talk about it. Opening my eyes, | step through the
doorway and spin around to get one last ook at Connor. His anger and frustration from moments ago are
completely gone and his eyes are pleading with me to stay.

But I just can’t. By staying, I’m opening myself up to the kind of pain | experienced before, and that’s
exactly what I’ve been afraid of.

I had a momentary lapse in judgment when | decided to let Connor in. My mistake. Either way, I’ll
move on, and so will he.

Fuck. 1 don’t like the sound of that at all, but it’s for the best.

“The tattoo you got that day, what does it mean?” he asks, almost frantically.

“A rough road leads to the stars.” I don’t wait around to see his reaction or give him time to respond.
“Goodbye, Connor.” | shut the door before he has the chance to stop me from leaving. Pressing my back
against the wood, | squeeze my eyes shut and blow out along, slow breath.

A few moments ago when | was talking about Tyson, I’d waited for my chest to ache. It never did. But
now that I’ve walked away from Connor, the pain is back. This time, however, it’s so much more than an
ache—it’s a stabbing pain that not only slices through my heart, it pierces my soul.



CHAPTER 16

Brittany

It’s been three days since I’ve seen Connor. Four thousand three hundred and twenty seconds, to be
exact, and every single one of those I’ve been thinking about him. Since that night, he’s left me seven
voicemails and fifteen texts, begging me to talk to him, and he’s stopped by the house twice. | know I’m a
coward, but I just couldn’t. One look in that man’s eyes and | would’ve caved.

| keep telling myself it isn’t a big deal that his best friend is a woman. Except it isabig deal. Being
second best in someone’s life isn’t something I’m willing to do—not again, at least.

“Are you going to turn the TV on, or just stare at the blank screen all night?” Casey asks, walking into
the living room. She falls onto the couch next to me and nudges me with her elbow.

“1 kind of like the blank screen.”

“Sure ya do.” She glances down at her watch, a knowing look on her face when her eyes meet mine.
“It’s almost four.”

Crossing my arms over my chest, | do my best to appear unaffected. “So?”

“S00000,” she says. “Connor stopped by yesterday at four, and the day before that at four. | bet today
won’t be any different.”

“Yes, well, we’re over. He needs to move on. It’s not like we were together long.” | laugh out loud at
myself for saying that. | felt more with him in those few short days than | did after years with Tyson. That
should mean something, and if I wasn’t being so stubborn, it probably would.

“You need to talk to him.” Leave it to my little sister to try and put me in my place. “Have you at least
returned any of his texts or phone calls?” | shake my head and she rolls her eyes. “You’re being a little
bitch.”

| rear back as though she just slapped me across the face. “Whose side are you on?”

“Yours,” she says. “Always yours. But even if I’m on your side, it doesn’t mean | think you’re making
the right decision.”

“He had a half-naked woman in his house,” | yell, hoping it finally sinks into her brain. “A half-naked
woman who just so happens to be his best friend. Does this not sound familiar to you? Do you remember
the hell Tyson put me through?”

“Of course | do,” she says, understanding flashing in her eyes. “But Connor isn’t Tyson.”

“Tell that to my brain.”

“See, that’s the problem. You need to quit thinking about this with your head and start thinking about it
with this big, fat muscle right here,” she says, poking me in the chest. “You are a doctor, right? You know
which muscle I’m talking about.”

“Yes,” | say, slapping her hand away. “I know which muscle you’re talking about. But Case...I’m not
sure | could survive another broken heart.”

“Well”—she pushes up from the couch, then puts her hands on her hips—*“the mopey-ass look on your
face tells me you’re already surviving one.”

“My heart isn’t breaking,” | say, giving her a tremulous smile. My eyes well with tears and a few slip
past my lashes. Because even as | say it, | know it isn’t true. Connor and | may not have been together for
very long, but | really did see a future together. “I wasn’t in love with Connor.”

“You don’t have to be in love for your heart to break.” Casey brushes a tear from my face and then
walks away.

I’m not sure how long I sit and stare off into space, but I’m startled when a loud knock sounds at the
door.



Come on, Connor. You’re only making this harder on both of us.

Several seconds pass, and right when | think he gave up, another knock sounds. Maybe it’s best to just
get this over with now, although I feel like 1’ve said all | needed to say. Pushing up from the couch, | open
the door and come face-to-face with... “Logan.”

“Hey.” She waves awkwardly. “Can | come in for a second?”

“Sure.” Stepping aside, | open the door wide. She walks in and follows me to the living room. Her eyes
drift around my duplex. My gaze follows hers, and I realize that she must think it’s odd that the place is
completely bare.

“I just moved in.” Scratching the top of my head, I try to come up with something to say, something to
fill this awkward silence. I’ve got nothing.

“I know.” Logan brings her gaze back to me. “Connor told me.”

My skin prickles at the mention of his name. “Right. Connor.” Sucking my bottom lip in between my
teeth, | nod.

“Connor’s crazy about you.”

Hold up. What did she say? | expected her to come over here and yell at me, maybe try and start some
sort of catfight, but I didn’t expect her to say that. Something on my face must clue her in to my confusion
because she chuckles.

“It’s true.” | stare at her, trying to figure out how to respond. “Mind if | sit?” she asks.

“Please, have a seat.”

She sits on the couch, scooting toward the edge, but | stay standing. Logan’s shoulders droop. Her eyes
fall to something in front of her, and for a brief second it’s as though she’s reliving some sort of memory.
When she looks back up, her eyes are full of understanding. “I heard what you said to Logan.
Eavesdropping isn’t typically my thing, but what can | say?” she says, shrugging. “I’m a woman.”

A bubble of laughter crawls up my throat and she visibly relaxes at the sound. “It’s okay. | have a
sister. A nosy-ass sister. | understand.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” she says, once again catching me off guard. “I can’t imagine how
difficult that must’ve been. | won’t pretend to understand what it felt like, because 1’ve never been in love.
But | do know what it’s like to come second to someone else.”

She’s offering me an olive branch. I’m not one to look a gift horse in the mouth, so I take it. “You do?”

“Unfortunately.” Logan wraps a strand of hair around her fingers, twirling it. “My dad chose his
girlfriend over me. It’s not something I like to think about, but I want you to know that I understand and |
wouldn’t wish it upon anyone,” she says, looking up at me. “Did Connor tell you how we met?” she asks.

“Foster care.”

“Yup. My dad neglected me and | was eventually taken away from him. | bounced around several
horrible foster homes, but the day of my last move was the luckiest day of my life.”

“It was?” | ask, curious. Why on earth would moving into a new foster home be the best day of
someone’s life?

“It was. Because that’s the day | met my brother.” I didn’t miss that Logan emphasized the word
brother. “Connor and | might not share the same blood, but he is my family in every sense of the word. Do
I love Connor? Yes, but not the way you’re afraid of. And trust me, | understand why you’d be afraid.”

“You do?”

“Yes. | don’t necessarily agree with it—which is why I’m here—but | understand. Putting yourself out
there like that, in the same situation you were in before? That would be terrifying. I’m not sure | could do
it, so I wouldn’t expect you to.”

“But you just said you don’t agree with me,” | say, my brows dipping low.

“Yeah, well, that’s the other thing | wanted to tell you. Coming in second sucks. I don’t want to go
through something like that again, just like you don’t want to. But I’d gladly come in second to you.”

“What?” | drop down onto the couch.



“I love Connor,” she states firmly. “Nothing and no one is ever going to change that—not even you.
But I’m not in love with him. Never have been, never will be. And the thing is, | realize Connor isn’t my
dad. He may put you first, which he should, but he wouldn’t forget about me. He won’t treat me the way
my dad did. And he wouldn’t treat you the way Tyson did.”

My lips press together in a frown. “I don’t know, Logan.” Bringing my hand to my mouth, I pull at my
lip, my mind digesting everything she just said.

“Do you want to know why I’d gladly take second place to you?” she asks hopefully. | nod. “Because
you make him happy. You’re so different than any girl he’s been with, and trust me, I’ve been there for all
of them. He smiles every time he says your name, even after you left him.”

My eyes burn, tears pushing against the confines of my lashes. Logan didn’t have to come over here
and tell me all of this, but she did because she wants her best friend to be happy. And apparently, she
realizes the person who makes him happy is me. The old Brit would’ve likely found a way to discredit
everything she’s saying, but the new Brit wants desperately to believe it. Because the new Brit can’t say
Connor’s name without smiling, too.

A small grin tugs at the corner of my mouth. Maybe my heart was right to take a chance on Connor.
Maybe it learned its lesson the first time and recognizes Connor for who he is—the type of man to love me
the way | deserve to be loved.

“I hope that smile means something good,” Logan says, her eyes bright with hope.

Regret quickly overshadows my moment of happiness as | recall the way | so easily dismissed Connor.
What if he doesn’t forgive me? What if he thinks I’m batshit crazy? What if | threw away my one chance at
real happiness?

“No,” Logan snaps, catching my attention. “Your smile is fading. Why in the world is your smile
fading?”

“What if | already ruined everything? It wasn’t like we were together long. What if he’s decided I’'m a
flight risk?”

“Girl...” Logan clucks her tongue. She stands up and | follow suit. “We’re all flight risks. It’s what
makes us human. And guess what?”

“What?”

“Humans make mistakes, and the really awesome humans—Iike Connor—forgive those mistakes.”

“Did he tell you he’d forgive me?”

“Hell no,” she scoffs. “And trust me, I’ve tried to talk to him about it, but all I’ve gotten are grunts and
nods. Y ou know, the typical male bullshit. That’s the other reason | knew you were in his life for good.” |
cock a brow, urging her to continue, and she rolls her eyes. “Connor tells me everything about
everything...except when it comes to you.”

Wow. That’s surprising, especially if they’re best friends. Tyson used to tell Harley everything. It was
one of the things that pissed me off the most. Maybe appearances aren’t the only way that Connor and
Tyson are different.

“I’ve spent the last three days begging him to give me the nitty-gritty details, but the brute won’t
budge. His lips are sealed because you’re important to him. And if you’re important to him, you’re
important to me.”

Logan barely gets the last word out before | yank her into my arms. At first she doesn’t hug me back,
but that’s okay; | don’t take offense to it. | just keep squeezing until she finally does. It starts with a pat on
my back and then her grip on me tightens.

“Maybe we can both come first,” | say, wanting so badly to be Logan’s friend.

“Nah,” she says. “You should come first. That’s how it should be. Plus, I’m moving to Tennessee.”

Gripping her shoulders, I pull back until we’re eye to eye. “You’re moving to Tennessee?”

“Yep. Connor didn’t tell you?”

I shake my head. “But | didn’t exactly give him the chance.”



“Well, I am, and I need someone here to look after my brother. | need to know he’s taken care of. And
| could really use someone that’s willing to help me out when 1 bring a cowboy back home with me.”

Furrowing my brows, | try to picture Connor meeting Logan’s cowboy boyfriend. Connor in his
Chucks, long hair, beard, and colorful tattoos, versus a Stetson-wearing cowboy. That could be really
interesting. “l promise to run interference,” | say.

“See?” she says, nudging my shoulder. “This is going to work out perfectly.” Logan’s eyes soften.
“Who knows, maybe I’ll get a sister out of it.” She tried to sound flippant, but I could see past her facade.

“| think that sounds fantastic.”

Logan’s face lights up, and for several seconds we both just stare at each other.

“Well, | better get going,” she says, nodding toward the door.

“Are you going to Connor’s?” | ask.

“No,” she says, winking at me. “You are.”



CHAPTER 17

Connor

It’s been three days since Brittany walked out of my house. | shouldn’t care, considering 1’d only
known her for a hot second, but boy was it a hot second. The best damn hot second of my life.

And that right there is exactly why I can’t let her go.

I can’t...and won’t.

She stunned the hell outta me with the story about her fiancé. As much as | hated to hear what
happened to her, it explains her reaction to Logan being a female. | can’t say | blame her for being upset. If
the roles were reversed, | probably would’ve lost my shit, too.

My heart broke for her, and by the time | came up with something to say, she was already gone. |
pounded on her front door for nearly an hour, begging her to talk to me. It wasn’t until Logan grabbed my
arm and physically pulled me back to my house that I finally gave up. But even then | didn’t really give up,
because | can’t stop thinking about her and 1’d be lying if I said | haven’t been plotting ways to get her
back.

I’ve been with my fair share of women, but not one has affected me the way Brittany has. Her big blue
eyes peeking up at me under thick, dark lashes made my heart flip over in my chest. The dimplesin her
cheeks, winking at me every time she laughed, caused meto lose my breath. But what affected me the most
was feeling her body shudder under the touch of my hand. That feeling made me want to stand on a
mountain and pound my chest, claiming her as mine.

So right now I’'m doing the only thing I can do. I’m holding on to those moments while | give her time.
Unfortunately for her, the more time | spend thinking, the more pissed off | get.

What Tyson did was shitty, but I’m not Tyson.

Clenching my jaw, | stand up. What the hell am | supposed to do? How do | handle this? A part of me
thinks | need to sit back and just give her time to miss me; that she’ll realize what a terrible mistake she
made. The other part of me wants to tear into her for screwing with my feelings the way she has. | let her
into my life, | bent my rules, and thisis the shit she pulls?

Fuck.

She’s got me so fucking tied up in knots it isn’t even funny. It’s infuriating, actually.

My frustration is at an all-time high. | pace the living room several times before deciding that giving
her space is the wrong choice. I’m not sure giving her a piece of my mind is the right way to go, but it’s
what I’m going to do, and damn it, she’s going to listen.

Leaving the house, | stomp toward Brittany’s side of the duplex. Before | make it to her porch, the
front door flies open, revealing what appears to be adeliriously happy Brittany and a smiling Logan.

What. The. Hell.

Brittany’s gaze lands on me. Her smile faltersjust a fraction, the happiness seemingly replaced with
uncertainty. There’s no room for uncertainty now, sweetheart. You said your piece, and now it’s time | said
mine.

She takes a step toward me. Straightening my back, | square my shoulders and stalk toward her.
Something in my approach must confuse her because she stops and flicks her eyes to Logan before bringing
them back to me.

“Goodbye, Logan,” | say without sparing her a glance. Logan snickers, but out of the corner of my eye
I see her scurry toward her car. | walk straight over to Brittany, not stopping until we’re toe to toe. The air
around us crackles. It’s something 1’d gotten used to, something I’m going to miss if | can’t get her to see
she’s making a huge fucking mistake. Something 1I’m afraid I’ll never feel again with anyone else.



Chin held high, | glare at Brittany. Gorgeous blue eyes are watching me carefully, sparkling with what
looks awhole hell of alot like hope. Her hair is pulled up in abun on top of her head, |oose strands floating
around her face, and her shirt is arumpled mess. She looks so different like this; not at all like the put-
together doctor sheis. | likethisside of her. | like every side of her.

I’ve never wanted so badly to both kiss a woman and physically shake her as | do in this moment.

“I’m so fucking pissed at you right now,” | say, grinding the words out. Brittany scrunches her nose at
the tone of my voice. She’s so damn adorable when she does that. My body deflates, my frustration
waning.

Oh hell no, Connor, | think to myself, you will not get distracted. You came here because you have
something to say, and—damn it—you’re going to say it.

“We need to talk, and by that I mean 1’m going to do the talking and you’re going to listen.”

Brittany’s brows are now nearly touching her hairline. She plants a fist on her hip. “Well, I have a few
things to say, too,” she says with just as much bite.

“You’ve already talked and now it’s my turn.” My eyes lock on her plump lower lip as she sucks it
into her mouth. Even though it’s only been a few days, | already recognize this as a nervous habit.

Pulling my eyes to hers, | swear | see a hint of amusement flash across her face. “Cut the bullshit,” |
snap, watching her face fall. “This isn’t funny. You’re blaming me for the mistakes of that prick who broke
your heart.” Nothing like throwing it all out there, and there’s no stopping now. “I’m nothing like him. |
would never hurt you because I care about you, and hurting you would hurt me. But you don’t feel the
same way, do you?” | ask, not really looking for an answer.

“That’s not—"

“Because if you felt the same way,” | say, interrupting her, “then you wouldn’t have walked away so
easily. Did you even try giving us a chance, or were you so scared of getting hurt again that you looked for
an out any place you could find it?”” She opens her mouth, but I’m not done. “And | handed it to you on a
silver fucking platter, didn’t 1? | gave you the one reason to bail that everyone would understand.”

“Connor—"

“This is pointless,” | say, gripping the back of my neck. “You’ve already put me in the same category
as him. There’s no sense trying to defend myself. But you know what? | shouldn’t have to defend myself,
because | deserve better than that. I’m a good guy who would give every single part of myself, and |
deserve that in return.” Brittany’s eyes glisten under the dull light of the falling sun. Her tears rip through
my heart, the sharp pain radiating to my soul. | can tell my words hit their mark.

| hurt her.

| just said | would never hurt her, yet | did it anyway.

I’m no better than she is. Maybe we’re better off not together after all.

Taking a deep breath, I find my resolve. “I can’t do this.” | glance at my house. Maybe it’s time to
make my exit.

“Are you done spewing all of that bullshit?”

My head snaps back, her words a slap in the face. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“l came out here to tell you I’m sorry,” she says, the expression on her face much softer than her voice.

“You did?”

“Yes, but—"

“No buts.” Grabbing her chin, | demand her attention. “Tell me,” I plead. The energy that was coursing
through my body is quickly transforming from frustration to hope.

“I’m sorry—"

My arms wrap around her before she even finishes apologizing. Pulling her body flush against mine, |
hold her close...and this time I’m not letting her go. Relief washes through me, because being without her
was going to hurt like a bitch.

Brittany laughs, her face squished against my chest. “You don’t even know what | was going to say,”
she mumbles against my shirt.



Chills race down my spine, unease settling in my gut. Pulling back, | narrow my eyes.

“No,” Brittany says quickly. “I didn’t mean it like that. | do apologize, but | want to finish
apologizing.”

Lips parting, | sigh in relief. “Does your apology end with us being together?”

“Yes, but | don’t want you to let me off that easily,” she says, her eyes brimming with more tears.

“It doesn’t matter—”

“Shush.” Brittany presses a finger against my lips. “It does matter.” | shake my head, but it doesn’t
deter her. “You were right. | was blaming you for someone else’s mistakes, and that wasn’t fair to you or to
Logan—whom I’m very fond of, by the way. I’m sorry | hurt you, and I’m sorry if | broke your trust.” |
shake my head again, and this time she lowers her hand. “But | promise I’ll make it up to you. Just...” Her
voice trembles. Grabbing her hand, | lace our fingers together, silently urging her to continue. Her fingers
tighten around mine. “Be gentle with me, okay? Because I’m going to fall for you, and I’ve already had my
heart stomped on. I’m not sure how much more abuse it can take.”

Bringing my free hand to her face, I cup her jaw. “Well, that’s good to hear because I’m already falling
for you.” Brittany’s face lights up, the dimplesin her cheeks popping out. Warmth radiates through my
chest, slowly seeping outward. “I’m not sure what life has in store for us, but | can promise that you won’t
regret this. You won’t regret us, and you won’t regret me.”

Closing her eyes, she nuzzles her cheek in the palm of my hand. “Just promise me one thing,” she says,
her lids fluttering open.

“What’s that?”

“If at any point you’re not happy or you have feelings for someone else, just tell me. Please don’t stay
with me out of obligation or fear. Just be honest. That’s all I need.”

“l can do that,” | whisper. “As long as you’ll promise to do the same.”

She pulls her hand out of mine and then slowly slides both of them up my chest. “I promise.” Gripping
the material of my shirt, she crashes her lips against mine. My lips part as she devours me, and there really
isnothing else | can do other than go with it because | need her so much right now.

Planting my hands on her ass, | hoist her up. She wraps her legs around my waist, the warmth of her
body pressing against my cock. My chest rumbles and I rip my mouth from hers. “Is this the point where
we get to have crazy hot make-up sex?”

Her swollen lips part. “Yes,” she says, breathless. “Make-up sex. Great idea. What the hell are you
waiting for?” Running her fingers along my scruffy jaw, she pushes her hands into my hair and fistsit. Her
hot mouth attacks my neck, and what little control | had |eft snaps.

| have no ideawhat | did to deserve thislittle spitfire, but no way in hell am I letting her go again.



EPILOGUE

Brittany
Severa months later

“Are you sure about this?”” Connor asks, prepping the underside of my left forearm.

Leaning forward, 1 kiss the top of his head. “Of course I’m sure about this. | trust you.”

His beautiful blue eyes peek up at me. “I know you do, baby. All right, here we go. It shouldn’t take
long at all.”

Sitting back in the chair, | close my eyes. The tattoo gun buzzesto life, and | flinch when it first
touches my skin. Connor said this would be a sensitive spot, and it definitely is, but the pain seemsto be
dulling with each pass.

| knew it was time for my next tattoo. My previous two are linked to not-so-great memories. They’re
there to remind me about my past and what 1’ve overcome. This time, however, | wanted the tattoo to
reflect areally great memory. Last week, Connor told me he loved me for the first time. | felt those three
words deep down in my soul, and of course | returned them.

Connor isit for me; | have no doubt about that at all. And what better way to cel ebrate our love than
with anew tattoo. Something to remind me every single day that taking a chance on Connor was the best
decision I’ve ever made.

It must’ve been something that Connor had been thinking about too, because as soon as | mentioned it,
he said he had the perfect idea. | went with it. Connor knows me better than anyone, and my trust in himis
unwavering.

So here | am letting the man | love give me a tattoo, and | have absolutely no idea what it’s going to
look like or what it’s going to say. | gave him two stipulations; the tattoo had to be in a different language,
just like the other two, and | wanted it on the underside of my forearm, straight down from my pinky.

Time passes quickly, and before I know it, Connor turns off his tattoo gun. “All done,” he says,
running a cloth over my skin to wipe off the blood. “You ready to see it?”

I nod excitedly, and he turns my arm so | can see the three beautifully scripted words he’s permanently
etched into my skin. “Vivere senza rimpianti,” | whisper, trying my best not to botch the pronunciation.
“It’s stunning,” | say, looking at Connor. His smile is beaming, and just like always, it melts my heart.
“What’s it mean?”

“That’s the best part,” he says, bringing his lips to mine. He kisses me gently a couple of times before
pulling back. “Do you remember when | promised that no matter what happened between us, you would
never regret this or me?” | nod, my eyes welling with tears when | remember the heartache I caused that led
to that moment. Grateful isn’t even a strong enough word to describe how happy | am that he decided to
forgive me.

“No crying.” Curving his hand around the back of my neck, he tugs me in close. “It says ‘live without
regret’ in Italian. I thought it would be perfect.”

My breath hitches in my throat. “It’s more than perfect.” Mindful of my fresh ink, I wrap my arms
carefully around his neck.

Connor nuzzles his face in my hair. “I’m glad you like it.”

“Not like. Love,” I say, emphasizing the last word. “I loveit. AlImost as much as | love you.”

“I love you too, baby. More than you know.”

“Why don’t you take me home and you can show me just how much.”



Connor growls, his eyes eating me up from head to toe. “That’s a brilliant idea,” he says, pulling back
so he can perform his aftercare on my tattoo. “You’re so damn smart. Just one of the millions of things
about you that turn me the fuck on.”

“Connor. Hurry,” I say, wiggling in my seat. My need for this man hasn’t waned...not one bit. In fact,
it’s grown to epic proportions.

“And Brittany,” he says, wiping salve on my arm, “just to give you some warning so you can prepare
yourself...” 1 look at him questioningly, wondering what he’s going to say next. “I’m going to ask you to
marry me and it’s going to be soon.”

My heart stutters to a stop, flops around inside my chest, and then restarts, kicking into high gear. “Not
if I ask you first.”

Connor’s head snaps up, a shit-eating grin plastered to his face. “Well played, babe,” he says. “Well
played.”

Pursing my lips, | give him asmug little smile.

I think I’m going to like playing this game.

THE END
(Orisit?)
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JUST FOR TONIGHT

By K.L. Grayson
Coming 2016

We all have our weaknesses...rich, decadent chocolate, fancy designer handbags, overpriced stilettos
in every color under the sun. My weakness is Benny Catalano. To call Benny tall, dark, and handsome
would be a massive understatement. His giant, tattooed, drool-worthy frame sits at an impressive six foot
three. Thick dark hair sticks up in every direction, giving him that notorious | -just-had-crazy-monkey-sex
look that most women love. And the five o’clock shadow on his perfectly square jaw could bring any
woman to her knees. Benny wasn’t just smacked with the handsome stick. Nope, he was smacked and then
beaten with the Adonis bad boy belt.

My only problem ... he’s playing hard to get.

I’ve never had to work too hard for anything, especially not aman. My father isthe most influential
music producer in the world—I1’m used to getting what | want. But if I’ve learned anything from dear ol’
dad, it’s that money can’t buy happiness and the best things in life don’t come easy. And Benny is worth
having, although the way he’s been dangling the goods and giving nothing away, he sure as hell is making
things difficult.

The question is, why?

What he doesn’t know is that this privileged socialite isn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. If the man of
my dreams is the end result, I’m ready to put in the work to make him mine.

My name is Mia Brannigan, and thisis my story.
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PRELUDE

One year earlier...

“Closing time,” Lacy Sparks said, gently tapping on Logan’s shoulder. He’d been looking down at his
beer so long he had almost forgotten where he was.

“I thought maybe you’d found a way to sleep with your eyes open,” she teased.

He glanced up at her, and then let his gaze wander around the restaurant. He was surprised to find the
place empty. Where the hell did everyone go?

Her cousin, Macie was behind the bar, wiping the counter and he could hear Sydney in the kitchen,
washing dishes. Lacy had already cleaned the dining area and he hadn’t noticed them doing any of it.

“Sorry.”

“No problem. I’ll walk you home,” she offered.

Logan wasn’t drunk. Not even close. After all, he’d nursed the last still-full beer for over an hour. But
he wasn’t going to turn down the offer of company. Especially Lacy’s. She was one of the reasons he’d
returned to Sparks Barbeque tonight. He’d been here earlier with her brother, Evan. His best friend since
first grade, Evan had picked him up after work and declared they were going out for happy hour. His friend
had been hell-bent on cheering him up. After al, Logan had just gotten dumped. For the first time.

Logan had dated lots of girls, but in the end, he’d always been the heartbreaker because none of them
had captured his affections. Until he met Jane.

He should consider himself lucky. Not many men made it to the ripe old age of thirty-three without
ever having their hearts ripped out. Of course, the more he thought about it, the more he realized it wasn’t
his heart Jane had just tromped all over. It was his pride. His heart had walked out of the relationship about
six months ago.

He and Evan had eaten dinner, kicked back afew beers and then Evan had dropped him off at his
place. Logan had taken one look around the quiet apartment and then walked the two blocks back to the
restaurant. He preferred noise to silence, and there was something very soothing about Lacy’s Uncle TJ’s
off-color stories, Macie’s boisterous laughter, and the sweet way Lacy kept stopping by to check on him.
When you were with the Sparks family, it was easy to forget what ailed you. The pressure that had taken
permanent residence on his chest since Jane moved out last week lifted when he was here.

“Logan?”

God. He shouldn’t have bothered coming back. He was shitty company. “Sorry,” he repeated.

Lacy reached out to clasp his hand, giving it a quick, comforting squeeze. “You ready to go?”

He nodded. “Yeah, but shouldn’t I be offering to walk you home?”

She grinned. “I live five blocks from here and | walk myself home every night. Besides, your place is
on my way.”

Logan reached for his wallet, but she waved off his money when he tried to pay for the beer. “It’s on
me.”

“Lace.”

Rather than fight about it, she simply pulled her jacket on and walked to the front door leaving him no
choice but to follow. “Night, Macie,” she called out.

“Night, y’all,” her cousin replied wearily. It had been a busy night at the restaurant and they were
obviously pooped.

Once they stepped out onto the sidewalk, Lacy decided to take the bull by the horns. “I know you’re
upset about Jane. If you ever need someone to talk to, I’m a pretty good listener.”



There was no debating that. While he’d been Evan’s friend growing up, once they became adults, Lacy
had stopped being the kid sister and became afriend in her own right. She was one of the most upbeat
people he’d ever met. An eternal optimist. Logan liked the humor and positive energy that seemed to
surround her all the time.

“I’m not sure there’s much to talk about. The breakup had been coming for a while. Not like it was a
total shock.”

“Another man?”

He didn’t bother to lie. Logan nodded. “Yeah. Some old boyfriend from back home. Apparently
they’ve been chatting on Facebook for nearly a year.”

“Fucking Facebook,” she said with a grin.

The joke worked. He laughed, but didn’t bother to say Jane’s flirting over social media had very little
to do with what really broke up the relationship. And it certainly wasn’t anything he could explain to Lacy.
Not fully anyway. God only knew what she’d say if he went into all the gory details.

“This is probably one of those things that’s best left alone. Rehashing it won’t make it better. | just
need to figure out where to go from here.”

“So, I’ll change my offer. If you ever want to hang out and not talk about it, you know where to find
me.”

“Thanks.”

He appreciated her kindness, but he didn’t see himself taking her up on the offer. Logan was getting
out of athree-year relationship. He needed time to recover and to get his shit together. Looking at Lacy
tonight, Logan felt something he didn’t want to put a word to, simply because it would be too dangerous to

acknowledge.

Once they reached the front of his apartment, he paused. “I really don’t mind walking you home,
Lacy.”

She smiled, and then reached up on tiptoe to give him a quick kiss on the cheek. “It’s Maris, Logan.
I’ll be fine. Night.”

He watched as she walked away, not turning toward his front door until she was completely out of
sight.

The second Lacy was gone, the heavy feeling he’d managed to keep at bay in the restaurant, returned,
along with anew one.
Fuck it. He called it by name. He felt tempted. By Lacy Sparks. It was going to be along night.



CHAPTER ONE

“This isn’t Vegas.”

Lacy rolled her eyes as Macie repeated the same sentiment she’d been muttering all night. Damn
woman had been bemoaning the fact they were holding their cousin Sydney’s bachelorette party in boring
old Maris, Texas, instead of Las Vegas for about six weeks now.

“Yeah. That’s totally not getting old, Mace,” Lacy said with a sigh. “Besides, | think Sydney is
handling the disappointment just fine.” She lifted her chin toward the bar, where Sydney was giggling her
fool head off while sporting a short white veil, jeans and a “Kiss Me, I’m the Bride” t-shirt covered with
guys’ signatures in Sharpie. She was drinking blowjob shots with three sexy ranch hands who were only
too happy to celebrate with the tipsy bride-to-be.

“I bet she’d trade those three farm boys for male strippers any day of the week.”

Lacy laughed. “This is Sydney’s party, not yours. | suspect she’s perfectly happy right here. We’ll go
to Vegas when you get married.”

Macie tipped back her beer. “That’s small comfort. I’ve done athorough accounting of the stock
around here and I’m fairly certain I’m never getting married.”

Lacy found it difficult to argue with her cousin. Macie had cut a wide swath through most of the
available men in Maris. Not that Macie was a slut. Quite the contrary. She was very discerning when it
came to her lovers. However, she was an equal opportunity dater, which meant she didn’t turn down many
requests to go out. Only a handful had ever gotten a second date. “Maybe you should widen the search,
check out some neighboring towns.”

Macie simply rolled her eyes. “Already done that.” Then, as so often happened with her cousin, Macie
spotted a “squirrel” and changed topics. Shiny things constantly distracted her, too. “It’s good to see Coop
out tonight.”

Lacy glanced toward where the rancher was sitting alone, nursing a beer. “Wonder how he’s doing.”

“Considering his wife died of breast cancer three months ago, I’m going to go out on a limb and say
shitty.” Macie rose from her seat. “And since the pickings around here are so slim, I’m going to give up on
getting lucky and go buy that man a beer. Looks like he could use some cheering up.”

Hank Cooper had always been aregular at Sparks Barbeque, the restaurant Lacy and her cousins
operated, stopping in for lunch at least once a week. However, since his wife Charlotte’s death, he’d
become even more regular, sitting at the bar with a sandwich, plate of fries and a beer nearly every single
night as Macie held court.

While Macie was aterrible cook, she was one hell of a bartender. Lacy was pretty sure that, while
people originaly came for the delicious food Sydney and Jeannette prepared, they returned because of the
fun Macie provided.

Lacy lifted her beer for adrink as her cousin walked away and took the opportunity to survey the bar.
It was the first time she’d had five minutes to herself since they began this crazy adventure. Her boisterous
cousins and several of their girlfriends had surrounded her all evening as they ran through the typical
checklist of bachelorette insanity, complete with tequila shots and raunchy sex toy and negligee gifts. Then
they started playing some silly game that Paige had found online, where Sydney had to find guys who fit
certain characteristics to sign her t-shirt. She’d found men with tattoos, piercings and facial hair quickly,
and had her pick of the litter on men wearing cowboy hats and boots. So far, she’d had no luck on finding a
mal e prostitute or a transvestite—Macie’s additions to the list, items she insisted Sydney would have found
easily in Vegas.

With the exceptions of Sydney at the bar and Macie sitting with Coop, most of their party was now out
on the dance floor, shaking their booties, completely oblivious to how many cowboys currently stalked



them. Lacy didn’t blame the guys. She’d always thought her cousins were beautiful women—inside and
out. When they were out together in a pack, like they were now, they tended to turn more than afew heads.

Several men got bold and attempted to break into the circle, hoping to pick one of the women off and
get her away from the others. It looked like one guy had just about managed to capture Adele’s attention
before she shimmied back into the fold. Obviously tonight’s unspoken theme was chicks before dicks.
Which suited Lacy fine, because there wasn’t anyone here she was interested in hooking up with.

A slow song started playing and most of the girls headed back toward the table. Only four of them
made land as the rest found dance partners and stayed on the floor.

“Damn. It’s a total meat market out there,” Amanda said as she and her girlfriend Brandi returned,
along with Jeannette and Gia, who, unlike the rest of their cousins, had steady boyfriends.

“Tell me about it. I’m pretty sure at least three different guys tried to grope my ass during that |ast
song,” Gia added.

Amanda laughed. “Yeah. | saw that. One was my ex, Chuck, who’s actually here with his girlfriend,
Paula.”

“Wait. You dated Chuck? Or Paula?” Jeannette asked, clearly thinking Amanda had misspoken.

Amandawaved away Jeannette’s confusion with a grin. “Chuck, but that was way back in two
thousand and straight. And believe me, if | hadn’t already realized | was into girls way more than guys,
Chuck would have pushed meinto full-fledged lesbianism.”

Giatossed Chuck adirty look as he did some sort of obscene bump-and-grind dance with Paula. “It’s a
dick move trying to feel up one woman when you’re with another.”

“It’s late in the night.” Brandi reached for a pretzel. “The drunker these rednecks get, the more hands
they’re going to grow.”

“We should have gone to Vegas.” Amanda wrapped her arm around Brandi’s shoulders to tug her
closer.

“Not you too,” Lacy said. “I just managed to talk Macie off that ledge. Besides, you were both cool
with this plan.” Amanda, Macie’s best friend all through school, and Brandi were currently saving up for
their wedding. It was one of the reasons why they’d all elected to stay local for the bachelorette party rather
than travel to Sin City.

Of course, the main reason was the restaurant. They would have had to close the place down this
weekend if they had all ventured out of town, and that was something they only did on Thanksgiving and
Christmas. They’d managed to get tonight off because Uncle TJ, along with Lacy’s aunts and her mom, had
volunteered to man the place during the dinner shift so they could go out.

Money wastight for al of them, so they had decided to stick with the tried-and-true bachel orette party,
venturing to the only local nightclub in town, Cruisers. Given its close proximity to the highway, there was
always a chance of meeting someone new, but tonight’s crowd was nothing more than the usual faces.

Brandi pointed toward the front door. “That was before the guys decided to crash the party.”

Lacy glanced up then scowled as her cousin Tyson and her big brother, Evan, made their way toward
the table. As her Uncle TJ liked to joke, a person couldn’t shake a stick in Maris without hitting a Sparks.
That was certainly atrue statement. Sometimes Lacy enjoyed having such alarge, close-knit family.
Sometimes she felt like the only privacy she ever got was in the bathroom.

Then she realized Evan and Tyson weren’t alone. Jeannette’s boyfriends, Luc and Diego, as well as
Evan’s best friend, Logan, were there as well.

“Couldn’t fit the groom in the car?” Gia asked sarcastically.

Sydney’s soon-to-be husband, Chas, appeared to be the only fella who hadn’t decided to crash the
party.

Tyson looked unapologetic as he sat down next to Gia. He raised his hand to call the waitress over and
asked for around of beers as the other guys claimed the rest of the empty seats. Luc and Diego instantly
flanked Jeannette, and she was clearly delighted to see them as they each took aturn kissing her.



“You gals have been here for three hours. We decided you were probably hitting the breaking point.”
Tyson looked around the bar as he spoke, no doubt doing a cousin head count.

“And what breaking point is that?” Gia asked.

“Either too drunk to make smart decisions or not drunk enough to deal with all the wasted cowboys.
Figured it was time for reinforcements either way,” Evan explained.

“It’s a bachelorette party, Evan,” Lacy said, all too familiar with her big brother’s tendency to take
overprotectiveness to new extremes. “You can’t just barge in here like this. Y ou’re lucky Macie hasn’t seen
you yet. She’ll flip out.”

Lacy made sure to maintain eye contact with her brother as he studied her face, letting him see how
much his presence annoyed her. Unfortunately, her anger was lost on him. The cop in him wastrying to
visually assess how much she’d had to drink. She was the first to look away in disgust. “You’re pissing me
off.”

However, he wasn’t. Not really. Lacy loved her brother more than words could say and in truth, she
was sort of glad he was here. Not because she liked him hovering—that really did drive her up the wall—
but because where there was Evan, there was Logan.

Lacy was delighted to see him out tonight. Since his breakup with Jane nearly a year earlier, he’d
maintained the “stay-at-home” lifestyle he’d picked up with his ex, refusing to jump back into the dating
scene.

Instead, he spent most of his time working. He owned his own furniture business and was a genius
when it came to crafting beautiful things from wood or refurbishing precious antiques. He sold both in his
store on Main Street, just two blocks away from the restaurant.

Glancing around the bar at the other men, Lacy realized that Logan would always be the yardstick by
which she measured every man. So far, no one had ever come close to her ideal.

In addition to his creative talents in the woodshop, he used to play bass in Tyson’s Collective, her
cousin’s bluegrass band. He could beat out one hell of a rhythm on the bass. What was it about musicians
that made them so freaking irresistible and hot?

Plus Logan wasn’t hard to look at. At all. He was six-one, with chestnut-brown hair that he wore just a
touch too long, which gave him a permanent just-rolled-out-of-bed look that never failed to send her
thoughts straight to sex. In addition to that—and his muscular arms and his chiseled jaw and hisfive
o’clock shadow and his great ass—were his eyes. God. Logan had the most striking blue eyes she’d ever
seen. They wereice blue, so light and piercing, she got lost in them.

Like now.

She blinked rapidly when she realized Logan was speaking to her. She hadn’t heard a word he’d said.

“Lacy? Did you hear me?”

“Um. Sorry. Music is too loud,” she lied.

“I said | finished fixing your chaise lounge. Wondered if you wanted me to deliver it to your place
sometime next week.”

She had found a gorgeous chaise at a flea market a month earlier. Picked the thing up for a song, but it
had a couple loose legs and the upholstery had been torn. She’d driven it straight to Logan’s store and
asked him to fix it for her.

“That would be great, but I can come get it.”

He chuckled as he leaned closer. “You were lucky you got the thing to me the first time. Still can’t
believe you managed to strap it to the roof of your car.”

“It was too big for the trunk.”

“I’ll drop it by in my truck. It’s not too heavy. Figure the two of us can get it up the stairs to your
apartment on our own.”

She nodded, delighted by the prospect of having Logan in her apartment alone. Not that it would make
oneiota of difference in the way he treated her.



To Logan, she would always be Evan’s kid sister, which made her off-limits. The two idiots had
actually made some sort of vow about it back when they were sophomores in high school. Evan called it
their bro code, like that cliché wasn’t old and tired.

Of course, Lacy knew their promise to not bang each other’s sisters all those years ago had had
absolutely nothing to do with her, and everything to do with Logan encouraging Evan to keep his hands off
his sister, Rachel.

Rachel had been ayear older than Logan and Evan, and growing up, she’d been the Maris High School
It Girl. Every guy in the school—and Amanda—had been in love with her. And Rachel had beenin love
with at least half of them. Unlike Macie, Rachel had been a bit less discerning when it came to sex, and
she’d gotten one hell of a reputation by the time she’d hit senior year.

Lacy suspected Logan initiated the bro code as his attempt at managing to keep at least one boy out of
Rachel’s pants. And Evan, because he was a good guy, had agreed to keep his hands off. Then he’d
solicited the same promise from Logan.

She figured Logan hadn’t even had to think twice before agreeing. After all, at the time, Lacy had been
the annoying eight-year-old who hovered around them like a gnat that they constantly had to swat away.
They had both been totally oblivious to the fact that even then she’d been in love with Logan.

Logan had eternal dibs on her heart. He had been her first crush, her first love, and the man to occupy
every sex dream she’d ever had. When she’d kissed her pillow in eighth grade, she pretended it was him,
and she had at least three notebooks she’d accumulated during middle and high school that were filled with
her name and his.

Mr. and Mrs. Logan Grady. Logan and Lacy Grady. Logan + Lacy. LG heart LS.

And the worst part about all of it was, he didn’t have a clue.

Logan looked at her and, rather than noticing she was now an available, attractive woman of twenty-
seven, he till saw the kid sister.

Of course, it wasn’t like Logan had been looking around much. He’d been happily shacked up with
Jane for three years, then mourning her departure the last twelve months.

There had been very few people in Maris who hadn’t expected to hear wedding bells in Jane and
Logan’s future, so everyone had been shocked when Jane moved out. And she hadn’t just vacated their
apartment, she’d left town. Packed up her stuff and hit the road.

Unfortunately, the rumor mill was precious low on details about the breakup, apart from her moving
back home for another guy. Lacy suspected there was more. Evan, no doubt, knew what had gone down
between the couple, but he would never betray a confidence and Lacy would never ask him to.

In the end, she realized she didn’t really care why they broke up. She was just grateful as hell they had.
For so many years, she feared she had missed her chance with him.

The table became too crowded for her to continue her conversation with Logan when the rest of the
women returned from the dance floor. Then Macie dragged Coop over to join them.

Despite their protestations at the guys’ presence, Lacy had to admit the party was more fun with them
there. So much so, Sydney called Chas and asked him to come join them, which he did.

It was safe to say Lacy was having one of the best times of her life. She was surrounded by all of her
favorite people in the world. Lacy’s life was pretty simple, composed of work, flea markets and yard sales,
and home. Occasionally she dated, but, like Macie, she wasn’t having much luck on the boyfriend front.
And since learning that Logan had broken up with Jane, she’d turned down every single guy who’d asked
her out—all three of them—Dbecause in her foolish, stupid heart, she still hoped that Logan would finally
notice her.

So they drank, ate, talked, laughed and danced the night away, and even the fact that Logan had headed
to the dance floor a couple of times with other women hadn’t dimmed her enjoyment of the evening.

Eventually, the couples began to peel off. Jeannette was the first to leave with her hot firefighters. Not
that anyone could blame her for being in a hurry to get home with those two. While ménages were far from
the norm, Lacy couldn’t deny Jeannette, Luc and Diego fit together perfectly.



Sydney and Chas were the next to go. According to avery tipsy Sydney, they needed to start practicing
for the honeymoon. Amanda and Brandi walked out with them.

Over the next hour, everyone else left, the sober ones offering rides to those who had over-imbibed
until it was only Logan, Evan and Lacy left at the table.

“Slim pickings tonight, I’m afraid,” Evan said as he slapped Logan on the back. It occurred to Lacy,
her brother had brought his friend out tonight in hopes of finding him agirl. Or maybe just getting him laid.

It took all the strength she had not to jump up and down, wave her hands around and shout “Y00-hoo!
I’m right here.”

Logan shrugged. “I wasn’t really looking.” He picked up his beer and took a swig, giving Evan a
teasing grin as he winked at Lacy. “Let’s face it. Hottest girls here tonight were all related to you.”

Evan chuckled. “Bro code is still in effect. | know all about you, you kinky bastard. She’s my sister.”

Lacy felt like kicking her brother under the table. It was on the tip of her tongue to tell them she knew
all about Logan’s kinks, but both men would die if they realized everything she knew. If they found out she
had followed Logan one afternoon about ten years ago and gotten one hell of a sex education...

Gladys Winthrop’s granddaughter, Yvette, had traveled from New York to spend the summer with her.
Every redneck in town had honed in on the city girl about ten seconds after she crossed the city line.
Strangersin Maris were few and far between and when a gorgeous woman wandered into their midst, all
the guys took notice.

However, it was Logan who had the distinct privilege of being the man to capture her attention. The
two of them had been inseparabl e that summer—and Lacy had wanted to know why.

Then she’d found out. Oh man, had she found out.

She had followed the couple as they |eft the annual Fourth of July picnic at the public beach early and
returned to Gladys’ lake house. Peering through the bedroom window, Lacy had seen Yvette on her knees,
her hands bound behind her as she gave Logan a blowjob. That ended when Logan picked her up, placed
her facedown over his lap and started spanking her. She might have worried, if Yvette hadn’t been begging
for more, her expression one of total bliss.

Lacy had been equal parts horrified and turned on. At seventeen, she’d only just begun to truly
discover her sexuality. That day had molded her fantasies, sparked feelings she had never had the
opportunity to explore, and ignited cravings she had never wanted to indulge in with anyone other than
Logan.

The degjay announced the last dance at the same time Evan’s phone rang. “It’s Annie. | need to take
this.” He stepped outside to take the call from his wife, leaving her alone with Logan.

“Want to dance?” she asked.

He shrugged good-naturedly. “Sure. Why not?”

She fought down her annoyance at the realization he was just humoring her.

Then she decided it was time to set the record straight.

Maybe he was determined to cast her in the role of little sister, and maybe he was determined to keep
his hands off her because of some stupid teenage vow, and maybe he was still getting over his last
girlfriend—but enough was enough.

There was no way Logan Grady was leaving here tonight without the knowledge that she was an
experienced, available and completely fuckable woman who was more than capable of keeping up with him
in the bedroom. She refused to take one more second of his condescending pats on the head that made her
feel eternally eight years old.

Hetook her in his arms, maintaining a polite distance that she instantly broached. He stiffened briefly
as she pressed her breasts firmly against his chest. His hands rested lightly on her waist, the touch platonic,
boring. She didn’t follow suit as she wrapped her hands around his neck, letting her fingers play with his
hair. It was even thicker than it looked.



Lifting up on her tiptoes, she lightly ran her lips along his neck. Logan’s hands tightened, and for a
moment, she expected him to push her away. Instead, he surprised her, letting his fingers drift around her
back until he’d managed to split the difference between touching her waist and her ass.

Then he used his grip to tug her closer, letting her feel his erection pressed against her ssomach—and it
occurred to Lacy her plan was backfiring. She hadn’t anticipated Logan returning her touches. In her mind,
she would leave him hot and bothered, his punishment for failing to acknowledge her as awoman.

So much for that idea.

Her pussy clenched and her nipples tightened when his hands drifted even lower, his paims molding
themselves to her ass.

Unableto resist, she glanced up and found him looking at her curiously.

“How much have you had to drink?” he asked.

“Not much.”

Not enough.

She’d been relatively sober when they’d stepped on the dance floor, but now she felt wasted, her legs
stumbling, barely able to hold herself upright under his sensual touches, and her brain was fuzzy from a
system overload of arousal.

She kept one hand in his hair as the other traveled along his chest, her fingers digging into the muscles
she found along the way. She didn’t stop until her hand rested on the buckle of his belt, less than an inch
away from his cock.

His hands tightened on her ass and she released a soft sigh.

“You know what you’re doing?”

She nodded, though she wasn’t so sure anymore. Originally, she’d thought she was seducing him. Now
it felt like he was seducing her. And she was responding to it.

He left one hand on her ass as he lifted the other to the side of her neck. He lightly ran one fingertip
along the neckline of her top. The shirt dipped low, revealing a healthy amount of cleavage. Macie had
taken one look at her when she’d arrived at the party and wolf-whistled at what she’d jokingly referred to
as Lacy’s hootchie-mama shirt.

Logan paused when he hit the cleavage. “Nice shirt.”

For thefirst timein her life, it felt like Logan was looking at her.

And really seeing her.

Reaching up, she grasped the hand still hovering above her breast and pressed his palm against it. She
didn’t have a clue where she’d found the outright boldness, but opportunities like this had been too few and
far between. She couldn’t run the risk of Logan finding another girlfriend and moving her in for three long-
ass years before she took her shot.

He sgqueezed her breast roughly. The touch sent a jolt of electricity along her spine and straight to her
pussy.
“Lacy,” he whispered, his hot breath sweet from the soda he’d been drinking. “I—"

The song ended and another couple jostled against them as they |eft the dance floor. It forced them to
break apart before he could finish his statement.

Rather than continue, he grasped her hand and led her back to the table. Mercifully, Evan hadn’t
returned. God only knew what her brother would have done if he’d caught sight of her and Logan fondling
each other on the dance floor not three minutes after he’d reminded them of the bro code.

The waitress was at the table with their bill. Logan handed her his credit card. She resumed her seat,
her legs still unsteady. It had only been a dance, but it had shaken Lacy to the core. She’d had sex before
and she’d certainly experienced desire, but what she felt now seemed eons away from mere want. She was
ravenous, predatory. Her whole body ached with a need so intense it took her breath away.

She searched for something to say, but her brain wouldn’t function. Words wouldn’t form.

Evan returned before she could gather her wits. “Hey, | gotta run. Eryn’s got a fever.”

“Is she okay?” Lacy asked, concerned about her adorable little niece.



“She was tugging at her ears earlier, so Annie thinks it’s probably an ear infection. We’re out of baby
Tylenol and Annie asked me to pick some up on my way home. | need to get going. Do you mind driving
Lacy home, Logan?”

Logan shook his head, but it seemed pretty clear that he wasn’t exactly pleased by the prospect. “Not at
all. I’ll take her. You need to get home to your baby.”

Logan’s chilly expression went through her like a bucket of cold water. While his body had responded
to her—and really, what guy’s body didn’t react when a woman threw herself at him?—it was obvious he
didn’t want to be alone with her.

Unfortunately, she was stuck without a car. She’d ridden to the party with Amanda and Brandi, but had
elected to stay when Evan said he’d drop her off.

“Great. I’ll catch you guys later,” Evan said as he passed the waitress on her way back to the table.

“l can call a cab,” she offered.

“Don’t be silly.” Logan signed the credit card slip, and then gestured toward the exit. “You ready?”

She nodded, draping the sweater she’d brought with her over her arm as they stood to leave. It was
early spring in Texas, which meant warm days and chilly nights. When Logan placed his hand against her
lower back lightly, she knew she wouldn’t need the extra layer for warmth. He’d lit a fire inside of her that
was going to take afew rounds with her vibrator to smother.

He helped her into his truck, the door panel plastered with the Grady Furniture logo, before circling to
the driver’s side.

She hadn’t spoken a word to him since leaving the dance floor, apart from her half-hearted offer to call
acab. Lacy feared she’d open her mouth and beg him to fuck her—right here, right now—in the parking lot
of Cruisers. So she kept her lips pressed shut. Clearly he wasn’t interested in following through on what
they’d begun on the dance floor.

Logan fiddled with the radio as he turned onto the highway and stopped when he found a country
station.

“Haven’t heard this one in ages,” he said as Glen Campbell’s “Gentle on my Mind” played.

She loved the song too and tried to concentrate on the music, but all she could think about was Logan’s
hand on her ass, on her breast.

He lived in a studio apartment above his shop on Main Street, while she had a smaller place three
streets over. For the past few years, she hadn’t lived or worked more than a mile away from him. They saw
each other amost daily, simply because they occupied the same small space and shared similar friends and
interests. And while she fantasized about him a little bit too much, for so many years she’d never indulged
the idea that they’d have anything more than a platonic relationship because, number one, he had been
dating Jane, and number two, that stupid bro code thing was apparently still in effect.

Lacy had just about convinced herself that her actions on the dance floor had been ill-advised when
Logan pulled up in front of her apartment building, parked and turned the truck off.

In fact, she opened her mouth to apologize to him for sending the mixed signals and for coming on so
strong.

However, the words “I’m sorry” never came. Because the second her lips parted, Logan covered them
with his own.

* % % %

Five years earlier...

“Lacy? What the hell are you doing?”

“Walking home.” She was still in a fury, and not even Logan’s arrival was enough to calm her down.

He pulled over to the side of theroad in front of her. “Get in the truck,” he called out through the open
passenger window.



“I’ll get the seat wet.”

“l don’t give a damn about that. Get in.”

She climbed into the front seat of his truck and gratefully accepted the jacket he handed her. Until that
moment, her rage had been keeping her warm, helping her ignore the cold rain. Now that she wasinside,
she was struggling not to shiver.

“It’s pissing down, getting darker by the minute and you’re two miles out of town. | almost didn’t see
you. How the hell did you get out here?”

“l was on a date.”

Logan hadn’t put the truck back in drive. Hadn’t bothered to start moving again. “A date?”

“With Bucky Largent. We got in a fight on the way home and | told him to let me out of the car. He
did.”

“That fucking asshole.”

“Wasn’t raining at the time.”

“Doesn’t matter. He knows he left you out here. Did he come back?”

Shelifted her handsin asilent duh. “Would I be sitting here if he had?”

“Guess that depends on how pissed off you were.”

“Not that damn mad.” She sighed. “You’re right. He’s a fucking asshole.”

“What happened?”

“We went to Cruisers together. | excused myself to go to the ladies’ room and when | came back, the
jackass was kissing someone else. | told him to take me home. We got in a big fight on the way to town and
I decided I’d rather walk home than spend one more second with the idiot. He stopped. I got out. He spun
tires when he pulled away. Big dramatic scene. And now | feel like the idiot.”

“Didn’t realize the two of you were a thing.”

She shrugged. “We weren’t really. We’ve gone out to dinner a few of times. Gotten pizza and watched
movies at my place once. Tonight was our fifth date. And our last.”

“I didn’t think you liked the guy.”

“When did | say that?” she asked.

“That day you were crying. When you told me that Missy kissed him.”

She laughed. “Jesus. I was thirteen, Logan.”

“Sounds like your first impression was the right one.”

Lacy couldn’t argue with that. “Yeah. | guess it was. Thanks for stopping.”

He looked at her incredulously. “As if 1’d drive right past you.”

They chatted for a little while about the weather and a Christmas concert Ty’s Collective was going to
play. It took her a few minutes to realize Logan wasn’t headed back into town.

“Where are we going?”

“Pit stop.” She didn’t question him. After all, he’d saved her from a very long, very wet walk home. It
wasn’t until they turned onto the lane to Bucky’s house that she figured out what Logan intended.

“Uh, Logan—"

He raised his hand to cut her off. “Won’t be a minute,” he said as he put the truck in park outside
Bucky’s house.

Lacy watched as he got out of the vehicle, walked to the front door and knocked. The front porch light
turned on as Bucky walked out. Though she couldn’t hear a word that was said, she could read the body
language just fine. Clearly Logan was explaining afew things to Bucky, who still seemed to think he was
in the right. The conversation ended when Logan punched Bucky in the stomach. Bucky didn’t bother to
return the favor. Clever man just remained bent over at the waist as Logan walked away.

“You hit him?” Lacy said when Logan returned to the truck.

“I didn’t like some of the things he was saying about you.”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m not repeating them. Stay away from him. He’s an asshole. Find yourself a nice guy.”



Lacy smiled. She aready had.



CHAPTER TWO

Logan hadn’t planned to kiss her. That was his first thought the second his mouth pressed against hers.
Her silence on the ride home had bothered him because Lacy was never quiet.

She’d been flirting on the dance floor. At first he’d assumed she was tipsy and feeling playful. So he’d
given her adose of her own medicine, teasing her back.

Then he realized she was relatively sober, and her touches took on a much different meaning.

It had been no secret that Lacy’d always had a crush on him. That idea had been cute when they were
younger. He was eight years older than her and she’d only been a kid. Her doe-eyed devotion had fed his
teenage pride, but that was all it had done.

Once she had grown up, she’d started looking in a different direction. She’d had a couple of serious
boyfriends and she didn’t seem to lack for dates. Whenever they ran into each other, they were cordial,
friendly, and Logan had worked damn hard to make sure it was nothing else. He hadn’t always succeeded,
but for the most part, he’d kept his thoughts pure.

Sort of.

Somewhat.

He assumed Lacy had given up the crush after he’d gotten into a serious relationship and she’d lost
interest. She had begun to simply view him as Evan’s best friend, another brother figure, which was fine by
him. It had helped him keep his hands off her this past year.

Because she was definitely off-limits.

For one thing, his needs would probably scare sweet Lacy Sparks spitlessif he ever revealed them.
And secondly, Evan would cut off his cock and feed it to him for breakfast if he touched her, because his
best friend knew perfectly well all the things Logan liked to do with—and to—women in the bedroom. And
they weren’t things you did with your best friend’s kid sister.

Hell, he’d spent the first couple hours of tonight drinking a beer in his workshop with Tyson and Evan,
telling both men why he was finished with sweet, nice women, why he would never be happy in another
vanillarelationship like the passionless existence he’d escaped with Jane.

He had probably gone into too much detail, talking about all the things he’d do to the next lover he
took to bed. Evan and Tyson were likeminded guys—dominant lovers with a penchant for kink. However,
neither of them held a candle to Logan. Which was why they’d been so surprised when he had eschewed
that lifestyle and remained with Jane.

So when Lacy had opened her mouth to say goodbye, Logan should have let her. Instead, he reacted
without thinking. Because he didn’t want to let her go. Not yet.

He expected her to shove him away, to give him shit for the kiss, but she did neither. Instead, her arms
tightened around his neck and her hands found his hair again. Lacy touched him like he mattered, like she
wanted him. It was a heady, horny experience.

He twisted her body toward him while keeping his lips on hers. Lacy followed the direction, lifting and
parting her legs as he tugged her onto his lap. Thank God he’d kept his old truck rather that opting for the
new one with the bucket seats. The wide bench seat allowed him to drag her closer as she straddled hislegs
and press hisdick against her.

He could feel the heat radiating from her even through the thick denim of hisjeans. His cock was so
hard it hurt. Logan raced through his memories, searching for a time when he’d wanted a woman this
much.

The truth hit him like a two-by-four between the eyes. He’d never wanted anyone—not even Jane—as
badly as he wanted Lacy right now.



“Want you,” he said when she turned her face slightly, seeking air. He couldn’t stop kissing her, so he
ran his lips along her neck.

“Yes,” she whispered.

The windows of the truck had fogged up, shielding them from the outside world, but that didn’t change
the fact they were still parked on the city street. Of course, this was Maris and it was three am. Most of
Lacy’s neighbors had no doubt turned in hours ago. He considered inviting himself up to her place, but
realized he’d never make it that far.

So it was happening here.

Decision made, he rucked the miniskirt that had been riding high around her thighs to her waist.

Then he reached down and bit back a groan as he tugged her panties to one side and ran his fingers
over her dlit. She was hot and wet. She jerked when he ventured lower and thrust two fingersinside her
pussy. Her body clenched around them tightly. Jesus. She was aready close to coming. He wanted to see
that. Wanted to watch her face.

But he needed to slow this party down or it would be over before it ever started.

Logan put afew inches between them, pulling his fingers out.

Lacy frowned and shook her head. “Don’t—"

“Shh. Lift your shirt, Lace.”

With clumsy, shaking fingers, she managed to tug the hem above her breasts. He’d had a hard time
keeping his eyes above her neck all night. Somehow he had found away. It probably helped that her
overprotective brother and Tyson had been at the table.

Now, he took time to enjoy the feast. Logan had known Lacy her entire life, so he knew down to the
day when she’d gotten boobs. However, back then, she’d been a kid while he had been a man, and the only
thing he’d done with the knowledge that she was filling out was tease the fuck out of Evan with it, claiming
he’d have to beat the boys away with a stick.

Logan shouldn’t be here. Shouldn’t be staring at Lacy’s tits like a starving man eyeing a steak. But he
couldn’t look away. He reached out and tugged her silky bra down, cupping the bottom of her breasts to
push them out and over the material. The second her pink nipples appeared, al bets were off.

He lowered his head, sucking one of her nipples into his mouth. Lacy’s hands found his hair once
more, and she used her grip to hold him in place. The effort was wasted. He wasn’t going anywhere. He
increased the suction, taking it to that place right on the borderline between pleasure and pain.

He was just about to ease off when Lacy groaned. “Harder.”

Logan struggled with the request. He didn’t want to hurt her, scare her. Rather than give in, he cupped
her other breast with his hand, squeezing the generous flesh. She fidgeted on his lap, seeking relief as she
tried to press her crotch against his.

He lifted his head, forced himself to look at her. This was Lacy. She didn’t deserve for him to give her
false hope or the impression that this would |ead somewhere. Nothing could come from this because he
couldn’t be the kind of man she wanted, that she deserved.

What the fuck was he doing?

She didn’t appear to notice his hesitance. Instead, she covered his hand on her breast and peered at him
with sultry fuck-me eyes. “Pinch my nipple,” she whispered.

His thumb and forefinger were there before his brain could engage. He applied pressure as he studied
her face. Lacy never looked away as her cheeks flushed a deeper shade of red, not with embarrassment, but
with longing.

Once again, he held back. It went against everything in his nature to stop, but he had to. He had sworn
he wouldn’t settle for another vanilla relationship. Wouldn’t hide his dominant urges, his need for control.
Lacy wasn’t the woman he needed. She was sweet and loving. The kind of girl a man married. Not the kind
you tied to your bed and fucked like a two-bit hooker.

“Please.” Lacy bit her lip, her tone rife with frustration. “I need...1 need...”

A light went on inside his brain. He increased the pressure and pinched her nipple hard.



He was rewarded by her loud moan as Lacy threw her head back in absolute bliss. She was responding
to the pain.

Logan’s cock thickened even more and he found it difficult to suck in a deep breath.

Fuck him.

Thiswas bad. Really bad.

He needed to call a halt, to get out of here before he lost the battle.

Unfortunately, Lacy’s actions sealed her fate. And his.

She reached down to stroke her clit, two of her fingers sliding into her own body. The damn woman
intended to give herself an orgasm.

Hell no.

The Dom inside came roaring to the forefront. His women were not responsible for finding their own
pleasure. Not unless he told them to so he could watch.

He gripped her wrist firmly, stopping her actions.

Lacy tried to shrug him off. She was too close and out of her mind with need to understand what she
was doing.

“Stop, Lacy. Now!”

Her entire body froze as his deep-voiced command came out too forcefully, too loud.

“Logan—"

“Hush. I know what you need.”

He leaned back dlightly to watch her as he shoved three fingers between her legs.

She blinked rapidly, gasping loudly. Her hips thrust in time to the rhythm of his fingers. Lacy wasn’t
shy about taking what she needed. He liked that.

The last year they were together, Jane had become passive in bed, nonresponsive. Half the time, he
never had aclueif she loved what he was doing or hated it.

He pushed the thought of his ex out of his mind. Fuck that. There was no place for Jane here.

Lacy continued to gyrate, moving faster. “God, yes,” she groaned. “Harder. Do it harder.”

Logan had been worried about hurting her, but her request set that concern to rest. He moved his
fingers deeper. She was so fucking tight. He couldn’t wait to get his cock inside her.

But first...

He rubbed her clit with histhumb and Lacy started to scream. Logan gripped the back of her head and
covered her mouth with his, capturing the sound. The last thing he needed was for someone to call the cops.
He could see it now. Evan roaring down the street in his patrol car with the lights flashing and siren
blasting only to discover his best friend with his fingers buried deep inside hislittle sister.

He wouldn’t have to worry about being arrested. Evan would simply pull out his gun and shoot him.

Lacy was the one to break the kiss as her orgasm began to wane. She panted, her eyes resting on his
face unseeingly. He wasn’t sure where her climax had taken her, but she wasn’t back yet.

It gave him some time to consider what had just happened. He’d just finger-fucked Lacy to an orgasm.
And he hadn’t been gentle about it.

This was Evan’s sister. Not only did the promise they’d made to each other all those years ago hover in
the air like aswarm of killer bees, but so did the fact that Evan knew him, knew what he liked in the
bedroom too well. He’d never approve of this.

He shouldn’t do this.

No. He couldn’t do this.

He slowly dragged his fingers out of her, her pussy walls fluttering against them. She would feel like
heaven on hisdick. They sat in silence for a few moments as he gave her timeto recover. And himself time
to figure out how to end this without hurting her feelings.

“Lacy—"

She shook her head and placed a quick kiss on his lips. “No. Don’t say it. We both know the reasons
we shouldn’t do this. There’s no need to list them.”



“I shouldn’t have started it. Shouldn’t have kissed you like that.”

Lacy grinned and gave him a friendly shrug. “You don’t really expect me to complain, do you? I’m
still sort of flying high from that orgasm.”

He chuckled. Leaveit to Lacy to take what should have been a damn awkward situation and make it
funny.

“My relationship with Jane...it ended badly.”

“Okay.” The word belied the tone. Lacy didn’t understand. “So...the timing is bad?”

He shook his head. He was over Jane before she’d pulled away from the curb. Maybe he should feel
guilty about that, but she hadn’t shed any tears either. As far as breakups went, theirs had been as lackluster
as the last year of the relationship. If anything, she’d fucked up his head more than his heart.

“No. Not really. After she left, | took some time to reevaluate my life, my priorities. To decide what |
want and need.”

Jane was everything he’d always thought he wanted in a woman. Sophisticated, stylish, elegant,
educated. She wasn’t from Maris. She was big city. Prep school. And afar cry from every woman in town.

Evan claimed Logan had been attracted to her because she reminded him of Y vette. Y vette had been
the first woman to expose his penchant for BDSM. While their affections hadn’t been engaged, their sexual
attraction had been off the charts. Y vette and Jane had many similar attributes and, looking back, Logan
figured his friend had probably been right. He probably had homed in on Jane and thought she was the
complete package. Sexual attraction and love. He thought he’d found both in her.

Jane was an artist, a sculptor, and they’d spent hours together following their creative endeavors and
sharing their love for the work. She had been attentive, intellectual, interesting. He’d fallen for her hard.

However, the chemistry they shared initially had morphed into something much less chemical—
although it was certainly toxic—over the years. He had believed her the perfect submissive to his dominant
tendencies because in the beginning, she had let him believe that she shared the same interests.

As more time passed, Jane began to balk at his sexual requests until finally, at the end, she acted asiif
he were a monster anytime he suggested bondage or a sensual spanking or wax play. That was when he’d
discovered she had started along-distance, online flirtation with an old boyfriend. Apparently, the guy
convinced her BDSM was something enjoyed by sociopaths, so she packed her bags.

“And I don’t fit the bill?”” Lacy asked. “As far as these needs go?”

Logan was worried if they took these explorations much further, he’d discover that she fit perfectly.
But what would happen a few years down the road? Would she still feel the same? He never wanted to be a
monster in Lacy’s eyes.

“Evan.” He merely spoke her brother’s name. More for himself than her.

She rolled her eyes. “I can’t believe that stupid bro code thing is still in effect. You guys made that
silly promise when you were in high school. We’re all adults now.”

He needed to explain, needed her to understand why, though the promise they’d made back then had
been based on something childish and immature, it still remained today. Because of the man he’d become,
because of his need for control. Evan knew way too much about Logan’s bedroom habits. He wouldn’t like
theidea of his sister on the receiving end of them, even if she did enjoy them.

And given Lacy’s responses to him tonight, Logan was pretty sure she’d love submitting to him. For
now.

“I’m not an easy man to be with, Lacy. Evan knows that.”

She frowned, obviously confused. “Evan is your best friend. He loves you, Logan. | hardly think that
would be the case if you were an asshole or something.”

“I just got out of a relationship where | basically had to shut away a big part of who | was. | spent years
denying my needs in the name of love. When Jane left, | swore | wouldn’t do that again. Wouldn’t pretend
to be anything other than the man | am.”

“I’m not asking you to change. | would never do that. I’m not even asking for a relationship, Logan.
Just a hookup.”



Her words were alie. He knew her well enough to understand that. But Lacy knew him, too, which
was why she knew exactly what to say right now to diffuse the situation. She thought that by convincing
him the stakes were low, he’d give in.

Logan forced himself to look at Lacy and he recognized something that he should have seen right from
the start. Something that had been there for years.

Lacy loved him. She had always loved him.

And he’d ignored it. First because she’d been too young and because she’d been Evan’s sister, and
then because he’d been in love with Jane. Seeing it now only drove home exactly how high the stakes were.
That realization gave him the strength to say the hardest words he’d ever uttered. “It’s not going to

happen, Lacy. Ever.”

Her eyes narrowed with anger and frustration. “Because of that stupid promise?”

He shook his head. He owed her the truth. Total honesty. Even if it did shock her.

His sex drive was too strong for her. And right now, it was on system overload. He’d spent the last few
years of his life playing Missionary Man and feeling like an ogre for wanting more. He couldn’t go back to
that. Not even for Lacy. He’d explode.

“No. Because I’m not going to lay you down on my bed and make love to you like I’m Prince fucking
Charming. If | took you to my bed, I’d fuck you hard, Lacy. Tie you down. Clamp your nipples. Gag you.
Spank your ass with my hand, my belt. Take your mouth, your pussy, your ass. I’d make demands I would
expect you to obey and if you didn’t, 1I’d punish you. I couldn’t just love you, Lacy. I’d claim you. Body
and soul. That’s what | would want from you.”

Her mouth gaped, but no sound emerged.

“I need to leave, Lacy. Now.”

“But—"

“Have you ever been tied up?”

She shook her head.

“Fucked in the ass?” His question was deliberately crude. He needed to make her see reason.

Again, she shook her head. “But I—”

“You need to get out of this truck while you still can. While I can still let you.”

“Logan—"

“Now!” he shouted.

Lacy jerked at the anger in his voice, then slowly slid across the seat and reached for the door handle.
Her chest rose and fell rapidly, no doubt with fear.

Maybe now she’d give up on this schoolgirl crush and turn her attention toward a nice man who could
give her everything she needed, who would put her on a pedestal and treat her the way she deserved.

He couldn’t be that man. He had tried for Jane and it had nearly killed him.

She slammed the truck door behind her. Logan started the engine, ignoring the way his hands
trembled. He waited until she’d entered her building and then he pulled away from the curb.

In the past, it hadn’t been difficult to say goodbye to her, to watch Lacy walk away. Now, it took every
ounce of strength he had not to follow her inside.

* % % %

Nine years earlier...

“Y’all played really good tonight,” Lacy said, leaning against Logan’s truck.

Logan lifted an amp and placed it in the truck bed. “Thanks. What are you doing out here?”

“Waiting for my cousin, Paige. She’s my ride. She’s inside flirting with some guy. Thought I’d give
her space to work.”

Logan laughed. “That’s real nice of you.”



“Was sweet of y’all to play a song for my birthday.” Lacy hadn’t been able to take her eyes off him all
night. She loved watching him knock out a deep beat on the bass.

“Not every day our girl turns eighteen.”

She sighed. The older Logan got, the more he treated her like akid sister. It was starting to get
annoying. “So, | was thinking maybe you could give me my other present.”

Logan’s forehead crinkled. “I’m sorry, Lace, but I didn’t buy you anything.”

She grinned and stepped closer. “No, nothing like that. You said you’d kiss me when | turned
eighteen.”

His confusion grew. “I did? When?”

“That day on my back porch when I was crying because Missy had kissed Bucky.”

The light went on. “That’s not exactly what | said.”

“You said you’d kiss me on my eighteenth birthday if nobody else had. Well, I’m here to tell you I’ve
been kissed by a bunch of nobodies.”

“Forget it. That’s not what | meant and you know it.”

She crossed her arms. “I don’t want to forget it. You promised.”

“Be reasonable, Lacy.”

“It’s my birthday. Please?”

Logan glanced around the dark parking lot. The community dance had wound down. Most people had
gone home, and now there were only afew folks left inside, cleaning up the mess.

“Fine.” He leaned forward and placed a quick buss to her forehead. “There. Happy birthday.”

She lifted one shoulder in a dismissive shrug, not bothering to hide her disappointment. “Whatever,
Logan. | was hoping to finally get a kiss from someone who knew what he was doing, but obviously,
you’re as clueless as every other guy I’ve ever kissed.”

He moved toward her, caging her against his truck as his hands rested on the roof of the Chevy. “You
think taunting me will get you your kiss, little girl?”

She hadn’t really expected it to work until he moved. Now, she wasn’t so sure. “Yeah. | do.”

“Your brother is going to kick my ass for this.”

“I won’t tell,” she whispered a mere second before his lips touched hers.

Lacy didn’t possess blinders when it came to Logan. She had watched him far too closely her entire
life. She’d seen him kiss other girls, seen the way he cupped their faces, pulled them close and took control.
Hell, she’d seen him do a lot more than kiss them, though she certainly wasn’t going to tell him about that.

He didn’t do any of that with her. The kiss was sweet, gentle, and excruciatingly boring. His tongue
touched hers only once, a brief stroke, and then he pushed away.

Then he practically dared her to complain with serious eyes that said she wouldn’t get anything else
from him tonight. Her heart refused to add the word “ever” to that thought.

Logan didn’t think she was ready for him. But one day, he would change his mind about that. She’d
make sure he did.



CHAPTER THREE

“You look like shit, man.”

Logan glanced up from the paperwork on his desk to find Evan leaning against the doorjamb in his
police uniform. He’d been sitting in his office for the past three hours and he’d managed to accomplish
nothing.

Instead, he replayed the scene with Lacy from Saturday night over and over, torn between whether he
should kick his own ass for kissing her or for driving away without fucking her. Now it was Friday and he
was no closer to putting her out of his mind than he had been when he’d climbed into bed that night. He’d
been sporting an almost constant erection; his dick pissed at him for denying it the treat of sliding into
Lacy’s hot, tight—

He shoved the fantasy away as Evan frowned.

He should not be thinking about fucking Lacy while her brother was there. Shit, he shouldn’t be
thinking of fucking her, period.

“I didn’t think you were all that torn up over Jane leaving.”

Mercifully, hisfriend had misinterpreted his expression. God help him if Evan ever found out what he
was really thinking about.

“You should have taken my advice,” Evan continued. “Found yourself a pretty girl and gotten laid
Saturday.”

“I’m not ready.”

“Jesus, man. It’s been a year.” Evan leaned forward. “You know there’s a woman out there for you,
right? One who is better suited to you than Jane was. She fucked you up, man. Made you think things that
aren’t true. There’s nothing wrong with liking your sex rough. Even Annie and | have been known to do
some kinky role playing.” Evan wiggled the handcuffs that were hanging from his belt. “These aren’t just
for bad guys.”

Logan shrugged. “Spare me the details about your unnaturally happy marriage. You found a good one.
And yeah, | know that old adage there’s someone for everyone, so | don’t need the clichés. I’m not pining
over Jane. I’m simply being a realist. The chances of me finding that woman in Maris is...”

Logan’s words drifted away as he struggled to finish a sentence that no longer felt true. So much of his
thoughts this week had been consumed by the idea that Lacy actually might be exactly what he was looking
for. He shut the idea down when he recalled the look in her eyes as she’d climbed out of his truck.

“You’ll find her,” Evan reassured him. “But hiding in your office isn’t going to help. You haven’t met
me for lunch or happy hour once this week.”

He hadn’t met Evan because both of those weekly events took place at Sparks Barbeque. Logan wasn’t
ready to see Lacy yet. And he was sure as shit she didn’t want to see him.

“I’m not hiding. I’m just...busy. I’ve got a lot of work piling up. | guess the stress is getting to me.”

Evan accepted the excuse easily. “Busy is a good problem to have. Means money. You’ll come
through. You always do.”

“Yeah. Thanks. Hey, did you need something in particular or did you just stop by to nag me?”

He expected Evan to laugh. Instead, the man stepped into the office and plopped down in the chair
opposite his, the desk between them. “Actually, I’m on patrol. Thought I’d take a second to stop in and
thank you for taking Lacy home the other night.”

Logan swallowed heavily, forcing a casual tone to his voice. “No problem.”

“Did she seem okay to you after the party?”

Logan wasn’t sure how to respond. Did Evan know something? Lacy sure as hell wouldn’t have talked
to her brother about what had happened. Had one of her neighbors seen them?



“Yeah. Why?”

Evan shrugged. “She’s been really quiet since then. | thought maybe she was getting sick, but it’s
going on too long. She’s got dark circles under her eyes and Macie said she’s been snapping at them at
work. You know as well as | do Mary Sunshine is never in a bad mood, so I’m worried. Wondered if she
said something to you, if something happened at the bar that pissed her off or if someone bothered her.”

Logan shook his head. “She didn’t say anything. I’m not sure what could have happened,” he lied. He
knew what was ailing Lacy. It was the same thing that was making him irritable as fuck.

“Yeah, okay. | might talk to Tyson, see if he can talk her into going in for a checkup. Maybe she does
just have atouch of something.”

There wasn’t a damn thing Dr. Sparks could do for her, but Logan nodded as if it was a solid
suggestion. He’d avoided the restaurant since Saturday because he suspected he was the last person Lacy
wanted to see. As such, he’d holed up here, moving between his apartment upstairs, down to work, and
then back again. Unfortunately, he was starting to run low on food. He would have to venture beyond the
front door eventually.

Evan’s walkie-talkie crackled. “Guess | better get back out on the road. Call me this weekend if you
want to meet up for a couple of beers.”

“Will do.” Logan rose as Evan left, debating what to do now. He hated knowing exactly how much
he’d upset Lacy, but he was at a loss over how to help her. The best thing he could do for her was to keep
his distance.

His phone beeped and he glanced at the screen to find atext from Lacy.

Coming by in a few. Bringing lunch.

He considered texting back and telling her to stay away. However, as always, his gut overrode his
brain when it cameto Lacy.

He simply tapped in two letters.

OK

His cock thickened at the thought of her arrival, so he forced himself away from the desk. Time to hit
the workshop and start working on a new piece. Hopefully he’d manage to lose himself in the project
enough to ward off this fucking erection. His brain needed all the blood it could get if she was coming by to
talk.

Work was aways a good distraction for him.

Logan closed his eyes and sighed. Work hadn’t distracted him once since Saturday night.

He closed his eyes and recalled his first kiss with Lacy. She’d been eighteen, beautiful, vivacious and
just discovering her sexuality. She’d dared him to kiss her and he’d been just weak enough to give in.
Somehow, he’d managed to keep the kiss fairly platonic and push her away that night, but it had been a
damn close call.

Great. Now, he wasn’t just obsessing over Saturday night, he was recalling things he’d managed—just
barely—to forget.

He was fucked.

Lacy stood outside Grady’s Furniture with her bag of takeout and tried to calm down. She’d spent the
entire week in a state of constant horniness.

After Logan kicked her out of his truck, she had spent two days in a fury. He’d pushed every hot
button in her body, told her in no uncertain terms all the ways he wanted her—ways she wanted to be
taken—and then gone into that frustrating, protecting-you-for-your-own-good mode that drove her insane.

He had pissed her off enough that she’d actually decided she was finished with him. She wasn’t going
to keep begging the dumbass to acknowledge that she was fucking perfect for him. If he couldn’t figure it
out on his own, then screw him.



The anger waned around Monday afternoon, at which point, her hormones kicked back in. She was
lightheaded and dizzy from the never-ending, pussy-pulsing arousal she felt every time she thought about
Logan’s assertion that he would claim her.

This morning, she managed to fight her way out of the haze of horniness enough to make a plan.
Logan thought she was off-limits, thought his needs were too much for her. So she had to find away to get
him to take that first step toward her without feeling guilty about breaking his vow to Evan or fear that he’d
hurt her—physically or emotionally.

That thought produced a mental eyeroll.

Yeah. Like he’d hurt me in any way | don’t totally want.

Overcoming hisreticence was atall order to fill, but she was determined to make it happen.

A tiny bell rang as she opened the front door. The showroom was empty. Then she heard the buzz of
an electric saw from the workroom. Turning, she flipped the sign that hung on the front door that said “Be
back in one hour” and locked the bolt.

She made her way around his handmade furniture, mentally reorganizing the place as she went. It was
agood thing Logan made such beautiful pieces they sold themselves, because his ability to show them off
sucked. It was adamn mazein here. Total chaos.

She paused at the door to the workroom. His back was to her as he guided a piece of wood through the
jigsaw. She had never had the opportunity to watch him work. The muscles of his back and arms flexed as
he pushed the cedar plank through the blade, moving it in awaving pattern.

Once the cut was complete, he turned the saw off.

“What are you making?”

He turned at the sound of her voice, and then glanced back down at the wood. “A hope chest.”

She lifted the bag she carried. “Lunch. Hope you’re in the mood for barbeque. Haven’t seen you at the
restaurant this week, so | figured you were ready for a fix.” Logan usually made it to Sparks Barbeque at
least acouple times a week. She’d felt his absence intensely, her gaze traveling to the entrance every single
time another patron entered. Searing disappointment followed each arrival when he never bothered to show
up.

“I thought you’d prefer some distance from me.”

So, he was going right for the jugular. She was relieved. Lacy didn’t have the patience to pussyfoot
around the issue either. “You thought wrong.”

“Lace—"

“No.” She cut him off the second she heard that condescending tone in his voice that made her see red.
“Hear me out first.”

He lifted his hand, inviting her to speak. “Fine.”

“I’m off-limits, right?”

He frowned. “What?”

“I’m off-limits. Because I’m Evan’s sister and because you think | can’t handle what you want from
He nodded slowly.

“So we won’t have sex. You can keep your stupid promise to my brother. No bro codes will be broken.
But I want the chance to disprove the second part of your argument.”

Logan crossed his arms. “How do you propose we do that without having sex?”

“For the sake of argument, we’re going to call sex actual penetration. Your dick in my vagina.”

“That’s a pretty narrow interpretation.”

She grinned. “And it leaves plenty of wiggle room...so to speak.”

He shook his head. “Please don’t do this, Lacy. I’m trying to do the right thing.”

“How is this right? You want me and | want you.”

Logan rubbed his forehead, his expression incredulous. “Even after everything I said last weekend?”

“Especially after that.”

me.



He chuckled at her quick response. “God. You’re going to be the death of me. You don’t have a clue
what you’re saying. What you’re inviting.”

She scowled. “You’re wrong. | know exactly what | want. And you’re the man to give it to me.”

He didn’t respond, but she didn’t fool herself into believing he was wavering. He wasn’t. The asshole
was stubborn. Which sucked for him because she was too.

“l can’t do what you’re asking.”

She took a step closer to him, relieved when Logan didn’t back away. She didn’t fancy the idea of
chasing him around the workshop like some lovesick Pepé Le Pew. “Yes. You can. In fact, | think you’re
the only man who can give me what | want.”

“You’re too young to know—"

“Finish that statement and 1’1l stab you in the heart with that screwdriver over there. I’m twenty-seven,
Logan. I’m not a virgin and 1I’m not stupid. I’ve done my research on BDSM because the idea of it turns me
on. A lot. I need someone experienced to teach me about it. Someone I trust.”

Lacy had him on the ropes, so she decided to go for broke. “Besides, Evan made out with your sister
the summer after you guys graduated, so we’re entitled to bend the rules a little too.”

“He what? No way.”

“l caught them.”

“That son of a bitch.”

She grinned. “So the bro code has already been broken.”

“Making out is a far cry from what you’re proposing we do, Lacy. It doesn’t mean that you and 1—"

Lacy tugged her t-shirt over her head, tossing it to the floor. Logan’s gaze landed on her breasts within
an instant.

“What are you doing?”

She tilted her head. “I thought | was making it pretty clear. I’m seducing you.”

“Put your shirt back on.” His heated look didn’t match his request. He hadn’t looked away from her tits
yet.

She shook her head. “No.”

“I need you to be sensible.”

She scoffed, then reached behind her back and unhooked her bra. She dropped it on top of her shirt.

Logan’s jaw clenched. She had to give him credit. His powers of resistance were stronger than she’d
anticipated. Which only pushed her to up the ante.

Her fingers started to work |oose the button on her jeans.

“Stop!”

Logan used that same commanding voice he’d unleashed in the truck, the one that had her panties
going damp.

His gaze captured hers and held. “Put your shirt back on, or...”

“Or what?” she taunted.

“Or I’m going to tug down your jeans and beat that cute little ass of yours.”

She gave him a coy smile. “You think my ass is cute?”

Logan closed his eyes and she wondered if he was praying for patience. When he opened them again,
she shuddered at the intensity, the hunger laid bare on his face. He had clearly turned a corner.

The friendly, safe, hands-off Logan she’d always known was gone. In his place was this new Logan,
dangerous, sexy, demanding.

“You have three seconds to do as | said.”

She didn’t move. Instead, she counted. “Three, two—"

One minute she was facing him down, the next she was facedown. Over his lap.

Logan rubbed her ass through the denim of her jeans. She hated the barrier, wanted his hands on her
bare skin.



She started to shift, hoping to find a way to work the jeans over her hips, but he caught her hands,
dragging them behind her and holding them together at the base of her back.

“Not so fast. Ground rules.”

Lacy growled. “I don’t want rules. | want sex.”

He tightened his grip on her wrists. “That’s the first rule. No penetration.”

She had made that suggestion. And she was already regretting it. “We already determined that,” she
said impatiently, wondering if she could change his mind.

Logan smacked her ass, but her jeans dulled the impact. It wasn’t even close to enough for her. “Three
times. That’s it.”

“What?”

“There has to be a deadline to this, Lacy. We’ll get together no more than three times, each meeting
one week apart, during which I’m going to show you exactly what kind of man I am. I’ll expose you to
BDSM and you can seeif you likeit. If you want to call it off before that, you can. But we’re not doing this
more than three times.”

She wanted to argue, but it was clear he didn’t intend to be swayed. It didn’t matter. She planned to use
every single second of those meetings proving to him why they should extend the deadline indefinitely.
“Fine.”

“Your safe word is chaise. Say that anytime it’s too much for you or you get scared and we’ll stop, talk
it out. Okay?”

She nodded.

“Say okay.”

“Okay,” she said, her voice betraying her shortness of breath. She was worried he’d misinterpret it as
fear when the truth was she was so turned on, her whole body hurt.

He released her hands and she instantly missed the restraint. Then she was disappointed even further
when he helped her stand.

Logan took her hand. “Not in here. Too much sawdust, too many wood shavings. | don’t want you to
get cut.” He led her toward his office, but stopped just as they reached the threshold and glanced toward the
front. “I need to—"

“I already locked the door and flipped the sign.”

He gave her a crooked smile and reached down to pinch one of her nipples. She gasped as moisture
pooled between her thighs. “Pretty sure of yourself, aren’t you?”

“| think the word is determined.”

He shook his head. “No. It’s stubborn. Something the Sparks family has in abundance.”

“Remember that in three weeks.”

Logan twisted her, guiding her into his office. “I’m not changing my mind, Lace. I’m already crossing
too many lines by agreeing to this.”

Once they entered the room, he closed the door and locked it as well.

“Take off your jeans.”

Lacy lost no time kicking off her shoes and tugging the denim—and her panties—off. Within sixty
seconds, she stood before him completely naked. Meanwhile, Logan was still dressed.

“What about you?”

He didn’t reply. Instead, his gaze traveled over her nude form like a caress. She held her ground and let
him look hisfill. She liked the look in his eyes, the genuine appreciation there. He thought she was pretty
and it made her feel that way.

“Beautiful,” he whispered when his eyes met hers once more.

She flushed at the compliment and lifted one shoulder timidly. She wasn’t sure she’d go that far, but
she was touched that he had.

“Turn around and bend over the desk. | owe you a punishment.”



Lacy did as he said without question, her pussy clenching in anticipation. She had seen him do thisto
Y vette all those summers ago and since then, her imagination had run wild with the fantasy.

Logan stepped behind her as she assumed the position, his hand cupping the back of her neck, pressing
her more firmly against the smooth surface of his desk. “Open your legs.”

Again, she responded to his request. It was so easy to do. With Logan, she didn’t have to think, to
consider. She wasn’t worried about her safety because he would never hurt her. At least not more than she
would enjoy.

He ran hisfingers along her dlit and she shivered as one hand held her tight to the desk. She started to
reassure him she wouldn’t move, but she liked that extra restraint, liked the feeling of being his captive.

One of hiswet fingers circled the rim to her anus. Lacy realized she’d forgotten to breathe. She sucked
in as much air as she could, releasing it in short pants through her nose as he fondled her ass.

Logan didn’t speak as he explored. She longed to end the silence, but her chest was too tight to utter a
single word. A million questions flew through her head. She wasn’t used to being apart while a part of
something like this. In the past, her lovers had been equal partners and everything was discussed and voted
on in committee meetings.

Logan was clearly the CEO, CFO, and dictator rolled into one. He’d do what he wanted and he didn’t
ask permission beforehand.

God. The quiet was maddening. What was he thinking? What would he do next? When was he going
to spank her? Could she convince him to forget that stupid thing she’d said about not fucking her? Why had
she said that? She needed—

“Shh.” Logan bent over her back, his soft hush blowing hot against her ear. “Shut it all down, Lace.”

His words washed through her like a gentle wave and just like that, she relaxed.

“Say your safe word,” he commanded.

“No.” She panicked. There was no way she was going to call this off. “I don’t want to.”

“I just want to hear you say it. Want to make sure you remember.”

“You won’t stop?”

She half expected him to laugh at her childlike pleading, but instead he pressed awarm kiss against her
cheek.

“l won’t stop. Right now, I’m worried that | can’t.” A tinge of pain seemed to lace his tone. He felt it
too. She had never experienced desire so strong that it hurt, but the only thing she was sure of right now
was that her body physically ached for him. It was agonizing.

“I’'m glad.”

He shook his head, a motion she felt more than saw. “No. That’s not good. Say the word. | need to
hear, need to...”

“Chaise,” she whispered.

She wasn’t sure why that word set him free, but whatever harness held him tethered and kept him from
giving in to his baser instincts, broke.

He pushed himself upright and his hand landed against her assin a solid smack. The loud cracking
noise filled the room.

Reflex took over as Lacy tried to escape. It was afutile effort. His large, strong hand had returned to
the back of her neck, holding her down. The second and third blows fell as she still struggled.

When the fourth came, the pain and heat mingled. Transformed.

Lacy’s back arched and she went up on her toes to meet the fifth and sixth smacks.

“Logan,” she cried out, her voice tight with unshed tears. The spanking hurt, but not in a way that she
longed to end. Instead, she wanted more.

Logan’s fingers found the opening to her body and before she could assimilate to the change, he had
two buried deep, pounding roughly inside her.

This. God. Yes. This.



Shetried to thrust back against his hand, but he still held her to the desk. She couldn’t move, couldn’t
steal any extra stimulation. It was as hot as it was frustrating.

“Let me go.” She clenched her fists and beat them against the surface.

“No.” His reply was firm, unyielding.

“I need to move!”

He tightened his grip, added a third finger to the other two and increased his pace.

Lacy gasped at the increased tension, the beautifully brutal way he took her.

No. Claimed.

He promised to claim her. And now he was.

She wanted more. Wanted him to take everything she had to offer and then demand more from her.
God. She’d give it all to him. Every. Fucking. Thing.

Lacy’s orgasm hit her like a bullet, arriving out of nowhere. One second she was grasping for harder,
faster, deeper. The next, her body was writhing like arag doll in a storm, shaking amost painfully as she
came harder than she ever had before.

Logan didn’t give way. Didn’t stop the powerful thrusting. Instead, he rung out every drop of sensation
he could. It seemed to last for hours. And when it began to wane, Lacy finally stopped fighting.

She wasn’t sure how long she lay there, draped over his desk, how many breaths she’d taken in and
blown out before his fingers slowly withdrew.

Her pussy clenched greedily, trying to hold them in, but as aways, Logan did as he pleased.

Lacy lifted her head and glanced at him over her shoulder. She shuddered at the hungry, almost feral
look in his eyes.

Though she had known Logan her entire life, his beloved face as recognizable to her as her own, she
had never seen this man. And yet she seemed to know him just the same. In some ways, it felt asif she
knew this man better than the other.

She pushed herself from the desk as he took a step away. The connection of their gazes never broke as
she twisted to face him, and then dropped to her knees.

Logan issued no complaint as she worked to free his erection from his jeans. She dragged the denim to
his knees and then took his cock in her hands.

He didn’t say a word as she stroked the thick, hard flesh. God help her if she thought three of his
fingers stretched her. He’d tear her apart with this baseball bat. And she’d love every second of it.

She ran her tongue along the bottom of his cock, her eyes studying his face. She’d never been very
sure of her abilities when it came to blowjobs. She’d gone down on a few guys and while they made all the
right noises, sometimes she felt like those sounds were similar to her grunts when the guys fucked her.
They were based more on encouragement than actual excitement.

Logan didn’t make any sounds, but his face and the way his hand cupped her cheek told her he liked
what she was doing.

It gave her the confidence and courage to continue. Parting her lips, she sucked the head into her
mouth, enjoying the way Logan’s hand flew from her face to her hair.

She closed her mouth around it and applied a bit of suction. Then, recalling the way Logan had suckled
her nipplesin his truck, she sucked harder.

Hisfingers gripped her hair tightly, tugging it. As she lessened the pressure on his cock, he softened
his hold on her hair. She repeated the suction and his hands gripped her hair almost uncomfortably. The
burning in her scalp traveled straight to her pussy, her own arousal returning with a vengeance.

Lacy held on to the base of his dick as she moved her mouth lower, trying to take more of him inside.
She hadn’t even hit the halfway point before his head brushed the back of her throat.

While Logan’s hands remained in her hair, he didn’t seek to drive her actions. Instead, he let her
continue to explore, to play, to figure it out. He was a very well-endowed guy, so she had to improvise.
Lacy was desperate to give him the same pleasure he’d just offered her.



Soon, she found her pace, moving her lips and her hand in unison along his erection, trying to keep the
pressure tight, hoping it was enough to push him into climax.

Whenever his fingers tugged her hair roughly, she knew she’d hit a sweet spot and she catalogued the
information, returning there over and over.

For several minutes, she worked her mouth on his hard flesh, losing herself in the quiet magic of the
moment as Logan rocked gently toward her.

When Logan’s fingers tightened on her head more roughly than before, she thought he’d made it to the
brink. She started to move faster, but he halted her motions.

Tipping her face up until her eyes met his, he held her there, his cock still in her mouth.

“You ready?”

Her brows creased, slightly confused. She assumed he meant for his climax, but he didn’t look like a
man on the verge of blowing.

She nodded slightly—and then everything she ever thought she’d known about blowjobs was blown
out of the water.

Logan gripped her cheeks as he took the reins from her. Lacy’s fingers flew to his thighs, seeking
purchase when he tripled their previous pace.

He fucked her mouth, pressing deeper than she’d dared to take him on her own. All she could do was
hold on as he took. Her eyes began to water and she gagged a couple of times, but Logan didn’t cease the
movement.

Once again she was overwhelmed by the sensation of being taken. Claimed. When he’d spoken that
word in the truck, she’d thought it sounded hot. It triggered all those sexual fantasies she’d never shared
with anyone before, the ones where she was captured by a stranger and used roughly. She had always felt
dlightly ashamed of those dreams, like they were wrong, like she shouldn’t feel arousal over such things.

Then Logan had promised to claim her, and it had brought all those shameful fantasies to the surface.

She couldn’t find a damn thing wrong with what she wanted now. Instead, she struggled with the
realization that she was close to coming as well. How was that possible? He wasn’t touching her.

“Fuck yourself, Lacy. Put your fingers in that hot pussy of yours and fuck it. Hard.”

Her fingers tightened in the hard muscle of his thighs, her nails scratching his skin. However, she
wasn’t sure if his loud grunt was due to pain or a precursor to his climax.

Then she obeyed his command, pressing two fingersinside herself as he continued to pound inside her
mouth.

“How many?”

He tugged his cock out of her mouth briefly and she cried out in frustration.

“How many fingers are you using?”

“Two,” she gasped.

He shook his head almost angrily. “Not enough. Four. Shove four in there.” He punctuated his
command with arough return, his cock trying to slide all the way in. She panicked for a moment before her
throat opened and he slid deeper.

“Fuck,” he murmured.

Lacy added two more fingersto her pussy, curling them to find that special place that never failed to
Set her off.

Stars exploded as she came. Logan was mere seconds behind her.

One moment he was pounding into her mouth, the next he was jerking roughly as he came, jets of hot
come splashing against the back of her throat.

She swallowed several times, but didn’t seek to pull away. Even as his cock softened in her mouth, she
held him there.

Wanted him there.

She was his. Completely.

But more than that, he was hers. And she was never going to let him go.



Off-limits or not.

* % % %

Eleven years earlier...

Logan tilted his head, confused when Lacy opened the door, wearing atatty old t-shirt and jeans.
“What are you doing here? Thought you were going to prom tonight.”

She shrugged casually, though her painted-on smile looked fake. “My date got chicken pox.”

“Oh man. I’m sorry.”

She stepped aside so he could come inside. “It’s okay. It’s not like he did it on purpose.” She paused
for a second, and then looked at him, concerned. “You don’t think he got them on purpose, do you?”

Logan chuckled. “I’m one hundred percent sure Tommy didn’t get chicken pox just to get out of going
to prom.”

“Yeah. | guess not.”

“You could always go stag,” he suggested.

She looked at him like he’d sprung a second head. “That’s social suicide. No thanks.”

Logan figured she was probably right. He’d been out of high school for too many years to remember
al thesilly rules.

Lacy’s mom, Beverly, walked into the room before he could devise a way to cheer her up.

“There you are, Logan. | just finished wrapping the tray of cookies for you. Lacy, will you go grab it
for me?”

Lacy nodded and headed for the kitchen.

“Tough break on prom,” Logan said when Beverly’s gaze followed her daughter’s retreating form.

“I absolutely hate this. You know Lacy. She smiles and pretends it’s okay, but she’s devastated. She
worked every single day after school in the bakery with me for six months, saving the money for that
dress.”

Beverly quickly dashed a tear. Logan couldn’t stand the thought of Evan’s mom and sister upset. They
were two of the sweetest women he knew. “Mrs. Sparks. What if Lacy comes to the barn dance with me
tonight? Evan’s heading over there in a couple hours, once his shift ends. Tyson and I will keep an eye on
her until then.”

“Are you sure?”

Ordinarily, Beverly would never have consented to let her sixteen-year-old daughter hang out with
them, but the fact that she so quickly agreed proved how much she wanted to see Lacy happy. It wasn’t that
they hung with a rough crowd. Hell, half the people there tonight would be Lacy’s older cousins. She’d be
surrounded by friendly faces and Logan didn’t doubt for a second they’d all make sure she had a prom
night to remember.

“We just play music and dance. I’ll make sure she stays out of the spiked punch and Evan will get her
home at a decent hour. We won’t let her out of our sight. Promise.”

“Oh, Logan. How can | ever thank you for this? She’ll be delighted.”

Lacy entered the room with the cookies Beverly had made for the barn dance.

“Hey, Lace,” he said, taking the tray from her. “Go upstairs and put on your prom dress. You’re going
to the barn dance with me.”

Lacy’s eyes widened in sheer joy. “Seriously?”

She glanced at her mom for confirmation, who grinned. “Logan and Evan will keep an eye on you.”

Lacy dashed toward the stairs excitedly. “Five minutes. Give me five minutes.” With that, she raced
up, with Beverly hot on her heels.

“Better give us fifteen, Logan. | have the cutest idea for her hair.”



Logan waved, grinning. Surprisingly, he was kind of looking forward to taking Lacy to her first barn
dance. God knew the kid had been begging him and Evan to let her tag along with them for years.

Beverly and Lacy split the difference on the time it took to get ready. Lacy descended the stairs ten
minutes later.

She looked absolutely gorgeous—and Logan suddenly regretted the offer. It would have been easier to
keep an eye on her when she was still dressed like a gangly sixteen-year-old girl. Right now, she would
pass for much older in her form-fitting dress. It was way too fancy for the barn, but no one there would care
when they heard about her sick prom date.

“You look amazing, Lacy.”

Her smilelit her entire face.

“Here,” Beverly said. “You two stand there real quick and let me snap a picture.”

“Mom. It’s not like Logan is my date.” From her blush, it was clear she was embarrassed.

“I don’t mind.” Logan set the cookies down and put a friendly arm around her shoulder. They both
said, “cheese” and then, somehow, Logan found himself taking Lacy to “prom.”



CHAPTER FOUR

Logan stood outside Sparks Barbeque and cursed himself for being the world’s biggest jackass. It had
been aweek since Lacy had shown up at his shop and seduced the fuck out of him.

And for seven days, he’d done nothing but think about how he wanted her to do it again. After her
mind-blowing blowjob, he had helped her dress and cuddled her on hislap asthey sat in hisdesk chair for
nearly an hour. He cuddled her, for God’s sake.

Then, hetold her to take aweek to decide if she wanted another round. Damn woman had said yes
before he had finished speaking, but he’d rejected the response and insisted she really think about it.

Now, it wasn’t her at his doorstep, but him at hers. He tried to reassure himself he wasn’t here because
of the sex—yeah, right—but because of business. He had to get her chaise lounge out of his shop. It was
driving him insane. He’d been a fool to make that her safe word. Every time he looked at the thing, he
recalled Lacy bent over his desk as he spanked her.

It was way past time to get Lacy Sparks out of his head. He hoped that by engaging her here—amongst
her family—he’d remember why it was a very bad idea for him to become involved with his best friend’s
sister.

Lacy homed in on him the second he crossed the threshold, her too-pleased grin doing funny thingsto
hisinsides. It occurred to him she had always it up like that whenever he walked into aroom, even when
shewasjust akid. And it had always made him feel good. Made him want to be a good man, a positiverole
model, the kind of person who was worthy of her admiration.

Now it just made him want to push her into the nearest broom closet and have his wicked way with
her.

“Hey,” she said as she approached him.

“Hi, Lace.” His fingers itched to pull her close to him, to hug her tightly. That impulse seemed odd. He
would have expected to feel desire—and he did—but the urge to ssmply embrace her and soak up the smell
of her perfume was even stronger.

“Did you come for dinner? I’m off the clock in about ten minutes. | worked the breakfast and lunch
shifts today. I could join you.”

He shook his head. “No. I’m not here for food.” He pointed to where his truck was parked out front.
“I’ve got your chaise. Thought 1’d see if you could take a few minutes to pop over to your place and unload
it. Looks like I picked a good time.”

She leaned closer and murmured, “It’s been a week.”

Logan sighed. “I know.”

“Hey, Logan,” Tyson called out from his seat at the end of the bar. “Come have a beer with me.”

Logan nodded. “Go finish your shift. I’ll wait for you.”

He crossed the crowded room, stopping to say hello to afew people. One of the best—and worst—
things about living in the same small town your whole life was that everybody knew everybody else. And
not just in a “passing acquaintance” way, but in a “remember you when you were knee-high to a
grasshopper” way.

As such, Mrs. Higgins had no compunction about asking him for the millionth time how he could have
let that lovely girlfriend of his go. He politely told her the breakup had been Jane’s decision, not his.

TJ didn’t mind slapping him on the back and joking he’d been smart to avoid putting on the ball and
chain. Then he’d not-too-subtly reminded him that his daughter Macie was still single.

Logan simply raised one eyebrow. “I think Macie is too much woman for me.”

TJlaughed loudly, the sound booming across the room. “Yeah. She probably is. What about my baby
girl, Adele, then?”



TJwas adways trying to play matchmaker for his daughters. Something that drove Macie and Adele
nuts, since all those efforts were made right in front of them.

“Ignore him, Logan. We suspect dementia is setting in,” Macie called out from behind the bar. “And
dear God, Dad. Why are you still here? You’re not even on the schedule to work today.”

“It’s happy hour,” TJ called out, lifting his beer and clinking glasses with the two old cronies a his
table.

Sparks Barbeque was actually TJ’s restaurant, but he left the cooking, waitressing, management,
basically everything to the girls. And between the seven of them, they had put the restaurant—and by
extension, Maris, Texas—on the map. The place had been featured in severa national magazines as one of
the best barbeque joints in the country, and just last month, Paige had received a call from the Food
Network about filming a show there. For several days, the local gossips had been all abuzz about the
possibility of their little town appearingon TV.

Finally, Logan made it to the bar, claiming the stool next to Tyson. “Busy in here tonight.”

Tyson shrugged. “It’s Friday in Maris.” He let the comment stand as if that explained it all, which it
did. With the exception of Cruisers, which was on the outskirts of town and catered more to the party
crowd, Sparks Barbegue was the only other option for social drinking. It was quieter, and it attracted the
older men who liked to toss back afew with TJ, and the established couples out on dates, looking for a
place where they didn’t have to yell to be heard over the loud music.

“Budweiser?” Macie asked him, even though she was already pouring the draft.

Logan nodded his thanks as Macie went back to the other end of the bar, continuing the story she’d
been telling Coop without missing a beat.

“You know,” Tyson said, “I’ve been thinking. Maybe we should get the band back together.”

Logan laughed as he shook his head. He, Tyson, and their friends Harley and Caleb had formed Ty’s
Collective back in high school. When Caleb and Tyson went off to college, they’d do local gigs whenever
the guys were home over holidays and then they had resurrected it fulltime after Tyson graduated from med
school and returned to Maris. “Hell no.”

“Why not?”

Logan lifted his hand as he ticked off his reasons. “For one thing, Cal’s too busy running his father’s
Feed and Seed while he recovers from his heart attack, and Harley moved away. Band wouldn’t sound the
same without her killing it on the banjo.”

Harley Mills had been an integral part of their group of friends for the past thirty or so years, but that
changed when she took off to Florida a year ago after her brother’s death. They all felt her absence. With
her departure, the band had dissolved. Logan missed the music and the camaraderie, but he also knew Ty’s
Collective only worked with Harley on the stage with them.

“l can be the lead singer,” Macie interjected.

“Jesus, Mace. How do you do that?” Tyson asked. “You’re in the middle of a conversation with Coop,
yet you’re listening in on ours.”

Macie shrugged. “It’s not that hard. Besides, | don’t like to miss stuff. Like Mrs. Higgins over there
bitching about the new sign outside the Baptist church. Let it go, Agnes.”

“I’m not bitching,” Agnes called out. “I just said it was hard to read.”

Macie ignored the woman’s outburst and pointed to TJ. “And Dad’s over there making a bet on next
week’s Rangers game with Earl, even though he promised my mom he wouldn’t gamble anymore.”

TJ frowned, hotly denying what everyone in the place knew was true. “I am not. And don’t be feeding
your mother those stories either.”

Macie rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to Logan and Tyson. “So | can be lead singer.”

Tyson shook his head vehemently. “No way. Never. Not in a million years. I’ve heard you sing, Mace.
It’s bad. Really bad.”

Macie was infamous for her extraordinarily awful singing voice, afact she drove home when she took
it upon herself to sing “The National Anthem” at the annual Fourth of July picnic by the lake afew years



earlier. Patriotism hit a new low as everyone in attendance burst out in hoots and hollers, laughing until
their sides hurt at the painful performance. Which, of course, only encouraged an unoffended Macie to sign
louder and to draw out the high notes longer.

“You’re tone deaf,” Logan added.

“I’ve been practicing in the shower. | really think I’m getting it. Tell them, Coop. You were here last
week when | sang ‘Happy Birthday’ to Paige. Nailed it, didn’t 1?”

Coop looked at her, frowning. “You were singing? | thought you’d burned yourself on one of the
candles.”

Macie chucked a peanut at Coop’s head, which he deftly dodged. “To hell with all of you.” Then she
launched right back into whatever story she’d been telling Coop before interrupting them. She was
impossible to keep up with, but funny as hell.

Logan had avoided the restaurant for two weeks, trying to hide from Lacy. Now, he realized he’d
missed it.

“Maybe we can find another banjo player, and | can do most of the lead vocals,” Tyson offered. “We
all took turns at the mic anyway.”

“Tyson, | know you’ll probably find this hard to believe, but we weren’t that good.” It was a boldfaced
lie. They were awesome. More than once, it had been suggested that they all quit their day jobs and pursue
the music career fulltime. None of them had been tempted. It was a passion that they all shared—on a
hobby level.

Tyson chuckled. “Bullshit.”

“Why the big need to start it all up again? Aren’t you pretty busy these days?”

Dr. Tyson Sparks was the one who’d suggested they take a hiatus after Harley left. He was one of only
two general practitioners who lived in Maris, while the nearest hospital resided nearly forty minutes away
in the neighboring town of Douglas. As such, he was in constant demand, treating everything from cut
fingers to the more serious medical concerns.

“I thought you might like the distraction,” Tyson explained.

“Distraction?” The only thing Logan needed to be distracted from was Lacy, but God help him if
Tyson knew that. He was as overprotective of his cousins and sister, Paige, as Evan was.

“It was just a thought.”

It occurred to Logan that perhaps it was Tyson who needed the distraction. Logan had been walking
around with his head up his ass for so many months, he’d failed to see Tyson was facing his own struggles
aswell.

“You miss Harley?”

“Is that really a question?”

“I’m sorry, man. Didn’t realize how rough it was on you. | miss her too.” He really did. Though her
departure had been easier for him. He’d always hung out more with Evan than Caleb, Harley, and Tyson—
who had been inseparable for most of their lives.

“It’s alright. Let’s face it. You took a double hit. I mean, Jane took off just a few weeks after Harley.”

“Yeah, | guess I did.”

Tyson placed a friendly, comforting hand on Logan’s shoulder. “Believe me, there are plenty of other
women out there who would be lucky to have you. Jane didn’t deserve you.”

“Uh. Am | interrupting?”

Logan glanced over his shoulder to find Lacy standing next to him with her purse over her arm.

Great. From the look on her face, it was clear she’d heard Tyson’s comments and now she thought
he’d been sitting here crying in his beer over Jane.

“No. You’re not,” Logan said, standing. He needed to get her out of here. Set things straight. “You
ready?”

“You two going somewhere?” Tyson asked curiously.



“He fixed my chaise. We’re taking it back to my place,” Lacy replied. The happiness she’d shown
when he had first arrived at the restaurant was gone, replaced by uncertainty.

“Need any help?” Tyson started to stand.

“No,” Logan said quickly. “It’s light. We can manage.”

He placed his hand at the base of Lacy’s spine and guided her to the door before Tyson could insist.

He continued to propel her toward his truck even though she appeared to be dragging her feet. When
he opened the door, she paused. “If you’d rather do this another time...”

Logan shook his head. “Get in the truck.” He didn’t make it a request and he didn’t bother to make it
sound nice. He’d spent a week waiting for the moment when he’d get her alone again, and he wasn’t
wasting the opportunity on misunderstandings.

As always, Lacy responded to his commanding tone, which didn’t help his already painful erection.
He’d stopped trying to beat the fucking thing down the second they got out of the restaurant. Now he was
wondering how the hell he could walk around to the driver’s side without limping. God help him if anyone
in the restaurant was looking his way. It was bound to be obvious what was troubling him.

Logan climbed behind the steering wheel, adjusting his dick before he did himself an injury. Lacy’s
eyes twinkled briefly and she opened her mouth—no doubt to give him shit for his condition—before she
sobered up again and remained quiet. He hated seeing her upset.

“Don’t.”

She tilted her head, confused. “Don’t what?”

“Don’t think what you’re thinking. I’m not still hung up on Jane.”

“No one would blame you if—"

“l don’t miss her.”

Lacy didn’t appear to believe him. “Logan—"

“I don’t miss her, Lacy,” he said more resolutely. “The breakup was long overdue and I think 1’d
mourned the end of that relationship before it was even over. She and | were wrong for each other. It’s
over. | swear.”

“Really?”

He could read the doubt in her tone and he didn’t blame her. Three yearswas along timeto live with
someone. And he hadn’t helped himself by holing up inside his shop for a year after it ended, not bothering
to date anyone el se.

“She has nothing to do with us.”

Her smile grew. “There’s an us?”

He closed his eyes, wishing she didn’t befuddle him so. She had him talking in circles, saying
everything wrong. “For now.”

His response didn’t dim her enthusiasm. “Now works for me.”

Hislids opened at the sound of her shifting on the seat. She was wearing a short skirt that she lifted just
enough to show him that she wasn’t wearing panties.

Logan had never considered himself the jealous type, but knowing she’d been flitting around that
restaurant all day like that had his vision going red. “You worked like that all day?”

She laughed. “Good God, no. My Uncle TJ was in there. How awkward would that be? | took them off
and stashed them in my purse just before | came to meet you at the bar.”

She was too adorable for his own good. “I like the idea of you dropping your panties whenever | show

up.
“Logan?”
“Yeah.”
“Can we go now?”
He made no move to start the truck. “In a hurry?”
Thedirty girl reached between her thighs and ran her finger along her dlit. Logan watched, spellbound,
as she raised one very shiny finger to him. “Yes.”



He started the truck, using the five minutesit took for them to get from the restaurant to her front door
to control himself. Foolishly, he’d agreed to the no-penetration rule, asif that somehow kept him true to his
promise to Evan. He hadn’t just broken the damn vow to his friend; he’d shattered it and was currently
dancing barefoot on the shards.

When they arrived at her place, he took a steadying breath and forced himself to calm down. He’d
sworn to himself when he loaded up the chaise and left his shop, he wouldn’t touch her tonight. He’d
slowly extricate himself from whatever this was.

Lacy was halfway to her front door before he could find the voice to call out, “Forgetting something?”

She looked over her shoulder, finding him standing at the end of histruck bed. “Oh. Yeah. The
chaise.”

From her heavy-lidded eyes, Lacy had expected him to drag her upstairs and let the games begin again.
He was sorely tempted.

Logan lowered the back of the truck and slid the chaise out. It wasn’t that heavy. Lacy helped him
guide it down then held on to the light end, leading him to her door and up the stairs to her apartment.

He’d been in her place once before three years earlier, when he, Tyson and Evan had helped her move
in. He had spent the day lugging furniture, placing it here, there, and then back to here as she directed their
movements and changed her mind every five seconds. Logan hadn’t been back since.

Once she opened the door to her apartment, he followed her in and whistled. Damn. The place had
been nothing more than white walls and a few hand-me-down pieces of furniture last time.

“You like it?” she asked, setting the chaise down just inside the door. He followed suit, letting his gaze
travel around the space. Logan knew she had an eye for decorating and a knack for taking someone else’s
trash and uncovering hidden treasures. But seeing all her efforts put together like this...

“It’s beautiful, Lace. So homey.”

Her apartment looked like the kind of place where a man could come home, kick off hiswork boots
and sink into the comfy couch with a beer. He could spend hours just looking around at all the cool pieces
she’d found. While he knew most of the decorations in the place were flea market and yard sale castoffs,
everything worked together. More than that, it looked damned el egant.

Lacy was clearly pleased by his praise. “Thanks. You know, if you ever want to redesign your
showroom, 1’d be happy to help.”

“Is that your subtle way of telling me the place looks like hell?”

“Well...”

He chuckled. “I’d love your help. Keep intending to work on it, but | never manage to shift around
more than a couple pieces before I get overwhelmed and give up.”

“l was thinking that if you added some funky artwork to the walls and maybe set it up like a house
layout, it would show off your furniture better. Plus, | could add a few vases, knick-knacks, stuff like that,
to add some color and some visual interest. | think it would make the whole place pop.”

He nodded. “Yeah. 1’d really like that.”

“Awesome. I’ll come by next week on my day off and we can draw up a layout. And then I’ll start
hitting the sales looking for the pieces I’m envisioning. It won’t cost much. Promise.”

“Money’s not an issue. | suspect the investment will be worth it in the long run.”

“And you’d be helping me out too.”

“How’s that?”

She grinned as she waved around the room. “I’m sort of at maximum capacity for crap in here. This
way | can still fuel my bargain-shopping addiction without crowding up my apartment.”

“l see. Speaking of, where’s this going?” he asked, pointing at the chaise. There didn’t seem to be a
spot for it in the living room.

“My bedroom.”

Of course.

Logan blew out a long sigh. “Listen, Lace. | think—"



She stepped closer and placed her finger over his mouth. “You promised me three times.” She smelled
like flowers and French fries; the combination was ridiculously appealing.

“We need to be practical about this.”

“Okay. So be practical. You said Jane wasn’t an issue. Is that true?”

He nodded though he wasn’t sure that answer was entirely accurate. While he wasn’t still hung up on
his ex, he was struggling with the fallout, trying to find away back to normal.

“And what do you think Evan would say if he found out?”

Logan knew the answer to that. “He wouldn’t say anything. He’d beat the shit out of me very quietly.”

“You’re best friends, Logan. He loves you like a brother. What makes you think he’d disapprove of us
as a couple? Is it the age difference?”

He shook his head. “No. It has nothing to do with your age. We’re both consenting adults.”

“Then it’s the sex. | mean...the way we like to have sex.”

Logan didn’t reply for a long time. He had been terrified of scaring Lacy away with his sexual appetite,
but rather than run, she’d responded to it. With Jane, he’d worn the kid gloves at the beginning, introducing
her to his desires slowly. That technique had blown up in his face. By the time he figured out they weren’t
compatible lovers, he was in love with her, so he adapted, tried to hold back some of his stronger urges.

When the silence stretched too long, Lacy filled it. “You didn’t seem to have these hang-ups when it
came to Yvette. What makes me different from her?”

He reared back. “Yvette?”

Lacy flushed. “I followed you one day. Watched you take her when her grandmother was out of the
house.”

“That was nearly ten years ago.”

She shrugged. “I know.”

“You were just a kid.”

She scowled at his comment. The woman was touchy about him referring to her youth, but he’d spent
too many years of his life seeing her as a kid. While that certainly wasn’t true now, the fact remained that
she had no business spying on him at that age.

“l was seventeen and not entirely innocent.” Then she seemed to recall what she’d seen. “Of course,
after that, I wasn’t innocent at all.” She laughed, but Logan didn’t find the humor.

“Jesus. You were too young to see that.”

“Maybe | was, but I’m not going to pretend it didn’t turn me on. A lot. Like alot a lot.”

Logan ran a hand through his hair and forced himself to recall al the things he had done with Y vette.
He had no idea which day she’d followed them, but any of them would have provided her with a fairly
substantial education in kinky sex.

The knowledge certainly explained her interest in pursuing him, in her research on BDSM. He’d
unwittingly exposed her to his true nature and the spark had ignited. Y ears ago.

He had no business being here.

“Let’s put this chaise in your bedroom. Then | need to head home.”

“What? Why? Are you pissed off | followed you and Yvette? Because—"

“No, Lace. I’m not pissed. I’m just coming to my senses.”

Shefell silent for several moments. He let her sort through her thoughts, taking the time to get his own
Settled.

“I’m getting tired of chasing you, Logan. Sick of trying to force you to see something that’s standing
right in front of you. Y ou want to be blind? Fine. Be blind. I’m not in the mood to beg.”

She bent over and picked up her half of the chaise. He lifted his side and followed her to the bedroom,
her words racing through his brain. Why couldn’t she see that he was trying to do the right thing?

They were hafway across the room when something on the bed captured his attention.

He put the chaise down and walked over to the mattress. “What the hell?”



Lacy followed him, picking up athick butt plug and waving it around asif it was nothing more
scandalous than a hairbrush. “I did some online shopping after the last time we were together. | was sort of
hoping you’d educate me on all of this.”

“That was one hell of a shopping trip.”

In addition to the plug, there was avibrator, alarge dildo, nipple clamps, a crop and ajumbo-size tube
of lubrication.

He’d met the woman of his dreams. And he’d known her his entire life.

Lacy sank down on her bed, letting her skirt ride up high on her thighs. “Guess I’ll have to find
someone else to introduce me to—"

“Lacy,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Yeah?”

“Get undressed. Now.”



CHAPTER FIVE

Lacy fought hard to hide her grin as she tugged her t-shirt over her head. It was ssmply a stroke of luck
that her new toys had arrived that morning and she’d decided to unpack them to take a peek. After that,
she’d lost track of time, fantasizing about Logan using all the toys on her until she’d been late for work and
had left them lying on the bed.

Logan was still resistant to a relationship, but Lacy wasn’t sure why. Whatever was holding him back
wasn’t something he was ready to talk to her about. So she needed to find ways to keep him returning to
her bed until he was. She didn’t intend to give up on him. Especially not now, when it was obvious they
were so perfect for each other.

Once she was naked, she waited, curious about what he would ask her to do next. He was looking at
her treasure trove of naughty toys intently.

“You really want to try all of this?”

“Yes.” She was taken aback by his uncharacteristic hesitance. She wasn’t used to seeing Logan unsure
of himself. Typically, he was the king of confidence. “Of course | do.”

“You’re not doing this just to please me, because you think it’s what | want?”

Lacy frowned, wondering where his questions were coming from. This was the first time he’d shown
this touch of reticence. “I love what we do together. It doesn’t just please you, Logan. God, you’re giving
me orgasms that make my teeth rattle. I1t’s amazing.”

He considered that, and then—finally—the dominant lover she’d come to adore reemerged. His gaze
swept over her naked form.

“Get on the bed. Lay down on your back in the center.”

As she moved into position, Logan swept the toys to one side of the bed.

“You forgot something,” he said as he walked toward her closet.

“What’s that?”

“Handcuffs.”

Lacy squeezed her legs together and cursed herself for the oversight. “I’ll steal some from Evan’s
house tomorrow.”

He chuckled. “I’d prefer to buy you some. Last thing we need is Evan arresting his kinky kid sister for
stealing his cuffs.” He opened the closet door. “Scarves?”

“They’re in a box right there on the floor.”

He followed her direction and tugged the box out. Opening it, he searched until he found several long
scarves that apparently suited his purpose.

Lacy squirmed on the bed, wishing for the millionth time she hadn’t taken sex off the table. As fun as
the toys looked, she would never be fully sated until Logan was buried deep inside her.

She watched as he approached the bed. He looked so large, so serious, so powerful. A sane woman
would probably beterrified. Lacy felt nothing but excitement.

“Lift your hands above your head.”

Lacy obeyed, directing her hands toward opposite sides of the headboard.

He shook his head. “No. Cross your wrists.”

She moved them together. In her fantasies, she was always spread eagle. The ideathat he would tie her
up some other way had her heart racing at a dangerous pace.

Logan rested one knee on the mattress by her side as he reached up, tying her wrists together and then
securing them to the headboard. Her arms were stretched taut, and she didn’t bother to test the knots for
more than a second or two. Those suckers weren’t coming loose.



Logan rose from the bed and pulled his t-shirt over his head. She was treated to a visual feast of
muscular arms, six-pack abs and smooth, tanned skin she longed to lick like an ice cream cone. She hoped
the striptease would continue, but Logan stopped with just the shirt.

“Pants,” she suggested hopefully.

His eyes narrowed and she knew she’d made some sort of faux pas. “l won’t gag you this time because
it’s all new to you and I want you to be able to say your safe word. So here’s your only warning. We’re
doing this my way.”

“So...in other words, no suggestions from the peanut gallery. Got it.”

His stern expression slipped for just amoment, his lips tipping up in asmile he was trying to hide. He
recovered quickly, but the twinkle in his eyes told her he wasn’t really annoyed with her.

“Don’t make me regret the gag decision.”

She bit her lip, trying to look chastised. In truth, the action was helping her to not laugh. It wasn’t that
she wasn’t taking this seriously. She was. It was just that she was so happy. God, her joy was seeping out of
her and it was hard to keep inside, contained.

She had loved Logan Grady her entire life and now, being here with him like this, she felt as if she’d
come home. As if every dream she’d ever had was coming true.

Logan returned to the bed, crawling between her legs as he pushed them apart. The man certainly liked
having her on display. She didn’t mind her nudity with him. He looked at her as if she were the most
beautiful piece of artwork in the museum. It warmed her up, made her feel cherished. Sexy.

He ran hisfingers along her dlit. Thistime, she did flush. She was dripping wet. To the point where it
was slightly embarrassing.

“Guess we won’t need that lube,” she said, jokingly.

Logan moved one finger lower and pressed just the tip into her anus. The move was unexpected, the
penetration tight. It pinched slightly and she gasped.

“We’re going to need it.”

Suddenly, Lacy was reconsidering the size of the butt plug she’d purchased. In her overheated, horny
mind, she had selected one that would be approximately the same size as his dick. She hadn’t fully
considered the ramifications of putting something that big in such asmall hole.

“Relax, Lacy.”

The man read her like a book. “I’m cool,” she lied.

This time he didn’t bother to hide his grin. “No. You’re not, but you’re worrying about the wrong
things.”

As aways, hiswords calmed her down. She assumed it all came back to that trust thing. He wouldn’t
hurt her, wouldn’t abuse her or force her to do anything she didn’t want to do. She knew that as sure as she
knew tomorrow was Saturday.

Logan lifted her legs, resting them on his shoulders as he bent forward to suck on her nipples. She was
suddenly grateful she’d started taking those yoga classes at the gym. Logan was definitely going to stretch
her flexibility limits.

When histeeth bit into her nipple, her mind went blank. She longed to grip his head, to run her fingers
through his thick dark hair, but the scarf held firm.

She’d never had anyone pay so much attention to her breasts. Or to just one nipple. Logan spent ages
laving the distended flesh, licking, sucking, biting. Every sting of pain he produced was followed by
softness. He hurt. He soothed. Over and over. Her body trembled with the conflicting sensations, her pussy
clenching resentfully on empty air.

Lacy needed to be filled. Needed him to fuck her.

“Please,” she gasped after several minutes. “God. | need you, Logan.”

He lifted his head, letting her see the pain etched on his face. He was suffering too. Strangely that idea
comforted her. She wasn’t alone in this.



She was so distracted by his expression, she never saw him pick up the nipple clamp. She didn’t realize
he had it in his hand until the sharp teeth of the wicked contraption snapped down.

“Ahh,” she cried. “Shit. That hurts.”

Logan didn’t remove it, but he didn’t put the other on either. Instead, he studied her expression. “Focus
on your breathing, Lace.”

She did as he said, sucking in as much air as she could muster, which wasn’t much.

He shook his head. “No. Like this.”

She followed hislead, her chest rising and falling in time with his, in slow inhalations followed by
long exhalations. Lacy had just adjusted to the sting of the clamp when he snapped the second one on.

“Fuck!”

He waited again, leading her through the breathing exercises. Thistime, it took fewer secondsto
regulate, to adapt. Mainly because Logan had distracted her. Two fingers slammed inside her pussy and
Lacy jerked roughly.

God. She was going to come. Like...right now.

She screamed and thrashed her head on the pillow as every nerve ending in her body exploded. What
the fuck was happening?

It was several minutes before she realized Logan’s fingers were no longer inside her. Instead, he was
hovering over her, caging her beneath him as his elbows rested by her shoulders. He kissed her gently, the
touch in direct opposition to the pleasurable pain he’d just produced.

“Okay?” he asked quietly when she finally managed to gather her wits.

She nodded. “I don’t understand how...”

“You’re submissive.”

Lacy would have argued that point. She’d chop off any guy’s dick if he tried to control her life, tell her
what to wear or how to behave. The Sparks women had more than their fair share of independent and
authoritative streaks.

But that wasn’t what he meant. She understood that.

And whether herealized it or not, Logan had molded her desires when she was seventeen, unwittingly
revealing a part of her that she might never have known existed.

“I want you, Logan.”

The moment she uttered the words, she wished she could take them back. They seemed to break
whatever spell had settled over them.

He pushed himself up and glanced at the pile of toys that still rested next to her on the bed. “We’re not
finished with the lessons yet.”

The affection she’d just seen in his eyes was shuttered away. Logan would play with her, broaden her
horizons, indulge her curiosity about BDSM. But he wouldn’t give her what she truly wanted. Him. All of
him. Heart, soul and body.

Unfortunately he didn’t give her the chance to mourn that fact. Instead, he uncapped the lube and
threw her back into a maelstrom of sensation.

Logan sgqueezed some of the lubrication onto his finger, and then slowly worked it inside her ass. She
struggled to adapt to the pinch. It didn’t hurt, but it wasn’t entirely comfortable. She recalled his declaration
about fucking her there. The masochist in her wanted that, even knowing it was likely to hurt like hell.

She had to hand it to him. Logan seemed to have the patience of Job. One finger eventually became
two, and two became three. Hours could have passed for al Lacy knew as he took histimeto stretch her.
All the while he added even more |ubrication.

Finally, seventy-two years later, she felt the tip of the plug against her ass.

“Shit,” she breathed out on a whisper as he pressed the wicked toy deeper. She really should have
picked asmaller size.

“Logan,” she gasped as he continued to breach the tight portal.



He captured her gaze and then, with awink, he pushed the fat end completely inside as her anus
clenched around the base.

“Ohmigod.” Once again, he led her through the breathing exercises and then, just like before, he
distracted her. Thistime with the dildo.

He grinned as he rimmed the opening of her body with the toy. “We won’t need lube for this one.
You’re soaking wet.”

“You can’t put...”

That was as far as she got before Logan shoved the dildo in to the hilt.

Her back arched off the bed as her second orgasm rumbled along her spine, ravaging her. That orgasm
was followed immediately by athird, more powerful one when Logan removed one of the nipple clamps
and then the other.

Her cries were hoarse as her body trembled in the aftermath. Logan laved her sensitive nipples with
hot, wet, soothing kisses. He’d done no more than push the dildo inside. He hadn’t even fucked her with it.
She had come three times tonight and it had only taken him one little thrust to do so.

A trickle of sweat tickled her cheek asit slid along her damp skin. The room had been chilly when
they’d first walked in. Now, it was like a sauna, the air thick and humid.

Logan untied her wrists, slowly drawing her arms down as he massaged her shoulders. He had just
given her three earth-shattering orgasms. It felt asif she should be the one worshiping at his feet, taking
care of him and giving him the moon on a silver platter.

However, it was Logan who gave as she lay there with no more strength than a newborn kitten. He ran
his fingers along the valley between her breasts, over her stomach and back to her pussy. Her inner muscles
fluttered against the thick plastic as he pulled the dildo out.

When his fingers drifted lower, to the plug, she sucked in a deep breath and held it.

“Ready?”

It was the first time he’d asked permission to do anything tonight. The fact that, ready or not, the damn
big thing needed to come out, wasn’t lost on her.

Logan placed a quick kiss on her cheek as he gripped the base of the plug and pulled it free. She closed
her eyes tightly as the thickest part passed, sighing in relief—and disappointment—as he dropped it to the
floor by the bed.

She felt...empty.

“That was...” Lacy couldn’t find the words.

Logan simply nodded, looking at her so intently she had to fight the urge to glance away. He could see
too much and she didn’t have the strength to hide, to shelter her emotions.

“You’re incredible, Lacy.”

She closed her eyes and pretended there wasn’t going to be a “but” added to the end of that statement.
She could read him too. Whatever he’d just seen in her face—and she was pretty sure it was pure,
unadulterated, undying love—had helped him batten down his hatches.

He was going to break her heart.

“We can’t do this again.”

Shetried to push herself upright, but her arms were still weak so it took some effort. “Why not?”

“You’ve had a crush on me since you were a kid.”

She blushed and glanced down. “I wasn’t sure you knew that.”

He cupped her cheek, forcing her gaze to meet his. “It was pretty hard to miss. I didn’t know you knew
about Yvette, that you’d followed us. God, Lacy. How much of what you’re feeling right now is based on
what you know about me and my needs? How do you know this is really what you want?”

She scowled. “Um...maybe because I’m a fucking adult and I know what I like.”

“Jane pretended she liked BDSM at first too. We fell in love with each other and when those emotions
were new it was easy for her to go along with my desires because she wanted to make me happy. In the
end, she wound up resenting me for what | wanted.”



“I’m not pretending.”

“How can you be sure?”

She snapped. Her temper flaring red-hot. “I can!”

“I don’t want to hurt you. You’re the last person on earth I’d ever want to hurt.”
The anger that had flashed dissolved into heartbreak. “You’re hurting me now.”
“And that’s why | need to leave.”

* % % %

Fourteen years earlier...

“I think it’s on the back porch,” Evan yelled from the kitchen.

Lacy glanced up, surprised when Logan stepped outside. She turned her head away from him quickly,
not wanting him to see her cry. She’d had a crush on Logan her entire life, so it was just her luck he’d show
up and catch her ugly crying.

“Hey, Lace.” He walked over to retrieve a cooler. Logan and Evan were going camping with abunch
of their friends for the weekend. Needless to say, once again, she had been deemed too young to tag along.

“Hey,” she said, not looking his direction.

She was used to being invisible to her brother’s friends. They were eight years older and there was
precious little a gang of twenty-somethings had in common with a thirteen-year-old. So she hadn’t
expected Logan to walk over to where she was slowly rocking on her mom’s loveseat glider.

“You crying?”

She shook her head, refusing to face him. Of course, she didn’t help her lie by reaching up to wipe
away her tears.

“What’s wrong?”

“Missy Martin kissed Bucky Largent.”

“Oh. And you like Bucky?”

Lacy crinkled her nose in disgust as she looked at Logan. “Eww. No. Gross.”

“You like Missy?”

Sherolled her eyes. “No. But now I’m the only girl in my class who hasn’t kissed a boy.”

Logan chuckled. She expected him to walk away, as he clearly didn’t find her reason for crying very
important.

Once again, he did the unexpected. He put the cooler down and sat next to her on the loveseat. “I
wouldn’t worry about that too much. You’re going to kiss lots of guys in your life. Doesn’t matter if you’re
last or not.”

“Nobody likes me like that.”

“They will.”

Lacy had her doubts. The boysin her class tended to flock toward the girls with the big boobs. Hers
had yet to make an appearance. “Pretty sure I’m going to die alone.”

Logan laughed and stood up. “Tell you what. If nobody’s kissed you by the time you’re eighteen, I’ll
kiss you.” With that, he picked up the cooler and headed back into the house, while Lacy did some math.

In five years, Logan Grady was going to kiss her. Lacy had waited this long. She could wait five more
years.



CHAPTER SIX

Macie stood with her hands on her hips. “Alright. Let’s have it.”

Lacy looked at her cousin, wondering what she’d forgotten. “Have what?”

“Who is he?”

Lacy bit her lower lip, especially when Evan’s head popped up as he dipped one of his fries in ketchup.

“He?” Evan asked.

Lacy shook her head and fought like the devil not to cry. “There is no he.”

She was able to say the words with confidence because they were true. Logan hadn’t returned a single
one of her callsin five days and, despite her effortsto get him aone, the man somehow aways managed to
have customersin his shop.

She’d stopped by his place after hours the last two nights, but he either wasn’t in or he wasn’t
answering the door.

He had told her when he left Friday that it was over. He’d blown her world away with his clamps, plug
and dildo. Given her the greatest sexual experience of her life and then, at the end, he’d simply walked
away.

Once he said he was leaving, she hadn’t bothered to beg or plead. One look at his determined face told
her all she needed to know. He wouldn’t be swayed.

As a result, he’d left her with abig freaking hole in her chest where he had ripped her heart out.

“There’s no one.”

Her cousin studied her face too closely for Lacy’s comfort, so she worked hard to keep her expression
impassive.

“Only guy troubles would explain your behavior the last few weeks.”

Lacy rolled her eyes. “I’m behaving like I always do.”

Macie made an annoying buzzer sound, as if Lacy had given the wrong answer on a game show.
“Nope. You’ve been all over the charts. Testy as hell one day, then the next you’re walking on air. Spent
the better part of aweek yelling your name until you finally managed to pull your head out of your
daydreaming ass long enough to answer me. During that phase, | had to brush my teeth twelve times a day
while trying not to get atoothache looking at that sappy, sweet, can’t-wipe-the-grin-off-your-face look.
Now you’ve spent the last few days moping around here like you lost your best friend. If that’s not some
man fucking with your head, then I don’t know what else it could be. You’ve got all the classic symptoms.

“Lace?” Evan asked. She hated seeing the worry in his eyes.

“No one is jerking me around, Evan.” Logan had been a straight shooter from the start, telling her they
could only have a short-lived affair. She was the one who’d pushed for more than he was willing to give.

Her brother nodded and she was relieved that he appeared to accept her words. “Maybe what you have
is catching.”

“What do you mean?”

“Logan’s down in the dumps too.”

Lacy was very careful not to look too interested in that tidbit, but Macie picked it up likeit wasa
hundred dollar bill on the ground. “Really?”

Though she was responding to Evan’s comment, Macie’s gaze had zoomed in on Lacy—hbig time. The
last thing she needed was for Macie to put two and two together. That wouldn’t be good for anyone.

Lacy needed to get out of here. Her head was pounding, her throat closing and she was in serious
danger of falling apart in the middle of the restaurant.

“Listen, Mace. Things are slow around here tonight. Do you mind covering for me? I’ve got a wicked
headache.”



Macie nodded slowly, still studying her face too intently. “Sure. If things get busy, I’ll call Gia or
Adele to come in and help out.”

“Thanks.” Lacy grabbed her purse from the storage closet then gave Evan a quick kiss on the cheek on
her way out.

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

She nodded. “Pinkie swear.”

He smiled and said goodbye.

Lacy waved then rushed outside. Glancing toward the sky, she saw adark cloud forming in the
distance. Looked like they werein for a storm tonight. Strangely, Lacy found some comfort in that thought.
She wasn’t in the mood for sunshine.

Besides, maybe a good old-fashioned, noisy thunderstorm would drown out her crying. Because she
had every intention of throwing one hell of atemper tantrum the second she got home. For days, she’d
walked around in a haze of pent-up sorrow. She’d held her depression in, afraid to let it out. Now her skin
felt asif it would crack from the pressure.

She stared at her feet as she pounded the pavement, walking the five blocks from the restaurant to her
apartment in record time. She’d been so focused on the ground, she hadn’t noticed Logan’s truck parked on
the street out front until she’d passed it. Then she glanced from the vehicle to the door.

Logan sat on the front stoop, his face stoic, unemotional. She hated the way he could tuck away his
feelings so easily. It took all the strength she had not to go over and punch him in the stomach the way he
had Bucky.

She felt a tear slide down her cheek, but she didn’t bother to dash it away. Ordinarily, she’d rather eat
dirt than let someone see her cry. That didn’t apply this time. She wanted Logan to see her pain, to
understand exactly how bad he’d hurt her.

Logan stood as she approached him. “Lacy.”

She simply stared at him as another tear fell. She was unable to speak, too afraid she’d rain down a
torrent of horrible words on his head.

“Please don’t cry.”

Her jaw tightened, her teeth clenched. It was on the tip of her tongue to scream the words “Fuck you!”
He didn’t get to tell her what to do. How to feel. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m going to break my promise to Evan.”

She frowned. “What?”

“Get upstairs.”

Her body responded before her brain could engage. She started upstairs. She hesitated briefly, but
Logan was there, urging her to keep moving.

Lacy’s tears evaporated, her head whirling over what he’d said.

Broken promise.

She allowed him to propel her forward as she struggled to figure out what the hell was going on. Why
was he here? Was he collecting on the last night? Did he still intend for thisto be the end? Maybe his
hormones had finally gotten the better of him.

God knew she’d been fighting some seriously hardcore sexual needs, employing her vibrator far more
than was probably healthy. What was worse was the whol e time she sought to assuage her needs, her heart
was shattered. She missed him even as she cursed his name, and then screamed it during her self-inflicted
orgasms.

She was afucking mess.

If he’d simply come here to use her for sex, she’d...what?

Kick him out?

She wouldn’t do that. All he’d had to do was tell her to move and she was all but running to her
bedroom. She should hate him for that.

Or maybe she should hate herself.



Once she unlocked her door and entered, Logan was right behind her.

“Bedroom.”

“Logan—"

“We’re going to talk, Lace. We’re going to say every single fucking thing that needs to be said. |
promise. But if I’m not inside you in the next five minutes, | can’t be held responsible for my own actions.”

Every ounce of pain she’d felt in the past five days vanished. She wasn’t going to let him leave again
without that conversation. But he was right. The physical aches needed to be quenched first or she wouldn’t
be able to say anything coherent.

“Fine.” She grabbed his hand and led him to her bedroom quickly. It sounded as if he had turned the
corner on whatever had been holding him back.

At least she hoped he had.

If not, she was making the mother of all mistakes.

Not that it mattered. She was diving into thisfire feet first, aching for the burn, because as much as her
heart ached, her body was currently suffering more.

Asthey entered the room, she lost no time. She turned to face him and unbuckled his belt, her fingers
grazing his erection as she worked. He was rock hard. How long had he been suffering with that condition?
The petty part of her that was still pissed he’d made her wait hoped it had been a while.

She unbuttoned his jeans, slid the zipper down, wrapped her hands around his cock and stroked it
slowly. She shuddered as she considered how full she would feel with him inside her.

“l want you so much, Lace.”

She smiled and placed a soft kiss on his cheek. “I’m right here.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “For the way things ended last time.”

He had promised her they would talk. After. She wrapped her arms around his waist and hugged him.
“It’s okay.”

He shook his head as if to disagree, so she forced him to look at her. His apology had gone along way
toward soothing her anger, her pain. So had the fact he’d shown up here tonight. They would discuss
whatever had compelled him to leave, but not right now.

“I mean it. It’s okay.”

Logan gripped her cheeks in hislarge palms and gave her akiss so passionate it took her breath away.
This was what she’d hoped for on her eighteen birthday. There was nothing on earth so magical as being
kissed by someone who clearly adored you.

“God, | missed you.”

She grinned at his confession. “Ditto.”

He was obviously trying to hold back, giving her the chance to tell him to take a hike.

“It’s time.”

Hisjeans hung on his hips, so he reached back, trying to dig out hiswallet. Lacy gripped his upper arm
to stop him.

“Don’t. I’m on the Pill.”

“Lacy—"

She pressed her cheek against his. “Please. | want you to come inside me.”

He didn’t respond for several moments. Then he cupped her cheek affectionately. “I find it impossible
to say no to you.”

She laughed softly. “That’s good. That’s very good. Hold on to that thought and we’ll always be
happy.”

He twisted her away from him with one quick motion and swatted her ass. “Minx.”

“Wait,” she said, unfastening her own pants. “Let me get these silly jeans out of the way and you can
try that again properly.”

“If I wasn’t in agony, 1I’d gag you for trying to run the show, but as it is...”



Together, they got each other out of their clothing. When Lacy climbed onto the mattress, Logan was
right there behind her.

She turned, lying down on her back as he came over her.

Her legs were parted in invitation and Logan took no time accepting. He placed the head of this dick
against her pussy and pushed in. One hard, deep thrust.

Lacy gasped, her fingers gripping his arms. Her pussy muscles tightened around him. Her head swam.
Shewas close. Again. It typically took her ages to reach her orgasms, but Logan found them within
seconds.

He hadn’t sought to move. Instead, he remained buried deep. When he lifted his face to look at her, she
was blinded by the emotion she saw there.

He loved her. Thank God.

Heloved her.

“Logan,” she whispered. “I’m not afraid. I’m yours.”

Her words set him free. After that, any semblance of control vanished. They came at each other like
animalsin heat, taking what they wanted with aferocity that should have been painful. Hell, it was.

Logan beat a power rhythm inside her, crashing up and down like a jackhammer as she cried out. She
came, but Logan never stopped moving.

Then she pressed on his shoulder, forcing him to his back as she straddled his hips. Lacy rode his cock
likeit was astallion as he kept hold of her hips, pounding her against him roughly.

“Lacy.” His hands tightened as she continued to bounce.

She was going to have bruises on her hips from his fingers. She reveled in that thought. Then decided
she wanted to mark him as well.

Her fingerswerein his hair, so she pulled it. Hard.

He groaned. “Goddammit.”

It was the greatest sex of her life, but it still wasn’t enough. He twisted once more, pressing her to her
back as he came over her again, and he took her even harder, even faster.

Lacy lifted her legs, wrapping her ankles around his back. She didn’t shy away, didn’t try to stop him.
She’d never been fucked with such force. She loved it, begged him for more. She dug her fingers into his
shoulders and tilted her hips so he could stake a deeper claim.

Then Logan hit that magic spot inside her and she went off like a bottle rocket. Thistime, he did too.

“Jesus, Lacy. So. Fucking. Good.” Jets of come erupted, filling her.

For several moments, the only sound in the room was the two of them, panting loudly, her heart
pounding in her ears.

Logan had Lacy caged beneath him, his dick still inside her. He studied her flushed face and she
wondered what he was thinking.

She decided to break the silence first, despite the tiny fear that he’d retreat again. “That was amazing.”

He nodded. “It was.”

She tightened her legs around his waist. “You’re inside me.”

“Yeah. I am.” His cock stirred as she grinned.

“Are you getting hard again?”

Logan’s lips tipped up in a sexy grin. “I’ve been in misery since we started this game. I’'m fairly
certain it’s going to take me a long damn time to get this need for you out of my system.”

She didn’t ever want him to get her out of his system. But she didn’t say that aloud. They still hadn’t
sorted through the mess, so she decided to hold off on declaring her undying love for him until he
confessed his first. She’d been wearing her heart on her sleeve her entire life. It was his turn to open
himself up to her.

“Where’s that lube?”

She pointed toward the nightstand drawer. “Not sure that’s necessary. I’m more than ready for round

two.



He grabbed the tube anyway, his cock still buried inside her. Asfar as recoveries went, she wondered
if this was some sort of world record. The man was rock hard and as thick as ever.

“That’s good to know. But I think we’re going to give this sweet pussy of yours arest thistime
around.” As he spoke, he withdrew.

Lacy’s pussy clenched hungrily as she realized his plan. She hadn’t touched the plug since the last time
he’d been in her bed. And as large as the thing was, it was no match for what he was proposing to put
inside her thistime.

“What’s your safe word?”

“Chaise,” she whispered.

Logan gave her a quick kiss on the lips. “Good girl.”

She had expected him to get right down to business, but Logan never did anything the way she
anticipated. He reached back into the nightstand drawer and pulled out the vibrator.

“We didn’t get to use this last time.”

She didn’t bother to mention that particular toy had become her favorite over the last week and a half.
Hell, she’d even started calling the stupid thing Logan.

He dlid the thin vibrator into her pussy with ease. She was still wet from her arousal and his come.

He turned the toy on low and she groaned at the sudden sensation against her well-used, uber-sensitive
tissues.

Logan narrowed his eyes when she started swaying her hips, working the vibrations against her G-spot.
“Don’t even think about coming.”

She froze. “What?”

“I’ve let you grab those orgasms of yours whenever you want. No more. Next time you come, it’s
going to be with me, while I’m buried in that tight little ass of yours.”

“But I’'m close.”

His expression was stern, though his eyes gave him away. He was amused, even if he was trying to act
all big and bad. “You’re always close. Hold it off.”

She started to shake her head. The truth was she had absolutely no control over her orgasms with him.
Hell, half the time they hit when she wasn’t even expecting them. “I can’t—"

Logan gripped her chin and forced her to look at him. “If you come without my permission, I’m going
to tie you to this bed so that you can’t move a fucking muscle and keep that vibrator on low all night until
you do learn how to control it.”

“You wouldn’t dare. That would only hurt you too.”

The smile he gave her was pure danger, especially when his gaze traveled to her mouth. He ran his
thumb over her lower lip before he pushed inside. Her lips closed around it instinctively. “1 don’t intend to
suffer.”

She closed her eyes, trying to ward off the impact of hiswords. His dirty talk was as detrimental to her
self-control as his actions. This was not going to end well.

“I’ll try,” she said begrudgingly.

“Just remember that I’m a man of my word. | will do exactly what I’ve said if you don’t succeed.”

She didn’t have time to respond before he flipped her onto her stomach. He stroked her ass cheeks with
calloused hands. She loved the rough feel of them against her soft skin. It was incredible to her that he
could use those hands either to spank or caress and produce the same heart-pounding effect.

“Lift your ass in the air.”

She did as he said, the vibrator still buried inside her. She was fighting like the devil to ignore the
thing, but as she shifted, it hit one of her happy places. She gripped the sheets in her fists and winced,
batting back the urge to come.

“God. | think I might hate you.”

He chuckled, completely unconcerned by her confession. “That’s good.”



Logan sgueezed some lube in her ass. Lacy shivered when the cold gel hit her.

He slowly worked it inside her, adding lube and fingers over the course of the next several minutes.
Lacy forgot to be nervous about what was coming as she worked overtime not to come. Somewhere in the
midst of Logan stretching her ass, he bumped the vibrator up to the next speed.

She called him along string of unsavory, rude names, but he ignored her and kept going.

Lacy was so focused on not coming, she jumped slightly when she felt the head of Logan’s cock
pressing against her ass. At some point, he’d covered it with a condom.

“Oh!”

“Shh,” he soothed, running his hand along her back. “Say your safe word if you hate it.”

He’d only pushed the head in before she decided she wasn’t going to hate it. He was so much bigger
than the plug and his fingers, not just in width, but in length.

“How much more?” she gasped as he continued to work his way inside with short, easy thrusts.

“Halfway there.”

“Fuck me,” she groaned, prompting him to laugh a little.

“That’s not the safe word.”

She glanced at him over her shoulder. “Keep going, asshole.”

He slapped her ass lightly. “That’s not it either.”

During their previous sexual encounters, she had been so focused on how fucking good the sex was
and on finding a way to get him back in her bed, that she hadn’t had a chance to consider what it would be
liketo truly date Logan.

Words like fun and playful floated to the surface. Even as he dominated their play, taking her to places
she’d never imagined in all her twisted, kinky fantasies, she couldn’t deny that being with him was as much
fun asit was hot.

When he was fully lodged, he paused. “That’s it.” His words sounded almost pained, which seemed
weird to her. She was the one being practically split in two. Then she considered how much control it must
have taken for him to move so slowly, to give her this experience with as little pain as possible.

She took a second to adjust, marveling over how freaking much she loved everything they’d done
together. Something told her a hundred years with the man wouldn’t be enough to get him out of her
system.

“Lacy,” he murmured. He was holding on for her. “Baby...”

“Can | come now?”

A short burst of laughter filled the room. “God. You’re all kinds of perfect. Yeah. Come at will,
gorgeous.”

With that, he began to fuck her. He kept his motions slow, easy. She appreciated his efforts at not
hurting her, but it wasn’t enough.

“Logan,” she gasped. “Please. More.”

“As you wish.” He reached down and found the control to the vibrator. He cranked the thing on high
and then it was game over.

He took her hard, driving deep into her ass, as Lacy came violently. One orgasm stretched into a
second before Logan joined her. His fingers tightened on her hips as he jerked once, twice more. Then he
fell to her side as she turned to face him. She shuddered when he reached between her legs to turn off the
vibrator and pull it out.

“I think you killed me.”

He took her hand in his and gave it a squeeze. “l was going to say the same thing to you.”

“Logan.”

“Hmm,” he murmured sleepily, his eyes drifting closed.

“Can we do that again?”

He chuckled, his lids lifting briefly. “Sure. Give me a few minutes.”



She laughed softly. They hadn’t talked yet, but at least he wasn’t sprinting for the door. They had time
to get into the heavy stuff. Later.
She sighed happily at the thought of what else they’d do later before giving in to her own need for

sleep.

* k% % %

Nineteen years earlier...

Logan studied the lake until he found his sister. Sure enough, Rachel was boob-deep in the water,
wrapped around Rodney and kissing him like the guy was going off to war or something. He wouldn’t
mind so much, but last week she’d been doing the exact same thing with Lee.

“We need to make a pact,” he said, glancing over at Evan. The two of them were sitting in the sand,
chowing down on hot dogs they’d bought at the concession stand. He knew a lot of his friends were
looking forward to growing up, becoming adults, but Logan figured they had it made. They were sixteen,
out of school on summer break and their biggest decision each day was whether to hit the beach at the lake
or head over to the park to play baseball.

“What kind of pact?” Evan asked.

“We don’t hook up with each other’s sisters.”

Evan glanced at Rachel and Logan spotted the reticence on his friend’s face. He knew. Knew Evan had
been looking a little too often in Rachel’s direction. What Evan didn’t realize was that Logan was putting
the pact in place for his friend more than his sister. Rachel was a man-eater.

“l don’t see what the big deal is if—"

“I mean it, man. | don’t want you hooking up with Rachel.”

Evan frowned and then, because he really was a good friend, he shrugged and agreed. “Fine. But same
goes for my sister.”

Logan looked across the sand and spotted Lacy building a sandcastle with her little friend, Bucky.
“You got it,” he said with a grin.

Evan rolled his eyes. “You realize I’m getting the bad end of this deal.”

“It’s a bro code,” Logan said, reaching out for the traditional handshake to seal the deal. “And it’s
binding. Forever.”



CHAPTER SEVEN

Logan stirred as aroar of thunder pierced the quiet of the evening. He and Lacy had been dozing in
bed for nearly an hour, both of them physically exhausted.

Then he recalled the thunder. “Damn.”

“What’s wrong?”

“| left the windows rolled down on my truck.”

“I don’t understand why you drove here. You only live a few blocks away.”

He reluctantly disentangled from her embrace. “Made a furniture delivery, and then came straight
here.”

“In a hurry to see me?” she teased.

Logan tickled her, enjoying her giggle. “Yeah. I held out as long as | could, and then realized | was
being afirst-class tool. Turned the truck toward your place and decided it was time to set things right.”

He reached for hisjeans and tugged them on.

The two of them till needed to have a serious talk. Logan had spent the past five days trying to come
to grips with everything that had happened. Lacy had come into his life—and his bedroom—and she’d
saved him.

He had let Jane mess with his head, let her convince him that his needs were wrong if he wanted a
long-lasting, normal relationship. Which he had finally been able to admit to himself that he wanted this
morning. He wanted what Evan and Annie had. A loving, kinky, forever relationship. And there wasn’t a
doubt in Logan’s mind he was going to find that—and more—with Lacy. She was perfect for him.

He’d accused her of pretending to please him. He owed her an apology for that. Lacy didn’t lie. She
was the most genuine, honest person he’d ever known, yet he’d foolishly let his insecurities cast her into
shadows that simply weren’t there. There wasn’t an insincere bone in her body.

“Tell you what. Why don’t you order a pizza while I run out to take care of the windows?”

“Sounds good,” she said, lazily stretching. The sheet drifted lower, giving him a perfect view of her
breasts.

“Do me a favor and get dressed before | get back. You and I need to talk, but there’s not a snowball’s
chance in hell of accomplishing that with you looking so sexy.”

A glimmer of nervousness crept onto her face. He hated that he’d left her so uncertain. She’d just given
him the best—and worst—three weeks of his life. When he was with her, everything felt right, but
spending the past five days without her had been brutal. Jane had |eft after athree-year relationship and
he’d gone to work the next day as if she’d never been there. For the last five days, he hadn’t been able to
work, eat, or sleep. He had been miserable.

“Hey,” he said, grabbing her hand and tugging her to her knees at the edge of the mattress. “It’s
nothing bad. Okay?”

She smiled, though he could read the doubt in her expression. He had a lot to make up for.

Logan gave her a quick kiss. “Won’t be a minute.”

He didn’t bother with a shirt as he walked out of her front door and downstairs. There were three floors
in the building and each one contained two apartments. It was unlikely he’d run into any of her neighbors,
but the more time he spent with her, the less he gave a shit who saw them. It was a dangerous mindset to
have until he came clean to her brother, but he was currently too happy, too sexually sated to give it much
more than a passing care.

He was halfway to histruck when he realized Evan was standing next to it. His best friend’s gaze
drifted from him to the truck and back again, his expression going as dark as the cloud-ridden sky as he
took in Logan’s half-dressed state.



“What are you doing here?” Logan asked.

“Thought I’d swing by, see if | could figure out who Lacy’s new boyfriend is.”

“Boyfriend?”

It was the absolute worst thing he could have said, but Evan’s comment caught him off guard. Had
Lacy told her brother she had a boyfriend?

Evan was in front of him after three long strides, which he followed with a hard right to the face.

Logan stumbled at the impact of the punch and it took him a couple of seconds to shake off the pain,
and then regain his vision. When he did, he stood there with fists clenched, ready to defend himself if Evan
came at him again.

“The first one is free. | probably had it coming. But you hit me again and I’m going to punch back.”

“You probably had it coming? You’re questioning that?”” Evan shouted.

“Alright. | definitely had it coming, but you’re not much better than me. | know about you and
Rachel.”

“How?”

“So you did make out with my sister.”

Evan looked slightly chagrined, but it was clear any guilt he felt was struggling to outweigh his anger
at finding out Logan was sleeping with Lacy. “How did—"

“Lacy saw you.”

Evan dismissed the accusation as insignificant—which it really was. “Who gives a shit? We were
teenagers and all we did was make out one time. Is that all you’re doing with Lacy?”

He shook his head.

Evan’s fists were still clenched. “That goddamn bro code thing was your idea.”

Logan shrugged. “I know. We were just kids, Evan.”

Evan ran his hand through his hair as Logan braced himself for another blow. Instead, hisfriend hit
him with something much harder to deflect. “I don’t give a shit about the stupid vow. Never did. I thought
you weren’t doing vanilla again.”

Logan didn’t reply. What the hell could he say? He’d fucked Evan’s sister six ways to Sunday,
introduced her to bondage, clamps, butt plugs and spankings.

Evan’s jaw clenched as the silence lingered too long. “She’s my fucking sister, Logan!”

“And she’s a grown woman,” Lacy said, rushing out of her apartment.

She was barefoot, but at least she’d had the good sense to throw on a t-shirt and jeans. Evan really
would have beaten him to a pulp if she’d come outside in just a robe or something. It was one thing to
know your best friend was fucking your little sister and another to have it slammed in your face.

Lacy stepped between them, clearly concerned the fistfight was going to continue. “My sex life is none
of your business.”

“Dammit, Lacy. I’m always going to worry about you. You can’t ask me to stop that.”

“Then worry about shit that matters. How Logan and | have sex doesn’t qualify.”

Evan winced, but he rallied quicker than Logan would have. “Please don’t say the word sex to me. |
prefer to think of you as my sweet, innocent sister. Pure as freshly fallen snow.”

Lacy rolled her eyes and snorted. “Yeah. That snow was plowed a decade ago.”

Evan groaned and shook his head. “You’re killing me.”

“Serves you right for hitting Logan.”

“He had that coming, and he knows it. So what is this? A relationship? Are you two dating?”

Lacy looked at Logan and shrugged, taking her time to reply. “l don’t...”

Evan’s face turned murderous. “Don’t say you don’t know. | swear to God, if this is just a hookup, if
you’re just using her to get your rocks off, I’ll fucking kill you.”

Raindrops began to fall. Logan looked at Lacy, even as he spoke to Evan. “I’m in love with her.”

Lacy’s eyes widened. “You’re in love with me?”

“Of course | am. How could I not be? You’re everything I’ve ever wanted.”



“Took you long enough to figure that out,” she teased.

He pulled her into his arms. “I mean it, Lacy. You’re perfect for me.”

“Then why did you leave last time?”

The rain started to come down harder. He hadn’t intended to have the conversation with her outside, in
front of her brother and—he glanced around—the seven people who’d opened their front doors in hopes of
catching afistfight.

“Looks like the two of you have a few things to discuss.” Evan was giving them a chance to escape
back inside.

Logan nodded. “Evan—"

“Later, man. We’ll talk it out later. Make things right with her first.”

“Okay.”

Evan sighed. “And do me a favor. Never, under any circumstances, talk to me about your sex life
again. Promise?”

“New bro code?”

Evan’s eyebrows lifted as he considered that question. “If you fix things the way | hope, maybe the
‘bro’ part of that code could become a legal, binding, official thing.”

Lacy interjected. “Dear God. It’s only been three weeks, Evan. Go away before you screw everything

up.”

Logan wrapped his arm more tightly around her shoulder. None of them bothered to seek shelter from
the steadily pouring rain. “Technically, it’s been three weeks, plus a lifetime.”

She twisted out of his arms and narrowed her eyes. “This better not be a proposal, Logan. | haven’t
even had a chance to yell at you properly for breaking my heart.”

“You broke her heart?” Evan asked, his scowl returning.

Lacy threw her hands up in exasperation. “Go home, Evan. Turn that annoying overprotective
nonsense of yours on Eryn. Poor girl.”

Evan glanced at Logan, hesitant to leave.

Logan reached out to put his hand on Evan’s shoulder. “I won’t hurt her.”

Evan’s expression cleared. “Yeah. | know you won’t.” And with that, he walked back to his patrol car
and climbed in.

Lacy turned to look at him. “You told Evan you loved me before you told me.”

He grinned. “He forced my hand. Guy packs one hell of a punch.”

His words sent Lacy’s gaze to his left cheek. “I think you’re going to have a black eye.”

“Great,” he said with a grimace.

“Why did you leave last time?”

He looked up at the dark sky. “It’s raining, Lace. Do we have to do this here?”” They were both
drenched.

“Come on.” She accepted the hand he proffered and the two of them returned to her apartment. Once
they wereinside, Lacy went to the bathroom to grab them a couple of towels. He wiped off his chest as she
used hersto dry her hair.

“Here. You’ll catch a cold if you don’t get out of those wet things.” Logan drew her wet t-shirt over
her head, forcing himself to keep his eyes on her face. Her breasts were his kryptonite, and they needed to
talk before they continued with anything else.

She peeled off her jeans as he did the same. They threw their wet clothing in a heap on the floor of her
laundry room, and then returned to the living room.

Lacy grabbed a fleece blanket and tossed it to him before getting a second one for herself. They curled
under them on the couch. Lacy didn’t resist when he tugged her legs over his thighs so he could rub her
feet.

“Jane did a number on me.”



She nodded slowly. “Yeah, | figured that much out. It’s just...you said you weren’t brokenhearted
about her leaving.”

“I’m not. That’s not what | mean. When we first started dating, | thought the two of us were
compatible lovers. She seemed to enjoy my rough edge, although I’ll admit I didn’t...” He paused, trying to
find the right words.

“Unleash the Full Monty?” she supplied helpfully.

Logan laughed. “Something like that. | didn’t want to scare her right out of the gate, so I took things
slowly. However, the more | tried to introduce BDSM into our sexual relationship, the more she resisted. |
was in love with her, Lace. So | held back.”

“I’m not afraid of what we do, Logan.”

“I know.”

“Have you been holding back with me?”

He shook his head and chuckled. “No. Not at all.”

“Phew.” She pretended to wipe her brow. “That’s a relief. I’d hate to have to deal with twenty or thirty
more orgasms every time we crawled between the sheets.”

He playfully messed up her hair. “Smartass. You realize that’s just daring me.”

“Good. That was my intention.”

Logan took a deep breath and said what had been keeping him from her, though even as he said the
words, he knew exactly how stupid he’d been. “I can’t do vanilla. It’s not in my nature.”

“It’s not in mine either. Not anymore. Maybe not ever. You ruined me when | was seventeen.”

“Do me a favor, Lace. Don’t tell your brother about that peeping Tom escapade of yours. He’ll punch
me again.”

She leaned closer and pressed a kiss against his cheek. “I love you too, Logan. I didn’t get a chance to
say that outside.” She blushed and he wondered what she was thinking. “Of course, I probably didn’t need
to say it. I haven’t exactly hidden my feelings from you all these years.”

“I know it’s only been three weeks, but when I look at you, Lacy, | see a very long future.”

“Forever?”

He nodded. “I hope so.”

“I’d like that, but I’m going to need a promise from you.”

“In addition to the I Do’ one?”

She rose from the couch and grasped his hand, pulling him to his feet as well. “Yep. | want you to
promise me that nothing...and | mean nothing...is ever off-limits between us again.”

He laughed, shook her hand. “Deal.”

Twenty years earlier...

Logan looked over and caught sight of Lacy sitting in the stands with one of her little friends playing
with dolls. Her hair was pulled up in pigtails and she gave him atoothless grin. She waved, so he waved
back.

“See that boy over there?” Lacy pointed to a fifteen-year-old Logan, currently standing on first base.
Justine Matthews laid her Barbie doll on the bleachers and looked. “Yeah.”
“His name is Logan Grady, and I’m going to marry him one day.”
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SPARKS FLY
Sparksin Texas, Book 1
By Mari Carr
Now Available

| Do isthe easy part. Happily ever after? Not so much.

Evan and Annie are deeply in love, but that hasn’t stopped tension from creating cracks in their
relationship. Determined not to fail his wife, Evan takes action before those cracks become craters,
damaging their marriage irreparably. Over the Fourth of July weekend, he’ll reignite Annie’s passion with
his own brand of fireworks.

Stand back and watch the sparksfly.
Please enjoy this excerpt from Sparks Fly. Available now.

“Are you searching for something special, officer?”

The breathless quality of her voice let him know she’d finally caught up with him.

“I need to be sure you aren’t carrying any concealed weapons.”

She looked over her shoulder and gave him a flirty smile. “Oh, I’m packing heat. But you aren’t
looking in the right place.”

He fought to restrain agroan. Annie was amaster at dirty talk. Then it occurred to him that this
fantasy—the cop and his criminal—was one they’d never played out. Which was strange considering his
occupation and the fact he had al the right toys.

“Face forward, Ms. Iser. | don’t think you understand the seriousness of this situation.”

Annie held his gaze afew seconds longer before looking away. Her hips wiggled seductively as he
moved his “search” lower. He didn’t take the bait. He had a definite strategy for how the night would
unfold and it had everything to do with his pretty criminal submitting to his authority.

“Have you been drinking, Ms. Iser?”

She lifted her shoulders casually, unconcerned, unrepentant. “I may have had a glass of wine earlier. It
is a holiday, you know.”

Annie wasn’t much of a drinker, even on the holidays, so he wondered about the wine. Was she feeling
the same pressure he was? Had she been looking for away to relax before seeing him again? That thought
made his chest ache. He pushed it away. Hopefully, tonight would help them mend the rifts they’d
unconsciously let grow.

He reached for her upper arm, dragging her upright and turning her until she faced him. “Drinking and
driving?”

“You don’t really expect me to confess to that, do you, officer?”

“Lieutenant.” The mischief in her eyes told him she was purposely refusing to acknowledge his rank.
“And I don’t need your confession. | have a breathalyzer.”

She didn’t pretend to be worried. He loved her spunk, the challenge in her posture. She crossed her
arms, alowing them to push up her breasts. The move drew his attention to her hard nipples. His mouth
watered for ataste of them, but it was far too early for that. If he started taking off her clothes, the game
would end too fast.

For months, he’d viewed sex as a chore, the two of them going through the motions with very little
passion or foreplay. As he looked at her flushed face, as he watched her chest rise and fall with breathless
expectation, he wanted to kick his own ass for forgetting how good it could be between them.

“Don’t | have to consent to the breathalyzer?”



He shook his head. “I’m not giving you a choice.” He cupped her face in his hands, pulling her closer.
“Are you ready?”

He didn’t give her a chance to respond before placing his lips on hers. He pressed them open, touching
his tongue to hers. He couldn’t detect even the faintest hint of wine on her breath. Regardless, he kept
kissing her, tasting and breathing her air. Evan didn’t need alcohol. He could get drunk on Annie.

Finally, after several minutes, he forced himself to release her, working overtime to maintain control,
to stay in character. “You realize you’re in quite a bit of trouble, Ms. Iser.”

She feigned a contrite smile that didn’t fool him for a minute. “Maybe there’s some way | can
convince you to forget all this and let me off with a warning?”

He narrowed his eyes. “Are you attempting to bribe a police officer?”

She reached out to run her hand along his chest, toying suggestively with his badge. “I didn’t say
anything about a bribe.”

He moved so quickly she didn’t have time to counter or retreat. Evan turned her toward the car,
grasping her wrists and tugging them behind her back. She had just begun to struggle when he slapped on
the handcuffs. Then he bent over her, pressing her against the hood of the car, letting her helplessness sink
in.

“What did you have in mind?” he murmured in her ear.

He’d taken her off-guard. It took her afew moments to regroup.

“I...” She swallowed heavily when he ground his cock more firmly against her ass. “I...” She paused
again. Finally she said, “What do you want?”

Evan chuckled. Anniewasrarely at aloss for words. It felt good to shake up the self-assured woman.
“l want it all, Ms. Iser. Your total submission. For the entire night.”



WAITING FOR YOU
Sparks in Texas, Book 2
By Mari Carr
Now Available

How do you protect the woman you love...when the greatest danger is sleeping in her bed?

Sydney Sparks can’t remember a time when Chas wasn’t part of her life—from childhood playmates,
to high-school sweethearts, to long-distance friends. Now, after twelve long years, Chasis leaving the
Marines and coming home. Sydney’s thrilled to have him back on American soil, safe and sound, even if
his return is doing funny thingsto her heart.

The second he stepped off the plane and locked gazes with Sydney, Chas refused to waste a minute
more on their “just friends” status quo. Together again, it feels as if they were never apart, the love they’d
shared as innocent teens now vastly more intense as adults—with a sexual hunger to match.

However, despite his newfound happiness, Chas can’t seem to shake the memories of histoursin the
Middle East, of the firefights, the killing...the deaths of his friends. When the flashbacks grow stronger,
Chas struggles to hide his increasing lack of control, terrified of losing everything he’d just regained—
including Sydney.

Please enjoy this excerpt from Waiting for You. Available now.

Sydney stood next to Gran, who was flanked by Julian on the right. The three of them were standing at
the international arrivals gate, grinning like fools as they held the banner Sydney had made. Chas’ flight
had landed and her heart was racing a million miles an hour. She’d seen him just a few months earlier over
the holidays. They’d exchanged small gifts and consumed a bottle of eggnog together. Chas had even told
her alittle bit about two friends he’d lost in combat, the story breaking her heart.

Chas had ended up sleeping on her couch that night, while she’d tossed and turned in her bedroom,
fighting the urge to go out and comfort him. However, there had been something in his eyes—some dark,
unfamiliar sadness—that had stopped her, that had told her to keep her distance.

Several more people walked through the gate. Sydney watched as relatives reunited with hugs, laughter
and sometimes tears. She loved coming to the airport, loved the energy and the atmosphere, the hustle and
bustle. It was a hotbed of emotions unlike any other place.

Gran captured her attention with a nudge of the elbow. “There he is.”

Chas strolled through the doors in jeans and at-shirt. It would seem so weird to see him dressed in
civilian clothing rather than his fatigues from now on, and she wondered if he’d give up the crew cut he’d
kept for so many years and return to the longer style of his youth. He looked around the area, searching for
them. Sydney smiled and waved when his eyes met hers.

Chas walked faster then, laughing when he read their banner. Sydney took it from Julian and Gran,
stepping back so that Chas could greet his family.

She was shocked when he bypassed both of them and walked right up to her. He tugged the banner out
of her hands and dropped it to the floor a split second before he grabbed her in his embrace and kissed her.

His mouth was demanding, forcing her lips apart so he could stroke her tongue with his. Sydney fought
off awave of dizziness and disbelief. Even abit of embarrassment when she recalled his grandmother was
standing less than five feet away from them. She put her hands on his shoulders, intent on pushing him
away, but Chas only gripped her tighter, one of his hands rising to cup the back of her neck, hisfingers
lightly stroking the sensitive skin there.



She was agoner. Sydney stopped giving a shit who was there and what they were seeing. Chas was
home. And he was kissing her.
Twelve years melted away into a haze of nothingness. He was home. Finally.



SOMETHING SPARKED
Sparksin Texas, book 3
By Mari Carr
Now Available

Jeannette's lifeis...nice. Great job in the family restaurant, cute house, sweet cat. All very nice...and
boring...and maybe alittle lonely. But she'll suffer that price for the safety she desperately covets. Now, if
only something could keep her safe from the temptation that is Luc and Diego. The gorgeous firemen are a
danger to her libido, if not her heart.

Lovers Luc and Diego have had a hunger for the pretty cook at Sparks Barbecue since they rolled into
town three years ago. But everyone knows Jeannette doesn't date, so the men's lust seems destined to go
unslaked, no matter how much they want her in their bed. If friendship isal she'swilling to offer, Luc and
Diego will greedily takeit.

That changes quickly when an arsonist throws Jeannette in harm's way, forcing her to find security and
comfort in Luc and Diego's arms. But the trio's ssmmering heat is barely aflicker before the men learn
Jeannette has secrets that run dark and deep...presenting them with a challenge unlike any they've yet to
face.

Note: This book contains a scene of abuse from 16-year-old Jeannette's past.
Please enjoy this excerpt from Something Sparked. Available now.

Throughout the dance she’d shared with Luc, she had been aware of Diego’s eyes on them. Somehow
knowing he’d been watching had excited her, though she was hard-pressed to understand why. It was as if
she wanted Diego to know how Luc was making her feel...because she sensed that made Diego happy.

Which was bizarre, because she had no ideaif that was true or not.

Diego took her into his arms, tugging her until her breasts were pressed firmly against his chest. He
didn’t ask, didn’t hesitate. He simply took. While that idea should terrify her, it didn’t. Instead, he had a
way of making her feel cherished, safe, protected.

Like Luc, Diego was a skilled dancer. With subtle pushes and pulls, he guided them, taking over so
that she could just enjoy the moment.

“You liked Luc’s kiss.”

It wasn’t a question, but she answered anyway. “Yes.”

“I liked watching it.”

“I know,” she whispered.

“Do you understand now?”

It was a vague question, but Jeannette didn’t need clarification. She knew what he was alluding to. She
nodded.

“You feel it to. | can see it in your eyes. Even though you’re dancing with me, focused just on me, you
know he’s there watching us. It makes you hot and shivery inside, doesn’t it?”

She swallowed, struggling to find her voice. “It does, but—" She tried to stop herself, tried to beat
back the fears. It appeared Nettie refused to go down without a fight.

“But nothing.” Diego tightened his grip. However, this time she couldn’t sink into the embrace. Her
back stiffened as self-preservation and years of running away ganged up on her.

He loosened his hold, tipping her chin up, forcing her to face him. “We’re going to take this nice and
slow, Jeannette. But we’re not stopping.”



“l can’t...do...” Again, the words died. She couldn’t go where they wanted to take her. But damn if
she didn’t want them to try anyway.

“You can’t tonight. I can see that. But we’re not going to stop trying. We’ve got as many nights as we
need, all the time in the world.”

She frowned and asked the question that had tormented her since they’d pulled her into the park and
insisted on this date. “Why would you go to all that trouble?”

“If this weren’t our first date, I’d take you home and turn you over my knee for that. Even now, I’'m
sorely tempted.”

Had he seriously just threatened to spank her? And was she honestly disappointed he was resisting?
God, this whole night was confusing. And maddening. And sexy as hell.

Regardless, her spine stiffened. “All I’m saying is, you and Luc could basically have your pick of
women around here. I’m not sure why you’d want—"

Diego placed his finger over her lips. “I’m going to advise you to stop while you’re ahead. If | hear one
more self-deprecating comment come out of those pretty lips of yours tonight, | won’t be held responsible
for my actions. And believe me, angel, as much as you might want to tempt me on that, you aren’t ready for
it.”

Jeannette wasn’t sure how to reply. Diego’s thumb stroked her lower lip, his gaze glued to her mouth
like a starving man eyeing a steak.

Though the slow music continued to fill the air, couples swaying back and forth around them, neither
of them moved. Instead, they stood there, on the edge of the floor, and looked at each other.

Diego didn’t seek to close the distance between them. In fact, it seemed as if he were waiting for
something. Waiting for her.

“Kiss me,” she whispered.

He smiled at her request. He had been waiting for an invitation. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”
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“The declaration of love marks the transition from chance to destiny,
and that’s why it is so perilous...”
--Alain Badiou



CHAPTER ONE

MISHELLA

“Dear, sweet Creator. That man’s ass needs its own web page.”

“Right?”

“Maybe it already has one. Have we tried looking it up? What would that search string even be?”

“Cassian Court’s Glorious Glutes?”

“Sounds about right.”

| scowl at the exchange between my best friend and my princess of a boss. Debate adding a huff,
though that might make them giggle harder. As it is, Vylet lifts her head, lets the wind blow her black
waves as if she is shooting a scene for a movie, and slowly bats the thick lashes framing her huge lavender
eyes.

“Is there an issue, Mistress Santelle?”

Her purposeful drawl on the s’s turns her query into a tease—though before | can properly purse my
lips, she is answered by a long, snorting laugh. 1 add a groan to my own response, stabbed at the sound’s
source. Brooke Cimarron, Princess of the Island of Arcadia, might have the loyalty and love of thousands
across our land, but her royal in-laws are not in that legion—and outbursts like that are no help to her cause
at al.

The groan might be forgotten but the sigh is not. Even after three months in her employ, my work is
still clearly cut out for me. In my princess’s own words, | am to do everything in my power to “whip the
royal decorum into shape.” Some days, the task is easy. Some, like today—are entries in the Sweet Creator
Help Mejournal.

| have one of those. Literally. Though on the outside, as | observe right now, the book simply says
Action Items.

Despite the lists taunting me from the pages of said journal, there are many more checks in Brooke’s
“plus” column than not. Brooke has a good heart, a willing spirit, and a loyalty to Arcadia rivalling that of
many native-born to the island. If I can only work out a way to keep Vy from enabling the woman’s snarky
American side...

Not likely anytime soon.

Most certainly not during this week.

Cassian Court’s arrival in Arcadia has sealed that certainty solidly enough.

Cassian Court. Just rolling my mind over the man’s name jolts me with such intense heat, | wonder if
the Earth has rolled too quickly on its axis, shifting my chair into the sun instead of beneath the table on the
Palais Arcadialawn. That only forms the start of how he has upended my world in just two days.

Two. Days.

Cassian Court.

| cannot help myself. The syllables are synonymous with so many other expressions. Engineering
genius. Corporate wizard. Billionaire icon. Consultant to kings. Yes, that includes the leader of our land,
Evrest Cimarron, who has invited his friend for a “modernization think tank” with Arcadia’s leaders.
Y anking a kingdom forward by two hundred yearsin two daysis no small feat.

Two. Days.

World. Upended.

Not to mention my thoughts. And my bloodstream. And the very wiring of my nervous system...

“Mishella?”

Vylet’s playful prompt is perfectly timed. “Hmm?” | am grateful to leave behind a memory that has



been taunting, of the man in his forma wear from the party King Evrest threw for him last night. Out of
respect for Arcadian tradition, he wore a doubl et-style jacket with his tailored Tom Ford pants, everything
flawlesdly fitted to his tapered torso and long legs. The black garment had featured one modern touch: a
moss green zipper instead of buttons, drawing out the same shade in his eyes. Matching zippers had
adorned his hip boots, making him look very much *“at home” in the ballroom’s courtly crowd...

“You truly have no comment?” The edges of Vy’s lips curl up. Little wench. She knows | would
sooner watch a storm come in over the sea than have to look at the body part they’ve referred to on Cassian
Court’s incredible form.

Incredible.

And magnificent.

And breath-stealing.

And in just two days, has made me painfully aware of how small my island hometruly is. The man and
his magnetic pull have actually made me yearn for aland as big as his, though the expanse of Americastill
does not seem big enough for all these new feelings he inspires—sensations that sweep in again, as | gaze
upon him training at swords with Jagger Foxx on the palais lawn.

Dizzy.

Giddy.

Hot.

Needy.

No.

| cannot. | will not.

Instead, | compress my lips harder. Swing another censuring look at my friend. “I was being courteous,
in deference to Her Highness.”

“Oh, here we go again,” Brooke mutters.

Vylet hides a laugh behind her elegant fingers. “But Mishella wants to practice her protocol, Your
Highness.”

Brooke glowers. “Am | going to kick your ass about this now, too?”

“Not in that pretty tea frock, missie.”

“Oh, even in this rag, ho-bag.”

“Who you calling ho...ho?”

“Say it twice because | own that, baby.” Brooke swirls then stabs an index finger. “Especially after last
night’s marathon under that man of mine.”

“Ohhh!” Vy roller coasters the syllable with knowing emphasis. “And | thought you were just walking
funny from the platform pumps.”

“See how | did that? Gotta have a cover, girl.”

They snicker harder than before. | fume deeper than before. Attempt a prim glance down at my lap, but
only get two seconds of the reprieve. A fresh punch of testosterone hits the air, swinging all our stares back
up.

By everything that is holy.

The masculine energy is well supported. Even a hundred feet away, the two men are like gladiators of
old, shirtless bodies lunging, gleaming muscles coiling. Jagger Foxx, the Arcadian court’s lieutenant of
military operations, does not give his American guest an inch of visitor’s courtesy—a handicap Court
would take as an insult anyway.

The result is...

Glorious.

Slanted forward, his body forty-five degrees from the lawn, Cassian Court is a breath-stealing study of
sinew, strength, might, and motivation. His thighs, clearly etched beneath his white fencing pants, wield the
force of astallion. Historso, the color of alion in the sun, coils with equal power.

Their blades clash. Metallic collisions zing the air. Jagger stumbles back. Again. Grunts hard—though



not as deeply as the man besting him. Just like that, Cassian Court turns into an even more exhilarating
sight. His beauty is meant for the glory of physical triumph.

All the heavens help me, | cannot stop staring. Or wondering. What would it feel like...to be held by
those massive arms? What would it be like, to lie beneath that beautiful body? To spread my legs, allowing
his hardness against my welcoming softness...my tight readiness...

My throat turns into the Sahara. | swallow, coughing softly as the moisture clashes with the dryness.

“Holy hell,” Brooke murmurs.

“Which has to be where I’m going, after what | just imagined about that man.”

Vy’s confession welcomes new knives of confusion. Logically, | should be reassured. My reaction to
Court is not unique or specia. But another part, new and foreign, fights the urge to think otherwise. To
scratch her eyes out for sliding into my territory.

As Brooke would eloquently put it: what the hell?

Men are a complicated subject in my life—contradicted by their very simplicity. They are like clothing
or cars or office tools. needed but not coveted, functional but not desirable. Y es, some exist in higher-end
form, but | do not think of them longer than the time it takes to interact with them. | do not dare. Father and
Mother will eventually use me as a pawn to gain what they want from one. It might be the 21st century, but
politics are politics—and world-changing decisions are still made by the heads between men’s legs, not the
ones on their shoulders. | have to be grateful for reaching my twenty-second year without having to bother
with it yet.

But I will.

And lingering lustings for Cassian Court will not make it any easier.

“Pffft.” Brooke flings the comeback at Vy while reaching across the glass table for her sun tea. At least
Brooke looks like a princess today, the pale blue tea dress coaxing matching sparkles in her eyes, the daisy
yellow sweater matching her platform pumps. Shockingly, she has listened to my suggestion of wearing a
pearl necklace and earrings with the ensemble. “We’re mated, not entombed.” But looks can be deceiving.
Her saucy smirk proves it. “Besides, neither of us is the treasure who’s caught Mr. Court’s eye—and likely
some other body parts.”

Mortification. While | debate whether to let it curl meinto aball or send me under the table, Vy erupts
in laughter. “True that, sistah!”

At least that helps with the decision. No shrinking now. I fire off a new glare. “Have you two gotten
into the nectar?” | am half serious. Nipping at the Arcadian fruit wine, followed by sitting in today’s
ruthless sun, would be a reasonable explanation for their giddy moods.

“Right.” Brooke leads on the response, laughing wryly. “We could only wish.”

Vy echoes the snicker. “Word to the princess.”

They collide fists in a punching motion, followed by fanning and wiggling their fingers, prompting my
fresh fume. It is ajoke. | know that. | also admit these are confusing times for everyone in Arcadia. Our
country is emerging from two hundred years of self-imposed separation from the world into areality where
nearly everything has changed. The adjustment is unsettling at times, even to Brooke, who was born
American but has lived here for the last seven years.

Now, she wears the gold band on her left hand declaring her legally married to Prince Samsyn—a
detail Vy enjoys forgetting whenever they get together. That turns me into the reminder police.

“Do not forget your place, Vylet Hester. Brooke is your princess.”

| delete the part about Brooke having been the kingdom’s actual queen for a week—seven days she
never wants to remember again, though they have brought one joyous result. At the time, she needed a
secran as soon as possible, so | entered her employ—and found a purpose | never thought possible for my
life. For the first time, 1 am no longer Fortin Santelle’s pretty trinket of a daughter, or even a faceless
Arcadian court clerk, filing and typing my days away. Brooke depends on me. Confides in me. Relies on
me for input on everything from appropriate clothing choices to modern political issues from a native
Arcadian’s point of view. It is a serious responsibility, and | never take it lightly—despite the fact that she



sometimes does.

“Okay, listen up, missie.” The woman herself sets her drink down so hard, some of the tea sloshes out.
“If you don’t loosen that caboose and relax a little, 1’1l have to personally hunt up some nectar for you.”

And sometimes, she completely forgets. Like now.

“Yes! Do it!”

“No. No.”

My response overlaps with Vy’s, doubling our volumes into an outburst across the lawn—enough to
freeze the men in mid-clash. But only one of them adds a concerned glance, giving his opponent a crucial
second of advantage. It is the only second Jagger needs. With a shout, he plunges. With a grunt, Cassian
goes down.

With agasp, | lurch to my feet.

Just as swiftly, | sit back down. Too late. The damage is wrought. My chair has certainly sprung
flames, since they waste no time climbing to my face. Vy and Brooke give me no mercy, either. They
actually clap as | sit there, drowning in embarrassment, and continue the racket so long, the men obviously
assume the praise is for them. Well, Jagger does. As soon as he helps Cassian up, turning both their bodies
into gleaming masterpieces of sun-drenched muscle, he sweeps a gloating bow.

Brooke and Vy laugh even harder.

Shockingly, my lips twinge. Their joy might be a little contagious...and the day is perfect, with the
breeze carrying salty moisture bites off the ocean, along with jasmine and orange from the trees. A little
laughter cannot be such a crime. Perhaps it is...therapeutic. | am not a prude—I grew up in the back halls
of the Arcadian Court, after all—but talking about lust and experiencing it firsthand are two separate
things. Entirely. | have spent the last two days as skittish as a toddler at her first swimming lesson.
Everyone has to get in and paddle sometime, though taking oneself too seriously can only be dangerous.

A perfect reassurance—

Until 1 swing my sights up, to watch Cassian Court approaching across the grass.

Striding like aking.

Rippling like an Olympian.

Staring like a hitman.

At me.

Laughter, meet shredder. Throat, get back to the desert. Composure...

Composure has gone rogue—doing whatever it bloody well wants. My mind is frozen but my sex is
incinerated, cranking the intensity with every smooth, sure step with which the man dominates the lawn. By
the time he and Jagger stop beneath the table’s wide umbrella, my hands are a rigid ball in my lap, and my
breaths are rapid pumps against my flower-print dress—which is suddenly, completely, too tight. Oh sweet
Creator, how he makes my breasts throb...and ache.

And tingle?

“Oh...my.” | keep it to a whisper for my ears alone. Miracle. My hand flies up to assuage my racing
heartbeat. | easily disguise the action by fiddling with the polished piece of Minos Reef coral suspended
around my neck. Usually, the purple trinket lends me focus and strength. Not now. Not even close. Not
with Cassian Court continuing with his unflinching stare at me...his unyielding examination. | cannot help
but note every nuance of his gaze. Even in this blazing hedt, it is the color of cool forests. | am drawn to
thoughts of waterfalls and lagoons in those glades...and him swimming in them, drenched and naked.

By the powers...

When his features crunch, horror sets in. I’ve blurted it aloud. Can he read the thought that has
prompted it too? Does he know the lewd turn of my mind—and hisimportance in it?

Oh crap oh crap oh crap...

And now, | am as guilty as Vy of borrowing the vulgar Americanism. But that is where | have
descended. Where he has made mefall.

“Miss Santelle?”



And just like that, with just two words, has me flying once more. Takes me higher, as | lift my gaze to
meet his. Shivering on a breeze of awakening, as | absorb the regal angles of his face, contrasted by the
tumble of his dark gold hair and the contemplative indents of his dimples.

“Are you all right?”

I feel my mouth open. Know sound of some sort needs to follow. “I...”

“She is fine.” Vylet’s tone is playful but her gaze watchful, installing an invisible tether between
Cassian and me with the back-and-forth concentration. As if one is not there already...

“At least she will be,” Brooke adds. “Forgive her, Cassian. It’s this thing called sunshine. New concept
for my sweet little secran.” She tosses a huff at me then twirls a hand at the palais. “She’s always cooped in
that place. Day and night, busy as Cinderella in those dark castle halls.”

Jagger snorts while shrugging into a black T-shirt. Tosses one to Cassian. “And what does that make
you? The evil stepmother?”

“Dude, I’m a wicked stepsister—in all the best ways.”

Vylet masks a giggle behind a hand. The tiny nick in her front lip, betraying the cleft repaired when
she was a babe, still makes her insecure when men are near—yes, even Alak, her completely smitten
betranli. “Corrupting her prince, one day at a time.”

“Only when it comes to attending his royal balls.”

Jagger and Vy fill the air with their laughs. Yes, | fume again. How can | caution the princess about
making comments like that when our friends reward her for them? Jagger, now Prince Samsyn’s key aide
in running the security forces of the kingdom, cannot be expected to know better—but | need more support
from Vy.

And maybe | am simply being atoddler at the pool again.

| drop my head, wrestling with the thought.

Until muscled thighs in white pants kneel in front of me. And a hand, powerful and long-fingered, slips
over my knee. And another hand, warm and firm, tilts up my chin.

And that stare, dark and majestic, wraps around me again. Into me.

“Qut of the cinders, Ella.” His murmur is formed of the same perfect velvet. “It’s time to live in the
light.”

Survival mode. Now.

Lungs, inflate.

Heart, keep going.

Survival may be overrated. Extremely. Dear sweet Creator, all | want is the blissful release of giving in
to his sensual hunt...

Ugh.

Can | get any stupider? Princes like him do not chase backward bumpkins like me. They might pretend
to...for a little while. Toy with them. Are perhaps amused by them, until the island novelty wears off and
they return to the heights of Mount Olympus—also known as New Y ork City—to bed nymphs and marry
goddesses.

And despite that entire diatribe, | bear my gaze just as deeply into his—before rasping ridiculous
bumpkin words.

“Maybe | like the dark better.”

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.

| expect more giggles from the girls—but they are busy bantering with Jagger, leaving room for the
bubble around Cassian and me to thicken. For the world around us to fall away...

For his nostrilsto flare, asif catching my scent.

For hislipsto part, asif anticipating a bite into his prey.

For my whole body to quiver, as if wanting to let him...

Through one exquisite moment.

Another.



Before being ripped from our reverie by a hand at my elbow. Twisting in, issuing a silent command to
get on my feet. | obey before looking, for that grip belongs to just one person in my world—the sole person
| expect least right now, and dread most.

“Paipanne.” My dutiful murmur is a thread of disguise. Surely he can see every illicit thought that has
been possessing my mind and body.

“Mishella,” he levels, from between tight teeth.

Once more this afternoon, my throat convulses on adry gulp. He has seen. Creator help me.

“High Councilman Santelle.” Cassian’s tone comes as a surreal interjection. He is not a stupid man.
Surely he sees how Father’s quiet fury wrings the joy from the air, though he smiles as if exchanging
niceties about the weather. “What a pleasant surprise. Thought I’d have to wait for the pleasure of greetings
until this evening.”

My nerves flee. No. Wrong. They double. Ice in one’s veins is tricky that way. “Th-this evening?” |
dare a glance up at him, forcing my features to neutrality—not an easy task when the wind plays with the
edges of his hair, and molds his T-shirt against the steely planes of his pectorals.

“Yes.” Father’s tone modulates to match Cassian’s—on the surface. Likely, nobody but Vy and |
detect its lingering tension. “It is Mr. Court’s last evening on the island, and your maimanne thought he
might be tiring of the rich palais food. He and his retinue shall be dining with us at seven.”

“l—I did not know.”

“Because you were dressed and out the door before we could tell you this morning.”

“And you must be so proud.” Vylet slices out the statement before Father can issue another accusation.
If 1 am not tempted to kiss her feet for that, her finishing look is the decider. Few are experts at sweet-but-
deadly like my rule-breaking friend.

“I’ll back that up,” Brooke adjoins. “Your daughter works harder than anyone | know, High
Councilman. My life would be a mess without her.”

Paipanne colors. A little. “You are too kind, Highness.” Dips his head with a thin smile. It assures me
little, for his initial agenda, whatever that is, lingers in his steel gray eyes. “Her maimanne and | are
certainly proud of her. On that note, I must have needs to ‘borrow’ her for a moment. About tonight, you
know.”

“Of course.” The distrust in Brooke’s eyes cannot be missed from a hundred feet away, but | sneak a
reassuring nod in her direction. Father will not be able to wreak too much damage right here, without all of
them watching and noticing. He will restrict the blows to verba form only; | am sure of it.

And to that, | am well accustomed by now.

CASS AN

The craving is as shocking as it is sudden.

But sure enough, | long to smash in every inch of Fortin Santelle’s self-righteous face.

Why not? He’s an ass.

But you’ve known that from the beginning.

Still, he’s the ass willing to vouch for my ass with the decision-makers about Arcadia’s new
infrastructure needs. So yes, I’m conflicted. But—perhaps this has nothing to do with Mishella. Not really.
I’m just trying to reconcile doing business with a rung-grabbing bastard. Replacing my discomfort about a
future in professiona bed with the man by breaking—trandlation: snapping in half—one of my own hard-
and-fast rules. Pushing my nose into his personal affairs. Actually caring about the fact that he treats his
own daughter like a puppy to be disciplined.

Stay out of it. Personal ties become business pigsties. Didn’t you learn that the hard way? And you
haven’t dealt with thousands like him before? Even the man you once called father-in-law?

A huff escapes me, thick with relief. At least now | have an explanation. Displaced emotions, courtesy
of the shit storm known as old baggage. It makes sense—meaning now | can compartmentalize and cope.



Until | look once again at her.

Mishella

My little Ella.

The words embed into my psyche like diamonds stirred into concrete. She has changed the structure of
my being. But how the hell? I’'ve seen her exactly six times in the last three days, including what was
supposed to be a “casual” welcome reception at the palais but turned into the cataclysm of my first sight of
her—and | remember every moment of every encounter since. Even just passing hellos with her make it
happen all over again—the world fading away, the senses captivated by her—and just like that, my interest
isamplified in theisland girl with hair like spun gold and eyes like atoy store collector doll.

Interest?

No. I’m not “interested” in her.

I’m fascinated by her. Entranced. Maybe a little obsessed. Maybe a lot more than that. Worse, | have
no idea how to explain it—which should scare the living fuck out of me, but doesn’t.

She feels...right. Secure. Even safe. Yet she’s the most exhilarating adventure of my life, a high-wire
walk with aview of the entire world.

Just don’t look down.

“Christ.” | grit it to myself while bending down, retying a perfectly secure shoelace. It’s a quick fix; |
can keep eyes locked on Fortin and her, but hide the growing erection she has inspired.

Y eah. Inspired.

What was the word Samsyn used with me last night after dinner, when describing how he’d felt the
moment he met his Brooke? It was an Arcadian phrase, unique in its blend of Turkish and French
influences...

Soursedias.

Yeah. That. It’s goddamn perfect, coming close enough to even the English word for what that woman
has done to me.

Sorcery.

Yeah. That has to be it. She’s an island enchantress, empowered by the Arcadian spirits to wrap my
mind, soul, and body in a searing, clinging erotic spell. And fuck, isit working. | want to givein to the rest
of it, just to know how high and hot she’d take me...

And how far 1’d take her. Claim her.

How greatly would her gorgeous innocence change...transformed by lust? How much wider could |
make those big blue eyes? What would her pretty bow lips ook like, formed into an O of raw desire? What
would her refined voice sound like, panting in the spasms of a mindless orgasm?

| break a shoelace.

Snap back to reality.

| have to get off this damn island.

It will happen—first thing tomorrow morning. I’ll wrap up the talks with Santelle tonight—not looking
in his daughter’s direction while doing so—then tell Mark and his crew | want the plane ready by daybreak.
That’ll allow time to check numbers in the foreign markets, call my key project managers in New Y ork,
then get out of here before Mishella Santelle can weave any more wonderful witchery into my willing soul.

Witchery.

Who the fuck am | kidding?

She’s not a witch. Fairy, maybe. Perhaps an angel, or a mermaid given legs. The certainty hits harder
as | stare at her again. She holds herself as regally as any of those, even as her father continues quietly
berating her—I cannot label it anything else, if the expression on his face is to be believed—and even in
how she sways after he pivots, heading back inside.

But only one sway.

After that, she returns to the queenly stance, holding it despite the wounds Fortin has inflicted. Not
physical cuts, but damage just as torturous to bear. Somehow she does, returning to the table with



astounding composure. Keeping her shit together even while Brooke and Vylet pea with laughter at some
joke from Jagger.

For amoment, | am incensed. How can her two closest friends not see her pain?

Realization. Massive. Maybe she doesn’t want to see it.

An answer I’ll likely never have—and shouldn’t want to. Rescuing knight, I sure as hell am not.
Repulsive giant in the clouds? There’s the fit.

And it iswell past time for me to climb back up the beanstalk. To remember that counting beans is the
only magic left in my life now. No more turns at sorcery. I’ve had my turn at that shit already. Sucked up
my life’s ration of magic. Neither of them exist for me anymore.

There’s only tonight’s dinner to get through first. With the sorceress and her family.

God fucking help me.



CHAPTER TWO

MISHELLA

“Hold. Still.”

Though Mother murmurs the words, the command in them is as clear as the directives Father growled
at me this afternoon.

Know your place, girl—and stay in it.

Know your purpose, daughter—and stick to it.

| struggle not to wince as she stabs another pin into the bun atop my head. Three pins later, she grunts
softly: an approving sound. “Better.”

Trangdlation: | look as nondescript as a push-pin. Perfectly acceptable, as far as | am concerned. | have
even assisted the effort, selecting a basic black sheath with a demure square neckline and a mid-calf hem.
My low heels imbue the ensemble with a tiny stab of class—enough to honor my paipanne without
disgracing him—which I apparently accomplished by “fawning” over Cassian Court this afternoon.

With effort, | control the color threatening to invade my cheeks again. | do not dare give Mother any
more fuel for her irked fire, which has only increased in the months since | chose to stay on as Brooke’s
secran. She and Paipanne barely understood my enthusiasm about the position when Brooke had been
gueen; now that sheis amere princess again, my decision is seen as close to walking the streets awhore.

At first, the dichotomy puzzled me. In the palais, | was happy, productive, and certainly protected. But
one day, a conversation with Vy shifted my view.

Thisis not amatter of controlling your virtue, shella-bean. It is amatter of controlling you.

I’d scoffed, even gotten defensive with Vy, refusing to see my own parentsin that light—but more and
more evidence has surfaced to support the assertion. Incidents and attitudes 1’ve ignored before, perhaps
written off as their love expressed in the only way they knew how...but if that were the case, why does it
manifest in that form only with me? How is Saynt so different—or has he received the same pressure since
Father and Mother pushed for an early end to his school studies, followed by immediate entry into
Arcadian military training? At this rate, he will surely be an officer within a few years—though even that
timing does not seem swift enough for them.

But there is no chance to steal away for that intimate sibling chat tonight, in light of the events planned
down to the second. In that regard, | have an easier assignment than Saynt—a truth Mother reminds me of
now, meeting my gaze in the mirror.

“Just cocktails and dinner, hmm?” She arches brows in subtle expectation. “Neither of us needs the fat
caloriesin dessert, anyway.”

“Of course, Maim—"

| am interrupted by my own astonishment, when she reaches into my jewelry box and withdraws the
amethyst drops from my last birthday. My brows lower. The gemstones are not the plain pearls | would
have predicted as her preference—and honestly, they make me squirm a little. They are beautiful but
entirely too bright. They are—

“The perfect touch.” Like the direction on my hair, it is an order, not a suggestion. She finishes it by
holding them against my ears. “Ahhh, yes. Definitely. Perhaps you can talk about how they were passed
between each generation in our family...to celebrate our prosperity.”

| lower my gaze. It is a sweet story—if only a word of it were true. But Father and Mother are not
above “sliding” on the small facts to justify larger gains. As far back as three years ago, before the crown of
Arcadia shifted and Evrest Cimarron officially reopened the island to the outside world, they saw Arcadia’s
future as a major player on the world economy’s stage—and did not miss a chance to seize the



opportunities from it. A single chance. As a result, they have become nothing short of obsessed with the
Santelle family holding magjor strings in the new Arcadian economy.

Now, Saynt and | are expected to shovel into that locomotive too—and long-gone are the days when
we were given any preference about our contributions. Saynt is learning to face our enemies, even take a
bullet, for the family name. And I’ll learn to spread my legs for the man they point me toward.

And oh, yes—to keep my mouth shut on everything but rehearsed lines until then.

Like the propaganda about my earrings.

“l—I shall try.” | add a game smile at Maimanne for effect. She does not have to know that just the
idea of lying to Cassian sits on my stomach like rotting fish. It feels too close to lying to myself.

The flash of revelation bursts another into life.

Cassian. When he is near, | somehow feel closer to...

myself.

To parts of myself beyond “the physical obvis,” as Vy would call them. Things far past the racing
blood, the lightning nerves, the throbbing womb...

Things that are even better.

Things of wonder.

Anticipation.

Feelings brand-new, tied to desires as old as the ancients.

Needs | have to lock away. Now.

Stuff into a place deep inside, as firmly as | seal my pearls back into my jewelry box. Bury deep
beneath my gaze, glittering too brightly from the mirror as | secure the amethysts on my ears. Conceal
behind my face, lashed into serenity, as Maimanne tilts alast look from the doorway. That will do, her eyes
seem to say—the closest thing | shall receive in the way of praise.

“That will do.” I repeat it to my reflection, fighting for a shred of its reassurance. Press my clammy
hands to my flushed face, praying for an infusion of composure. Beseech the Creator for the strength to get
through the next three hours, pretending | feel nothing for the man—and his money—who is so important
to our family’s future.

Because, despite everything, | love them. And know—ypray?—in my deepest heart, that al of Father
and Mother’s maneuvers are for ultimately for Saynt and me. | can support them without having to lie to
Cassian about the earrings—or anything else, for that matter.

Except how | feel about him.

Except how two days and six encounters—not that | am keeping track—have transformed the man
from a complete stranger into the very nucleus of my thoughts, center of my heartbeats—

And apparition on my balcony?

“Guuhhh!”

Stealing more slang from VY is better than surrendering to my first option of a reaction: athroat-razing
shriek. As | choke the sound al the way down, | thank the Creator his hair is slicked back from his face,
tamed into waves catching the outside lights as he swings over the wrought iron rail from the bougainvillea
trellis he has just scaled. Sweet Creator, his hair. Aslong as| live, | will not forget it. Thick as molten gold,
streaked with honey straight from the hive—a dangerous thought for al the dangerous things he makes me
feel, especially now...flinging open the balcony’s double doors, locking his gaze to mine once more—

And bringing pure fire back to my world.

CASS AN

Will this woman ever not set me completely on fire?

The question is as mystifying as the one before it: the demand that hounded every inch | just clawed up
the goddamn trellis. It went something along the lines of: you swore you wouldn’t look at her tonight, yet
now you’re scaling a wall in the dark, hoping you’ve pegged the right bedroom as hers?



Even if there are answers, | care nothing for them. I don’t care about much of anything, other than the
euphoria of knowing | was right. The pastel and cream décor | glimpsed from the ground is hers—and now
sheisstanding in it, a stark contrast in her classic black dress and shoes. Not a hair on her head breaks free
from its bun. The look should bring severity to her face but accomplishes the opposite. Every angle of her
impeccable beauty is brought out in bold relief, turning her into something close to fine art. | half expect to
look down and see a Do Not Touch sign attached to a rope around her waist.

Thank fuck there isn’t one.

Because | need to touch. Now.

One step. Another. Then a stop, wondering if she’ll shy back, like this afternoon...like the wiser one
she is in this whole thing. She knows the truth, more than me. She understands that these threads between
us can only ever bethat. Threads, like cocoon floss. Gossamer. Temporary.

But she doesn’t move. Simply closes her eyes as my hand raises. Releases a shaky rasp as | curl fingers
over her full, beautiful cheek. Finally whispers words like the faint furrows that crinkle the top of her
elegant nose.

“How did you...”

I laugh softly. “Damn lucky guess.”

“Why...”

“Do you really have to ask that?”

Her eyes open. She swallows hard. “We cannot do this. Mr. Court, I—”

“And do you really have to call me that?”

“We are both supposed to be downstairs—where you will complete business with my father. Thisis
not part of the plan.”

“The plan?” | slide closer to her. Goddamn, her scent. Her skin exudes something exatic, like island
flowers. Her hair, while yanked back with some shiny styling product, betrays hints of jasmine and vanilla.
“How do | know it’s not?”

As | anticipate, her stare snaps up, full of incensed fire.

“It’s a fair question.” I half-abhor myself for venturing down this path. But as long as we’re here... “I
need your father’s influence on this island, but he needs my money. How do | know he hasn’t dangled his
daughter to sweeten the deal for himself?”

Tearsjoin her fury. Just a sheen—enough to show me the threads are about to break. Her hand swings
up. Flies back. When it’s at full height, | snap a grip around her wrist. Use the hold to circle her around,
pinning her to the wall behind her terrace door. The shadows of the corner envelop us, making her gritted
teeth glow, setting even more fire in her huge sapphire eyes.

“Damn you.” Her syllables are more like sobs. They jab my gut, reaffirming that all my stress about
doing business with ajackassis pretty stupid. Like attracts like.

It’s not a new revelation. But right now it sears like pure acid, and | have to hat the damage—no
matter how desperate the measure.

“I’m sorry.” All right, maybe | am desperate. In the last five years, those words have only left my lips
once before—on an occasion I’m determined not to dredge up. Not now. “Sshhh, Ella. I’'m sorry.”

She huffs through her nose. Several more times. “Let me go.”

| concede, despite the harsh twist of my gut.

Unbelievably, she stays put. Lowers her arm into a protective wrap around her waist, but doesn’t move
beyond that.

Like anidiot, | brush fingertips up to her face again.

Like amiracle, she lets me.

“I’m a moron. And | amsorry.” It’s the truth. I hope she can feel it in the pressure of my thumb, slowly
tracing the strong line of her jaw. God, she’s so warm and smooth. “I’m also trying to make logical sense
out of this. Out of...us.”

Her laugh is quick—and strangled. “There isno ‘us’.”



“Oh, there’s an us.” And in another bonehead move, I drag her hand away from her body...sliding it
beneath my blue silk tie, against the dress shirt covering my sternum. “You know it as well as | do,
Mishella. You feel it too. You feel it...right here...don’t you?”

Her lips work against each other. “What | feel does not matter. What either of us feels—" She lets her
hand drop. Blinks slowly, her lashes shimmering with new salty drops. “I am not free to feel, Cassian. You
must know that by now. You have spent two days exposed to my father’s determination and will. He
desires your money, but only because it will bring him something greater.”

“Power.” | could have supplied the answer from a coma. It was the Holy Grail of the elite, a high better
than multiple zeroes in a man’s bank account. And in the hands of fools—worse, in the hands of arrogant
fools—it could end the entire planet.

“And my brother and 1...are additional tools in helping him gain that power.” She looks down, using
her dress as a visual aid in her argument. She has no fucking idea that the staid color and the conservative
cut, accented only by the gemstones on her ears, have only stoked my imagination more. It’s a battle not to
visualize peeling the garment away from her sleek curves, her creamy skin contrasted by the dark
fabric...and showcasing the marks of my grip. “I am to be the ultimate prize for the man at court who helps
our family rise the highest. Any “dalliance’ before that time, especially with an American investor who was
only here for three days, would wag enough tongues to lower his asking price for me.”

I don’t even try to contain a disgusted growl. “Like a fucking virgin offered to a dragon.” When her
reply is nothing but extended tension, my head jerks up. “Wait. Shit. Because you really arestill a...” Her
eyes confirm it in a second. Goddamn...her eyes. Those wide blue depths, such a turn-on for me from the
start, ignite me to shaking lust now. Openness and honesty, because she is open and honest.

And avirgin.

A thought—Iike so many others that have struck about her—that should horrify the hell out of me.

But doesn’t.

Holy hell...just the opposite.

The idea of being the first man to fill her...to bring her to the bliss that will convulse her walls around
my cock, make her scream my name as | pump my hot release deep inside her body...

Crap. Shit. Fuck.

You’ve had enough, sailor. Time to close out the tab and wobble on home.

Somebody needs to tell that to the breathtaking blonde now pushing from the wall and pressing her
body against mine, that gaze again betraying so many of her thoughts. At least the ones betraying the exact
match of her fantasies to mine.

Crap. Shit. Fuck.

No.

“l want to give it to you, Cassian.” She slips her hand up to my neck, working those slender, seeking
fingers beneath my shirt. “You know that, yes?”

Hell.

Now she curls her heated touch into the ends of my hair, awkwardly at first, as if she’s just learned the
move from movies and is shocked that it works...that such a small gesture has pierced my entire body,
dlicing into my cock—pulsing heavily between our bodies. Her lips part on the sexiest gasp I’ve ever heard.
The flare of her gaze ensues, making my dick swell again.

“Creator’s sweet stars,” she whispers. “Would it even fit?”

“Holy fuck.”

It’s all I can say—fortunately, al | have to say. She opens her mouth before | even descend, an
invitation to plunge with every wet, needing inch of my tongue, embedding her taste into me...gifting me
with her soft supplication. And goddammit, | take it. Every inch, every drop, every taste | can possibly
steal.

Because it’s all I’ll get to take from her.

All I’ll allow myself to take.




Because despite how much | want her, | refuse to ruin her. Refuse to even think of what her life could
be like, if she is of no use to her father’s master plan of Arcadian commercial dominance.

Pathetic bastard.

Will he even listen if I tell him it’s a losing track? That he’ll attain his goal, only to want something
beyond it? Right. Shaking a spider in its web often just makes the spider work harder—making life hell for
its prey.

With a rough moan, | tear myself from her kiss. On legs that shake, step back from her. Then again.
Force my hand into a quivering claw, pulling her grip off my neck. But before | set her fingers completely
free, | push my face against her palm and impale her gaze with the unmitigated fire in my own.

“It would fit, sweet Circe.”

She smiles, acknowledging the illicit imagery | invoke—but winces, recognizing what | do. We’ll
never act on the words. “Circe.” she finally echoes. “The Greek sorceress? The one who transformed her
enemies into animals?”

| answer with a growl into her hand. She tries to hide the answering quiver down her body. Fails
miserably.

“But you are not my enemy.”

“But you have turned me wild.”

Her breath catches. In the exquisite silence that follows, sneaks her tongue between her lips.

“Cassian.”

My own name has never brought me more heat, more tension...more arousal. Two syllables, and my
whole system is heated by another ten degrees...and my cock now throbs against the plane of her belly.

| groan. She whimpers. But the temptation to shove her back, hike her dress to her waist and take her
right here, against the wall, hits my gritted restraint. This woman isn’t just a whim. She’s not a fuck-then-
flee socialite, or remotely close to my other preferred social distraction: haute couture bimbo, sans panties.
In my jacket pocket is a phone with hundreds of those women on it, willing to be ready the moment my
plane touches down in New Y ork once more.

The thought of it makesmeill.

It will pass—it always does—but as | dip toward her, needing one more taste before giving her up
forever, | give in to the illusion that it won’t. That Mishella Santelle has pulled a real Circe on me, and
accomplished the impossible.

Transformed me.

Changed me back into a creature | recognize. A man | respect.

Impossible.

Impossible.

| am so screwed.



CHAPTER THREE

MISHELLA

My eyes itch. My back aches. The indents in my palms are likely permanent by now, considering the
hours my fingernails have been digging into them. How many hours, | have no idea. At this point, time has
been slammed into the same category as my physical comfort level. Irrelevant.

I sit in a stiff chair in Father’s study, scooted forward, hands tucked in my lap, knees at a ninety-degree
angle. | focus on my toes, flat against the floor, peeking from beneath my sleep pants. Distractedly, | note
how they have changed color through the hours, going bluish at the brink of dawn. Living in Sancti, the
warmest part of Arcadia, still means ocean breezes that chill the air at night.

Winds capable of lifting Cassian’s hair off his high, straight forehead...

Of teasing that hair into his eyes, changing like ripples across a lagoon with his rising desire...

Of infusing wild new scent across his skin, so taut and tanned over all the hard ridges of his body...

“Salpu.”

Not even whispering the profanity against myself is effective against the relentless images of him. And
maybe, as awful asthetortureis, it isfor the best. The picturesare al | will have now.

Heisgone.

And | am a selfish salpu for lamenting the bizarre sense of loss in my heart, when so much more has
walked out the door with him.

New memories assault, making me grimace. That moment, having let down my hair and climbed into
bed, when the door of my chamber burst open...then my gape when Father filled the portal. Luckily, the
curse | had prepared for Saynt was not yet at my lips. | had expected nobody else, since Mother retired to
her own quarters after we bid good night to Father and Cassian, immediately following dinner. | had not
diverted from acceptable decorum during the meal, despite the yearning to do exactly that—cheese soup,
creme fraiche, and stuffed chicken breast gained new meaning when one dined across the table from
Cassian Court’s intense gaze—but when Father stormed in, rage mottling his face, | discerned the awful
truth before he spat it.

Did | not tell you, two damn days ago, not to throw yourself at the man like a common rospute? Do
you know what you have done, Mishella? Do you know what you have ruined?

“Tell me again.” Mother’s mandate jerks me back to the present—though it is no less agonizing than
the flashback. “Word for word, Fortin—what Court said before he left, and when.”

Father growls. “I do not fathom how this will—"

“Tell. Me. Again.”

“Woman.”

“Husband.” She jerks the edges of her dressing robe tighter. Firms her stance. She doesn’t need to say
more. Even with a bare face and tangled hair, etched in the unforgiving gray of early morning, Selyna
Santelle’s golden beauty arrests a whole room.

Suddenly—strangely—I feel sorry for her. Father and she are children of equally ambitious court
schemers who married them off for political gain. For many years now, it has been plain that little connects
them but amutual drive for more. And, | suppose, Saynt and me. They love us, in their bizarre way—which
might be the only way they know how.

“He is likely preparing his plane for takeoff as we speak,” she persists with the same steely calm. “So
if 1 am to help with salvaging the damage,”—a glance in my direction gives chilling clarity about her

definition of damage—*1 must visualize it again. He said he was ‘unable’ to commit to the agreement ‘as
isi?il



“Yes,” Father bites out.

“Not that he refused the terms outright?”

“He said what he said, Selyna. I did not have time to dally with semantics.”

Mother waves a hand like his snarl is a persistent fly. “But he took the time to issue the last of it? It
was issued in the parlor, not tossed over his shoulder in the front drive, on his way out?”

Father expels a breath. Finally mutters, “Yes. In the parlor. After he turned down cigars, had one bite
of thetrifle, and excused himself to take a discreet shit.”

Mother cocks her head. “And you are certain that was it?”

“Certain what was what?”

“The shit. That was what he excused himself for?”

Exhaustion. Shock. Not the best combination for containing frantic laughter. A tight choke helps me at
the last minute. Is there any ground forbidden in the path of their ambition?

Father’s loose shrug confirms the answer. “I gathered so,” he mutters. “I very well did not listen at the
door, though he was gone long enough, so | assumed...”

He trails off with a tense scowl—though it has nothing to do with spying on Cassian’s bathroom
business. Assumed. The word aone implies one of their cardinal sins, as bad as laziness or murder. In this
case, it brings just as heinous an outcome—if | correctly interpret the messages beneath their extended,
silent exchange...

What if he wasn’t spending the time on that private matter? What if he went to the bathroom for other
reasons—such as the chance for second thoughts? Why has he backed out of signing the contract so
suddenly?

No answers of logic or comfort come forth.

The only thing that has changed in the last four months, since Father and Cassian first communicated
about this deal, has been—

Me.

| can peg the millisecond my parents reach the same conclusion. My head jerks down as theirs swing
around, though that helps not in battling the weight of their scrutiny.

| want to cease breathing. Not an exaggeration. Every breath | take is a sharp slice between my ribs;
likethe air itself is contaminated by their disappoi ntment—and disgust.

They know.

| have been circling the ugly words, unwilling to accept them, but now they sting as sharply as the cold
on my feet, and throb as hard as the pain behind my eyes. | drop my gaze to the floor. Wish for a way of
lasering an escape hole through the polished wood.

Am | supposed to say something now? What on Earth do they expect?

But | know the answer to that already.

It isme. | am the one who derailed it all. Who ruined any respect he had for our family by flirting with
him, making stupid eyes at him. Letting him into my bedroom...and letting him do other things there.

And Creator help me, | liked it.

A lot.

And | made him likeit.

At least | think | did.

Sweet Creator...did he like it? And why am | stopping to even wonder about it? Or to care?

But | do. If hell takes me for it, then so be it. My virginity is still pristine, and | shall never again see
the man who tempted me to change that, so I cling to the memories of the feelings...all the passionate,
exquisite perfection of those moments with him. It is shameless and selfish and for one sublime moment, |
do not care. For a collection of perfect breaths, | am again simply a woman letting a man climb up her
balcony then kiss her senseless...render her breathless...arouse her to that perfect place called mindless...

All too soon, it isover.

With the stiffness in Father’s shoulders, as he abruptly turns away.



With Mother’s censuring glance, before she rises like an empress. “What happened after that? When
Court returned from the tuvalette?”

A blush attacks. The Arcadian word makes the subject sound prettier, though the gritty reality remains.
And the guilt. Always the guilt. While | hate their bald zeal on so many levels, | crave their parental pride
and approval. My flirtations with Cassian did go too far—perhaps the “romantic” breach into my room was
even hisway of testing my character—making my overnight moping about it even more pathetic. And how
many times have | replayed his kiss in my mind, shamelessly using it to keep myself awake, while my
parents watched their plans vanish like a sandcastle under a wave?

In Vy’s terms, | suck as a human being.

In Brooke’s terms, maybe you’ve earned the suckage, girlfriend.

Father gets up. Walks to his desk. Slumps into the chair behind it before drumming impatient fingers
atop the unsigned contract in front of him. “He did not say much more than that,” he finally states.
“*Unable to commit.” Those were his exact words. Then he said he would be ‘taking some matters into
advisement’” and would “be in touch soon.””

Not much is different than the first twelve times he has told it—but this time, the words click
differently. | jerk up my head to look directly at him—a penance | have avoided for the last six hours.
Crazily—perhaps insanely—it drives words to my lipstoo.

“*Be in touch’,” I echo. “That is not a full no...right?”

Father does not answer. His features are fixed, frozen and dispassionate, as Mother answers me
instead—by digging a scalding grip into my ear. | gasp in place of a scream. The woman has perfected ear
twisting to such an art, Saynt still bears a tear at the back of his lobe from the day he skipped school as a
boy.

“Stand. Up,” she seethes. “You know nothing of these matters, girl—and now you will admit that as
you apologize to your father, who might be able to salvage the mess you have made of this.”

A thousand needles stab the backs of my eyes. | grit them back while trying to nod, but her fingers feel
sewn to my flesh. Her grip is unyielding. And maybe it is what | need. Maybe | am just a stupid girl,
playing with fire much too golden, beautiful, and hot for me to ever handle safely. Maybe, Creator help us,
my lustful idiocy has not torched everything they have worked for. Maybe Father can fix it...if I get out of
hisway. If | am humble and prove it by being truly sorry.

It feels right, this simple acceptance of their truth...of my fate. Fighting it, doubting them...it has been
exhilarating and exciting—and exhausting. Now a sad peace sets in, like a field mouse surrendering to a
hawk’s grip, simply letting the end happen—

Until Maimanne jerks to a stop.

| save my ear by skidding short with her—or have my senses been my saviors, sizzling from the blast
of new electricity on the air?

Oh...my.

Every neuron in my body isfried from it, letting the energy in—recognizing it at once.

Knowing him at once.

By the Creator.

He has returned.

But my joy isinstantly shadowed—~by mortification. Cassian Court has come back—to find me being
led around by the ear, clad in nothing but my sleepwear. And there go any lingering thoughts for him, at
least the good ones, about our passion last night...

Though al I behold on his face right now is—

Fury.

Taut, defined, and clear, all across his perfect, noble features—

And all directed at Mother.

“Let her go.”

| blink. Again. Yes, the words have emanated from him—inducing Maimanne’s incredulous sputter.



Then her forced, tinkling laugh. “Ahhh, Mr. Court! What a delightful surprise. Did you have to let yourself
in? | apologize; good help is so hard to find on thistiny island, and we were not aware you would be—"

“Mistress Santelle.” Every syllable is a scimitar, bleeding even her conjured civility from the air.
“What wasn’t | clear about?”

He steps over, readjusting a black messenger bag over his right shoulder, making me wonder if there’s
agun stowed inside. He looks like a man intent on drawing a firearm—and using it.

| shiver, boldly afraid. Then gasp, blatantly stunned.

Dear Creator. Has the fear...aroused me?

Though Mother drops her hold, everything still feels surreal. Never has a man said such things on my
behalf...been so enraged on my behalf. Or is that it at all? What in Creator’s name is going on? Cassian’s
energy is so different now. While he has changed into more relaxed attire—a white cable-knit sweater and
tailored khaki slacks—his demeanor is more high protocol than at any court event | have attended. And |
have been to many.

The same curiosity governs Father’s face as he rises. “Cassian.” His extended hand is given a
mechanical shake in return. “To what do we owe the pleasure of your return?”

One of Cassian’s tawny brows hikes up—which, of course, makes more of me quiver. Even the
forbidden parts. “You weren’t expecting me t0?”

“In a word,” Father rejoins, “no.”

Bizarrely, that nicks Cassian’s armor. He chuffs without humor. “Then you’ve misread the business,
Fortin. In this case, luckily, it hasn’t cost you the business too.”

My jaw amost plummets. No one has ever dared this kind of thing with Father. Reproving Fortin
Santelle like this, even disguised as “casual” conversation, would drop jaws up and down the halls of the
palais. Father has even struck servantsfor less.

But the look on Cassian’s face...as if he is nearly enjoying this...

My nerve endings go icy. By the powers...I actually afraid for him.

Until anew recognition setsin.

Father cannot call on a single recourse against this man. Before him stands Cassian Court: an equal
individual. A leader from the most cutthroat kingdom on Earth. New Y ork City.

My lungs clutch. What will Paipanne say? Do?

“Ah. So we still have business?” His desperation is hidden beneath the diffidence, but Cassian sees
through it...is utterly beautiful about it. I am only aware of movie stars through pictures Vylet brings up on
her computer—when the Arcadian internet chooses to function—but | easily imagine the man as the
chiseled star of a high-stakes spy thriller, detecting every weakness in his opponent in the space of a glance.

Cassian himself only fuels that vision—perhaps even enhances it, with a study of Father that reminds
me of straight-from-the-mine emeralds. He is...breathtaking. “I said | needed to take advisement, not my
complete leave.”

Father stiffens again. “You also said you could not sign the agreement.”

“l said | couldn’t sign that agreement.” Out from the messenger bag, in his impossibly long fingers,
comes a sheaf of papers. “This one, I’'ll sign.”

Mother snags the air with a caught breath. Father balances her, barely flinching. But his gaze goes to
work, descending in another silent assessment of Cassian...searching for weakness. He will be out of luck.
Cassian remains a perfect, unreadable wall: a hotter, steelier version of Jason Bourne, Jack Ryan, Ethan
Hunt, and all their friends put together. He stands tall and determined, legs braced in a solid A, locking
hands firmly as soon as Father takes the papers...appearing like he has all the time in the world to wait for
feedback.

It does not take nearly that long.

Less than a dozen seconds, to be exact.

Which has to be arecord for transforming my father from practiced deal broker into stunned gaper.

“We discussed a loan of twenty million.”



“Correct,” Cassian replies.

“This offer is for twice that.”

“Also correct.”

Maimanne gasps again. | join her. Forty million dollars? Am | doing the math correctly? | cannot be
certain, since every cell in my brain is short-circuited.

“And you cut the interest rate...in half.”

As Mother and I now struggle against fish gawks, Cassian’s face is unchanged. “Also correct,” he
states.

“As well as a finder’s fee for any additional opportunities in Arcadia that arise within the next year.”

“Yes.”

| amost beg Mother to pinch my ear again—or anything else, to ensure this is not a dream. The only
thing holding me back: the look on Father’s face. His gape is gone, replaced by a troubled scowl—shot at
me then Cassian, in that order.

My heartbeat stutters all over again. By the powers, what have | done now? More precisaly, what kind
of concessions has Cassian demanded in return for this astounding new deal? The contract is practically
Faustian—except the Devil looks like an angel, moves like a prize fighter, and enthralls like awizard.

“All for this sole condition?” Father presses.

Mother practically leaps forward. “Accept it! Whatever it is, Fortin, say yes!”

Father looks at her for a long moment. Then once more at me, his gray gaze suddenly hazy—Iike that
of a field mouse in a hawk’s talons.

“The acceptance is not mine to give.”

CASSAN

“This is insanity.”

It’s the eighteenth time she’s blurted it. Yes, I’m counting—wondering if she’ll hit the internal
estimation | set during the drive back over here, after having the new contract printed up in one of the
paais offices. Somehow, Doyle found a security guard to open one of the rooms for us at four in the
morning. Not that 1I’d ever planned on sleeping, after walking out of here consumed by the proposal now
outlined in the pages in her hands.

Proposal.

That’s one way of putting it.

In the last half hour, she’s come up with quite a few more—though insanity is the favorite, as I’d
predicted. Doyle—I make a mental note to give him a massive bonus, after the miracles he’s pulled to
make this happen in less than six hours—clearly has some more for the list. His stare, filled with have-you-
lost-it perplexity, burns from the shadows of the wingback in the corner. | don’t earn myself a reprieve by
jerking my head, motioning him out the door—not the one beyond which the Santelles are waiting in
suspicious silence. It’s the one opening onto a small patio with the morning sun now glittering in a small
fountain flanked by padded chairs.

Doyle’s eyes narrow tighter.

| nod toward the patio again.

With a grunt, he rises. Fortin has al but ordered him to witness every second of my conversation with
Mishella, but we’re not going to move past the next “this is insanity” at this rate. The dynamic in the room
badly needs to change—and D has to know that too. On paper, the guy is my valet, but that bullshit flies as
much as saying the same thing about Kato and the Green Hornet. Doyle and | finish thoughts, sentences,
and cheeseburgers for each other. He’s the closest thing I have to a sibling. At least one who’s alive.

As soon as D steps outside, my theory proves out. A rush of relieved breath |leaves Mishella.

Just as rapidly, she pulls one back in.

Wheels on me so fast, her loose hair tumbles over her shoulder—



And her breasts pucker beneath her pink sleep shirt.

She’s so fucking sexy, | can barely think.

But | must. Force myself to, with willpower I’'m now grateful to have fortified over the years...the
only thing riveting me in place as blood rushes to stupid places in my body.

“This is insanity!”

So much for theories.

“You must know that,” she continues, once more pacing the length of the room. “You—you have to
know that.”

| can reply right away—I actually have known that since leaving this mansion the first time—but |
don’t. Instead | lean against her father’s desk, bracing hands to the wood at my sides, giving her the full
thrust of my gaze, the full recognition of my intent—

The full truth of my spirit.

“It feels more crazy to think of leaving without you.”

It’s a bomb drop even to me, but I don’t try to mitigate the blast. I don’t want to. The shrapnel cuts in,
and I let it. I welcome the blood; the sensation that I’m watching my heart fall on the floor. For a second, |
simply revel in watching it pump. For so many years, 1’ve had my doubts.

I’m braced for the twentieth reference to lunacy but she turns instead, brow tightly knitted. In a rasp,
she asks, “Why?”

I quirk a small smile. “After the last two days, do you really have to ask? Wait.” | push up, a move
easily carrying me into the steps remaining between us. “After last night, do you have to ask?”

She tilts her head up. I’m certain she must hear the thunder in my chest, now so close to her stunning
face, as | take in her flash of joy. She hasn’t just remembered what happened in her bedroom. She’s relived
it asmany timesas | have.

Which doubles my confusion about the new mask she slams down over that bliss. “Cassian—"

“Ella.” Yes, | use the name intentionally. With just as much purpose, grip her by both elbows. I don’t
shirk the hold, even when she stiffens against it.

“Why do you insist on calling me that?”

“Why do you insist on pretending you don’t like it?” When she relents, just for a moment, | seize the
chance to move an inch closer. Nearly fitting our bodies against each other... “Why do you insist on acting
like you’re not pleased with my revised proposal to your father?”

“Proposal.” She twists both arms free, stumbling back. “That is what you have titled it?” The arms fold
back in. She spits a bitter laugh. “And I thought Arcadia had been missing out on so many miracles of the
modern world. But if buying a human being is still ssmply relegated to a piece of paper—”

Okay, slow down.” I half-expected her to go here. I didn’t expect the vehemence with which she’d do
it—or the pain in her eyes as she did. “Nobody is getting ‘bought,” Mishella.”

“Right,” she retorts. “Désonnum. So sorry. My big bad. You do not wish to purchase; you simply want
to rent.”

“What?” | want to be angry but shock makes that impossible. “Where do you get—"

“Six months.” She sweeps a hand toward the contract. “I have that correct, yes? Is it not all completely
spelled out in your pretty papers? You agree to invest forty million dollars in Arcadian entities
recommended by my father, in exchange for getting to have me on call to you for the next six months.”

A band of pain clamps my head. | step back before snarling, “Not on call.” It’s no less crude than her
inflection.

“Oh?” One of her hands hitches to a hip. “What, then? Forty million dollars” worth of companionship?
A “plus one’ for social affairs? A movie buddy? A dog trainer?”

One side of my mouth kicks up again. “You want a dog?”

Her eyeswiden. | swear that inside, she’s just regressed to the age of six. “Do—do you have one?”

“I can get you one.”

The six year-old disappears. The woman is back, head tilting, going for what she perceives to be



cynicism. “Cassian, are you seriously saying you expect me to return to New York with you...and not fuck
you?”

Wéll, hell.

I’d anticipated that question too—hello, obvious—just not those words for it. And those words,
flowing in her musical voice...what they instantly do to me...

Damn. Damn.

Everything in my body tightens. The skin around my cock does not get a free pass. The fucker just got
charged double fare, and he’s not happy about it. The insult to the injury: that tiny tick of her auburn
eyebrows, which might as well be fist pumps in some unseen boxing match to which she’s challenged me.

Okay, sweetheart. You take that victory dance. I’ll wait riiiight here.

I’ve never looked forward more to surging off the ropes.

And | do.

One unwavering step—two—then I’m right back next to her, screwing propriety, manners, and
personal space, molding our bodies exactly as they’d been in the recesses of her bedroom. Just as
intoxicating as those shadows is the Arcadian morning sun, surrounding us...warming her lips for a kiss |
long to brand on her, into her, through her. But | don’t. I lean until only the tips of our mouths touch,
enlivening those areas so exposed yet so erotic, making us breathe together—me out, her in, then
reversed—until she shudders harder than the motes in the rays around us.

“Mishella.”

Her eyes drag open. Just a little. “Hmmm?” Then pop wide, as | drop both hands around her ass. Wider
as | jerk her body tighter against mine.

“You’re not going to fuck me in New York.”

“I—" For a moment, before she attempts to hide it, she looks dejected. “I’m not?”

“I’m going to fuck you.”

She swallows. “Oh.” Pulls in trembling air. “Um...oh.”

I roll my hips, making sure the layers of our clothes don’t cushion the erect enforcer of my meaning.
Complete backfire. My dick rails it at me, screaming to be set free in the hot, soft valley between her lush
thighs. Somehow, I’m still able to get words out. Hoarsely.

“You know what else?”

“Wh-what else, Cassian?”

“You’re going to beg me for it.”

Bigger gape. So goddamn captivating. | could get lost in every facet of her huge sapphire eyes. “I’'m—
oh.”

Her helpless rasp warms my neck. The heat from it reverberates, echoing along my muscles and
tendons, my blood vessels and skin cells, an assault of demand to give her a preview of exactly what I’'m
talking about. But another element shimmersin her breath...and now in the gaze she lifts at me.

She’s still afraid.

And | refuse to push her...until she’s afraid of only the good things.

With gritted effort, | loosen my hold and step away. My hand finds one of hers. | lead her over to the
wingback Doyle was moping from. She looks much better in the thing, the golden tumble of her hair
contrasted by the dark leather. Her posture is pristine, though her gaze doesn’t miss an inch of my actions.
Christ, she’s beautiful. My misplaced Cinderella, complete with the princess pink PJs.

“All right,” | state, hunkering before her. “Perhaps we should step back.”

Her stare clouds. “But you just made me sit.”

| quell a chuckle through supreme effort. Lift an indulgent smile—not an effort at all. “Just an
American expression, favori.”

The Arcadian endearment is clearly a surprise—but her small smile confirms it’s a pleasant one. “What
does it mean?”

“That we should look at this with the body parts above our necks.”



She flushes. “A wise idea.” Nods. “And a good term. | shall have to journal it.”

More of my chest warms. Her journals—one of the first things that fascinated me about her, after
recovering from the blow of her beauty—are so much a part of her, it’s strange seeing her without one. She
keeps them about everything, as if afraid facts will slip into nothingness if she doesn’t harness them on
paper.

Or maybe they’re tangible proof that she controls something in her world.

| tuck away the observation—and my anger from it—to the Deal With This Later file. Just like the
surges | battled during dinner last night, when once more she was spoken to like a dog to be curbed, the
emotion has no place or use here. Instead | focus on the gentle trust in her grip, while softly prompting,
“You remember the most important point, don’t you?”

She nods like a child pulling up multiplication tables. “There are three signature lines on the new
contract. Yours, Father’s, and mine. The contract is not valid without my agreement.”

“Which means what?”

“Which means the ultimate choice about this is mine.”

“Good.”

My voice is serrated and | don’t hide it. God help me, even her earnestness is a turn-on. I’m a bastard
for fantasizing about what it could be when used for carnal purposes, but my guilt is balanced by
conviction. She’s the pure air my life has needed for so long. The fresh start | didn’t even know | craved,
until two days ago.

“What else?” | manage to continue. She fidgets a little. Then more. How the hell has a woman with
such light been forced to hide it so thoroughly? “Ella, it’s all right. It’s just us. I’'m listening.”

I’ll always listen.

“This—this is not you ‘buying’ me,” she finally mumbles.

I let my hands slip free. Lean back on my haunches, sensing she needs the distance. “But you don’t
believe that.”

Her lips purse. “It is anon-negotiable part of the contract, Cassian. What would you have me believe?”

I firm my own features. It’s the hardest goddamn thing to do around her, screwing on my “business”
brain, but I cinch the fucker tight and go on, “Because your father would be open to considering the
courtship of an American otherwise?”

“You underestimate my father’s open-mindedness when money is part of the equation.”

“l don’t underestimate it one bit. But for all intents and purposes, at least in his eyes, I’ll be carrying
you off then ruining you.” | have to force the next words out. “Making your involvement an “option’ gives
him an opening for sneaky bullshit. I wouldn’t put it past him to double-dip on this opportunity.”

Her nose crinkles. “I do not understand. Double...dip?”

“He’ll take my money, but still sell off your greatest asset to some horny Arcadian courtier who’s
stupid enough to believe some made-up line about your absence, like you’ve been on the other side of the
island on a ‘research trip” for Brooke.” | raise both brows. “There are men that gullible in the Arcadian
court, Ella. If I can discern that after two days here—"

“I know, I know.” Her eyes squeeze shut. “Your assessment is—” A wince takes over. “Correct,” she
finally concludes. “You are...correct.”

More than she wants me to be. The slew of truths has stabbed her, as | knew it would—but thisis why
I’ve ordered her parents from the room. If they were still here, she wouldn’t feel safe to speak this honestly.
“My “greatest asset’,” she finally echoes, blinking at me with aching eyes. “Is that what you are after too,
then? Have all the shops on Fifth Avenue run out of shiny virgins, that you have seized the chance to snap
one up as a souvenir from Arcadia?”

Her defiance marks each word but she ends with a ragged inhal ation—already expecting my righteous
fury. Silly, sad, heartbreaking woman. If she only knew that righteous and | have never claimed to remotely
know each other—such an abiding truth, her question was one of my first considerations when drafting the
new contract.



Battling the urge to yank her close, I settle for locking her in by leveling our gazes. “Ella, if I’d met
you here as a hooker in the Sancti marketplace, it wouldn’t have mattered.” | stop for a second, considering
that. “Though I’d likely be on my knees in your pimp’s living room instead of here...”

“Having an easier time of it.”

We laugh at her finishing my thought. We sigh because that feels as natural—and as exhilarating, and
as intense—as the rest of what has happened between us. We sober because the enormity of it hits again
too. The mutual recognition that if this is what everything feels like after two days, | shouldn’t be pushing
fate’s favor by forging a contract for six months.

Six months.

Not. Nearly. Enough.

| shove aside the sentimental bullshit. It’s enough, you mooning ass. Long enough to get my fill of her,
but not so long that | tire of her. More importantly, not long enough for her to start tugging at the
threads...asking all the wrong questions...

The threads don’t get tugged.

The secrets don’t get revealed.

It’s for the best, no matter how hard she gets my cock or complete she makes my spirit. In the tapestry
of her life, I’ll become just a thread as well. The way it should be. The lover who took her virginity, but
gave her abigger gift in return.

Her freedom.

And there’s the ultimate ace card in my deck.

The one element she cannot obtain on her own...just six months within her grasp. | watch her start to
understand it, her eyes eagerly glittering, even before | speak again.

“Now tell me the third stipulation, Ella. | need to know you understand it.”

She responds inside a beat. Imagine that.

“After six months, | shall return to Arcadia. My job as Brooke’s secran will be returned to me...and |
shall be free to wed a man of my choosing, for whatever reasons | deem acceptable.” An incredulous smile
flows over her lips. “Even for love.”

“Yeah. Even for love.”

| fight to ignore how good it feelsto hear her say it.

And how fucked-up it feels to force my lips around the same words.

And how confusing it isto watch shadows invade her gaze again.

“Of course...I can also choose not to marry at all.” She pulls a corner of her lip under her teeth. Toys
with the rivets in the chair’s arm. “Perhaps...simply...take a string of lovers.”

I don’t miss how she finishes it. Her surreptitious glance, darted through her tawny lashes, is a cock-
grabbing mixture of question and flirtation. Why deny her the show she’s looking for? The instant strain
through my whole body. The leap of peeved color up my neck, into my face.

She releases her lip—but instantly wets it. Blinks heavily, clearly perplexed again. Goddammit. My
jealousy is actually turning her on, and she doesn’t even realize it. The little sorceress has bewitched
herself.

Maybe she needs a jolt of clarification. Maybe we both do.

Torch to my kerosene.

| surge forward, slamming into her, submerging us in the depth of the chair, mashing our mouths in a
burst of passion and heat. Not waiting for permission, | lunge my tongue inside too. Mate it with hers in
complete, carnal intent. There’s no ambiguity; she knows what I’m thinking: if she signs that contract, the
next six months are going to be about purging this from both our systems, in whatever ways it takes.
Whatever the fuck this is...

Right now, | don’t want to explore the options around that answer.

Right now, | push my knees apart, opening a space for myself between her legs. Our crotches slide and
thrust; even through our clothes, thefit is perfect.



Right now isfor ensuring she receives one message only—with complete clarity.
“Ella...”

“H-huh?”

“Why don’t we focus on you enjoying your first lover?”



CHAPTER FOUR

MISHELLA

| blink.

Once more, very slowly—amost wishing everything around me would click into the same speed. That
button is not working. | am caught one step behind, watching as my worldly possessions roll by, stuffed
into three suitcases down the narrow strip of asphalt Arcadia calls atarmac.

Is this happening?

This cannot be happening.

| have surely not done this. Agreed to this.

| take it back. | takeit back!

The words are so shrill and loud in my head, surely everyone—and | do mean everyone—can hear
them, even over the revving engines of Cassian’s private airplane.

| have never traveled in anything that moves faster than a jeep.

Ohhhhh crap crap crap crap.

| gulp hard. Vylet squeds, her face alight with joy. She is accompanied by Brooke, who wears a smile
so wide, she has officially inducted herself as the third member of our “sis-friend-hood.” They haul me into
athree-way embrace, where our dipped heads form seconds’ worth of a private chat room. The two of them
do not waste the time.

“You know the only reason I’m even agreeing to this is because Samsyn and Evrest vouched for this
bozo,” Brooke asserts.

“And the only reason | agree is because she does.”

A giggle spurts out. | am not sure if it is due to sheer nerves, their wonder twins of protectiveness
thing, or both, but I am grateful for the respite from decorum. “So you both have reminded me.
Repeatedly.”

“Good,” Brooke volleys. “That means you remember the rest of it too.”

“Sure does.” Vy hip-bumps me. “Give us the rest of it, Mistress Santelle.” When | give nothing but a
psshh, she nudges harder. “The rest of it.”

| squeeze her as hard as | can. She knows | need to be irked, in order to fight off the tears. It isonly six
months. It isonly six months. | can do this. At least | think | can.

“Shella-bean!”

| jJump alittle before girl-growling—nbut continue to hold her tight. “If the bozo goes bonzo, I call the
sis-friend-hood hotline.” That is their nickname for our online video chat room.

Brooke nods in approval. “You call it any time, girlfriend. Day or night. Seven hours isn’t that huge a
time difference.”

“Says the girl who has not been roused in the middle of the night by the hotline buzz?” It really is one
of the most obnoxious sounds | have ever heard—but it can rouse Saynt from a dead sleep, so | know it
works.

“Not yet,” she jokes back. “Maybe this is our chance to really test it out.”

And maybe it should not be.

Why am | going to do this? How am | going to do this? | will be living in a world without them—a
world as foreign to me as Antarctica, with but a thousand Arcadian dollars in my purse, three suitcases full
of belongings, and the promises of aman | barely know.

No. Also not true.

A man...l do know.



A man | have known from the moment our eyes met and our hands joined. As if we had just been two
ends of adrawbridge, waiting to be dropped back into place, |eading the way back to the castle of us.

A man who, even now, as | dare a glance up, seems to know exactly what | need in this surreal
moment.

It is not the strength of his stance, nor the determination in his eyes. They help, but they are not the
key.

They are not his nod.
One movement. A sole dip, as forceful as the motors behind him, as clear as the sky into which we are
bound, that gives me all the truth of his purpose once more. That infuses me with the bursting belief init.

That reminds me of exactly what Brooke said, during the hour she and Vy had helped me pack.

| married Samsyn three hours after | was asked, girlfriend—by his freaking brother.

Neither Vylet nor | pointed out that his brother was also her king, and that the reason—at the time—
was for Arcadian national security. | do not possess even half as good an excuse, but nor am | committing
to Cassian Court’s ring on my finger. It is only six months.

“By the powers,” | mutter, solely to myself.

Six. Months.

When I return, it will be to stand as a maide attendant for the “real wedding” Brooke and Samysn are
starting to plan: a grand double ceremony with Evrest and Camellia’s.

When | return, Saynt will be keeping watch over that event—as a full-fledged soldier in the Arcadian

Army.
When I return...so much will be different.
Especialy me.

| am terrified again. Not even another nod from Cassian fixes it, especially as | turn to my brother, who
clenches his jaw and blinks suspiciously shiny eyes. | tug his chestnut hair free from its tie and mess the
strands until they’re tangled, but that does not prevent the crushing ferocity of his parting hug.

“l took Court outside while you were packing,” he says into my ear. “Told him that if he hurts you in
any way, or lets any fucker in that crazy city hurt you, that contract is null and void—and | will come get
you myself.”

I pull back by a little, not sure how to react. | go for the honesty of my curiosity. “Wh-what did he
say?”

“That it would not be necessary.” Reluctant grunt. “That he plans on treating you like the treasure you
are—and that if you do not feel as such and desire to come home, he will put you on the plane himself,
anytime.”

| threaten a sisterly smack by narrowing my eyes. His handsome face does not falter. “He
really...called me a treasure?”

“Why do you think I am not blocking your way to the stairs?”

I crush him close again. Emotion floods me, and | shake from the force of it. I am a...treasure. Not just
to the guy who has to feel that way because of genetics, but to the man who looks on, emerald gaze
gleaming, the rest of his face seeming like aknight reverently waiting for his lady...

Returning his stare, | smile. In my mental journal, | record the metaphor, for it fits. Knightly passion,
while perfect, was never intended to last. What kind of perfection ever was?

Six monthsis an ideal time limit for perfection.

The conclusion lends me the steel for the last of my goodbyes. Maimanne and Paipanne.

| turn, dutifully ducking my head before them both. Maother is the first to tuck me close, pressing quick
kisses to both my temples, before scooting back and murmuring, “You are to use that money only for
emergencies. You have it stowed safely, yes?”

I lift my head. Search for the sheen in her eyes like Saynt’s, indicating she’s muttering about money to
cover deeper emotions, and that she worries about me leaving for a city with a population ten times that of
our island...



Her eyes are hard asflint.

| suppress my disappointment as Father steps over. Perhaps they have agreed he will handle the
emotional overtones of the farewell. Makes sense. Mother is not a “public display of affection” type—
actually, she is not an advocate of the practice in private either—meaning Paipanne has surely been
assigned the parental parting duties.

I lift a new smile at him, giving it an I’m-being-brave-but-do-not-feel-it wobble. He leans over—and
bestows the same dual kisses on my forehead, with the same formality as Mother. Tilts my head up, so | am
impaled by the similar granite of his stare.

“Do not disgrace our family.”

So thisiswhat afist in the heart feels like.

| step back, struggling around the blow for breath that needs to come. The pressure surges, jerking my
shoulders back and my head up. As | look one last time, | borrow a heavy scoop of stone from both of
them—one for my left eye, one for my right.

“Have not a worry, Paipanne. | know exactly what is important to you.”

CASS AN

“What is it?”

The words are out the second | guide her into the leather chair next to mine, then cinch her seatbelt.
The syllables are damn near a demand by this point but maybe that’s for the best. Whatever force of fate
has spurred my inner caveman for this woman has intensified tenfold by watching her board the plane like
azombie, her steps full of wood and her eyes full of loss.

“Mishella.”

Her head jerks up—and for a second, she terrifies me. Her gaze takes me in as if she’s been jerked out
of a dream. Worse, as if we’ve never met.

Second thoughts?

Dammit...no.

“What. Is. It?”

Suddenly, she’s back—honing her gaze into me as if she wants to laser me open. Pressing fingers to
my face, and infusing it with the same penetrating force. | battle—in vain—to keep those beams from
searing my cock. Lasered. Game over. Hasn’t it been from the start with her?

“You...really care how I answer that.”

She doesn’t phrase it as a question but | hear her bewilderment, responding with a slow nod. I don’t
want her to stop touching me.

“But that does not matter,” she finally murmurs. Expels a long sigh, as if making room for the fresh
infusion of sadness over her lush features. “Just get me out of here. Now. Please.”



CHAPTER FIVE

MISHELLA

For a second—perhaps many more than that—I regret letting go of my rage in favor of ogling Cassian
like a hormone-drenched teenager. Can | be blamed, after the ferocity of his stare, the press of his lipsto
my knuckles, and the way he barks, “Wheels up” into a phone in the bulkhead? Just as it has been since we
arrived at the airport, every move is about my needs and comfort...

Even now, when alot of my comfort is beyond his control.

A lot of it.

With the exception of the juncture of our hands, my whole body twists from the race of my
bloodstream, the heave of my lungs, the tripled pumps of my heart. Was | actually congratulating myself on
the tarmac, for thinking the engines’ roar was the scariest part of this “flying” thing? Now, with the whole
plane shaking as it gains momentum, faster and faster down the runway, | clamp my eyes shut, grit my
teeth, and pray to the Creator | will survive—

“Ella.”

How can he sound so gentle, in the middle of such violence?

“What?”

“You need to breathe.”

| yearn to hurl a glower—but opening my eyes is not a viable option. “No.”

“Favori.”

“Do not speak at me with sweets.”

“You mean...try to sweet talk you?”

“Now you laugh about it?” The glare cannot be helped. Neither, it appears, can his dimpled grin,
making me rip up al my mental bookmarks—even the one | have all but glued to the page marked Cassian
Court: Arroganceinthe Air.

Theair.

We are...in the air.

My breath clutches to a brand-new stop—as | watch the runway disappear, giving way to the agua
expanse of the sea. Then awisp of acloud. Another.

“Holy shit!”

Cassian laughs from his belly but | do not care, nearly scrambling over that part of him to gape out the
window. A sound escapes me, unlike any | have made before, because it is born of sensations | have never
felt before. Fear, yes—but now churned into something beyond. Exhilaration duels with ebullience.
Anxiety, but tempered with a new awareness altogether. Something light, like the dandelion seed the plane
now feels like. Possibility in the space of a breath.

Is this...freedom?

The knowledge is a crash inside, breaking apart a shell | have never consciously admitted to—but now
let myself step from, hatched into something new. Someone new. She is a stranger to me, and | long to
crawl back right away into the safety of the tiny world behind me, to the security of the tiny girl who lived
there.

Who lived there.

And I realize...

There is no “taking it back.”

| have agreed to let Cassian show me how good those words can be. Signed my name on his paper,
giving him the right—and the power—to do so. Power not just over where my body physically goes...but



the vistas my mind, soul, and senses are taken to, as well.

And | think an airplane take-off has been the most terrifying part of my day?

What in Creator’s name have | done?

The query makes me tilt my head—toward the man in whose lap | am practically perched. | am not
surprised to find Cassian aready staring at me. The intensity on his face is another element entirely.

Arrogance in the Sky. He is still that—only now, Mr. Confidence is subdued to silence. Perhaps even
humbled. The green glass shards in his eyes spike with the crowning truth atop that. Because of you.

I have no idea how to answer that...save with one set of words.

“Merderim, Cassian Court.”

One side of his mouth hitches up. “Thank you, Mishella Santelle.”

More of the shell shatters.

As more of me steps free, my spirit moves toward the one path in this new world that makes
sense...and the perfect, emerald-eyed guide waiting to lead me on it.

My fingers lift to his jaw.

The other side of his mouth raises.

| push my fingersin alittle more. Pull tenderly at his jaw.

| want that mouth on mine.

With aragged grunt of acknowledgement, Cassian obliges.

CASS AN

How could just a brush of lips be the best fucking kiss of my life?

There are no answers for that.

There are amillion answers for that.

My mind implodes on the conflict—the same way it explodes from merely a memory of that sweet,
inexplicable touch of her mouth...

Now nearly three hours ago.

| continue gazing at her in sleep, where | fixate on the plush pads that have tossed me into this chaos.
Doesn’t help a goddamn bit. With Doyle snoozing in the small bedroom at the back of the plane, I’m alone
up here with my sorceress—who has me as baffled, bewitched, and just as stunned as | was after kissing
her.

And tasting her...

and breathing her in...

then fighting to push her back out.

A lot of good the effort yields me.

She has beaten me.

Good business means admitting when one is defeated, as well celebrating when one is victorious.

And isn’t that the rub?

Mishella Santelle is not good business—or so nearly all my teams inform me. Flying al the way to
Arcadia, searching for the angles to maneuver Fortin Santelle and save money, don’t match what I’'m
returning with: a contract at double the budget and a “houseguest” for the next six months. What the hell
else am | supposed to call her? Like the explanation will fly for one second with Prim and Hodge—both of
whom | will put off thinking about until we’re much closer to home. A “treat” to look forward to, if
Doyle’s dour looks have been accurate prophesy—and they usually are.

I don’t give a fuck.

I would’ve paid four times as much for her. Been just as glad | had, for the payback of that kiss
alone—though karma now carves her pound of flesh right out of my libido.

That kiss.

| crave so much more.



Goddammit, I’ve paid for it.

No. You’ve paid for the right to explore this with her, not take it from her. Dial it back, asshole.
You’ve only brought this torture on yourself.

The woman herself helps with the meaning of that final pronoun, sighing sleepily...stretching until her
pink sweater set is yanked tightly across her sleek figure. | watch the fabric slide across her breasts,
mentally filling in the basic white bra that undoubtedly covers them.

Suddenly, every lace-clad temptress I’ve been with before is a dim memory behind Mishella’s hot-as-
fuck take on that Doris Day goodness. Is she wearing matching panties? And is she still so soundly asleep,
she won’t noticeif | try confirming with a peek under her skirt?

Sick. Fuck.

“Mmmm.”

While her moan kills off my Peeping Tom, it wakes up my Ready-To-Go-Randy. | shift in my seat,
adjusting the wood to a more tolerable angle.

Her eyes open halfway, then take mein fully.

“Hey there, little Ella.”

She curls a drowsy grin. “Bad princess. | fell asleep in the carriage—even after the prince’s kiss.”

Hell. She has to mention the kiss. “I’m no prince, Miss Santelle.” Especially after what you’ve done to
my thoughtsin the last three hours.

“Well, thank the Creator.” The moment it spills, she clearly can’t believe it has. With a dogged shake
of her head, she peers out the window. “It is...still light outside.”

There’s a question in her voice. “Ah. Yes.” | follow her gaze, to where the dark orange rays glint
against the plane. “We’re chasing the sun—for another hour, at least.” Unable to rein back the action, I run
a hand down the back of her head—intending to do only that. Slow the fuck down. You have six months.
But when | pull it back, she chases my touch with her head. Burrows so deeply against my hand she ends
up pressed against my chest. After the discernible click of her seatbelt, the rest of her follows, sitting fully
onmy lap—

And | sure as hell don’t stop her.

“Do you...mind?” She glances up, adorably sheepish. “I can see the sunset better from here.”

“And | can see you better from here.” | let a full grin escape. Goddamn, it feels good. “So it’s a win-
win.”
| hope for a smile in return, perhaps even one inviting a new kiss, but her nose crinkles, and her gaze
remains somber. “This decision...the new contract...” She traces the pattern in my sweater with the tip of a
finger. “It is not a ‘win-win’ for you, is it?”

“That’s not for you to worry about.”

Tighter nose crunch. “To be plain about it, Cassian, that is bullshit.”

I struggle not to laugh. “Is that so?”

“I have a mind,” she asserts. “And two ears that work.”

“I never doubted either, favori.”

“I know what Father’s voice sounds like, when he is trying to justify a business choice to a colleague.
Y ours sounded the same way during several calls on your cell phone today. Y ou have walked out in atree
because of this.”

“Walked out in a—?"" Deep frown. “Do you mean...gone out on a limb?”

She huffs. Waves an impatient hand. “You have taken a risk. A huge one.” Her hand slides up,
sneaking a little beneath my sweater, caressing the side of my neck. Once more, the breath I’ve just
regulated is a wind storm in my chest. Outwardly, | suck it in as calmly as | can...praying to God the
tempest between my legs is equally obedient. “I want to be worth that risk for you, Cassian.”

I swallow hard. Run a hand along the back of her arm, up to her neck, around to her nape. “You
already are.”

“Bullsh—"



| kiss her into silence, but with lingering tenderness. “Ssshhh. We’re not even halfway through the
flight.” She draws breath to speak but I yank it right back out of her with another kiss—still lingering, not
as patient. “We have time,” | grate. “Lots of time, all right? Let’s just—"

And suddenly, I’m the one being cut off with a kiss. Correction: a kiss, borrowing my idea but very
little else; incinerating my temperance on the sacrificial pyre of her passion. Correction: her passion. Sheis
afirebal in my arms. a groaning, grabbing, greedy burst of need, twisting her slender fingers into my hair
until our mouths are meshed, our chests are fitted, and our crotches are grinding with inescapable
heat...and lust.

Annnnd, the discreet hard-on is officially in my rearview. Who the hell have | tried to fool about that,
anyway? Discretion is my Dulcinea when she’s near. A glorious, impossible dream.

A soundtrack for another time—definitely not when my balls pulse like this, rocketing my shaft to a
solid ten on the pain scale. The fucker fills and lengthens, punching at my fly in response to her incredible
little mewls and erotic little writhes. She is going to kill me, and right now, | can think of no better way to
go.

When she finally relents, we are both breathing like goddamn freight trains—but she barely waits
before pulling my hand free from her nape then guiding it down, down, down, until it’s formed to her inner
thigh. With our gazes still bound, she rolls her hips...sliding her soft flesh against my trembling touch.

But that’s not my undoing.

Her awkward little swallow. The tentative flick of her tongue aong the seam of her lips. The
guestioning glint in her eyes, so unsure about what she is doing but trusting herself—trusting me—enough
to follow the instinct of her desire, and do it anyway...

“Wh-what if...1 do not want to waste any more time?”

Now | kiss my restraint goodbye.

With a long, slow, growl, I dip my head back down while inching my fingertips up. There’s a method
to the madness—and with her, it feels like madness—of being able to read her better through her lips. Their
stillness or hesitation will tell me that despite what her brain dictates about honoring my “risk,” her body is
on an entirely separate page.

So far, we are very much on the same page.

Holy fuck, what a page.

As | sweep deeper into the heat of her mouth, my hand explores the silken valley between her thighs.
Her skin is soft and shivery beneath my fingertips; her muscles bunch as she undulates in ready response.
Pain pricks my scalp as she clings to me tighter, tighter still. “Yes,” 1 hiss, blowing the sound along her
lips. “God, yes. Make me feel it, woman. Every shred of it.”

She moans and shakes...as I trail my touch higher.

Every. Fucking. Shred.

She arches up. Strangled sounds vibrate in her throat. | kiss down that strained column, reveling in her
tension. She’s a drawn bow, coiling deeper as | glide a path toward the erotic triangle at her apex. It’s
shielded by modest panties. | palm her mound through them, my lips hitching as she gasps.

“C-Cassian!”

| growl again. Rub fingers along the fabric’s center panel. “Wet panties, sweet Ella. They feel so
fucking good.”

“Mmmm,” she stutters. “I—I am glad you—ahhhh.” She jerks upward as I circle my fingers. I can feel
her clit even through the barrier, trembling...hardening.

“Tell me they’re white.”

She shoots a confused stare. “Wh-what?”

“Your panties,” | clarify. “So help me God, if we were in this airplane alone, 1I’d be hiking up your
skirt to look for myself, but for now, you’ll have to let my imagination do the work.” I let my gaze grow
heavy hoods while running fingers along the inner seams, never delighting in teasing a woman more. She’s
slick with perspiration and arousal. She smells like tropical flowers and honey.



The crown of my cock is wet now too.

“Color,” I manage to command again. “Tell me the fucking color, Mishella.”

She gulps again. “Wh-white.”

| hiss, exposing my bliss. Knew it.

“Ohhhh.” It’s the only option of a response | give her, working my fingers inward, against her bare
flesh. “By the Creator. That is...that is so...”

| watch it al take over her face—the wonder, the awe, the heat, the passion—in a transfixed state of
my own. Though my cock throbs, damn near screaming for emancipation, it isn’t as important as the
horizon to which I’m guiding her. “Yeah. It is, isn’t it?”

“Cassian.” She sighs. “Oh...my...”

“My gorgeous girl.” 1 swipe my thumb in, testing the taut bundle at her very center. She jolts then
mewls, fisting my sweater. “You’re a virgin to this too, aren’t you? Nobody has ever touched you like this
before...right here?”

“Oh!” Her head snaps back. “Oh, by all the powers!”

“Tell me, favori. Has anyone—any man—ever stroked you here? Made you this wet and hot?”

“N-no,” she finally blurts. “Nobody, Cassian. Only you have touched me like this.”

| kiss her softly, conveying my approval. “Now tell me...the naughty way. Tell me how you like my
fingers in your pussy. How your wet, succulent clit likes my strokes. How you want me to play with the
edges of your tight, virginal tunnel...like this.”

“Yes!” It is more rasp than exclamation, though I’m still grateful Doyle has the bedroom door closed.
But another part of me mourns the fact, wishing the ass could hear every note of her gasping
arousal...wondering if he’d glare at me now for the crazy contract commitment. “I—I like your fingers
there. Want you...stroking me...touching my clit...”

“And playing with your entrance?”

“And—and playing with my entrance.”

“With my cock getting harder, as I think of fucking you there? Ella?” | charge it when her lips go still.
She’s back to remembering the white panties instead of the gorgeous vixen beneath them. But finally she
pullsin a harsh breath, squeezes her eyes shut, and forces the obedient words out.

“Yes,” she blurts. “Yes—all right—I like it when you think a-about f-fucking me.” She breaks in on
herself with a moan that has to be the most erotic sound I’ve ever heard. Curls my sweater tighter in her
grip, using the hold as leverage for her whole body, shoving herself against my fingers. It’s completely
unnecessary. Her fever has infected me too. | flick her erect pearl as fast as | can, snarling in satisfaction
when her eyes reopen and her mouth dropsin arousal.

“Oh, I’m thinking of fucking you, Ella. Be sure of it.” I thrust up my hips until the swells of her ass
embrace the head of my cock, and we groan together from the torturous friction. My boxers are soaked, a
cruel reminder of how badly I want to be pumping like a heathen inside her tight core. “Hard and hot and
deep. You’d be feeling me in your eye sockets. Screaming for me. Pleading to let you c—”

She lurches her head up to deliver the kiss—or maybe yanks mine down, as if it matters—joining our
mouths as our bodies crave, an unthinking collision of fire and fervor and flesh as she writhes toward a
climax that has me breathing just as hard...needing just as much.

“Let me come, Cassian. Oh, by the sweet fucking Creator, make me come now!”



CHAPTER SIX

MISHELLA

Thisisnot me.

It cannot be.

These are not my words. Not my lips, rambling with these filthy, wanton things; certainly not my
body, pulsing with desire | never dreamed possible...heat | never knew existed...

Itisall so good.

Too good.

Not me. Not me. Not me.

Not true.

For as Cassian swirls his thumb in then presses it there, punching the hot bundle at my core, | slam
back into myself like a soul returned from the dead. | know all of myself, suddenly seeing the past and the
present and even the future, for time ceases to exist or matter. Only sensation does, pure and perfect. As my
sex screams with ecstasy, my blood is made of stars. My vision is made of light.

My spirit is flown to completion.

“Fuck! Yesssss!”

| ride wave after wave of the silver-white miracle, now unable to utter a sound. Cassian carries me
through with words in a baritone gone husky, keeping me from drowning with his strength and his touch.
He is my rock...my haven...my all.

Thethought islikeanicy tide.

Too soon. It is much too soon.

And yet, | cannot deny it.

He bought me. For the next six months, everything | amishis.

Y et every new moment with him brings me closer to...

me.

Whoever that is.

Do | even know? Do | even want to? Will she be a woman | find, only to be forced to hide upon
returning to Arcadia? Not being bound to an arranged marriage does not excuse the rest of Father and
Mother’s proprieties...the remaining walls of their boxes.

Even more terrifying: what if sheisaperson | do not like?

Questions that must remain secrets. | ensure that by dragging my eyes shut as | lift my head, arag doll
in reverse—appropriate, since my body is now limp as one. Cassian assists the feeling by gently massaging
my thigh while pulling out from beneath my skirt. His other hand duplicates the pressure along my
shoulders. Soon, my head droops to his chest, my senses tempted back toward subconsciousness. | fight
them, despite his disciplining growl.

“Sleep, Ella. You need it, favori.”

“Mmmm. Noooo.” | sound slurry and silly, the rag doll animated...sort of. “You,” I insist. “I need
to...take care of...you.” Despite the lethargy, | am all too aware that his body is still the stiff opposite of
mine—especially the part nestled right against my backside. And yes, even in my partial coma, | am aware
of how deliciously good it feels.

“I’ll be fine.”

“That is why you sound like a jungle snake is strangling you?”

He grunts. “Why don’t you let me worry about the snakes?”

I trump his sound with a giggle. “Or maybe one snake?”



His laugh rumbles beneath my ear. “Dirty girl. Are you trying to corrupt me?”

“Hmmphh? No...no corruption. Education.”

“Ohhhh. Hmmm. Right. Education. I can...understand that.”

“Have to know the differences between snakes, Cassian.” | nestle a little deeper against him. As a
yawn takes over, so does a distant memory. Maybe not so distant. Was it just yesterday, about this time,
that | sat drinking sun tea with Brooke and Vy, being subjected to my own lesson in corruption...and
snakes?

“Is that s0?”” His murmur is warm in my hair. “And what about them?”

“Well, according to Brooke and Vy—"

“But of course...”

“Some are small and harmless,” I go on, disregarding his wry tone. “And others are anacondas.”

“Huge and dangerous?”

Little frown. “But you are not dangerous.”

My dulled logic delays my mortified gasp, though not his chuckle. He tilts up my face, lowering a soft
kiss on my nose before murmuring, “Sleep, my little armeau. You have a bigger adventure ahead than you
think. The anaconda agrees with me, whether he likes it or not.”

His firm tone demands obedience—and | am too tired to push back anymore. But his sarcasm also
dictates a laugh, and on that, | am unable to deliver. | am the one choked now—nby athrill that curls down
to my toes.

Armeau. He’s deliberately labeled me with another Arcadian word.

It means...

Gift.

CASS AN

I’ve lived in New York for nearly ten of my twenty-eight years. Have taken this journey back into the
city more times than | can count, gazing at the manmade forest across the Hudson before the Lincoln
Tunnel makes the skyline disappear—but over the years, have come to think of those buildings as just
collections of rooms with collections of people who have nothing but collections of meetings, contracts,
conference calls, action plans, presentations, power plans...endless demands of me. Endless lists for me.

The work that rescued me from grief four years ago has become my Manhattan cage.

Until now.

Until, through the eyes of Mishella Santelle, the forest has become magic again. And those eyes, huge
as serving platters made from the blue quartz on her island, don’t miss a damn thing. Practically bouncing
from one side of the limo to the other, scrambling over the bench seat we share to seeiit all, sheis a conduit
of enchantment—a sorceress given new powers, courtesy of New Y ork City.

“How do all those buildings fit?”

“How many kinds of cars arethere?”

“What are the yellow ones called?”

“Can we take a ride in one of those big ones with the seats on top?”

“The horns are like music. So pretty.”

“Wait. It is...a tunnel...under the water?”

“So when the lights turn red, everyone just...stops? What if someone does not agree to that?”

“All those people, moving together...they are like pods of dolphins, only on the land...”

She trails into rapt silence after that one. Freezes in place, crouched like an awed kitten over my lap. |
rip my gaze away from the perfect curves of her profile, following the line of her stare. It’s a quarter to six,
so the crowds along 5th are still dominated by business suits and headphones, but she watches the scene as
if memorizing every face she sees. | am filled with the same feeling, only my focus frames only one face. |
need to remember this moment. Everything about it. The azure glitter in her eyes. The twilight breeze in her



long curls. The way she’s yanked off my blinders and made me see the poetry in New York City crowds.

Don’t forget this. Don’t forget this.

Especialy not now, as she angles her gaze back to me. Blushes a little, as if discerning exactly what
I’ve been up to. “It is incredible, Cassian.”

| don’t tear my stare from her. “It certainly is, Ella.”

She laughs softly, and sucks in her bottom lip in that go-to move she has for awkward times. Little
siren; she doesn’t realize that shit makes me yearn to replace her teeth with mine—and use that as only the
first place I’ll bite her. Maybe one day, | will.

Maybe right now | will.

| reach a finger up. Tug at that strawberry-colored pillow, still caught beneath her teeth. Let my gaze
dip there, fully informing her of my intention.

I’m going to kiss her. Hard.

“Welcome home, Mr. Court!”

I refrain from lunging out of the car and driving a fist into Scott’s cheerful grin. The kid isn’t
responsible for me losing all track of time and place; | should be grateful he didn’t yank open the door and
get an eyeful of me lunging down Ella’s throat—and maybe up her skirt. Likely up her skirt.

I clench my jaw, forcing a smile, before climbing out. “Thanks, Scott. Good to be home.”

Things become more fun when his grin turns into curiosity, clearly wondering why | hang on to the
back door instead of letting him close it. Scott’s love for the Jag XJL is no secret; he exploits every chance
to caress his “car baby.” Inside five seconds, he’s actually a little antsy.

Until | reach back inside, and help Mishella step out.

And suppress a chuckle, witnessing the normally smooth college kid become a puddle of astonishment.

If Ella notices the influx of Shar-Pei in his brow, she doesn’t show it. Instead, extending a hand with
openness and grace, she says, “Bon sonar. |—uh—mean, good afternoon. My, what a lovely tie.”

Scott runs a hand down the strip of navy-colored satin—and his puffed chest. “Well, thank you.” 1
throw a smug smirk from behind her. If he’s not going to mention the tie is part of his required uniform,
neither will I.

“Mishella, this is Scott Gaines. He’s usually around to drool over the car.” | cock a trenchant brow.
“And not a lot of anything else.”

Scott clicks from astonished to stunned. Plenty of women have disembarked from this car before—
there’s no getting around that, especially with Scott—but to this day, | doubt if the guy knows any of their
names. I’m irked with myself about that, until confronted with one irrefutable fact. None of them have
stopped to compliment histie, either.

“So nice to meet you. | am—"

“May | present Mishella Santelle, of the Island of Arcadia.” The caveman has stomped in, inspiring my
interruption, but I’m not sorry. Handling the introduction allows me to answer the rest of the questions in
Scott’s gaze. “She’ll be staying at Temptation for...a while.” Though | am the one who set it, the idea of a
time limit on her stay is suddenly repellant—but | accept the twist in my gut. It’s likely the first of many to
come.

“Oh.” At first Scott’s response is pleasant. Why wouldn’t it be, when basking in the sun of this
woman’s smile? A second later, my statement sinks in. “Oh. Really?”

“Yeah.” | arch both brows now. “Really.” Translation: deal with it and behave your self.

“Well.” The guy bounces on his toes before swooping up Ella’s hand, then bowing low over it. “In that
case, welcome to Temptation, and consider me at your service.”

Mishella laughs. Giggles, realy, though she is not atypical giggler. Even that girlish indulgence gets
her musical infusion...the kind of harmony that shoots straight to a man’s cock, as he wonders how to
incite it even more. “Merderim. Bennim honeur,” she murmurs back before translating, “Thank you. It is
my honor.”

| give Scott two seconds to be charmed by the Arcadian poetry. One. Two. Then | step back around,



grasping her hand with open possessiveness. “All right, all right. I’ve got it from here, whelp.” Instant
gloat, as the melody of a giggle again sprinkles the air—for me.

Scott accepts the trounce with a good-natured bow. “Of course, Mr. Court. I’ll take care of the car
now.”

“I’m sure you will.”

| say it while gathering Ella’s hand closer. Tucking it under my elbow, and resting her elegant fingers
along my forearm. It feels so fucking good to have her there. So right. | guide her past the entrance door,
set into the brick wall 1 had installed when renovating this place five years ago. The entrance disguises
what lies beyond: a circular forecourt, also made of brick, leading to a marble staircase that swoops up to
the mansion’s main entrance. Urns with modern lines counteract the gothic impact of it all—and the
memories of the woman who loved this place because of that.

Now, for the first time, | see the space through Mishella’s marveling gaze. It’s new again. Beautiful
once more.

My chest ripsin conflict.

In remembrance...

| am glad when Mishella stops to peer around more. Use the chance to turn, fisting the center of my
sternum. The cavity beneath has been so dark for so long, these new feelings are like a fucking heart attack.

I’m sorry. I’m sorry, my blossom...

but maybe it’s time for new memories.

“Cassian?”

| spin back around, probably looking as if a ghost has shown up. And maybe she has. Lily always did
like being the center of attention...

“Hmmm?”

Her eyes find mine—and just like that, my world isfilled with nothing else again. The huge blue irises,
evoking the sea and skies of her island, bathe me with more warmth and hope and completion than the first
time we met. “This—is yours?”

I smile. There’s nothing else to do in response to the pure amazement in her voice. “Yes. It is.”

“The whole thing?”

I can’t help a soft chuckle. “Well...yes.”

“It’s like a palais!”

“Not quite.”

“It has,”—she pauses, her finger in the air, counting the floors—*six levels.” Her gaze returns to me,
narrowing. “The palace in Sancti has only two more, including the beach and private residence.”

| shrug. Instantly recognize the lame excuse of a move—but what other option do | have? “A lot it sits
empty.” Fondness for the metaphors today, man? “I bought it to prove something, at a time in my life when
I needed that. But the neighborhood is good, and the views of the Hudson are excellent from the turrets.”
Not that I’d made the time for reflective moments lately.

“There are turrets?” Her head rocks back as she searches the building once more. Watching her like
that, hair tumbling down her back, creamy neck exposed, makes me instantly think of her inside one of
those towers—hands fogging the windows as | pound into her from behind...

“There are two.” | clear the croak from my throat. “They’re on the other side.”

Her smile lights up her whole face. “Can we go in them?”

“Of course.” | add hurriedly, “Well, one.” Force a casual shrug. “The other is used for storage.
Probably a mess.”

A mess. That’s a safe way of putting it.

She pops her hands together, enough to serve as proxy for excited applause. “One is just as perfect.”

“Then | am at your service.” | give Scott’s words a deliberately husky inflection. Her smile drops just
enough that I know she’s heard...and comprehends.

But first thingsfirst.



Introducing her to everyone else.

We cross the ornately tiled vestibule at the top of the stairs and are headed for the waiting elevator,
when she stops again. Reads the Art Deco letters etched into the granite over the lift doors.

“Temptation.” Her forehead purses. “The building is...actually called that?”

I nod. “It was built in the early twentieth century, in honor of the original owner’s wife, whose name
was actually Temperance.”

“When did irony rear its funny head?”

“Nineteen thirty-three, when the government repealed the Prohibition Act. As soon as that happened,
the new owners had the first three floors turned into a multi-level supper club. They’d already been
operating the basement as a speakeasy for years.”

Her frown deepens. “Why would people go to a place just to speak easier?”

“They do it all the time, favori. It’s called therapy.” When my joke doesn’t register, I simply go on,
“It’s a slang phrase, once used to describe an illegal tavern.”

“Illegal?” she retorts. “Why?”

“They just were. As a whole, selling and consuming alcohol was—for many years. Many people
thought the stuff was evil.”

“But declaring something outside the law...does that not just make it more enticing?”

Fucking great. She hasto go and issue one of her little insights now, in that insanely sexy accent, as the
lift doors close and we’re sealed in for half a minute.

Haf aminuteisall | need.

| sweep around, pinning her against the elevator’s cage, before dipping and taking her lips beneath
mine. I’m not savage about the move, though | yearn to be. The contrast of her soft curves against the
ornate steel...and thinking of taking her hard enough to embed the pattern into her flesh...

Fuck. Fuck.

What is this woman doing to me?

I pull away enough to stare into her impossibly gorgeous eyes. In the dimness of the lift, they’ve turned
the color of smoke. “For the record,” | rasp, “You’re forbidden to say “enticing’ again, unless we’re alone.”

A slow smile teases at her lips. “And if | do not heed your...decree?”

I dip my head in a mock threat. “Punishment. Merciless. For certain.”

“I shall make a note of that.”

“In what journal would that go in?”

“Oh, I think a new one shall have to be created.” Her fingers toy at my sweater. Her smile flirts with
my gaze. “*Cassian’s Disciplines?’”

“Goddamn.” | push closer, letting her crotch feel what that does to mine. “That has a very nice ring to
it...”

I’m inches away from smashing another kiss on her, devil take the consequences, when the lift thunks
to a stop at level six—and surprise, surprise—Lucifer himself is waiting with a glare for us, right through
the steel mesh. All right, so Hodge is a close enough comparison, and that’s before Prim arrives on the
scene. She has to be near; obviously Scott called upstairs the second Ellaand | |eft his sight.

Sure enough, as soon as the door opens and | help Mishella onto the landing, Prim rounds the corner
from the kitchen. Her blonde dreadlocks are twisted into a high bun, making it even easier to note the fiery
shade of her gold eyes. Fury will do that to awoman—especially this one.

Despite Prim’s ire spiking the air, Mishella slips her hand free from mine then reaches out, as amiable
as she was with Scott. “Hello. It is good to meet you. My name is Mishella. And yours?”

Prim glares as if Ella’s fingers are scorpions—until her eyes snatch up to meet mine, as | have known
they would. | return the scrutiny with a sole, silent message. Play nice. We’ll talk later.

Her pierced nose flares a little. You bet your ass we will. She makes short work of accepting the
handshake then stating, “Prim Smith. And before you ask, it’s not short for anything. And before you start
laughing, I like my name fine.”



“Why would I laugh?” Ella’s nose crinkles. “I like it too. It is unique. And pretty.”

“Thank you.”

There’s civility in it. Just a toss. I still grab it for the win. My little sorceress has melted Prim after just
thirty seconds. Alert the press.

While the advent is significant, it confuses the hell out of Hodge. My burly curmudgeon of a houseman
collects his paychecks from me but signed his heart away to Prim at least a year ago—not that she’ll ever
notice. Still, Prim’s not jabbed the expected iceberg into Ella’s Titanic, clearly causing his interna debate.
“So...uh...Boss, are there bags to handle? I think Scott said some are coming up on the service elevator?”

Ah. Conflict handled with the man’s default to practical hospitality. I accept it for the win too. “He’s
correct. Just put them in the master bedroom.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

“The master bedroom?”

I ignore Prim’s snip, turning Ella’s attention toward Hodge. “This is Conchobhar Hodgkins, houseman
and engineer extraordinaire—but we call him Hodge for obvious reasons. He’ll be your call for anything
from heavy lifting to rewiring the lights.”

“And an occasional green smoothie.” Hodge jams hands into his back pockets and nervously toes the
floor. He’s not used to bantering socially, but is clearly falling under Ella’s spell as quickly as Scott did—
though has held out twice aslong as | was able.

“Oh.” Her smile widens. “That sounds delicious.”

“If one enjoys drinking the lawn for lunch,” Prim mutters.

Mishella laughs, but kills the sound off when struck by Prim’s cold fish of an attitude. I’m tempted to
locate my own inner mackerel and show Prim what areal seafood smack-down is like, but am thawed once
more by the hand curled beneath my elbow, and the eager smile beaming past my shoulder. In this moment,
I’m certain the woman can probably talk me out of a kidney. Probably both. Suddenly, the wars fought over
Helen of Troy and Ann Boleyn don’t seem so idiotic.

“So do | get my tour now?”

| tuck her hand in tighter. Return her grin like a goofy fool—and perhaps | am one. At least she’s not
asking for awar—or a kidney. “You bet.”

“Even the turret?”

“The turret!”

Prim’s outcry turns me back around—along with the look I’ve been rehearsing for her since the takeoff
from Arcadia. Because | knew this moment would arrive. That there’d be one chance to communicate this
message in the space of a stare.

Mishella Santelle is staying for six months, whether you’re happy about it or not. Which means we’re
cooling it about Turret Two, also whether you like it or not.

Prim’s nostrils flare again. Her lips jam into a line of resignation. | nod and declare to Mishella, “We
can start with the turret, if you like.”

She really indulges a laugh now. “Let us begin with wherever you like. | want to see it all, so it does
not matter.”

As | guide her toward the main living room, it’s not without a parting stare from Prim—and the
knowing truth attached in those deep amber irises. And the sadness layered benezth that.

Shewantsto seeit all, hmmm? Well, good luck with figuring that one out, Cas.

But Prim knows the answer to that aready too.

There will be no “figuring that one out.”

Because in the end, even Mishella Santelle doesn’t get to see it all. Not every corner of my home... not
every room in my heart...and not the fucking ghost who livesin both.

Not the parts of me that are best |eft in that grave with her.

It makes sense now: the decision | made back on Arcadia, to call this thing at six months. It’s enough
time to savor the heaven...without fearing the hell will rise up. Because, as | already know all too clearly,



hell has away of doing that. But for six months, | can bribe away the demons. After that, they can have my
soul again. I’m sure the damn thing will never be the same after this, anyway.



CHAPTER SEVEN

MISHELLA

Curious.

Even thousands of miles from home, midnight feels exactly the same.

The sounds are different: a wilderness bustling with cars and trains and people instead of wind and
waves and birds. The smells are different too: steam and steel and the foods of a thousand cultures, instead
of the island aroma that has always brought reminders of only one thing: the water. Thisis not a complaint;
I love the sea; it is the Creator’s perpetual gift to Arcadia—Dbut it has always, simply, been there. Then
again the next day. And the next. And the next.

This island...is a new world every other minute, even at midnight. Beyond the turret’s windows, |
watch it all: the people bustling, the horns honking, the trains whooshing, the sirens screaming. The chaos
seems to mesh, becoming a peace of its own. A manmade ocean.

It isthe respite | need.

The synergy giving me shelter from thoughts that will not stop taunting.

From the memories...

Of that conversation.

The one | was not supposed to overhear. Cassian and Prim, hiding themselves in the pantry off the
kitchen after dinner, clearly thinking | was still enraptured by all the technical doo-dads of the living room.
Granted, the temptation was certainly there—so many wonderments to play with, hidden cleverly by the
wood, glass, and leather décor—but manners are always more important than amusement, so | got up to
help clear the table.

Only to wish | had not.

“What the hell were you thinking, Cassian?”

“Prim—"

“Wait. Wrong question. You’re always thinking. Just which head was it with this time?”

“Goddammit. This is about more than that.”

“And you don’t think I’m afraid of that too?”

“Now what are you about?”

“Oh God, Cas. Have you thrown up the blinders that high—or do you see it and just choose to ignore
it?”

“I’m not ‘ignoring’ a fucking thing!”

“Of course not. Which is why you flew that girl home from the middle of the Mediterranean, then
moved her right into the master with you. Let me guess. She was wasting away in the cinders somewhere,
and Prince Charming had to ride in with the magic slipper. Wait; no. Perhaps she was a wilting flower,
ready to bloom. Eliza Dooalittle, filthy island style. Enter Professor fucking Higgins, ready to make that rain
in Spain fall mainly on the plain.”

“Yeah. Right. That’s it exactly.”

“Are...are you laughing about this? Why the hell are you laughing?”

“Because you’re not making any sense.”

“I’m making perfect sense. Dear God, more sense than | want to make. She doesn’t just punch one
button for you, does she? She punches both. That’s why you didn’t come home with just the T-shirt.”

“The...what?”

“You went to the island. Banged the local wahine. You should’ve come home with the damn T-shirt.
Instead, you came home with the girl. God. You are such a moron.”



“Dammit, Prim. Keep it down. And for the record, | didn’t bang her.”

“You mean you haven’t yet. I’ll take that lovely silence as a yes. And after you do, what do you think
will happen? That she’ll happily hop on a plane back home, without asking for a cent in ‘compensation for
services rendered?’”

“It’s not like that, either.”

“So you are compensating her?”

“All right. This conversation is over.”

| did not linger to confirm if it really was or not. Had the damage not aready been done? That answer
vibrates throughout the clamp remaining on my chest—that has been there ever since making my excuses
from staying for Prim’s “famous tiramisu” to retire early, feigning exhaustion from our traveling.

At least it bought me time to prepare for bed—in al the awkward senses of the word—for my first
night in a man’s bed. It did not halt my mind from racing with every possible, horrible, incredible scenario
that might come. Would he seduce me gently? Taunt me with another version of what he did to me on the
plane? Or simply launch into bed and fuck me wildly?

Oh. Yes. Option number three...please?

A brutal breath sucks through my lips. A flush invades my neck and breasts. Heat surges between my
thighs. Even my mouth aches, craving the dominance of his once more...as it has since the moment that he
finally did come to bed...

Then, after but afew minutes, fell into a drained slumber.

After that, as Brooke would say, my choice of action was a no-brainer. The second his breaths evened
into deep sleep, | was out of bed, into my slippers, and headed for this exact spot. The turret is my favorite
part of his tour from earlier, perhaps because he’s restored it to its art deco grandeur rather than installing
the high-gloss look prevailing over the rest of the building’s interior. Granted, the first three floors of the
place are satellite offices for Court Corporation, modern by necessity—but the other areas feel “off” to me,
asif the design is a deliberate attempt to shut out the past.

More disturbingly, especially after my accidental eavesdrop on Cassian and Prim’s argument, | sense
thereis actually a past to shut out.

The recognition brings a heavy sigh.

“I’d offer a penny for those thoughts, but it sounds like they’re worth a dollar.”

The commentary from a few feet back, roughened by recent sleep, is a surprise because it is not a
surprise. The air | breathe in for the sigh is the same air that shifts, making room for his presence. Just like
it did in the palais back on Arcadia...and has ever since.

Only all thosetimes, | was not trying to inhale around avice in my chest.

| do not turn, not wanting Cassian to see my grimace. Idiot. Why should he not see it...and know the
conflict weighing on me? Prim made no secret of hers.

“l...could not sleep. Time difference, | suppose.” Or the hundred ways | keep wondering why Prim’s
input is such apriority to you.

“Is that all? Just the jet lag?” He stretches on the floor next to me, leaning on an elbow as opposed to
my stomach-down recline. The reading chaise behind us is comfortable enough, but being closer to the
city’s energy is a better fit for my spirit tonight. He sees that too. | discern it in the forests of his eyes.

Does he see the rest of my thoughts?

His query has not made that clear. | worry that he does...and that he does not.

“You must be just as thrown out of your kilt as me,” | finally offer—to be met by a chuckle that should
not be as sexy asit is.

“Off kilter?” he offers. “Though I’m not opposed to kilts or taking them off, if that’s the request.” He
sobers a little while tugging at his hair, which tumbles lushly into his eyes. “Scottish is somewhere in my
mutt mix, which is why my hair turns a little red in the sun...or so Mom tells me.”

“Your Maimanne?” This new revelation tempers my jealousy about Prim—for the moment. “Are you
two close?”



A smile remains on his face but changes. Softens. “Yeah. You could say that.”

“Why?” | return. “Why...could I say that?”

His smile evaporates. “We’ve been through a lot together. A lot.” His shoulders stiffen. “Perhaps it’s
best we leave it there.”

“Of course.” | swivel my head, resting it atop my hands, again attempting to put aside the petty hurt in
my heart. “You have others to confide in, after all.”

So much for attempting—or even kidding myself that | did. But the dig is vague. He has as much right
totossit aside as| did to make it. If he does, then at least | know exactly where | stand. If he does not—

He definitely does not.

Bracing a hand around the back of my neck, he jerks my stare back up to him. The gesture is an
unsettling mix of command and cam—reminding me all too clearly of how he took over things in my
bedroom, back on Arcadia. Was that just two nights ago? Only a heartbeat has passed since then, right?

No.

A forever has passed.

“You heard,” he grates. “Didn’t you? Prim and me. In the pantry.” He shakes his head. Gets down a
leaden swallow. “Never mind. I know you did. | felt you there. Standing at the sink.”

Forget about unsettled. | am suddenly frightened—aqgripped by spectral shivers, such as the ones | have
known while working late in the palais and glimpsing the building’s famous ghosts in my periphery. Only
now, the otherworld does not hide in the shadows. It is here, in the air between us...in the dazzle of
emeralds in Cassian’s eyes, in the promise of fire in his touch...in the confirmation that he knows me,
senses me, feelsmejust as| do him.

In the magic of us.

“Prim is a good friend, Ella. Nothing more.”

But you have history with her. A lot of it.

I cannot bring myself to utter it. “She has the right to feel...what she feels.”

He grunts. Retorts through his teeth, “The fuck she does.”

“She cares about you. It is a glaring truth, Cassian, from the first second she gazes upon you.” I curl a
hand against his cheek, as if | can actually soothe his ire. “I do not blame her.”

He presses his hand over mine. Runs it down to my elbow with nearly punishing pressure. “I don’t
want to talk about her right now.”

“But...”

“But what?”

| push to a sitting position. Pull my arm down—as far as he will let me. His hold on my elbow remains
firm and determined. “Am | just a ‘rescue project’ to you, Cassian? The Eliza Doolittle you yanked from
the slums, and—"

He shoves to his feet. | amost expect him to punch one of the walls or windows but he becomes
scarier, not moving, his posture impossibly erect. “Is that what you believe?” Every word is so low, they
are almost drowned by a pair of emergency sirens down on the street, their wails growing.

“l...1 do not want to.”

| let my head fall, but that brings even more bizarre sensations. Sitting here, my gaze filled with his
bare feet, | feel...intimate with him. Stripped for him.

Connecting...

I lean forward. Just enough to touch his knee with my forehead. He’s only wearing white cotton pants,
and | realize he must have yanked them out of his luggage. They smell the way he did on Arcadia: his cedar
and soap blended with ocean wind and oranges...

And there’s something else now. A smell unique to New York. Musky. Masculine. Really erotic.

Before | can breathe it in again, he is next to me. Next to me, plummeted back to the floor. Both his
hands dig into my hair, forcing my gaze up into his.

Connecting...




“Don’t you see?” he rasps into the inches between our lips. “Can’t you see?” And then his mouth is on
me, molding me...needing me. Then rasping, “Mishella. My favori. My perfect armeau. | brought you here
because I’m a selfish bastard who hasn’t had anyone like you in my world in...” He stops, shaking his
head, gaze glittering once more, a thousand shades of confusion. “In a very long time.

“Mishella Santelle...it is you who have rescued me.”

CASSAN

What the fuck have you done?

My head machetes me with the words. My gut gladly joinsin.

But my heart and my soul have never felt more perfect. Yeah...for the first time in my life, perfect and
petrified are happy pals, powering their way into the arms that crush around her, the body that fits against
hers...

The cock that swells between us.

“Cassian.” Her whisper is high and ragged, verbally interpreting the tears that hovers so beautifully in
her eyes. | gaze hard into their glimmer, willing the wetness to break free. To cleanse me, rescue me all
over again. To grant me permission for what I’ve been craving since the moment my skin first touched
hers, during that formal reception back on Arcadia. She knowsit too. | seeit in the quiver of her lips, in the
choppy pulsein her neck, in the little trembles of her fingers, all ten raising up, bracing my jaw.

Finally, they thicken, brim...and escape.

My perfect invitation.

| crash my mouth back down.

Invade hers without hesitation. Claim her without compunction. Kiss her like she’s my last fucking
breath.

As our mouths continue to chase and tease and caress and conquer, our bodies slide all the way to the
floor. When we break apart for air, | drag my gaze open to feast again on the sight of her, now awash in the
glow of the streetlights and the moon. She’s wearing a light blue sleep set tonight, coaxing out dazzling
gparks of silver in the stare she returnsto me. My beautiful gift.

| dipin, kissing her once more. With reverence thistime.

With thanks.

When her fingers caress down to my chest, | don’t feel so reverent anymore. Keep it together. Keep. It.
Together.

The mantra pounds my blood, even as my dick throbs against her hip. Harder still, as she glides her
touch across me, a look of wonder in those blue-silver irises. My nipples stiffen for her. My abs tauten,
cinching in my breath.

Go lower. Oh fuck...don’t go lower.

| seize my sole moment of self-control, grabbing her wrist, Slowly lowering it to the floor on her other
side. With our stares still latched, I rasp, “You know what they say about turn-about...” Actually, I’m not
sure if she knows—but the anticipation of what she’ll transform it into already enchants my mind, and
takes my cock along for theride.

“Mmmm.” She lifts a modestly flirty look—quite possibly the only woman on the planet who can.
“That is one | know.”

Her start-and-stop sigh finishes it—as | yank on the ribbon enclosure of her top, baring her breasts to
my view.

And what afucking view.

She’s more exquisite than | imagined. Round, firm, and full, with flesh a shade paler than the parts of
her that get year-round Arcadian sun...a perfect contrast to the sweet strawberries of her nipples, jutting
from dusky, tight areolas. They pucker right before I lean in, worshipping her with soft nips and licks, until
she’s writhing beneath me—



And then | use my teeth.

“Oh! By the powers! Cassian.”

I palm the breast I’m attending. Constrict it a little, forcing more blood into her throbbing tip, before 1
bite again. As she screams, | suckle away the pain. When | shift to her opposite peak, she mutters
something in Arcadian and drives her hand through my hair, forcing my mouth down harder.

It drives me crazy. In all the good ways.

Too many ways.

I reach up, snaring her hand again. Swing it over her head, until it’s pinned to the floor there. In the
same violent sweep, | thoroughly embed my thighs against hers. Push up, notching the bastard of aridgein
my pants against the sweet, wet patch in hers, until we’re dry-humping like kids stealing a quickie between
classes, fast and fierce and feverish.

“Fuck. Me.”

“Take. Me.”

“You’re so...hot.”

“You are so...huge.”

“l—we—have to—slow down.”

“Wh-what? Why?”

“Can’t...hold back. Not for much...longer.”

“Then do not. For Creator’s sake, Cassian, please!”

I rear up. Try to shake my head. That’s a big fucking try. “No. There’s no do-over on this. I’m going to
make this good for you, dammit.” In my head, | already have a vision of how this should go. Candlelit bath,
champagne by the fire, and then the roll in the sheets, going as gently as | can. Nothing in there about
screwing her senseless in the turret, in the middle of the night, with half of Manhattan watching. Okay,
Manhattan probably doesn’t care, but that’s beside the point. “It’s going to be the best for you. It’s going to
be—"

Her laugh cuts me short, so manic it’s cute. “Cassian, if it is more ‘the best’ than this, you will kill me
from sheer pleasure.”

I let a taut growl go free. “With all due respect, favori, let me worry about your death-by-pleasure.”

Her nose crinkles. It disappears into a stare of pure resolve—an unnerving sight, for the second I’'m
still able to think—before her hand is under my pants and all over my erection, milking the pre-come 1I’ve
somehow kept at bay. Not anymore. | turn into one groan after the next as the drops escape, searing and
perfect—and torturous. With every one of my moans, her smile kicks up a little higher, until I’m not sure
what’s snipping the neurons in my brain quicker: her perfect touch or her incredible beauty.

“Stop!” | finally groan it out. “For the love of Christ, Ella, stop or I’ll come all over your hand.”

Her eyes darken. Her teeth catch her bottom lip. “And how would that not be “the best,” either?”

My growl lengthens. Little minx, goading me on to more. Notation for my own journal: my proper
little Arcadian likes filthy verbal foreplay.

A detail that deserves a little more...testing.

With a commanding yank, | tug her hand back out. With a brutal sweep, slam it again to the floor. Our
bodies slide back together, hard to soft, pulse to pulse, arousal to arousal. Her chest surges up, stabbing her
nipples against mine. Her mouth falls open on another gasp, nearly begging for my kiss.

I don’t give it to her.

Instead, | linger inches above her, savoring the taste of her anticipation, giving her something even
better. The words. “Do you like this, favori? Do you like being flattened on the floor beneath me, trembling
and aching for me? Do you like my erect cock against you, leaking come in its need for you?”

“Oh,” she grates. “Oh...yes.”

“Oh yes is fucking right.” | dip my lips to her neck. “I can feel it in your pulse, Ella. Taste it on your
skin. And I treasure it...everywhere.”

| emphasize that with another roll of my hips. Rejoice in the answering buck of hers, adorable little



jerks responding to nothing but her most primitive instincts. Have | ever been with a woman like her, so
open to feeling everything and thinking about nothing? Have | ever known anyone like her, so transparent
about her desire, uncaring that her hair isn’t “fanned out” just so, that her feet aren’t “daintily pointed,” that
the sounds bursting from her throat are awkward and rough instead of a mewling porn kitten?

Sheisarevelation.

A sensual, incredible burst into my psyche. Into my world.

My logic defaults to the only possibility. My lips burst with it, while continuing to suckle her delicious
skin. “Sorceress. Dear fuck...that has to be it. You’re a sorceress, woman, and I’ve become your willing
slave.” I lock her other wrist down with my grip. Rise up, deliberately exposing my muscles and might
against her silken skin and curves. “Look at this. Look at you. Do you know what power you have over me,
even in your shackles? How your beauty—" | stop, needing to fit breath around the space now occupied by
her. “You command me, Mishella. Goddamn...you possess me.”

Her own chest pumps, matching the desperate cadence of mine. “Cassian.”

| shake my head again. My hair fals into my eyes but | drill a solid stare through the mess at her.
“Look at you...begging me. But I’m the one who should be pleading with you.”

“Oh...no. Oh...yes...”

“You rule, me, woman. You...destroy me.”

As the confession soughs out, | scrape both thumbs across her pulse points. Slide them up, until they
dig into the centers of her palms. Deeper...deeper...

Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for this sinner...because he wants to sin like he’s never sinned
before, and the only redemption is the sin. The only heaven left is her...

“Tell me.” Now I’m the beggar—and it finally feels perfect. “I need to know. I’m your convert. Your
slave. What do you bid of me, sorceress...goddess...?”

Her fingers curl around mine. Her back arches, her thighs constrict...her pussy softens. “Destroy me
t00,” she whispers. “Cassian, please...take me. Fuck me.”

My own muscles shake—fighting the surge of heat her plea brings. | breathe raggedly. I’ve expected
the words, so why do they make me feel regressed to sixteen again? Why does air feel likefire as| force it
in down my nostrils? Why am | an all-thumbsidiot after rising to pull off her pgjama bottoms, then mine?

And now, why does the sight of her mound make my cock drip all over again?

| stare at the rigid fucker, finally admitting my bewilderment. 1’ve always been a Brazilian fan: the
football teams, the food, and definitely the bikini wax. But Arcadia is nowhere near Brazil, and the readlity
here is, again, as | expected—except for one astonishing difference. Beholding Ella’s unshaved
“wilderness” has turned up my desire—especially when the evidence of her lust forms glittering beads on
her tawny curls.

“Fuck. Me.” My snarl only hints at the toll she and her enchantress pussy already take. Need to—get in
there—so bad.

“A wonderful idea.” Her throaty rasp more perfect torture—to which she adds a coup de grace,
kneading her breasts until the tips are stiff and red. “Cassian. By the creator—I need you now.”

My dick throbs against my palm. Hell yes, it screams—

To be countermanded by my brain. And its evil sense of humor.

Evil.

“You need me, hmmm?” | line myself up, pointing my glistening crest toward her exquisite entrance.
“This, right here? You need...this?”

Her whole body tremors. Her hands work her flesh harder. “Yes,” she pants. “Oh yes!”

“Not yet.” | chuckle in answer to her moan of despair. “First, not without this.” Thank fuck | remember
Doyle’s stash of condoms in the table next to the chaise. This is probably the first time I’m thankful for
being aware of the “accessories” he likes to leave behind all over the house. “And second,” | continue
while sheathing up, “not without you showing me more of...this.”

My free hand illustrates the point, running through the slickness between her thighs. Though it elicits a



higher cry, she manages to stammer, “Th-this? Wh-what...do you...mean?”

“I mean show it to me, Ella. With both hands. Take them off your tits. Slide them into your pussy. Rub
them on your lips then spread yourself with them. Let me see the gorgeous cunt I’m going to fuck.”

Without another question, she obeys. Dear God, so perfectly...proving | was wise to make that mental
journal entry in ink. This woman, and her gorgeous passion, thrive on nasty words like a flower in the sun.
As she blooms for me | grow for her, my flesh filling the rubber...straining for the slick, tight tunnel
beyond her dripping curls.

The depths I’ll mark for the first time.

The place I’ll have in her soul...forever.

The virginity I’ll claim...and cherish.

“Damn.” Great. That’s eloquent. But nothing else is possible in the moment | fit myself to her opening,
and push into the impossible softness...the resistant walls.

I halt when she winces. “It—it is all right,” she protests. “I—I am &l right. Probably just a little...” A
sheepish shrug, a stunning blush. “Scared.”

I dip my head, kissing her. “It’s all right to be scared. But it’s also all right to breathe, favori.”

She laughs. For a moment. “Oh. Yes. That.”

| take advantage of her distraction to push deeper. Clench back a groan, letting that privilege belong to
her. “Good, Ella. You’re doing good, my little beauty.” Brilliance strikes. “Try to bear down a little. Just
pretend it’s a couple of your fingers, only fuller.”

“My—my fingers?”

Okay. Screw the brilliance. “Fuck,” I mutter, punctuating with another laugh. “Well, that explains
things a little.”

“A little...like what?”

“Like why you’re so goddamn tight...and good.” I’ve used the conversation for the same nefarious
purpose: now, I’m nearly two-thirdsin.

And blindingly ready to give her the rest.

“So.”

A small test thrust.

“Fucking.”

A deeper one.

“Good.”

She doesn’t scream.

She does try to tear off alayer of my back flesh, as her body accepts the last inch of mine. My mouth
opens, needing to tell her to relax, but | selfishly savor one more second of her tension, and what it does to
the suction power of her walls.

Pray for us sinners...

Now, and at the hour of our death...

Yeah. That’s it. That has to be. I’ve died, and this is heaven, and—

She really has destroyed me.

“Ella.” There’s nothing left on my lips but her name. Nothing left in my senses but her, surrounding
me, consuming me—propelling me to an ether comprised solely of that place in space and time where our
bodies pulse together, our hearts hammer together. “Mishella,” | whisper this time, squeezing the globes of
her ass, forcing her tighter around me. “We’re there. You’re there. Feel me, favori. Feel all of me...”

“Mmmm.” It’s not a pleasant hum. It’s the I’m trying sound, and | don’t fucking like it. But the
moment | withdraw even a millimeter, she scratches once again. The sorceress has claws. Sharp ones.

She pulls her arms in, shifting her hold to my jaw. Forces my lips to hers in a kiss that’s so searing, it’s
haunting. As our mouths mesh and our tongues swirl, | am suddenly able to feel her soul, to see inside her
heart...for they are the same as mine. Remember. This. The tastes of it, passion and salt and need. The
smells of it, sex and skin and jasmine. The sounds of it, roaring in my ears and throbbing through my



blood. The feeling of it, a magic that will follow me until those suspended moments between life and dezth,
when all the best moments of my life return...and I pray more of them await me on the other side.

Unless that moment is now.

As she beginsto rock her hips, working her body around mine.

As she arches her head back, releasing a sibilant sorceress sigh.

As she cries out, in the second | slide my touch between our bodies, to finish her first.

And she dies too...convulsing through the most perfect end I’ve ever witnessed. The orgasm strains
her muscles, bulges her eyes...and squeezes every inch of her pussy.

Dear. Fuck.

Over and over she seizes me, her body signing the death warrant for mine. | am executed in a hot,
consuming flood, life pouring from me, immense and primal...

And perfect.

“Do not...stop. Oh please, Cassian. I think I might...oh, again. Do not stop!”

“Never.” | grate it into her neck while continuing to pump her pussy and work her clit. “Never, sweet
armeau.”

When | take the throbbing little nub and pinch just the tip, she finally gives me her scream. She
vibrates, wild and unthinking, gripping me in desperate need, like the fucking angel leading her to heaven.

She has no idea...of how things really are.

That she’s the angel. The enchantress gifted from the clouds...to lead me back from hell.

Morose thoughts—for much later. Now, | only want to think about her laugh in my ear, the mix of
melody and husk that brings satisfaction as complete as her climaxes, making my resolve official. This
really is where | want to die. Right here, right now. Surely, no other moment in my life is going to equal
this perfection.

“Oh...my...high...holy...Creator.” She lets her arms sprawl, limp as noodles, straight out to her sides.
| chuckle my way into a new kiss, letting my grip slide along them, until our fingers are again twined.

“Certainly took the sting out of jet lag.”

“Jet lag.” She repeats it softly, her face remaining dazed. “So...how long does that last?”

| laugh again, not missing the hopeful lilt with which she finishes. “Not sure.”

“Why not?”

“Usually too keyed up to pay attention to it.”

“Hmmm.”

It’s the hum I’m used to—on the other hand, hope to never be used to, because it’s so damn adorable.
Half of it is barely audible, since she’s already dedicated half her brain to at least eight layers of deeper
thought. The exciting part is watching her cycle through them, and wondering what she’ll say to make the
wait worth it.

“Perhaps we should try to find out.”

Definitely worth it.

After grinding a slow, savoring kiss into her, I answer, “Perhaps we fucking should.”



CHAPTER EIGHT

MISHELLA

By now, | am fairly certain there is no such thing as a three-day, debilitating case of jet lag—at least
not in Cassian Court’s world. But right now, it is not a point | care to argue. Or think about. As if | am
capable of either, with my gaze consumed by the sight of his dark gold hair spilling over my lower
belly...and the ecstasy of his tongue stabbing into my intimate hole, over and over and over...

My abdomen clenches. My backside pinchesin.

Oh, dear Creator...

Close.

A few more. Please...

Close.

| am not even aware of the words spilling off my lips, until his growl interjects—and his head pulls up.
“Not yet, armeau. Not...yet.”

| whine, protesting and almost angry, reaching back to grab the pillows. There have to be a dozen of
them on his big bed, and for a fleeting second, | wonder why | do not know the exact count. | have barely
left these sheets for seventy-two hours. Surely there was time to count all his pillows at some point...

But there was not. Not between sleeping and...things like this.

Lots and lots and lots of this.

The most perfect three days of my life.

Consumed with giving myself to the most perfect man in the world.

His body like a gold marble god, taut and defined as he rolls on a condom. His face lined with fierce
passion, as he gazes over my spread nudity. His eyes, shimmering and sharp, as he scrapes fingernails
down my thighs, to my knees...

And slams my legs wide.

“Keep them like that,” he orders. “The whole time I’m fucking you.” A moment later, he prompts,
“What do you say to that?”

“Y-yes, Cassian.”

He knows I’ll barely get it out. He knows what his rougher, filthier side does to me. How all his dirty
words affect me, incinerating the bonds of propriety that have been the hallmarks of my existence for so
long. With the words, he gives me no choice about leaving them behind...about becoming his perfect little
investment.

And | do feel perfect.

Adored.

Desired.

Worthy.

His face tightens as he positions himself at my entrance. His body is hard...everywhere. | raise my
arms, anxious to learn its formidable landscape once more, but he growls, “No. Leave them where they are.
Grip the pillows. It lifts your luscious tits...so perfectly.” He sucks and bites one then the other, still
taunting my entrance with his cock. “You like that, don’t you? When | make your nipples erect like this?
When you know exactly what it does to my dick?”

I struggle for breath. “Oh...y-yes, Cassian.”

“And does it make you hot too, little Ella?”

“Yes, Cassian.”

“Does it make your tunnel wet? Turn you into my horny, sweet sorceress, ready to be fucked?”



“Yes, Cassian.”

He lifts back up. Digs his hands into my hips, pulling my body another inch around his, opening the
view to his heated gaze—and mine. The sight of his shaft, absorbed into the softness of my core, is as
mesmerizing as the rest of him. Muscles straining. Power coiling. Passion building. He is beautiful,
rippled...stunning.

“Then use the words.” He intensifies his grip along with the dictate. “Tell me what you want...with the
words | want.”

| swallow hard. There will be no getting away with a gentle morning screw. This explosion is going to
be nuclear...for both of us.

“Take me,” | rasp. “Please...deep inside...with your cock. Take your payment back from my body,
until 1 cannot see straight. Until | scream from being filled by you—"

Then | do scream, as he plows me hard and hot. No inch of my sex is left wanting. He handles me like
apiece of clay, subjected to the pound of his ruthless hammer. In asense, | am. Less than a week after even
meeting the man, | am a being recreated...an artwork unveiled with every slice of his chisel...

Then shattered.

Blown apart into a thousand pieces of being, of feeling, of frantic, perfect fulfiliment...

“Take it.”

“Yes, Cassian.”

“All of my cock.”

“Yes, Cassian.”

“In your perfect cunt.”

“Yes...yes...yes!” The pieces of me explode into dust. “Cassian!” | am nothing but sensation,
climaxing hard, senses rejoicing as he dissolves with me, coming deep inside me.

And for thefiftieth timein the last week, | wonder if | truly will ever be the same.

Or if | want to be.

Before | can delve into the morose possibilities for answers to that, Cassian’s phone vibrates on the
nightstand—for the twentieth time this morning. He groans. | giggle.

“I knew 1’d regret telling the world I’m back on the grid.”

“I think our jerk is up, Mr. Court.”

For some reason, that quirks his lips. “Jig.”

“Now?” | glance down. At the moment, dancing in any form is rather out of the question.

He explains only by popping a quick kiss to my forehead, before reaching for the device with a brisk
swipe. “Rob. Good morning.”

Between getting his hands on-and in—me, the man has at least divulged that “Rob” is short for Robin,
who, in an even more confusing twist, is a young man in his first job out of college. From what | can tell,
Rob is succeeding. In the last seventy-two hours, Cassian has entrusted him with everything from changing
security passwords—a weekly ritual at Court Enterprises—to things a little more personal, like scheduling
a physician appointment for his boss today.

That being known, Cassian still earns a new dose of my amazement with the tone, as if he’s standing in
a board room instead of prone in bed, still buried inside me. “Better, thanks,” he continues. “Scheduling
that fast turn-around for the Arcadia trip was probably too aggressive. I’m current on emails and the latest
reports though,”—he shrugs at my when-did-that-happen gawk—"“and I’ll be coming in today. That face-
to-face with Flynn Whelan is too important. Have his people confirmed for lunch? Good. Make sure the
catering team brings up that Italian water he likes. Any other notable calls?”

It sounds like Rob hesitates, but delivers the reply in a businesslike tone. Cassian matches the timbre—
on the surface. Beyond the new shutters over his expression, | see the same discomfort that first stopped
Rob—though he quickly cloaks it. | am not sure whether to be relieved or angry. The resulting confusion
makes me restless. | shift, pull away, and leave for the bathroom—as if the sliding wood door can keep out
the river stone perfection of his voice, smoothness and power beneath each baritone syllable.



“No. You responded as you should have, Rob. She’s been fishing for a definitive on the Literacy Ball
for a few months. Jumping up the chain and turning in the RSVP herself...well, I’ll applaud her for the
guts, if not the intelligence.” Heavy huff, through a definitive pause. “Call Yolanda Wood at the Literacy
Guild. Clarify my RSVP is for two, but I’ll phone myself with my guest’s name by EOB today. It will
definitely not be Amelie Hampton’s.”

| finish my business, debating whether to follow my original plan and start the shower, or find a
journa and note the name Amelie Hampton. The knot in my belly supports the latter. It is not simply the
stress she has brought to Cassian—whoever she is—though that is a start. It is the discomfiting questions
now raised in my heart—and the anger that risesin their wake.

Did you think he was living a monk’s life before you arrived?

Did you think because he moved you into his bedroom, he planned on keeping himself out of others?

Did you think he doesn’t have a hundred other “Amelie Hamptons” across this city? This country?

| shake my head, forcing the funk away. With a short huff, crank on the shower. Climb in under the
wonderfully hot spray, deliberately turning from the granite seat upon which my backside has been planted
numerous times over the last few days—for the most erotic of reasons. Right now, it is best to deal strictly
with the steam from the water instead of those salacious visions—and how many women from Cassian’s
past share the exact same memories.

Too late.

As he enters the bathroom, clearly finished with Rob, it is too easy to imagine him walking in on
another girl, in another time, and tossing his condom in the trash with the same laser accuracy. It is even
more effortless to think of him turning and peering through the stall glass, the same dimpled smirk on his
face...with the same dreamy follow-through.

“Why’d you start in there without me?”

Oh, yes. All the others have surely felt just like this as well—body newly tingling, senses freshly
awakened, tongue perfectly tied—as he plants those long fingers against his corded hips, purposefully
pulling attention to that magnificent appendage at their juncture...

|. Will. Not. Look. I. Will. Not. Look.

| steal a small glance. Just one. Dear sweet Creator, why did you build him with such magnificence?
Especiadly there?

| manage to hitch alittle shrug. Whether it hits the mark on the nonchalance | am aiming for is hard to
discern—especialy because his face has transformed to the opposite. | avoid that new intensity to explain,
“You...sounded busy. I did not want to be...”

| let it trail off as he enters the stall, seeming to do so in one masterful sweep. | am sure he opened the
glass door, even stepped over the tile lip at the shower’s edge, but those sort of movements always seem to
simply flow into the powerful prose of his body...

And now the unblinking force of his stare.

“You did not want to be what?”

His tone, just as unflinching, pulses more parts of me to life again. But we are discussing his
conversation with Rob, and recalling that brings back composure. At least a little. “In the way,” | supply.
“Or interfering...with...important subjects.”

A worm on a hook would be more graceful. | am certain my face flushes, beyond what color the steam
has already brought. The man is no bloody help, tilting my face up with afinger then softly but thoroughly
kissing me. Before | can help it, my arms twine around his neck, my body molds against every gloriously
hard inch of him—only when | expect him to swoop in with the full force of his lust, he steps back. Then
again. Literally looks down to make sure his lengthening sex is not touching me in any way, before finaly
speaking again.

“Let’s make something clear.” He jogs his head in the direction of the bedroom. “That is all the
‘interference.” That’s all the ‘getting in the way’ crap. This,”—he traces a finger in the air between our
chests—*“and this,”—then between our foreheads—*"is the ‘important subject’ you need to be worrying



about.”

| only swallow hard. Thereis nothing to say. And everything. And | am more flummoxed than ever.

“Mishella.”

“What?”

“Look at me.” His stare awaits, ready with forest darkness. “Yeah. | thought so.”

“Thought so...what?”

“You don’t believe me.”

“Because | do not have to.” I grab his hands. “Cassian, you had a life before I arrived. And you shall
have one after | leave—"

“So you’re already that anxious to go?” The forests flare with angry fires. | try to understand—anger is
fear’s child, so what is he afraid of?—but cannot surpass my own uncertainty to see it. | am thousands of
miles from home, in a land where even the stupid light switches are new to me, and he is playing at the
jilted insecurity?

“Are you truly asking that?” | seethe. “After the last three days? After | gave you my virginity?”

“Which | paid for,” he retorts, “as you cannot seem to stop reminding me.”

“Because it is the truth!”

“Because that ‘truth’ is your safety.”

He does not stop at the accusation. Uses his body as judge and juror, convicting me with the physical
lunge that not only closes the gap between us, but flattens me against the shower’s granite wall. His body,
tightening and flexing, is now a hard, imposing intruder. His shoulders bunch, ropes of muscles playing
against his wet flesh, as he meshes our fingers against the granite.

“Look at me,” he growls again. “Look. At. Me.” When | do, he lowers his face until I can see my
reflection in the beads of water down his straight nose, along his clenched jaw. “You don’t get to be safe
here, Ella. Neither of us does. We can keep talking about the money, keep pretending it’s the chasm that’s
protecting our castles—or we can just admit the truth.” His hands screw tighter into mine. His body pushes
harder...so much bigger... “I’m in the fucking chasm, woman—and I’m careening. Tumbling. Every
moment I’m with you, next to you, inside you, it gets deeper. Darker. There’s no bottom in sight—nor do |
want there to be.”

| work to get air. Very little comes. My balance tilts. My senses swim. He is the only anchor; my new
reality. | whimper, lost in the force of his rough words...the magic. Wanting to believe magic really
exists...

but...

“Wh-what about...her?”

His gaze glitters. He shakes his head, confused. “Her who?”

Before the answer is even out, | feel like a petty salpu. “Amelie,” | clarify, feeling as if I must.
“Hampton. Remember? The woman who responds on your behalf to social engagements?”

“Because she was torqued at me for going to Arcadia without her. Because she also doesn’t know how
to express herself like, let’s say, a mature adult.” He pulls away. His shoulders dip as if a weight has been
slung across them. “And also, because I’ve let her get away with it before.” Measured huff. “Look...I
won’t lie to you, Ella. I’ve let several women get away with it before—because | haven’t really cared
before.”

My turn for the irked exhalation finally comes. “So...what does that mean...”

...for me.

| let the words remain implied. He is not a stupid man. He shows me so by settling his gaze firmly
back into mine. “It means that | care now.” He lets go of my hands, closing them both in to frame my face.
“That I’m not going to that goddamn event with anyone on my arm but the most beautiful woman in New
York.” His dimples reappear, deep as craters, as | crunch a questioning frown. “You, my pahaleur armeau.”

For thefirst timein my life, | roll my eyes at aman.

Partly because he deservesit.



Partly because | know | can.

Mostly because it feels so, so good.

In return, his own eyes go dark with sage smoke. “Christ. Did you roll your eyes at me?” When | do it
again, the desire takes over the rest of his face—and his cock slots against my most sensitive tissues,
zinging heat to every nerve ending in my body. “You know what | want to do with that expression, don’t
you, young lady?”

The grate in his tone brings me more boldness. | toss a flirty glance up, tugging a my lip with my
teeth—and his erection with my fingers. He hisses. | clutch harder. By the Creator, | love touching him.
Everywhere—but especially here. Feeling him pulse beneath my palm. Watching his jaw clench. Savoring
the power that I, for once, have over him...

“Hmmm,” | murmur. “I...have no idea. Maybe it is best that you show me, Mr. Court?”

His throat vibrates with a low, snarly sound. “Maybe it’s best that | do.”

My breath clutches. Holds. | hope, perhaps too desperately, for my backside and the shower seat to
become best friends again. Instead, Cassian shifts his hold to my shoulders, urging me down. The action is
too brusgue to let me trail him with kisses, but | am able to take atactile exploration. My hand travels the
hills of his abdomen, glides into the indent of his hip, savors the perfect plateaus of his thighs. “Beautiful,”
I rasp. “You are...so beautiful, Cassian.”

He lifts his hands, burying them in the wet tangles of my hair, as | kneel before him. With his hold
digging into my scalp, he grates, “Then wrap your beauty around me.”

| cannot refuse. | do not want to. In my most illicit dreams | have already imagined doing this for
him...and for me. Taking over him like this, hoping I can enthrall his body as he does mine...I am flushed
all over, intoxicated and afire...all my senses swirl, aroused and alive.

“Fuck.” His groan is as tight as the sinew of his legs, clenching as | grasp them, pushing him deeper
inside me. His flesh, musky and wet, pushes at the confines of my mouth. So huge. So delicious. His hands
brace the back of my head, soon setting a pace for each new lunge over his pulsing length.
“Beautiful...favori...take me...take me...”

His words are like the steam, curling around us, dissolving my thoughts into nothing more than
particles on the air. I’ve evaporated, now just a swirl myself, my actions completely controlled by his
passion...his will.

“Touch yourself, Ella. Stroke your clit.”

| obey at once. Release a moan around his girth.

“Touch me with your other hand. Around my balls. Yes. Like that.”

| moan louder. So does he. He rams into my mouth at a quicker pace. The sac beneath my hand throbs
and writhes. His cock grows, testing the limits of my throat.

Faster.

Hotter.

Sucking.

Stroking.

Climbing.

Coming.

As the zenith hits my pussy, | scream—welcoming the ropes of cream he gives my throat. | drink burst
after burst of his perfect completion...his beautiful passion. And embrace all the beauty he sees in me
too...

And am glad the water cascading down our bodies can mask the sheen of my tears, born of an
exquisite, inescapable realization.

In being owned by him...

| have been set truly free.

Leaving only one insane dilemma.

How will | ever set him free now?



CASS AN

| have to turn from Ellawhile buttoning up my shirt.

First, the sight of her in the chair next to the window, dressed in nothing but my bathrobe, is too
fucking tempting. She’s only five feet from the bed I yearn to throw her back onto, keeping her captive for
three more days.

Second—my fingers are shaking.

Trembling.

Me.

Like afucking cat in therain.

And | never want it to end.

The same way | never wanted to leave that bed. Or the shower—dear fuck, that shower—or the
magical wrap of her arms, her eyes, her body.

How the hell am | ever going to set her free?

Because in another five months and three weeks, she’ll be properly purged, man. Spoiled and fucked
into perfect oblivion. With any luck, she’ll even be like all the rest: another Amelie, ready to stomp all over
your space with the social engagements, the photo ops...perhaps even the pre-business trip hissy fits...

The argument has merit.

Except for one major snag.

| like thinking of Mishella Santelle in those scenarios. Y eah, even the hissy fit one. If there would ever
be any need to leave her behind on atrip, and if she ever found the need to launch such atantrum, defusing
her anger might be more fun than stoking her passion. The woman’s pretty damn adorable when she’s
miffed. Her gaze turns to blue fire, her neck cords with tension, and she turns al Queen Victoria proper,
practically using the royal we on everybody.

We are mad at you, Mr. Court...

We would like you to keep sucking on our nipples...

We would like to suck on your cock...

We would enjoy coming for you...

Y ep. Shaking.

| finish with the damn buttons. Not a miracle yet. That comes when | remember how to secure a
Windsor knot...that is, when I recall where | put the fucking tie...

My search doesn’t last long. It ends with a punch of violent feeling, at finding the strip of red silk
trailing from elegant fingers that | long to kiss once more—and do. Ella’s smile fills her eyes before her
lips, a sequence reaffirming my newfound buy-in to Arcadian voodoo, before she loops the tie around my
neck and focuses on the knot. I’m actually jealous of the thing, watching the attention it receives for the
better part of a minute, until a more disturbing thought setsin.

“How’d you learn to do this?”

Trandation: what man did you learn it for?

She smirks. My subtext isn’t the subtlest, and I don’t give a fuck. “My brother.” She tugs softly, taking
her time, and | sense the quiet intimacy of the moment means as much to her as me. “All the kids on
Arcadiawear school uniforms until our last year of secondary level. Saynt never perfected his knot, at least
not to Maimanne’s satisfaction, so | just did the job and let her believe what she wanted.”

More emotion wallops me. This time, fierce protectiveness. It pushes my hand up, clasping one of her
wrists. When she looks up, | don’t ease back on my probing stare. “Would an imperfect knot have been
that much of a sin?”

| expect her to drop her gaze. When she doesn’t, for a very long moment, she lets me see in...allows
me to really view the panorama of her life up until now. It is filled with shifting sands, fickle winds, even a
fear of where the next step may take her. Steps that have, until now, al been orchestrated by her parents—



down to the threads in her and Saynt’s clothing.

Finally, she looks away. Her arm drops too. “And perfection was not expected of you, Mr. Court?”

Clearly, my sadness has come off as pity—not a surprise, if the filter of her pride is considered—so her
defensiveness isn’t a shock. Nor is the logic behind her words. I’ve tracked her parents’ “research” into
Court Enterprises. Undoubtedly, they’ve told her I didn’t inherit the money behind all this. In her mind, two
and two are now snapped together—and sum up to apair of demanding parents.

Little Ella. If only the world were so tidy.

“Perfection,” | echo, arching a brow. “Of course it was expected of me. Every day.”

She nods, face full of 1-knew-it.

“By the guy in the mirror.”

The nod halts. “But your mother—”

“Was usually at work by the time I got up for school.” I square my shoulders. It’s not a new move,
even with the onslaught of those distant memories—things not even her parents’ probe could have divulged
about me. Mom prefers to let me live the public life, and now enjoys the garden she never had while | was
growing up, in her dream house out in Connecticut. The way it should be. “She had to take a bus and two
trains to get to the Four Seasons on time for clock-in.” | cock my head. “You know those rich New Y ork
farts. They all don’t have much patience when their toilets have to be scrubbed.”

She doesn’t bite on the levity. Instead mutters, confused frown in place, “But your father surely—"

“Wasn’t around.” 1 manage to get it out smoothly.

“A brother or a sis—"

“Wasn’t. Around.” Not so smooth this time. By half. But Damon is nobody’s business. Ever.

“So...it was just you?”

Yes. In an apartment smaller than this room, with the cocaine addicts on one side and the
schizophrenic lady on the other. At least the crackheads were quiet in the mornings.

“This isn’t the right time for this discussion, Ella.”

She nods once more. The I-knew-it is gone but | instantly wish for its return. Anything but the terse
lurch into which the action has become. “Of course it is not. I...apologize.”

“Dammit.” | seethe it beneath my breath, to myself more than her, before wheeling back, grabbing her,
and tucking her close. “No apologies,” I utter into her hair. “Ghosts are just better left buried; that’s all.”

“l understand.”

But she doesn’t. Not really. After courageously unlocking her emotional gates for me, she has met
padlocks and guard dog growls from me in return. Not a damn thing I’m going to do about it either.

| tried exposing the pain once before. Forced the gates open.

Was given just another ghost to bury.

Headstone carved with flowers to match her name...

Fresh dirt over the plot, contrasted by the February snow over the graveyard...

I grit the memories away. Gaze over the top of Ella’s head, out the window. It’s May but the morning
sky roils over the city, thick with thunderheads, as if even the big guy beyond them challenges my call. Go
ahead, bastard. Giveit atry. Y ou turned my secrets into sunshine once, then ripped the sun away. Now, the
secrets stay with the ghosts. Buried. For good.

I pull in a deep breath. Normally, it’s enough for fortification. Not now. | dip my head, seeking the
solace of her warmth, her kiss—but as soon as our mouths meet, | revise the descriptor. This isn’t just
solace. It’s healing. She might hate that my gate is closed, but she accepts it...and simply fixes what she
can from where | do let her stand.

Sheredly isagift.

I’ve never considered it hell to stop kissing a woman before. Today marks that first, giving new
meaning to the words fuck and no. Somehow she deciphersit properly, and giggles alittle.

“Off with you, Mr. Court.” She adjusts my tie one last time, giving me an accidental eyeful of her
cleavage. “The sooner you get done ruling the world, the sooner you can come h—" She barely snatches



back the rest, but it’s enough to shatter our pretense of domestic bliss as she revises, “The sooner you can
get back.” She lifts a little smile over eyes turning rich turquoise. “And remember, you have a physician’s
appointment today.”

Oh. Yes. That.

| step back, guiding her hands into mine—deciding to just broach the subject, now that she’s gone
there anyway. Clearly, the more “formal” moment for which I’ve been waiting is not coming soon—
especially with her standing there, soft and scrubbed and naked in my robe.

“I had Rob make that appointment,”—I deliberately engage her gaze—*“for you.”

Nose crinkle. Slow blink. “Me? What? Wh-why?”

No better tactic than a direct one. “It’s with Kathryn Robbe. She’s a friend. And a gynecologist.”

“A gyne—" She’s confused more than upset. Good sign. “But Cassian, you know my history. Well,
my lack of one. You are my first—"

I stop her with a kiss. It’s as much for me as her. Hearing her speak it out loud, that I’m the only man
who’s ever been inside her, fires primeval urges | don’t even want to subdue. After a long minute of
claiming her with my tongue, | pull back far enough to speak my full, transparent intent.

“It’s just to make sure everything’s working fine, favori.”

She spurts a little laugh. “After the last three days, you are not sure it is?”

“And to talk to Kathryn about birth control.”

More blinks. But no more frowns. Just a gorgeous little O of her lips, followed by the same sound in a
rasp. “Oh,” she repeats. “You...errmm...that is what you want?”

| lower my head. Inhale deeply. Attempt to absorb the clinical scents between us, not the sensual.
Toothpaste, deodorant, shirt starch—not body cream, vanilla soap, even the sexy place at the curve of her
nape, where her citrus shampoo blends with beads of her perspiration. So many more places like this on her
to discover. Marvelous places...

“What | want,”—Christ, what | need—*"is to get my body inside yours whenever and wherever |
want.” Her all-over shiver conveys I’ve made the point, but my imagination’s off and running again. “For
instance, 1’d be able to tear this robe off of you. Kind of like...this.”

“Oh.” Her mouth is a rose around the syllable now...dark as the areolas sprouting her erect nipples.
Her hair cascades around those lush swells, turning her into my very own Aphrodite...ready to be claimed
by her worthless mortal once more. “And—and then what?”

The dusky cue in her gaze is all | need. “And then...I’d be able to spin you around, and march you to
the window seat.” | twist her hair around a hand and push her forward. When we’re in front of the bench
built into the curve of the window, | angle her over until her cheek is pressed down—and her ass is
presented high. “Like this.”

“Oh...my.” She wriggles a little, spreading her legs for better balance...exposing the tight entrance
now gaping on the air, its glistening layers begging to be filled. Because denying myself air would be easier
than rejecting her needs, | give the sorceress what she wants. With one finger, then two...and three.
“Cassian!” she cries. “Oh, by the Creator...”

“If you were taking protection, Ella, I could unzip my pants...like this. Then pull out my cock...and
line it up to your weeping little cunt...”

“Please,” she begs, when I only follow through with the first half of that promise. Instead, | let her
listen as | fist my length and begin to pump, in perfect cadence with the three digits inside her sex.
“Please!”

At first | say nothing, letting her arousal spiral with mine, continuing to fuck my fingers into her,
keeping a perfect rhythm. But then | pivot my hand, letting my thumb hook up, toying with the rosette
between her ass’s perfect spheres. “I could play here, too...while I fuck your sweet pussy. Spread your
gorgeous ass, then press into it...like this...”

The filthy scene, playing out in both our minds, brings on a mutual shudder. | delve my fingers deeper
into her pussy...and her other entrance, so tiny and tight.



“Yes,” she keens. “Oh, yes...take me...”

“In both places?”

“In both. I need it. | need you. Cassian...Cassian...”

There are more words, long strings of them, but the Arcadian spills from her in such a heated dlur, |
can only assume she’s continuing the dirty theme. At least that’s what my cock wants to believe. Engorged
and pulsing, pre-come slicking the length, the beast roars through my fist, over and over again, screaming
for release as desperately as Mishella does.

And Christ, does she scream.

Openly.

Glorioudly.

“Ardui! Faisi-banu-ardui!”

I can translate only the last word but it’s enough.

Harder.

My enchantress’s wish is my command.

We orgasm together, her gasps mating with my roar. Her walls squeeze around my fingers. My fist
milks my cock. Streams of my essence fall across her back, like white chocolate poured against vanillaice
cream. Though | am spent, the sight of it keeps me hard...craving to lean over and fill her with my dick
instead of my fingers.

Instead, as our breathing normalizes, | force myself to step back. Scooping my robe back up, |
improvise it into a towel, cleaning her back and my cock before scooping her back up against
me...yearning to hold her like this all damn day.

WEell, not exactly likethis.

Doing it in bed would be so much better. Naked and sated, limbs twined, heads sharing a pillow...

For a moment, | consider it. Strongly. Nothing sounds better right now than fucking the day’s
demands—but even amenable Rob will point out that canceling on Flynn Whelan is professional poison.
The man has clout with both the Greek and Croatian governments, contacts we’ll be needing once
operations in Arcadia move forward in full force. And right now, staying close to the Arcadians has |eapt
high on my prioritieslist.

Close.

It’s never felt like a flimsy word—but right now, drawing Ella even closer, it comes nowhere near to
what | crave to share with her...what I still burn to have beyond this. I’ve just compared her to a decadent
dessert, and stuffed my senses full of the damn thing, yet I’m ravenous for more. So much more.

But will it ever be enough?

| hope so.

Dear fuck, | hope not.

The breath | fan into her neck is full of that rough conflict. She responds with a quiver, rolling down
through her whole body, making her skin pebble beneath my touch. | firm my roaming caresses, partly to
warm her, partly to memorize the feel of her nakedness. Something has to get me through the day,
goddammit.

She finally breaks our silence with a hitched murmur. “Cassian?”

I wrapped myself tighter around her. “Yeah?”

“I will go to the appointment. With your friend.”

I tilt my head in. Press lips to her temple. “Thank you, armeau.”

She cocks her own head. There’s an impish smile on her lips. “You can thank me later. In very
thorough detail.”

I growl lowly. “Yes, ma’am.” Then set about proving how | fully intend to follow through—Dby
stealing that smile off her lips with the attack of my own.



CHAPTER NINE

MISHELLA

Scott drops me off at the front door of Kathryn Robbe’s medical office, which is attached to her home
somewhere in a neighborhood on the other side of Central Park. It is far from the sterile environment |
spent the morning dreading, and | am more relaxed than | ever thought possible—under the circumstances.
There is even a little cartoon bubble taped to the ceiling overhead, emblazoned with the words | Hate This.
It eases the discomfort, perhaps alittle, of having my womb examined from the inside out.

“Okay, then. All finished.” Her tone is crisp but friendly as she pulls out the speculum, and | release
my breath in a relieved whoosh. Does any woman ever “breathe normally” through a pelvic exam? “Why
don’t you get dressed then join me in the other room?”

“Of course.”

The “other room” is a cozy office reminding me a little of similar spaces in Palais Arcadia at home.
The furniture is just as grand, though made of darker woods. A pair of Turkish carpets overlap on the
polished wood floor. Bookshelves line an entire wall, and the big desk looks like the workspace of a busy
but happy person.

A few elements not like home: the pair of plush chairs in the center of the room, also formed of dark
wood but cushioned in cream velvet. The upholstery matches the colors of an ornate tea table, centered
between the chairs.

“Do you like tea?” Her eyes, the color of sherry, smile as much as her lips. Her hair, pulled into a
stylish French twist, is amost the same hue. She would be described as a handsome woman, and looks
enough like Cassian that she could pass as his older sister. “If not, I can grab some lemonade from the
fridge.” She motions to a kitchenette, off to my left.

“Tea is fine.” I smile as I sit, folding my hands in my lap and crossing my ankles. “And those cookies
look even better.” There have to be at least three dozen of the assorted confections, arranged on a multi-
tiered tray.

“Ohhhh. Someone else with a sweet tooth.” She winks. “Cas told me 1’d like you.”

Cas?

| hide the jealous spike with an answering smile. “Thank the Creator | ate a filling lunch.” A salmon
filet, served by a sedate Prim—who has decided to warm to my presence, inch by agonizing inch. | think
she even stopped scowling, for aflash, when I complimented her about the meal.

“Well, these are light. And calories consumed during business don’t count.” She shrugs and chuckles.
“And | kept the lab coat on, so we can consider this business, right?”

I try not to smile too brightly. If she only knew how close to “business” this really is for me. Or
maybe...she does know. By the powers, how much information has “Cas” supplied her with?

I lick my lips. Decide to borrow a gutsy page from Vy’s book, and “suck it up” with the direct
approach. It is not graceful—but sometimes in life, one ssmply cannot be.

“So...exactly what is your relationship with...Cas?”

She concludes a sip of tea. To my pleasant surprise, gives a smiling nod. “Bull by the horns. Now |
really like you.”

That is not my answer but | feel far from pressured to point it out. Sure enough, as soon as the woman
finishes nibbling a pink macaron, she replies, “Do you mean am I a lover? Or an ex?”

| take a fortifying bite of cookie for myself. To quote my best friend again, Gawd...delish. “I suppose
that is what | mean.”

Once more she nods, that atta girl sparkle in her oh-so-American eyes. “The answer is no, and no,” she



offers. “l went to university with Cassian. We went on one date, which nearly ended in disaster.”

I scowl. “How so0?”

“Depends on who you ask: him or me.”

“Well, you are sitting here.”

“But he’s at the front of your mind.” She arches knowing brows at my confirmation of a blush. “Long
story short: the man is too damn serious.”

| practically choke on my next bite of cookie. “You are speaking of...Cassian? Cassian Court?” The
man with the charm that will not stop captivating me? With the smile that will not let up on assaulting my
heart, and the laugh that flips my stomach each time it takes over hislips?

“Six feet-three? Eyes like the Emerald City skyline? Hair so perfect, it belongs on a kid half his age
auditioning for a boy band? That Cassian Court?”

We laugh together. That is a very good thing, since it disguises my urge to wistfully sigh at her
description instead. | finish with a curious cock of my head. “And yet...you fought with him on your first
date.”

“On our only date.” She settles back a little further, crossing her legs at the knee, absently circling her
raised ankle. “Half of one, at that—thank God.” An impressive eye roll gets inserted. “All that damn
intensity, in one man. He was out to set the world on fire before we were able to legally drink. ‘Relax’
definitely wasn’t a word in his vocabulary, even with dorky bowling shoes on his feet and beer disguised as
soda in his hand.”

“Bowling...shoes.” A frown sets in before | can help it. Racking my brain for the Arcadian trandlation
of the word equates to a blank screen—~but this “bowling” must be important. They even have special shoes
for it.

Kathryn breaks into another laugh. “Hard to believe, right? The man of Kiton and Berluti, kickin’ it
casua with a girl in a beat-up bowling alley on a Friday night?” She rests her head against a raised hand.
“Neither could he.”

“Ambition is not an awful thing.” I almost cannot believe the words are coming out—even in defense
of Cassian. Firsthand, I have seen ambition’s toll on a person—two of them—and on a marriage that was
really never amarriage. But thanks to Cassian and the benefits of his drive, | shall never be prisoner to that
loveless cage. It is al my choice now—and in a flash, | recognize there is a good chance | will never
chooseit. Not if | cannot have—

What?

What you have with Cassian? What you are only going to have for six months?

Forever isalong timeto be alone, Mishella.

“Of course it’s not.” The woman’s murmur, lined with sincerity, saves me from the miserable turn of
my thoughts. “But in this city, it’s a drug as lethal as crack or meth—in some cases, more addictive.”

| swalow hard—Iletting my mind follow her lead. Hating myself for every step into that dark,
uncomfortable place. “In Cassian’s case?”

She barely blinks before answering quietly, “I was starting to fear it...yes.”

“Why?”

At that, she does blink. “I think he’s still purging demons.”

| gulp again. No use. My throat is tight and dry—because | feel the truth of her words. | know it. “Wh-
what demons?”

Kathryn lowers her leg. Scoots forward. Pulls in both elbows to her knees. Murmurs as if apologizing,
“They’re not my stories to tell. And | don’t even know all of them. But...they’re there, Mishella. Spurring
him. Haunting him.” The faraway lilt in her voice is suddenly counteracted...by the new smile edging her
lips. “Well, they were. Until today.”

| straighten. “Huh?”

“Until today,” she repeats. “Actually, just an hour ago—when he called, right before you got here, and
all but ordered me to take great care of you.”



Tiny zings of pride and warmth chase each other through my chest. “Oh,” | blurt.

“Yeah,” she returns, adding a new chuckle, “oh. The man who never attempted his bossy-boss act with
me since the bowling aley catastrophe...” The chuckle mellows. “But now, because of you, he’s pulled out
his full Smokey the Bear again. It gives me hope.”

I don’t even hear her last words. “He has a bear?” | recall the moment, in Paipanne’s study, back on
the island. He had offered to buy me a dog but said nothing about—

“Why don’t we make sure he doesn’t have a cow, much less a bear.” She returns to her soft laughter,
clearly proud of herself for the “humor,” but sobers when I cannot even feign understanding of the line. Not
for the first time in my life, | yearn for a transplant into Vylet’s body. The woman is able to laugh even at
watching grass grow—and actually has.

“Most excellent of plans.”

It is cheerful enough to earn my “game face” as punctuation, seeming to center Kathryn too. Back into
doctor mode she rises—literally—standing with brisk efficiency. “Well, 1 think you’re an excellent plan, at
least where it concerns my friend Cassian.” The strange shadows flit across her gaze again. “He’s been by
himself for far too long.”

I return to my feet as well. “But...surely | am not the first ‘friend’ he has sent to see you.”

She does not placate me with adenial, which would also be alie. But what she does say is just as huge
a seed for disconcerting thoughts—and even deeper emations.

“Giving a man ‘friends’ for his body doesn’t do a damn thing for his soul.” She pulls in a prolonged
breath. “And fighting off the alone doesn’t mean you’re taking care of the lonely.”

The words dig into the sides of my mind, refusing to leave even after Kathryn handles the “business”
of why I have come, then wraps our visit with a heartfelt hug. It clings as she taps her “digits” into the new
cell phone Cassian has purchased for me—and even during her invitation for a “girls’ lunch” soon. Though
her kindness imparts me with needed confidence, the dark disquiet about Cassian continues to creep in.

Intensity. Ghosts. Lonely.

Beneath the man’s rapier swagger and ruthless business cunning, is he truly a haunted beast in a
solitary tower? And what—or who—put him there?

The queries overshadow even my awe about New York’s nonstop pageantry as Scott drives me back to
Temptation—only the trip seems exceedingly short. As we roll to a stop, | peer through the tinted windows
in wonder. We are not back at the house. Instead, | look out at wide cement sidewalks, buildings blocking
the very sun, and edges of chrome and glass everywhere.

“Errrmm...Scott?”

But Scott is no longer in the driver’s seat. He suddenly appears, having opened the limo’s back door,
extending a hand to help me out—

Onto the sidewalk before a set of massive glass doors—

gliding open like the gates of a modern palace...

Court Towers
Court Enterprises Incorporated

...with its very own, breath-stealing, king.

My lungs cease working at the mere sight of him. That transforms the journey toward him into an
interesting experience—knees liquid, heart thudding, paims gummy—while my gaze works to connect a
single thought within my brain.

| was naked with that king. Four hours ago. In his bed. In his shower. On his window seat...

The memories lend me fortitude. | need it. | must attempt a feat so outside my comfort zone, only
borrowed words from Vy explain it.

Sizing up my competition.

| have always hated the vulgar words, but right now, there is no better phrase for the dozen women and



three men who are just as fixated on Cassian as | am—who, | am certain, lust after the same experience |
do. To explore the proud body beneath that luxurious suit. To dive fingers into that thick honey hair. To
learn if the glintsin those emerald eyes are really hints of deeper, hotter desires...

Perfect timing for that thought. Cassian surely reads it in my eyes as we approach each other—then
again while taking my hands and yanking me close. Now our bodies are nearly flush...and I almost think
he will follow through with a crushing kiss.

For amoment, even here, | wish he would.

Instead, with a tight grunt, he behaves. Lowers his face until only | am privy to his quiet murmur,
delivered from barely moving lips. “Dear fuck, armeau. Does that light in your eyes mean what | hope it
does?”

I giggle. Just for a moment. “You mean the desire | share with nearly every other woman in this
lobby?”” Stolen glance one way, then the next. “And a few of the men too.”

“Sucks to be them.” His fingers twist tighter around mine. His stare dips to my lips. “Because the only
thing I can think about is where to get you private and alone.”

“I am certain Flynn Whelan might find that an interesting show.”

He growls then huffs. “The only ‘show’ Flynn Whelan cares about is the Canine Classic.”

“The...what?”

“Dogs,” he explains. “Greyhounds, to be exact. They’re his only passion besides his businesses.” His
gaze swoops down again, teasing tingling energy into the bodice of my pink cotton dress. “But if you’re
that into putting on a show...we can talk later on tonight.”

| sigh as his head lifts again. His gaze is a thousand shades of thrilling, so many verdant colors
colliding. | am a heated, pulsing mess, craving the audacity to pull him close then plead for one of his
thrilling bites on my neck...

“Behave.” | issue it to myself as much as him. We force ourselves back to the respectable hand hold—
though his eyes remain hooded, and | can see his clenched teeth past the slight part in hislips.

When along minute passes without him adding anything verbally, | prompt, “So...”

His dimples make an appearance. Heart. Thud. “S0?”

“Ummm...why am | here, Cassian?” | resist adding a crack about showing me his etchings. The man is
likely to take me seriously—and | refuse to be the reason for him missing the key meeting with Flynn
Whelan.

“Does there have to be a reason?”

Heart. Thunk. And...mortifying blush. “I...I guess not.”
“Guess | just needed to see that,” he murmurs.
“See what?”

“That blush.” His thumbs brush my knuckles. “I’ve missed it.”

A discreet laugh sneaks past my lips. “As Vylet would say, Mr. Court...you are full of shit.”

“Good thing my cock isn’t already half-hard for Vy, then.”

Heart. Melt. Taking the rest of my body with it.

“How’d everything go with Kathryn?”

“Good.” | sound breathless and smitten. Who am | fooling? | am breathless and smitten. And now that
the subject has shifted to us soon being able to act on our lust anywhere we want...a little sheepish. “Good,
good,” I rush out. “Everything is...errrmm...working fine. And safely.” I already know he is. Even the
memory of holding his clean lab results rushes more heat to my face. | must be the color of aripe tomato by
now.

Cassian shifts a little closer. “Did she...give you a prescription?”

“Better.” | lift a coy smile. “An injection.”

“Ah. Good...good.” He sounds as flustered as | am but when he lets out a long exhale, the force of his
lust possesses every molecule of the air. “Ella.”

“Y-yes?”



“How soon can | be bare inside you?”

My gaze is snatched back up to his. My whole mouth goes dry. Somehow, | manage the response. “T-
twenty-four hours.”

His hands slide to the backs of my elbows. His stare returns to its green fire, razing into me...through
me. By the Creator, my thighs clench at its incursion. My sex throbs, feeling weighted but empty. So
empty. Especially after he leans in, whispering words so molten, | am grateful he supports my wobbly walk
to the car afterward.

“Twenty-four hours. And starting now, I’m counting every fucking minute.”

* k% % %

It only takes ten minutes to drive from Court Towers to Temptation—but in that time, | must swing
through just as many emotions. Everything from desire, need, and teen girl-style giddiness is mixed with a
soul-deep recognition of the ghosts Kathryn so eloquently explained to me earlier. Of course | have
observed the darkness in Cassian’s eyes before; | simply have been lacking a way of identifying
them...perhaps even seeking an excuse for them, like extended jet lag or simply deep-seated concern about
business matters.

No more pretending now.

No more simple veils or innocent oversights.

But Kate has given me no more to go on. They’re not my stories to tell, Mishella.

And yet, confronting Cassian about them was simply not an option during our ten minutes together—in
glaring public. Letting him make goo-goo eyes at me was one thing; bringing up Kate’s cryptic words
another. A huge “another.”

So now | stand, in the middle of his home, knowing what | know—abut unable to do anything about it.
Knowing that there are, in Kate’s words, things that have haunted him so wholly, he has been obsessed
with nothing but work excellence and professional success...

For how long?

For what reasons?

And to what purpose?

In the last week, | have locked stares with the man so many times, there is no more counting them.
Every time, it is the closest | have felt to twining my soul with another’s...to knowing the heart that is also
my own. When | take him inside my body, it is like welcoming myself home...a shore drawing the tide
close...

Hasit all been anillusion?

Do | not know Cassian Court at al?

And how, in the space of just aweek, can | not bear to live with that information as my truth?

Hodge and Scott are downstairs, detailing the cars—Cassian owns three more besides the Jaguar, all
prettier and more demanding of upkeep—and Prim is in the kitchen, baking things that make me want to
declare dinner will be nothing but dessert tonight. | use the solitude to wander the rooms of the main living
floor...not knowing what I plan to find, but hoping it will be some kind of clue about the secrets Cassian
keeps behind such high wallsin himself.

With every step, | battle myself.

Y ou met him aweek ago.

“A week in which our lives have completely changed,” | defend in a whisper.

Most couples barely know each other’s middle names after aweek.

“We are not a couple.” | smile from that one. My inner Vylet even high-fives mefor it.

He will not even share every secret with Kathryn.

“And the silence is shredding him!”

My whisper has not made it any less a melodrama—making me wonder why | still cannot laugh about



it. Perhaps that is because of the twisting, deep in my belly, confirming that even melodrama can carry
truth.

The thought gives me conviction. | walk through each room once again, searching for the tiniest dliver
of understanding about who Cassian Court really is. About the secrets that don’t just motivate him...

They’re there, Mishella...haunting him...

| still find nothing.

| peer harder at the sleek walls, glass accents, and elegant furniture, all seemingly custom-crafted for
each of his main living spaces. Every inch practically screams of the money spent on it—and the effort
expended to separate it from the scrollwork and romance of the building’s exterior. Even the décor pieces
are carefully crafted to fit the look: dlick, clean, neutral.

None of it matches him.

Not the man | have talked with, laughed with, opened up to, and seen into for the last three days. Not
the person to whom | feel more connected than anyone in my life, including Vy and Saynt. Not the lover
who has given me himself in return—or so | have thought.

I have sensed them...those missing pieces of him...or rather, felt the empty spaces in him sometimes.
The unexplained moments of stillness. The searching casts of his gaze, toward a horizon that does not
exist...maybe for a person that is no longer there.

Ghosts.

Spurring. Haunting.

I should be patient. Let him come to me, in his time...

But he has known Kathryn since college—nearly ten years—and he still only gives her the shadows.

| cannot accept the shadows.

Ella...it’stimeto livein the light.

| want hislight too.

| have six months with him, not ten years.

Fortune favors the brave.

It feels like destiny to remember the words, a favorite expression often used by King Evrest back
home. Evrest even credits their importance in helping his journey toward true love—though that is far
beyond my ambition right now, and must remain that way.

It must remain that way.

| have no idea where Cassian and | are bound with each other. | only know that he has helped me at
least see my light—and now, if I can help him step toward his too...

Determinedly, | search the spaces again. Living room. Game room. Movie theater. All three guest
bedrooms. Even the gym. Still nothing. No mementos from travels, nor artwork that is not abstract. No
knickknacks that are not completely curated or more than a few years old, and everything in sync with the
out-of-a-movie décor.

| only find one photo, atop the desk in the study that is as sterile as a research laboratory. The image
depicts a younger Cassian, between childhood and adulthood, probably twelve or thirteen. He hugs a
woman with the same thick gold hair and piercing green eyes. If she is not his mother, | am the Queen of
Persia.

Is she one of his ghosts?

| lower into one of the chairsin front of the desk—the leather is so stiff, | wonder if my backsideisthe
first to ever touch it—and stare at the picture, fighting a hel pless despair.

“Tell me what to do,” | whisper to the woman in the photo. “I am certain | want the same thing as you.
| just want him to be...happy.”

Deep inside, | wish her sweet smile would order me to leave everything alone. But it does not. It delves
to something even deeper...confirms what my gut has already told me since the conversation with Kate.

Satisfying his body comes nowhere close to reaching his soul.

To do that, | must find the ghosts.



“But where?” | beseech it of the room itself now, sending the plea upward as my head falls back. |
close my eyes and loll the gray matter to the left. Reopen them—

To find my focus yanked like a weight across a thread. Pulled out the study’s entrance, across the
central hall, through the breadth of the living room—

To the handle of adoor.

Leading to the stairway up to Turret Two.

I know this as a fact, because there’s an identical door on the other side of the living room—the one
Cassian has led me through, that will forever hold one of the best memories of my life. But he has al but
commanded me to forget Turret Two, dismissing it as “the joint’s required junk room.” Like a proper,
smitten lover, | believed him. | still do.

But is not “junk” often another word for “the past?”

And in the past, there are ghosts.

| rise. My heart pounds at the base of my throat. Thisisit. The X on the treasure map.

On quiet steps, | cross to the door. Half-expect it to be locked. Exhalein relief when it is not.

The air beyond the portal is different than that of Turret One. Chilled and dusty, though my feet do not
leave any imprints on the wooden stairs as | start to climb. Thank the Creator.

But there are creaks.

| wince, wondering why | did not notice the sounds when ascending the other turret. Because you were
not trying to sneak someplace you do not belong?

A scowl replaces the wince. Cassian has not expressly “forbidden” me to come up here. And | am not
“sneaking.” | am searching. There is a difference—

Which thoroughly explains why | jump like a criminal as someone rushes up the stairway behind me.
Why my blood turns to ice and my cheeks flame with accusation, as Prim’s infuriated form comes into
view.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

CASSAN

“Mishella. What the hell were you doing?”

I clench my jaw to stop the query from spilling into accusation. She’s already been subjected to that
treatment; a minute into the phone call from Prim has betrayed that much aready. While still on the line
with her, I’d ordered Rob to cancel the rest of my day and used the Court Enterprises on-call car to get
home, instead of waiting for Scott and the Jag.

Wasn’t fast enough.

Prim’s wrath has already taken its toll. | see it along the taut slashes of Ella’s shoulders, in every
glimmering sapphire surface of the gaze she’ll no longer lift to mine. Instead, she stares across the study
and out the window, perched on the edge of that damn chair—reminding me all too much of how stiff and
scared she’d been back on Arcadia, that morning when I’d returned with the new contract.

Only now, she’s afraid of me.

My jaw clamps harder. | get down a hard inhalation, battling the bizarre twist in my gut: the beginning
of a tornado so distinct, it startles me as much as it terrifies me. I’ve only endured the tornado twice before.
Once for Damon, once for Lily. This—thing—with Mishellais nothing like either of those times.

Isit?

| drop my head. Pinch my nose so hard, vessels are likely broken. | can only hope. A bloodbath from
my nose is a thousand times better than a hemorrhage from my soul—which this cannot be. Not after a
goddamn week...

Y ou sure about that?

Are you absolutely sure that seven days ago, you didn’t walk into that reception hall on Arcadia,
behold this woman, and feel every tangle in your brain fall free? Every sprint of your spirit reach its finish



line...every hunger of your heart find its fill?

Hasn’t everything since then...just made sense?

Except...that it doesn’t.

“l—I just wanted to know more about you, Cassian.”

And dammit, how it should.

If she were with any other man, it would.

“l know.” Both words are growled, drenched in my defeat. | hate this. Hate that the secrets | must keep
have made her feel like the one on trial here. | hate that Prim has become so obsessed with keeping those
secrets, she’s turned into the Temptation guard dog. | hate that she and Ella aren’t up on the terrace right
now, drinking wine and giggling about—whatever the hell women giggle about. Probably their men. In that
case, Prim’s giggles should be about Hodge, and Ella’s should be about—

Not you, asshole.

But the thought of any other man making her smile, much less giggle, turns my ire into barely
contained rage—an anger | have no goddamn right to. She’s mine for only six months—and there’s no
room in that timeline for dredging up ghosts. She’ll go back to Arcadia with memories of fire, passion,
magic, and romance, not with the miserable stories of how fate, helped by two drug addicts | was stupid
enough to love, has fucked my ability ever to trust words that mean even more than those. Words like
commitment. And promises.

And forever.

Words she fully deservesin her life.

Not the goddamn misery. Or worse, her pity.

Sure as hell not with the story of how my wife threw herself out Turret Two’s window—and how |
haven’t been able to leave her ghost behind for four damn years.

She sneaks another furtive glance up at me. Squirms but sits straighter, like Lily herself is lurking
nearby, and gleefully wiggling the phantom flagpole up Ella’s spine.

“l...1am sorry, Cassian.”

“It’s all right.”

She stands in a rush. “No.”

“Ella, really—it’s all right.”

“I mean no, | am not sorry.”

Her fists bunch, pulling at the hem of the sweater she must’ve changed into when returning from
Kathryn’s—and visiting me. Best five minutes of my fucking day. Her lips twist but she firms them before
jogging up her chin once more.

“l—I am starting to...care about you, Cassian. Probably...more than | should.” She works a bare toe
against the floor—making me long to reach up, strip the gray leggings from her, and screw the rest of her
unsteady questions right out of her eyes. Y eah, right here. Y eah, right now.

“I care about you too.” My hands drop into their own tight balls. My jaw tautens again. None of it goes
undetected by her darting gaze. By now, she has to discern the bottom line. I’m dancing around the real
subject as much as she is. “Yeah,” | finally add. “Probably more than I should.”

Another damn placeholder. I’ve never just “cared” about this woman—unless the term encompasses a
connection so strong, every circuit of my psyche has felt snapped into hers from the moment our eyes first
met. Our mainframes completely synched—

Without any backup drivein place.

Fuck. So dangerous.

“So why is it a crime to want to know you better?”

“It isn’t.” When her brows jump, | emphasize, “It isn’t. Prim reacted the way she did out of—”"

“Love?”

I square my shoulders. “Yes.” Pull in another breath. “Out of love. But not in the way you think.” Hell.
Could | get any more cliché? The sad answer is yes, because now | have to attempt an explanation about



the bond to Prim, without ripping back the scab over the wound named Lily. “You know the funny bit girls
have, about friends being a rose garden?” When she gives a small nod, I finish, “Well, Prim and | aren’t a
garden. We’re a briar patch. We both bleed a lot—"

“But it would hurt worse to leave.”

Is it a shock that she concludes the thought so perfectly? Rhetorical question. It’s also no news alert
when my chest clenches from the aftermath: the look on her face depicting the briar thorns she’s clearly
still picking free from her spirit.

Dammit.

| need to fix this.

Disconnecting the mainframe isn’t an option.

“Ella—"

“Cassian.” She takes a measured step back. “l—I understand, all right?” Her gaze turns dark and
watery. “You have had years with her. | have had barely a week. She was right in reminding me of my
place.”

“Your place?” I rush forward. She retreats again, nearly skittering now. Real smooth, idiot.

“It is fine. Truly.”

“No.” The boulder in my chest is now a quarry, piled with chunks of tension. “Ella...no. Your place
here...” | barely hold back from even reaching for her. “You belong in every place.” | need you in al of
them.

“Except Turret Two.”

I stab a hand through my hair. “It’s just not—safe—up there, okay?”

Truest thing you’ve spoken all day, mother fucker. She knows it too. Knows it. | feel her perception on
the air like a mist before rain. “So we are back to where we started.”

Shefolds her arms. | spread mine out.

“If you want to know things, I’m right here. Just ask me, favori.”

Her dash of a hopeful glance injects something close to joy. Maybe this hurricane will be just a passing
storm after al. With Hodge calming Prim with a run through the park and the door to Turret Two now
soundly locked, the spark of trust in Ella’s eyes is my light in that storm. If all it takes now to get there is
sharing my favorite color and some inane stories from my childhood, so be it.

“All right.” Ella lifts her head and nods. Sets her gaze steadily to mine. Despite the bid for confidence,
she nervously wets her lips. “After my exam, Kathryn and | talked for a little while.”

I smile and mean it. “Good. | knew you’d like her.”

“Well...”

“Well...what?”

“She told me some...things.”

Continuing the smile isn’t an effort. Even if Kate spilled all her “things”—which | highly doubt,
knowing Kate and her ethics—they wouldn’t be all the things. Nobody has all of it. Silo the explosives, and
no one has the power to blow the world up.

“Things like what?” It’s still conversational. Okay...this really isn’t that hard.

“Like about how you two fought on your first date.”

I even let a full chuckle fly. *“You mean our only date?”

“Because you were too serious.”

“Fair statement.”

“She says you still are.”

“Which is why I’'m the only one laughing about this?”

“She also said intense.”

I widen my stance enough for a comfortable heel rock. And a heated turn of my stare. “Intensity can be
a good thing...in many situations.” Just like that, | fixate on her leggings again—»but she doesn’t follow the
gist. Her brows are knitted, her gaze still clouded.



“She says you are driven to be that way...by ghosts.”

Fuck.

The quarry stacks up again—in my gut. Outwardly, | cop a cool-ass Clint Eastwood, bravado bullets
across my chest, teeth clenched on an invisible cigar. “Ghosts,” | finally repeat. “Was she specific? Gory
ones with red eyes or cute cuddly Caspers?”

Ella doesn’t flinch.

I’m not sure whether to be encouraged or unnerved.

Clint, don’t fail me now.

She diverts her gaze from me. Dips a nod at the photo frame on the desk. “Is she one of them? The
woman in the photo with you?”

Her redirected sights give me a second to regroup my expression—and my thoughts. While there’s
nothing to hide about the picture itself—it’s sitting in the open, after all—I predict the shot’s surface values
will be just the start for my curious little Arcadian. Quickly, I start strategies for where she’ll take this.

Because as far as I’ve let her in...

she can’t be allowed to go al the way.

“That’s...my mother.” | feel my lips kick up as 1 lift the frame. “Her name is Mallory.” | trace a finger
around Mom’s face. “She lives in Connecticut now, in a little place | bought her, with a garden and room
for her cats.”

“But this was not taken in Connecticut.”

Still not a damn thing wrong with the sorceress’s instinct. Right now, because things are still easy, |
give her what she wants. “No. Not Connecticut. This was taken at the Jersey shore.”

Suddenly, I’'m there again. Maybe it’s the way Ella always smells a little like the sea or the memories-
on-demand corner I’m in, but for one incredible moment, I’m just a kid again, on a grand adventure with
my mom and big brother...

“We were there on vacation,” I murmur. “Just something last-minute Mom threw together. She did shit
like that all the time.” 1 laugh softly as the recollection takes deeper root. “We stayed in
this...dump...Christ, the walls were so thin, we heard everything the couple next door was doing. Let’s just
say | got acrash course in the birds, the bees, and the entire animal kingdom.”

“Oh, my.”

For a moment, | simply gaze at the new flags of color across Ella’s cheeks. She steals my fucking
breath. “Oh, yeah. Probably the best two nights of my life up to that point.” When she smacks my shoulder,
I laugh. “Hey, you wanted to know!”

When her nose crinkles, my breath returns—in time to ignite my chest’s fucking fireworks show.
“Indeed | did. But I believe the proper term here is... TMI?”

“Too Much Information?” | slide a sly smirk. “Nah. Too much information is bragging that my arm-
fart of the national anthem kicked ass all over Damon’s. Even Mom agr—"

The abort button is five seconds too late. Ella’s curiosity is already in full bloom, though it’s still the
open, did-1-miss-something kind, not the what-the-hell-are-you-hiding kind.

“Damon?” Her innocence cinches the fresh twist in my gut. Dammit, was | really that careless? “Who
is that?”

For a second—maybe more than one—I weigh the merit of asimplelie. Simple? Really? How?

Fine. Maybe half the truth. He went with usto Jersey afew times. | was close to him in childhood.

Both statements are completely true. But neither isthe full truth.

“He was my brother.”

And sometimes it’s just better to lie in the fucking bed one makes.

She would’ve learned this part sooner or later. Something would’ve given her more than a passing
clue, then she’d mention it to her *net-savvy little friend over in Arcadia, who’d hunt deeper than the basic
wiki and biography websites from which Legal has managed to suppress the information so far. This way,
I’m controlling the feed—and exactly how much of my soul is lobbed off in the doing. The wound will be



repairable. A more invisible scar after she’s gone.

“Your...brother.” Her murmur is dotted with bewilderment. “Oh. I—I did not know—"

“Few do.” My stomach clenches by another notch. I cloak the discomfort in a haven cold but familiar:
the corporate photo pose. Powerful lean against the desk. One hand braced against the top, knuckles down.
It says impenetrability. It says back the hell down.

But to someone like Mishella Santelle, it only says here’s your pause for more questions.

“Well, does he live in Connecticut now too? Is he older or younger than you?”

And fuck it, all my heart wants to do is answer—as my soul screams from the incision.

“Older,” | finally grit. “By two years.” My fist grinds so hard against the desk, | expect cracks to
fissure the glass plane. “At least...he was.”

Her breath clutches—the sound I’ve been dreading. And now hate.

“W-was?”

| twist my lips. Focus my stare out the window, onto something as innocuous as possible. A crow sits
atop a chimney half a block away, a black sentinel against the late afternoon sky. Why is that bird so still?
And aren’t crows supposed to be magical symbols of something?

“Cassian?”

I swivel toward her. It’s torture but I’m unable to fight it. Magic. It’s not in the crow; it’s right here in
her searching gaze, her quiet concern, her soft sorrow...

No. Not sorrow.

Pity.

Fuck.

I am the subject of nobody’s pity.

“This isn’t something I want to talk about anymore, Mishella.”

Her throat vibrates on a heavy swallow. Still, her chin jolts up before she replies, “Is that why the only
sound louder than your fist against that desk is the grind of your teeth? Why you look as if you yearn to
collapse where you stand, but run as fast as you can at the same time?”

I jerk upright. Shove to my full stance. Pivot away. “This conversation isn’t going to happen. Period.”

| had to go and nickname her after the princess who walked home from the ball carrying a pumpkin
and a bunch of mice. Her hand, persistent and elegant, wraps around my forearm from behind. “I think this
conversation is long overdue.”

“Then you think really wrong.”

“I do not want to hurt you.”

A laugh twists out of my constricting throat. “Christ, Mishella.” All too fast, the laugh becomes a
moan. “Don’t you see?” | focus outside again—seeking the crow. Needing it to get out in a snarl, “You.
Will. Incinerate. Me.”

Pumpkin. Mice. This damn, tenacious woman flattens herself against my back, her cheek like aflare to
my whole spine...my whole being. “Maybe it is simply time to live in the light again.”

Her arms circle my waist. She feels so fucking good...

I clutch her wrists. Bring her in closer. “But you like the dark better.”

“Maybe the world needs both.”

The husk in her voice follows the fiery path she has already ignited...up my spine then back down.
Spreading lower. Lower...

| shudder. She pressestighter.

“Cassian, please. | just want to help.”

Her presence penetrates deeper. Makes me consider, if only for a moment...

What would it be like...to surrender? To really talk about it all? To let someone into the darkness
again?

Likeyou let Lily in?

My breath rushes out, full of relief, as the thought slams in. It’s the steel door | need. The clarity |



crave. The passage back to the space | can best keep Ella too. Indeed, like a beacon, it guides my hands
atop both of hers. Shoves them down until she’s cupping me. The inferno of my thoughts turns into the
perfect fire between my thighs.

“Then help me,” | grate...pushing harder into her grip. Filling her fingers, which now follow my lead.
She grips and sprawls and stretches, taking in the width of my bulge...

Her breath quickens against my back. “Oh. By the powers. Oh.”

“Yes. Fuck, yes...”

“No!”

It’s just a gasp but breaks us apart like a scream. | wheel around but already know I shouldn’t be—that
my glare, spawned by disgust for myself, is going to look more like impatient fury. Like the expression of a
man who expects to get his forty million dollars’ worth out of the woman in front of him. The woman at
whose feet he should be falling instead.

The woman who stumbles away, lips trembling, eyes entirely too bright.

“Well.” Her chin jerks high again—while her hands wrestle in front of her stomach. “l suppose
apologies are in order. I am...sorry, Cassian. Truly.”

My throat squeezes. “What the hell? You’re sorry?”

“You were right. This conversation really is not happening.” Her eyes drop like a subject being judged
by her king. “And now that | am enlightened about everything, it will not again. | give you my promise
about that.”

A strange weight slams my chest. “Promise?” | repeat. “Enlightened? | don’t...understand.”

“It is all right. | do.” And why the hell is she smiling now—with such open serenity? “What you really
wish for in all this is a bedmate.”

“A bed what?”

“A fuck friend?” She cocks her head. “Is that more comfortable for you? Or do you prefer a calling
booty?”

I unlock my teeth long enough to snap, “You are not my goddamn booty call.”

“Hm.” The sound is clipped as her smile taps out. She drops her head again—though not quickly
enough. The shiny tracks on her cheeks are unmissable. “That is...an interesting point of view.”

Another sensation invades my chest. It’s not like the normal ache when I’'m with her. It’s worse—like
my lungs are wrapped in rope and adull knifeis relentlessly sawing to get through. Or to get out?

“Mishella.” The dagger’s in my voice now, an entreaty for understanding. But will that matter? She
wantsthings | can’t give. She wants the past. She wants the truth.

She wants too much.

She lets my pleafall into silence, as she turns and leaves on slow steps.

| watch until she disappears—

and then | can watch no more.

| spin back toward the desk, toward the window through which | crave to drive my fist—especially
now with the crow on its sill, smugly eyeing me as darkness takes over the city behind him.



CHAPTER TEN

MISHELLA

“Black.”

“Blue.”

“And red all over?”

| watch, a little stunned, as my quip €licits the same wide eyes and dropped jaws from my two best
friends. Their matched reactions are not strange because they have dialed into the video call from different
locales in Arcadia, but because they agree on something for the first time in thirty minutes. Granted, half
that time has been spent studying the fifty evening gowns | have strewn across the largest of Temptation’s
guest rooms, and | am in the worst mood of my life not brought on by my parents, but the tension flowing
from the two has been pal pable—until now.

“Did she just...make a joke?”” Brooke ventures.

Vylet cocks her head. “I think so0.”

“Everyone hold the line. I need to circle this day in red—somewhere.”

“Hmmm. Maybe America is a good influence on you, missie thang.”

I groan my way into a face palm. “Two weeks, Vy. | have been away for two weeks, and ‘missie
thang’ is already out for some vernacular exercise?”

“Two weeks and three days,” Vy asserts. “Almost four. And I’ll give up ‘missie thang’ when you get
rid of “vernacular exercise’.”

Brooke, who has given us a backup soundtrack of soft giggles, suddenly sobers. “Sorry, M. I’ve let her
slide a little. Things have been a little...strange around here lately.”

“Strange?” | push aside a few of the dresses, needing to sit down. “That does not sound...good.”

Understatement. All the strain | have sensed from them is not my imagination—and | shiver just from
wondering why.

“Oh, now you have her going, Brooke.”

“Have me going where?” | demand. “And why?”

“It’s nothing.” Brooke waves a hand in front of her awkward frown. “It’s probably nothing.”

“Probably?” My chest feels rubber-banded. “What does that—" | cannot finish. Coming from Brooke,
who is married to the head of all Arcadian security forces, it could mean anything—but | force my mind
away from the direst scenarios. The ones left behind are not the most comforting either. “Should Cassian be
ordering the plane to take me home instead of sending me more dresses?” Because there will be more—of
that, | have no doubt.

“All right. Hold on and chug a chill.” Vy throws up a speak-to-the-hand too, with much more purpose
than Brooke’s fly swat. “The heightened security watches could just as well be practice drills, and—"

“Heightened security watches?” My optimistic resolve crumbles. My thoughts race, bringing up the
period that changed so much for Arcadia three and a half months ago—thanks to the vigilante group who
forced King Evrest to fake his own death, thrusting Samsyn onto the Arcadian throne. Thank the Creator,
the movement was swiftly put down—though not the outside forces suspected of inspiring and funding it.
“Are the...Pura...back?” I grimace, loathing even having to utter their name.

“No,” Vy protests.

“We don’t know,” Brooke says at the same time.

“Saynt.” His name shoots off my lips, an arrow off the bow of my fear. He is technically not a soldier
yet, but desperate times beget desperate measures. Where is he, even now? It is a new day on theisland. Is
he getting ready for one of those watches? Surely he is not getting done with one. They would not place



him on a dangerous night watch so soon. In so many ways, he is still just a boy...

“He’s fine, girlfriend.” Brooke’s words are jabbed with conviction, confirming she has checked that
veracity herself. “If anything, he’s jonesing for action a little too hard for Samsyn’s liking.” She inhales
with meaning. “But | know how the kid feels.”

Slowly, a smile returns to my lips. | hope she can see the gratitude behind it. | miss my feisty former
boss—even her daily grumblings about the grind of being a princess instead of awarrior.

“Well...keep him in line,” | reply good-naturedly.

“We both are,” Vy assures. “Just like his big sistah would.”

“Speaking of keeping males in line...” Brooke exaggerates a brow waggle. “Can we get back to the
subject—or should | say the confusing jerk—at hand?”

“And the fact that the blue gown will drive him more insane than the black?”

The dress Vy refersto, a sparkly pale blue sheath, is nearly the color of my eyes—not that Cassian will
notice my eyes with its plunging neckline. Brooke’s top choice is a flowing black creation with an equally
dramatic bodice: newly arrived from Milan, according to the curious little woman who has come every
morning with fresh batches of gowns, per Cassian’s directive—or so she tells me. The man himself has not
given me more than twenty words since our “discussion” in the study last week, choosing to work late and
eat elsewhere—sometimes even just spending the night at the office. | have little hope that this Literacy
Ball is going to change anything, but vow to give it ago.

And yes...perhaps there is a small part of me who wants to really be a princess for a night. Just this
once...

“Show us both the dresses again.” Brooke’s request tugs my mind back to the present—away from its
empathy with the sobbing sky outside. Like my spirit, the New York weather has been nonstop on the
soggy for days. | welcome the chance to flip the smart pad screen, panning it across the bed. As | do, she
emits a low whistle. “Daaammmn, girl. You know I’m not into apology by foof, but that man is trying to
tell you something.”

“Concurred.” | change the screen back, to let them see my little shrug. “He is trying, I think...in his
own weird way.”

Brooke laughs. “What man doesn’t have ‘his own weird way’?”

“Mine,” Vylet retorts. “What you see is what you get with Alak Navarre, thank the Creator. And for
the record, | am keeping the hell out of him, so neither of you get any ideas.”

| move to the window seat. Gaze over the labyrinth of wet streets below, the streetlights and neon signs
blended by the rain into a giant watercolor. | would have much the same view from Turret One, which is
one floor directly above—but | have not returned to that space, perhaps in subliminal protest to the
continued lockdown of the other tower. Aslong as it stays shackled, | cannot help but feel a similar weight,
invisible but just as formidable, on my spirit.

“Can you just lend Alak out for a while?” | venture. “How long do you think it would take for him to
rub off on Cassian, just a little?”

Brooke sighs. “I think that lesson has to come from you, girlfriend.”

Vylet smirks. “Which, coincidentally, might be best with a little...rubbing.”

Brooke peels off agiggle. | groan. Like old times.

Perhaps too much.

I bite my lip. Too late. The backs of my eyes burn. “Creator’s toes,” | whisper. “I miss you both so
much.”

Stunningly, Vy is the first to sober on their end. Even more astonishing, her next words aren’t then just
come home. She gives four even better.

“We are already there.”

As Brooke nods, her eyes are shiny too. “She’s right, shella-bean. We haven’t gone far...the same way
you aren’t ever far from us.”

Now the rain falls inside too. | grip the smart pad as the flooding love of their friendship hits, a storm



my heart has desperately needed. One awful sob overcomes another and another and another. They wait as
only best friends can, their silence as perfect asapair of hugs.

“l—I d-do not know wh-what—to do.” The confession finally stutters out. “I—I feel so much for
him...”

So much. The new understatement. But | am so afraid of saying more. Saying it will make it real. Too
real. And too much...

“I told you, B,” Vy murmurs after a pause. “Did | not?”

“Sure did,” Brooke replies.

“T-told her wh-what?” Despite the stammer, | sound shockingly pragmatic. At least | hope.

Vylet folds her arms, leans toward her camera, and nods with confidence. “That Cassian Court was
going to be the man who changed you.”

They both smile. I blush furiously. “Wh-when did you tell her that?”

“From the second he first took your hand, at that reception.”

Brooke nods. “That is what she said.”

Vy maintains her close-up angle. Studies me with the intensity only possible in her big movie star
eyes. “Mishella—"

I get in my turn at hoisting a hand. “No. Do not ask it, Vylet Hester.”

“—are you in love with him?”

Yes.

No!

“l—I do not know.” | let out a new moan, conking my head back against the wall. “By the Creator. |
am a mess...”

“That’s all right.” Brooke’s interjection is as gentle as the rain against the glass. “Who said life is
always neat and clean?”

“She did,” Vy snorts.

After joining my watery laugh to theirs, | mutter, “Point made...dammit.”

“Karma is a nasty bitch sometimes.”

“No,” Brooke interjects. “That little Prim what’s-her-name. She’s the bitch.”

| shake my head—more violently than | can believe. “It is...bizarre...but | do not believe that. She
does have a connection to Cassian—"

“You mean hooks?” Vy charges.

“Perhaps even that.” My concession clearly spoils a little of her fun—the woman is always up for a
rowdy debate—but | continue, “Though they are not romantic ones.” | shrug, trying to sort through my
bafflement. It is no use. “Aggghh. There are simply things | do not know.” Rough breath in. Painful exhale.
“Ghosts...he will not reveal.”

Silence. Contemplative but not uncomfortable. Though they are half a world away, sitting with my
thoughts is so much easier with the sis-friend-hood around.

At last, Brooke penetrates the pause. “Well, I understand ghosts,” she offers quietly. “Samsyn carries a
bunch. A real sucky hazard of the job.”

| meet her gaze, which has turned as somber as the thunderheads outside. “But he tells you about
them, right?”

“Now he does. But we’re married, bean—and had six years of friendship before the rings went on our
fingers. Things are very different for us.”

“Of course.” There is no use disguising my disappointment.

Brooke’s lips flatten. 1 know the look but have never dreaded it as much as this moment. Tough love.
“Mishella...the plan right now is that you’re there for just six months. So now you have to ask yourself—is
that a tolerable time to live with the ghosts?” Her shoulders rise then fall. “I can’t answer it for you, and
neither can Vy.”

I swallow deeply. “I just want him to be happy.”



She sighs softly. “Perhaps that’s your problem, girlfriend.”

“Huh?”

“You already make him happy,” she contends. “But maybe...”

“Maybe what?”

“Maybe you want something more than just that.”

“Just that?”” | openly glower. What is she talking about? Are there “levels” of happiness | do not know
about, like they talk about on the cable service ads on the television? Basic, deluxe, premium?

“I’m just saying that maybe you crave...more.” Her own face twists, as if a small skirmish is taking
place in her head, before a heavy breath rushes out. “A more he’s not capable of feeling, or giving. Not
right now.”

Not to you.

| let the words—hers and mine--descend into taut silence. That is usually what people do when their
heart is scooped out of their chest...yes?

“Mishella—"
“Fine.” | abhor the terse snap, but cannot help it from spilling. | cannot bear a moment of her getting
apologetic about it—or worse yet, pitying. “I—I understand, all right? And I am fine.”

“All right, stop.” Vy points a finger at her camera. “Do not punish Brooke for this. She is trying to help
you see this clearly.”

| force my lips into a girl Buddha smile. Do not let the serenity climb anywhere near my eyes.
Continue to let them simmer while rejoining, “I see everything just fine, Vylet Hester. Now...l am certain
both of you have a busy day ahead. | shall let you get to it.”

| click my end of the call short without giving them a chance for farewells. It is a childish move—I am
taking my sand toys and going home—»but | cannot control the reflex any more than the frustration and fury
spawning it. Both take over now, annihilating and untamed, then dump out in an unhindered flood. A long,
lonely, ugly cry in aroom full of silk, satin, and brocade—finery | would trade in a moment for the true
fullness of Cassian Court’s heart.

CASS AN

Holy fuck.

| must be dreaming.

“No shit,” Scott mutters, confirming I’ve let the words slip aloud. Not surprising—nor would | be
stunned if it happened again, as my Ella from the cinders seems to float down the steps, directing her soft
smile toward where | wait by the car.

I’m not there for long—as in bolting to get the jump on Scott, who’s done the “courtly” thing by
stepping up to “collect” her for me—but I’m screwed for watching any man get near her tonight. Delaying
the torture alittle longer delivers asolid for all.

Annnd, we can start with the solid any time now...

But fate is already having his fun with me tonight. The fucker takes his sweet time about the kumbaya
with my nervous system, letting lightning raze me as she steps closer. The skirt of her gown, made of
something that 1ooks like a cloud spun into fabric, swirls and sparkles against the stairs with every step she
takes. | pray for a breeze, which would likely flatten the filmy fabric around her thighs...

And just like that, solid arrives.

Between my legs.

Focusing on things above her waist is an only slightly better solution. The gown’s strapless bodice is
encrusted with gold and silver beads, with a band of the same defining the curve of her waist. While the
neckline doesn’t plunge that far down, thank God, the beads have been glued to lead one’s eye toward the
center—and the bit of her breasts that are revealed.

Too damn much for my liking.



Yet | can’t stop staring.

Fuck. Fuck.

I had to go and hire the city’s best hair and makeup to primp her too, didn’t 1? Damn that Fabiola,
rubbing something into Ella’s skin to turn it more enticing than it already is. The cream, or whatever the
hell it is, gives her neck, shoulders, and arms some kind of iridescence...flooding me with visions of
exploring all those planes with my tongue.

Not. Fucking. Helping.

My mind growls it out—Ilike my body needs help remembering how long it’s endured without hers.
How many days we’ve wasted in this balance between the heaven of where we started and the hell we’re
most afraid of, both of us frozen on the tightrope, unwilling to move past the stupidity of surface niceties
anymore. | haven’t helped the situation by practically living at the office, but coming home to a place that
really is temptation for me now, with her scent and her presence in every molecule of the air, has been a
fiasco | made no plansfor.

Plans.

You actually started thinking of them in conjunction with this woman...when?

Something will have to happen soon. | admit it now. She’s not happy, and the sole plug she’s given me
back to her joy is not a circuit | can connect—not without frying every inch of my psyche. | know that now
too, courtesy of the erotic memories that assault my mind’s idle hours. Reliving every moment I’ve spent
touching her, kissing her, fucking her, only clarifies the understanding. If she’s capable of consuming that
much of me sexually, how much more will she gouge from me emotionally?

There’s no halfway with her.

Goddammit, there never will be.

Meaning | have to think about letting her leave.

“Bon aksum, Mr. Court.”

Especidly if sheinsists on issuing alot more greetings like that. Professional cool backlit with sensual
music, making me a new fan of the whole boss-and-secretary thing...

“And good evening to you, Miss Santelle.”

And especially if I’'ll keep being required to bend over her hand like this—snapping a certain
something beneath the tux like a goddamn ripe cucumber.

“Well.” She yanks in a breath, lifting a shaky smile. I’ll take it. After ten days of watching the dry
cleaners’ delivery guy get more friendly words than me, I’ll fucking take it. “Here...we are.”

Only by filling my lungs with air do | resist kissing away her nervousness. Instead, | go for a friendly
smile and an overlay of charm. “It would appear so.”

“That tuxedo is on the cutting edge of...something.” She gestures with her free hand. “Fabiola told me.
Several times.”

| pressin my lips, working the dimples. No way have | missed what their deployment usually does to
her libido—and friendly or not, I’m still not above a few dirty tactics. “I’m sure she did.”

She lowers her hand. Flits it at her skirt. “Well, you look very dashing.”

“And you look like something I’ve only ever dreamed.”

It wasn’t what 1I’d planned to say—though that isn’t astounding anymore; not when Ella’s involved.
And dammit, | may be ready to think about letting her go, but sure as hell haven’t reached acceptance yet.
Psychologically speaking, I’m in the “fight for it” phase.

I’ve fought for things a lot less important—

and won.

“Should we be off?” I murmur, tucking her hand beneath my elbow.

Her flits at the dress turn into full twists. “Sure. Um—I mean—certainly. Of course.”

I mold my hand over the back of hers. “It’s okay, Ella. | already know you’re going to be the most
beautiful one at the ball.”

It’s also what I’m afraid of.



She licks the seam of her lips, looking tempted to fully bite despite the contours of lip rouge
representing at least thirty minutes of Fabiola’s time. “I suppose | shall do,” she finally mutters. “I
mean...for the hired help.”

I halt where I’m at. Slide my grip to her wrist and twist in—though now, we’re close enough to the Jag
that | have to let her go. She dives into the backseat like a pony let off its training harness—after a
charming greeting and smile for Scott.

I remain rooted in place. Carefully reel back the ire that’s just tumbled in with her. Tug hard at my
jacket—and with gritted teeth, order my cock to a stand-down too.

Fighting for this shit just got very serious.

Scott bounces on his toes, his normal puppy-bright self. “And good evening to you as well, Mr. Court.
To the Public Library, right?”

“Not. Yet.”

The puppy freezes. “Sir?”

I don’t swerve my glare from its angle into the car—and the lofty posture of the woman inside,
thinking she’s stilled me on the tightrope yet again. “Take the long way there,” I command tightly. “A
couple of times. No,”—I stop, one hand on the open door—"just keep driving, until you hear from me.”

Scott, not being stupid, raises the driver barrier the second he starts the car.

I’m not a stupid man either. As soon as we roll, | reach and brace Mishella by the hips. Haul her over
from the spot beneath the opposite window, until she’s in the middle of the bench seat—right next to me.

“What on—"

“Be quiet, Ella.” With a violent thwick, I pull a seatbelt out. Snap it into the holster at her hip, securing
her arm to her side in the doing.

“Cassian. What the hell are you—"

“l said be quiet.” I let her glimpse my eyes, on fire with rage, while pressing her other arm to her side.
“You’ll have your chance to speak—momentarily.”

Thwick.

Since the seat can accommodeate three, one of the seatbelts descends the opposite direction.

Clack.

| slam the buckle in, ensuring the straps are crisscrossed over her arms and torso. Now, the belts rise
and fall with the frenetic pumps of her lungs. Hell. That neckline isn’t as demure as | first thought. The
sight of her breasts, creamy and gorgeous and just an inch from spilling full nipple, take my cock to
something between throbbing and unbearable. Not that | help matters by leaning over and clamping my
hands over her wrists—but dammit, this shit has gone on long enough. If I’'m going to be ordering up the
plane to take her back to Arcadia tomorrow, she’ll fucking hear out my side of all this first.

“l—I object to this!” Her eyes fire at me, bright as sun through blue glass. Her breasts show subtle
pink strips from where they push at the straps. Goddamn. Why didn’t | think of doing this a week ago?

“Are you in any physical pain?”

Her lips, already open to rage at me more, clamp shut. Pop back open to retort, “l—you’re—"
“Hurting you?” I volley. “In any way at all?”
“Well—no. But—"

“Then you’ll sit right here—and listen to me.” | take in her open astonishment—and actually share
some of it. My first sight of her full anger is more potent than | ever expected. She’s an extra shot at last
call. A hard bite into a jalapefio. A scoop of phaal curry. Intoxicating. Blistering. | want more and hate
myself for it.

“Listen to you?” Her eyes narrow. “All | have wanted to do is listen to you, Cassian. | begged you to
let me do just that—"

“When you were calling the subject matter.” I constrict my grip. “Well, now I’m calling it. And the
subject tonight—is you.”

Her mouth opens again. Releases nothing but pissed-off little grunts, as her brain clearly struggles for a



comeback. “There—there is nothing about me worth—"

“Oh no? Except the fact that you have labeled yourself everything from my fuck friend, my booty call,
and now my hired help?”

| push deeper into her personal space, until my hips prod her knees apart and | breathe in her perfect
scents. That exotic vanilla of her hair, its up-do layered with products from Fabiola’s arsenal. Equally
exclusive perfume—Chanel Grand Extrait, Fab’s favorite—jasmine and rose in a lush mix. The creamy
luxury of whatever the hell makes her skin shimmer like this...and feel this damn good.

So. Damn. Good.

“Goddammit, Ella,” I finally snarl. “You are none of those things. You never have been. How can you
think them, let alone speak them?”

We both breathe harder. Our gazes meet and tangle. “Cassian.” It’s a sob, and 1I’m glad of it. | rejoice
in her conflict. Good. It’s been hell for you too. I hope it’s been a lot of hell.

“Do you really think you’re just a toy to me? A trinket | wanted and went after, like a car or a house or
a suit?” 1 spit the final syllable, hating the raw emotion | swore not to expose—then even more for the
surge of satisfaction as she flinches. “Did | experience something different, the moment our hands first
touched...the second our eyes first locked?” I drill my stare harder into her. Slip my hands down until our
fingers lace. “Was 1 the only one who thought the whole room had fallen away—hell, the whole damn
island—until it was just you and me, standing on a rock in the middle of that ocean, put there by destiny?”

“No.” As she rasps it, her fingers curl into mine. Her face lifts, eyes searching into mine. “No.
You...were not...the only one.”

More feelings hit. They’re like waves in the sea I’ve just evoked: some fast and powerful and violent,
some deep and rolling and continent-changing. | grit my teeth, willing them to get the hell over with things
and drown me, but they’re a storm surge, relentless against the ramparts of my spirit and soul. They tumble
in, taking over my dark corners—the places 1’ve vowed no one will get to, ever again. But here my Ellais,
not just flooding them. She’s changing them. Moving my continents...

“Then why?” | finally grate. “Why do you reduce it all to such ugliness? Why do you brand my heart
with nothing but dollar signs—when | would have cut the fucker right out of my body and given it to your
father, if that’s what he demanded?” Maybe that would’ve been the better call, anyway. Inside my chest or
out, the thing is destined to beat on empty space without her. Maybe that’s better, in the end—more
bearable than the memories, the helplessness, the pain.

Her lips tremble. Her eyes shimmer. “Is that the key to knowing that heart, then?” A sound chokes
from her throat, bitterness that doesn’t make it to a laugh. “Because that is all | want, Cassian. Can you not
see? The same way you have taken my heart, my life, and given them so much more meaning and
worth...all I want to do is the same for you. To show you—"

“Show me what?” | release the burst without restraint or balance. Isn’t this what you want, Miss
Santelle? Glorious, violent honesty? Fan-fucking-tastic. Let’s do honest. “You want to show that you can
‘get’ to me? That you can make me give you the ‘ghosts’, so you can—what—exorcise them for me? That
the power of your adoration is going to ‘change’ me? Christ.”

The last of it scorches my throat—burning past my crumbled resistance, overcoming the flood,
eviscerating everything inside with its rage and shame and scorn. With a terrible growl, | let up on her
arms. With another one, set her free from the seatbelts. But the fire sweeps in, worse than before. It Slams
me to my haunches, coiling fists against my gut, fighting its incursion—and losing.

The car takes a corner. It’s a gentle roll, but joined with the heat in my psyche, is enough to pitch me
forward once more. My head swims, dizzy. My heart lurches, lost.

“C-Cassian?”

I watch my fist, clenched against the limo’s gray carpet, vanish beneath the volumes of her skirt. Jerk it
back, twisting it against the center of my chest. “Get away, Ella.”

“No.” Tears crack her voice, and | steel myself against them. Stiffen myself against the perfect warmth
of her hands, pulling on the back of my neck, the whole of my scalp. “No. You do not want that.” She



draws me closer. Tighter into the embrace of her softness, her fragrance...her light.

It is time to live in the light...

Denial explodes from my soul. Churns in my chest. Snarls up my throat. “Leave. Me. Alone!”

Aloneisthe only place that makes sense.

Alone is the only place I won’t hurt you.

The only place you won’t hurt me.

But she pulls me harder—how the fuck did she get so strong?—and I’m letting her—how the fuck did
| get so weak?—and her fingers dig into my face, forcing it up, commanding me to take in every
breathtaking inch of hers. Yes, even the tears streaking it. Even the smudges of her lipstick, from where
she’s buried her face into my hair. But especially the glory of her eyes, adoring me...ambushing me...

“You are not alone.”

Before she forces me closer, and kisses me.

And kisses me.

And kisses me.

| am helpless against the magic of her lips. Consumed by the power of her embrace. Hardened by the
nearness of her body.

Suffused by the force of her light.

“Fuck.” It’s helpless and guttural, as she washes over me...into me. “Fuck.”

| lurch up, matching the force of her mouth with mine. Suck her in, feasting on the wet, warm depths
that haven’t been mine for so long. Too damn long...

Moans escape us. Our mouths reverberate with the sounds, inciting more heat through our limbs. Ella’s
hands cascade to my shoulders, finding their way beneath my jacket then scratching at my shoulders
through my shirt. | go a her with the same ferocity, wrapping one arm around her waist, dliding the
opposite hand beneath her bodice.

“Oh!” It sparks off her lips, high-pitched and breathless, as soon as | find her first full nipple. | tease a
finger across the tight peak. Then another.

“So hard,” | utter against her lips. “So erect. So perfect.”

She mewls as | glide my touch to the other. “They have been like this...all week.”

“Really?”

She meets my frown with a kittenish smile. “Side effect of the injection. And being without you.”

I lean in, kissing her deeply once more. “I’ve missed you too. Dammit, armeau...like missing my own
legs. One day, | even forgot what day of the week it was—in the middle of a huge meeting, at that.”

We laugh together. It feels so fucking good that | slide my eyes shut, savoring the emotional orgasm of
the moment, praying the blinding blast of it lasts forever.

The glaring light of it...

| bolt from the recognition by losing myself in another kiss—and dragging her into its illicit darkness
with me. Plunging the corners of her mouth with open, wicked, searing abandon, rolling our tongues until
we both can’t breathe, then pulling us both even deeper into the lusting, wild abyss...

Yes.

Yes.

This is what we need. If only for now, this is what we can claim as right between us. This is where |
can give her exactly what she wants. | pull back, letting her see exactly that in my gaze, before spinning her
around and making her face the seat. | tug at her arms, directing her to spread them out—then pressin and
down, letting her feel every hard, lusting inch of my body.

| dip in, fitting my mouth against her neck. Snarl again, reveling in the hammer of her pulse under my
lips.

“Cassian.” She battles to lift up, hitching her shoulders against my chest. Mewls with passionate force
as | push her back down, skating my hands down her arms, twining my hands over the backs of hers. “Oh,
please...”



“Please what, favori?” | softly bite her shoulder. “You want to keep talking about the light...” Another
bite. Harder. “Or do you want a trip into the darkness?”

Her breath expels in a needy rush. “By the powers.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“Take me...down,” she finally pleads. “Into the...darkness. With you, Cassian. With all of you...”

As soon as the concession leaves her lips, | start shoving her skirts up. It takes a shorter time than I’d
estimated to find her ass, barely sheathed in a thong surely mandated by Fabiola, but right now I’m certain |
could locate this woman in another galaxy if forced to.

Appropriate imagery—since | damn near see stars the moment my fingers glide beneath those scant
panties, to the wet perfection between her legs. “And all of you too?” I work my fingers beyond her damp
curls then between her slick lips, stroking the inlet to her tunnel with the rhythmic touch that drives her
crazy. Inreturn, her thighs clench, her whole pussy shivers.

“Yes. Oh dear Creator; yes...with all of me!”

At first, | can only grunt. The heaven of touching her again, aong with the hell of controlling my
cock’s reaction, are a purgatory too intense for words. My brain scrambles, trying to tell my body what to
do. Unlatch pants. Pull down zipper. Get yourself out of these fucking briefs.

Another grunt, rapidly turned into a groan, as | lube myself with pre-come. Wildly unnecessary. “So
wet,” | growl, stating the obvious. “Christ, Ella. Your cunt is dripping.”

She whimpers. “Take it. Take me. Into the dark. All the way. Please...”

| shove her panties farther aside. Notch my agonized crown against her tight cushions. “This isn’t
going to be gentle.” It’s not an apology.

“Thank the fucking Creator.”

| lunge.

She screams.

We shake together, our bodies roaring in gratitude. I’m seated inside her, naked and pulsing, head to
balls. Fucking heaven.

My forehead falls to her collarbone. My hands force hers outward, stretching her...until she’s crushed
against the seat beneath me.

| pull out. Nearly all the way.

Thrust in again, deeper than before.

Agan.

Again.

Scott keeps driving. Around us, the city thrums with horns and hawkers, sirens and shouts, rock music
and rowdy madness—hbut in here, in the haven of our darkness, there is only the wet rhythm of our bodies,
the climbing force of our passion...the precipice to which we climb, aching to fall over together once
again...

“Cassian. Oh...my. Cassian!”

“l know, sweet armeau. | know.”

“So...close. I...am...so close.”

“Widen your knees. It’s going to spread everything for you.”

| feel the exact moment she complies. Before she can even cry out, her walls clench in, surrounding me
in the heated vise of her body. My dick answers with a swell of pressure, punching me deeper in, pulling
me closer to the sublime end of my sanity. To make it better for us both, | add a subtle roll at the end of
each thrust. If the seat is grinding her clit as| think it is, the effect on her arousal will be—

“Cassian! Fuck!”

Damn. Damn. That word, on her lips...even my hair follicles sizzle. | sink my teeth into her shoulder,
and don’t relent one inch on driving hard into her sweet, tight body. “You like that, favori?”

“Uh,” she gasps. “Uh-huh...”

“Of course you do. My perfect girl.” 1 run my hands back up, cupping beneath her bodice. Pinch her



nipples again, reveling in her throaty cry, before delving my hold back beneath the dress. My hands dive in,
bracing her hips. My head fits against her neck. “My perfect girl, in the dark...where it’s filthy and hot, and
my cock is buried so deep inside you...”

She inhales, shaky and edgy. Exhales between her teeth, as her hands fist around the seat buckles.
“Yes,” she pants. “Yes. More. Take me there. Take. Me. There.”

And...that’s it. Her plea snicks open the lock on my remaining restraint. With a punishing pace, | fuck
her body back onto mine. | ram forward with the same force, feeding her the dialogue she craves with
equally nasty intensity.

“The only place I’m taking you is under me, woman.”

“Yes...”

“Taking my cock...bare...hard...deep.”

“Yes!”

“Your cunt will keep taking it...and so will your clit.” The tiny tremors of her nub, now flicked by my
balls, have not escaped my attention.

“Yes, Cassian. Yes.”

“Without barriers this time.”

“None!”

“Feel me filling you...invading you...making you hotter by the moment, until you think you can’t
stand it anymore, and—"

Her shriek finally breaks in. “I cannot! Creator help me—Cassian, please—I cannot take it anymore!”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

MISHELLA

“What?” His voice is rougher, harder, and more ruthless with lust than | have ever fathomed it could
be. It terrifies me. It galvanizes me. “What can’t you take anymore, Ella? Tell. Me.”

And as he finishes it with a sharp smack to my bottom...it soaks me.

“W-waiting,” | finally stammer. I cannot wait any longer!”

“For what?”

| should be wiser about this by now. Should have known he would get me to this precipice, only to
make me beg for the final fall over the cliff.

Because he knows | will adore him for every moment of it.

| shove my mind through sexual smoke. Pull up the words he demands—the words | need—to take us
both to the edge...

“I cannot wait...” | frantically lick my lips. “To come. For you. Around you, Cassian.”

A sound chugs from his chest, full of sensual approval. | swear | am glowing from it, though instantly
he is all animal impatience again, prompting, “And what else?”

“And...for you to come too,” | rasp.

The husky approval again. Brighter glow.

“Like this?” he encourages. “With my bare cock in your cunt?”

Oh. My.

This. Man.

How does he do this? How does he know the exact angle for his mental scalpel, dipping it into the
exact place in my psyche that holds my naughtiest triggers...my deepest arousals?

And right now, does that answer even matter?

“Yes.” | shove my hips back, grinding in time to the raw pace he sets. “Yes, Cassian...with your naked
cock inside me.”

“Right here? Fucking you in my back seat?”

“Right here, Cassian. Right now. Here, in the back of your car.”

“Spilling my hot, thick come inside you...as anyone on this street can hear you screaming because of
it?”

| cut into his last word by embodying it. My climax rips straight from my fantasies and rampages my
body, tearing a shriek from my throat, and filling my sex with a storm. Within seconds, it spirals into a
tempest. With aviolent groan of his own, Cassian gives me the flood of his seed, relentless with his thrusts
until we are both breathless, limp, and sated.

Slowly, he relents his grip on my hips. Though | melt forward a little, he follows me down. With his
body still locked inside mine, he trails kisses down then back up my shoulder. Continues around, to the dip
between my shoulder blades. His breaths are long and lingering, turning my perspiration into tiny shivers.
When they trickle the length of my body, my walls clench around him once more.

“Christ.” He grits it before zigzagging the tip of a finger down my back, causing me to grip him harder.
He reprises the word, harsher now.

I cannot help a little laugh. Add a saucy glance over my shoulder. “It is your own fault.”

“Yeah? You may just make it my “fault’ again.” His face, defined by taut arousal, is still an ideal
pairing with his tuxedo. He was probably one of those children who play-acted James Bond for the martinis
and the girls, not the bad guy butt kicking. “Holy fuck, woman. I’m half-hard again already.” When |
tighten al my muscles again, deliberately this time, he delivers a sound slap to the cheek that didn’t get it



thefirst time. | yelp. He purrs.

“You are a beast,” | tease.

“A beast who has to make an appearance at this goddamn gala. So tell your sweet body to let me
go...please.”

With as much care as we can give my gown, we slide away from each other. “At least the ball is at the
library,” 1 offer, while he scoops a towel from the limo’s bar and helps clean me up. “I can sneak off and
read while you hog-nog with your people.”

“Hob-nob?” he prompts.

“Hm. That too.”

“Well, there’s only one ‘knob’ that concerns me.” His face contorts as he wraps a second towel around
his sex—which backs up his honesty with its beautiful, half-erect state. “And yes, it misses you already.”

“Well, I miss him.”

He stills, towel still on his groin. “Him?”

Quick shrug. “Well, of course. He is part of you, so...”

“So is it just *him’?” His lips twist once more, as he tucks himself back in. “Or is there a proper name
involved here? How about...Eugene? Or something more basic? Bill? Bob?”

| hold up both hands. Return with a chuckle, “All right, now. There is such a thing as carrying things
too far.”

“We just fucked like animals from the Upper West Side to SoHo. How far would you consider too
far?”

| do not miss the tightened corners of his eyes, nor the tension now twining his tone. Perhaps he
already feels the difference in the air between us...how I have stuffed away my heart the same way he has
pushed down his penis. Clinical? Yes. But survivable? That is the more important yes. Nothing has proved
that more clearly than what has just happened between us—a joining that blazed my heart and soul more
thoroughly than his essence seared my sex—making it doubly necessary to re-shield them both.

Before he can take over any more of them...

Before they swell too huge, even for the shields.

| smooth my skirts. Pull some tissues from the built-in dispenser in the ledge behind the seat, dabbing
at the lipstick that now must be all over my face. “I simply think that boundaries are a smart idea...in some
circumstances.”

Cassian stiffens. His gaze turns the shade and texture of jade. “In what circumstances?”

| draw in abreath. Y ou knew this might happen. Remember what you mentally rehearsed.

| re-set my shoulders. Force my stare to aign with his. Creator help me. A little of my resolve
weakens. His eyes are still jade—but now cut into battle daggers. Comprehension has started to seep in.

“In this circumstance,” | state, folding calm hands around the tissues. “Everything you said earlier,
Cassian...it is true, of course. We enjoy a good connection. A blend of chemistry that is...very nice, and—

“Nice?” As his growl slams the air, his brows descend over his glare. “Fuck. Are you really doing this?
Nice?”

| toss the tissues aside. Recollect myself. | have vowed to remain clear about this, even if he cannot
view the situation accurately. Not if we are both to emerge from this arrangement as sane entities.
“We...enjoy each other,” | venture again. “In many ways.”

He matches my determined inhalation. Wraps one hand around his knee, the other on the back of the
seat. A posture of openness—

and challenge.

“Fair statement,” he replies. “And in many ways, correct.” His stare sobers. The car glides through a
small dip and sways gently, becoming the expectant metronome to his follow-up. “But...?”

“But...” I fill my lungs again. “I cannot keep ‘enjoying’ them as thoroughly as I have been. This is for
the best, Cassian. I truly believe it, and need you to do so, as well.”



CASS AN

I don’t know whether to throw a punch through the back window, or just throw up. Neither option is
comforting. Both are confusing as fuck.

This isn’t the first time I’ve heard those words from a woman. If | had a dollar, right? It’s damn near
the borderline of my norm. Cassian meets girl. Cassian screws girl. Cassian tells girl she gets the Court
charm, the Cassian cock, and the designer-clad arm at a few parties. Even pillow talk is part of the
package...perhaps a few jokes as bonus, if things are going well.

No hearts. No flowers. And goddammit, no life story sharing.

Which brings us, at some point, to here. A here | am just fine with. Perhaps, in many instances, am
grateful for.

But this time, the confines of this car—of this fucking life, and the price fate has demanded from me
for it—render me nothing but gutted. Same effect, anyhow.

| grit my teeth, pumping air like a bull as bile hollows my belly and self-disgust dices my intestines. |
combat both by focusing on the floor near her feet. Minutes ago, my knees were planted there in order to
pleasure her. I’m not above dropping there again, if | have to beg her.

But | wonder if even that will make a difference.

Her rega strength, one of the qualities that blew me away when first meeting her, is now my worst
enemy. It retaliates from the depths of her eyes, dark and serious as a graveyard before dawn. In short, her
resolve looks pretty fucking set.

Dammit.

Dammit.

“All right.” Concealing the gravel from it is as hopeless as hiding bird crap on this car. Poetic fit, since
my psyche is about the same texture. “I’d ask you to define “for the best’, but it looks like you’ve got that
figured out too.”

A heavy gulp moves down her throat. “I—I have to take care of my heart, Cassian.” For the first time
since our bodies broke apart, her voice shakes. “I have not even been here a month, and | already feel it...”

“You feel what, armeau?”

Her gaze flares into a glare. Armeau. I’m exploiting her hesitation and we both know it.

“Disappearing.”

Hell. Her tactic is worse than mine. Honesty—as only she can use it against me. Like a laser wielded
by a master surgeon, aimed right at my ugliest tumors...my deepest fear.

A world without connection again.

A world without her again.

“It is disappearing, Cassian...into you.” Her hands rise, covering her whole face. The tips of her
fingers turn white as she shakes her head, fighting the very words she’s just confessed. “But there is
nothing there for it,” she rasps. “Nothing...except...”

“Walls.” | take the responsibility of it from her. Let the word weigh my shoulders instead, praying like
hell that somehow it will—

what?

Change anything?

Because it doesn’t change a fucking thing.

Her heart is still her heart—a gift too precious for my keeping.

And mine is still mine—a mess too morbid for her to handle. For anyone to handle. So many have
tried—Kate, Prim, and the countless others who thought they had “the right key” to me—»but the truth is,
only one person has even gotten close to that entrance. To breaking me open.

Shattering me whole.

And likeanidiot, | reach again for her now.



| thank God—and any other entity who cares to take credit—when she lets me pull her closer, fitting
her cheek atop my heart, spreading her warmth over my whole body. And yes, enticing the twitch parade to
carry on in my dick—though that need comes a very distant second to getting an answer to the question on
my lips now.

“So...what happens now, Ella?”

She shifts, nuzzling closer. Good sign?

“Are you asking if I want to go home?”

Bad sign.

“Yeah.” | practically choke on the syllable. “Yeah, I guess that’s what | am asking.”

| remember something about her taking special courses on Arcadia, about courtly arts and practices.
Undoubtedly, the fine skill of torture was in that mix. Her silence is nothing less.

“I do not want to go home, Cassian.”

| breathe in, claiming back the year she’s just stripped out of me. “Thank you.” It needs to be said.
Perhaps more than once. Maybe from that position | was contemplating, at her feet.

“But I need to move into one of the guest rooms.”

“Sure.” It spews too quickly and too eagerly, and | don’t give a flying shit. I make a mental note to text
Hodge and direct him to clutter up the two guest rooms farthest from the master, forcing her into the third.
“Yeah. Okay.”

“And we make dates to see each other,” she goes on. “Real ones, where we go out in public and | get
to meet your friends. What?” She knuckles me curiously in the ribs, responding to my snort. “You do have
friends?”

“l suppose.” | don’t have the heart to tell her my closest “buddy” is Doyle, whose idea of stimulating
conversation is four grunts, two beers, and a good Knicks game.

“Well, we can start with Kate. Is she dating anyone?”

“I don’t know.” Which is usually the case—which, for the first time, comes as truly troubling.

“We can figure it out.” The woman in my arms shifts back to central focus. I curl in my fingers,
making light circles on her creamy shoulder, enjoying the musical cadence of her voice...rejoicing in the
fact that it’s not leaving me anytime soon. “The important thing is, we get away from Temptation, so we
are not always...well...tempted.”

Light chuckle. A gentle kiss into her hair. “Why, Miss Santelle, whatever do you mean?”

“Says the man with a woodshed poking my thigh?”

I laugh harder. Much harder. *“You mean some wood?”

“Hm. That too.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

MISHELLA

“Mishella?”

I hear Scott’s concerned prompt, backed by the rush of traffic along 5th Avenue behind us, but cannot
answer. My jaw has dropped on one of the most stunned gapes of my life.

“Armeau?” Cassian now, his body large and close, one hand curving around my elbow, his cedar scent
a perfect blend with the grass, trees, and spring flowers abounding through Bryant Park. | now remember
Brooke gushing about this place, once she learned that the Literacy Ball would be held at the big library
here. Before her family went into hiding on Arcadia, when she was just a young senator’s daughter, she
attended something called Fashion Week. The event was a bore, she claimed, but the magnificence of
Bryant Park was awin.

Now | understand why.

“Ella.”

The urgency in his voice finaly causes me to turn. | do not hide my continuing shock—as if that is
even possible. “Cassian...”

His mouth hitches up at one end. “What, beautiful?”

“We are in the wrong place.” I blurt it despite the small throng of other partygoers, strolling along the
wide pathways and majestic steps of the soaring Beaux-Arts building before us.

Scott steps forward, darting a worried look. “This thing is at the Library?” he queries Cassian.
“Right?”

“But this is not a library.”

“Huh?”

“It is a palace!”

Though Scott relaxes, his posture takes on a shrug. “No better place for books then, yeah?”

| absorb that with a wider smile. “Cassian?”

“Yes, armeau?”

“Give Scott a raise.”

The young man breaks into a chuckle. “I think I’m going to like having her around, Mr. Court.”

Cassian loops an arm around my waist, tugging me tightly. “Me too, Scott. Me too.”

The Schwarzman building is more breathtaking on the inside. We enter Astor Hall by descending wide
stone steps flanked by balustrades worthy of a Parisian palace, their fancy scrolls and swirls matching
archways down the length of the room, all supporting a soaring, ornate ceiling. Similar carvings adorn the
stone bases of multiple candelabra, all at least twenty feet high, lending a romantic glow along with colored
lighting, purple and orange and amber, around the room’s perimeter. From some hidden location, a string
ensemble plays classic pieces.

| pull Cassian to a stop at the top of the stairs. Pull in along breath, celebrating the very best aspect of
the place.

“Books.” | close my eyes, letting the glorious scent fill me. His guttural growl brings me back to
attention. “What?” | add a perplexed giggle. It turns into a sigh when he lifts a grin, dimples on full display.

“Just ignore me.” He leans closer, gaze hooded. “I was pretending the smell of three and a half million
books really just hit you like an aphrodisiac.”

I slink my regard to his mouth. It’s one of the most fascinating parts of him, curving in new ways with
all his moods. Aroused is definitely one of my favorites. “Maybe...it did.” I slide a finger up his satin lapel.
“Add some chocolate and you may get lucky in the library, Cassian Court.”



New growl. “I thought we were ‘scheduling’ dates now.”

“Chocolate gets you priority status on the calendar.”

His eyes darken to my favorite color—sage smoke—as he dips in, brushing those captivating lips to
mine. “Before we sprint to the dessert buffet, | need to make a mental note.”

“About what?”

“About buying a chocolate factory.”

My giggle expands to a laugh, opening me for his full plunder. I am secretly—perhaps not-so-
secretly—delighted when he does just that. Though we do not give in to a full “mack session,” in Vy’s
terms, it is enough of a tangle to reheat my body’s need for him—and rekindle my heart’s hope that one
day, he will think about trusting me with more than just his playful side.

“Well, Cassian Court! There you are!”

The exclamation, bursting the air like afull flock of geese, breaks us apart with matching effect. | 1ook
up, stunned to redlize the voice belongs to a woman who appears more like a swan. Her steps are fluid
glides, her arms float like a ballerina’s, and her eyes are huge and dark against practically translucent skin.

“Carol Idelle.” Cassian transforms back into a gallant courtier, stepping forward and bowing low. The
woman laughs, a new honk on the air, while tugging him close for air kisses. “Yes. Here | am.”

Carol bats her eyes, making her false lashes look like swan wings in flight. The impression cannot be
helped, since the lengths are a curious blend of black and white strands—but when the woman notices my
gawk, she exaggerates the effect by tossing me a saucy wink.

| believel like her.

“Well, better late than never—especially in your case, darling. You look a-maz-ing. Who did this for
you? Tom Ford?”

“Valentino.”

She huffs, accenting with a honk. “Of course. | was just speaking with Yolanda Wood. She guessed
you’d pick Valentino. | was hoping for Ford.”

Cassian’s responding smile is, for a long moment, mesmerizing. | have not seen the expression for two
weeks, since becoming obsessed with it from across the room at official Sancti court events. It is one part
charm, one part decorum, one hundred percent sexy. From his first night on Arcadia, Vy nicknamed it “The
Panty Melter.” Watching Carol Idelle react to it now, | send a long-distance fist bump to my friend. Right
on the money, Vy.

The reminiscence of my friend brings a shot of confidence at the perfect moment—for the woman
decides to ogle me now. “And who is this...exquisite...creature?”

She draws out “exquisite” in a way that makes me doubt her sincerity. Glancing to Cassian for
clarification lends no help. The Panty Melter remains across his lips but the warmth is miles from reaching
his eyes, even as he curves a hand around my waist again.

“I’m honored to introduce Mishella Santelle, gracing us with her presence from the Court of Arcadia.
Ella, this is Dame Carol Idelle, a bastion of the city’s library foundation, among other worthy endeavors.”

I dip my head, offer my hand, and debate a curtsy. In the end, I simply murmur, “Bon aksam. It is
lovely to make your acquaintance, Dame Idelle.”

| refrain—barely—from starting when the woman releases her largest honk of all. Since the sound
could be anything from a climax to a sneeze, | am not sure about selecting any other reaction.

Finally, she exclaims, “Oh, my word. Cassian, she is a-dor-a-ble. It is lovely to make your
acquaintance as well, Mishella.”

I open my mouth, preparing a proper return in the form of asking about the building’s grand
architecture—but the air is sliced by a new interruption.

No. Not sliced.

Butchered.

“Lovely.”

The word hacks at us, a mixture of drawl and shout that is so unmistakable, | can think of at least three



Vy-isms to fit the mahogany brunette in the Romanesque red sheath, approaching on slinky steps with her
clutch in one hand and martini glassin the other.

Tanked.

Shitfaced.

Annihilated.

But none of the |abels matter, the moment Cassian gives her just one.

“Amelie.”

My heart tumbles into my stomach. Plummets even further, sinking until my knees are weighted with
the burden, and | grip Cassian for purchase. | have no doubts about getting it. Beneath my hold, hisarm isa
log of tension—a limb extended from the taut tree of his whole body.

Yolanda Wood at the Literacy Guild will need to be called. Clarify my RSVP is for two...my guest’s
name will definitely not be Amelie Hampton’s.

“Well look who’s here!” Carol saves us all from a honk—thank the Creator—with a cheerful clap.
“Amelie, my dear. Don’t you look stunning? Is that Christian Siriano?”

“Valentino.” Amelie’s button nose quirks with a strange expression, something between a huff and a
flare. “I picked it tah match mah date.” New nostril twitch. At some point in her life, someone probably
told her the expression was cute. It is not cute—but it is also impossible for me to accept it for what it is: a
drunk girl’s dig at the man she wants to keep her claws embedded into. My heart continues racing through
my body. My belly lurches, trying to keep up with the pace.

“Isn’t that a coincidence,” Carol croons. “Cassian is also—" She stops herself with a comprehending
honk. “Oh. Oh, dear.”

Cassian, confirming he truly must have been James Bond in another life, dips a nod as if Amelie’s
glare is made of silk instead of mud. “You always have been the go-getter, Amelie. But it’s always best to
make sure the parachute’s strapped on before you leap from the plane.”

“Ha!” Carol claps again. “Isn’t that just the way of it? Ohhh Cassian, you’re a clever fellow by half.”

Amelie sips at what is left of her drink. Bursts with a brittle laugh. “Isn’t he just? Carol, ya make the
most astute obsahvations.” Another laugh gurgles out her nose. “Ya gettit? Asssss-tute. Asssss-tute. Hee
hee.”

Carol huffs. “It might be time to call a car for you, young lady.”

Amelie hurls her aglare. “Ah’m fine.” Pulls back her shoulders so hard, her balance is thrown off. She
wobbles. Drops her clutch. | hasten to help but am shoved away. “I said ah’m fine! Don’t you dare touch
my things, bitch!”

“Amelie.” Cassian steadies me with both hands, his grip as forceful as his voice. “Enough.”

“I am all right.” 1 address the question in his gaze before he even utters it.

“I am all right.” Surprisingly, her sing-song echo does not change my stance—perhaps because | know
it for the imbecile move that it is. Even so, the poor woman does not know the difference. “‘I am all right,
Cassian. Jush because you’re here now, Cassian. Oh, hold muh now, Cassian. Ah love you, Cassian!”

By the powers. Could she dig her grave any deeper?

“Amelie.” Cassian is not a tree anymore. His frame is now a monolith of rancor, pushing the confines
of his clothes. His hands tremor against my arms, betraying his battle for composure. “You. Are. Done.”

She spurts a high-pitched laugh. “Oh God, Cassian. I’ve known that for weeks now. But does she?”
One whip of motion in my direction, and the woman has surrendered her martini to the center of my chest.

“Saint George on gingerbread,” Carol mutters.

Cassian wheels away from me—straight at her. “Are you out of your goddamn mind?”

“No.” She plants an action hero stance—stunning, given her gown and condition—and flings up an
arm, cocktail glass still in hand. “But it’s clear you are.”

Before | can blink in comprehension, the glass has left her hand—cracking against Cassian’s forehead
before smashing to the floor.

“By the Creator!” | rush to him as Carol shouts for security. Amelie struggles against the two officers



who arrive, though the stare she swerves toward me, filled with she-cat celebration, is the first thing to truly
scare me about the woman since she arrived.

“Gah ‘head, sugar plum,” she purrs. “He’s all yours now. Take gooood care of him, because ya won’t
get a chance at it for long.”

Carol marches forward. Blasts at the guards, “Get her out of here!”

But their persistent prisoner breaks free. “Ya haven’t told her yet—have ya Cassian?” She cackles
through a laugh as they wrestle her in again. “Ha! Imagine that. Cassian Court, preachin’ about a girl bein’
readah with the parachute—only he’s holdin’ the rip cord.” Her head lolls to the side. “Or was it Lily who
had the cord...in the end?”

| finally fish atissue out of my purse—but as I raise it to Cassian’s face, my hand trembles. The crowd
that’s gathered...they are surely here to watch the rambling soused girl, not her hapless target...

Then why do | feel the weight of a hundred stares on my back? Squirm against the potent heft of their
curiosity and shock?

Feel the probe of Cassian’s desperation because of it, even before he looks up, through his own blood,
at me?

“Don’t listen to her, Ella. Don’t. Listen.”

| feel my stare narrowv—as my heartbeat quickens. “Is there something to listen to?”” A boulder careens
down my throat when he gives back only thick silence. “Cassian?”

“Ohhhh, wait. Maybuh she’s jusss your type, Cas. Sweet. Cute. Clingy. Suicidal. Right?”

“Fuck.” Cassian mutters it—as the tissue drops from my limp fingers.

“What’d’ya think, little Arcadian princess? Ya have what it takes to be a real Lily Rianna Court,
hmmm?”

Her giggle blends with the crowd’s buzz, rising with the pitch only possible with a mix of nerves and
scandal—a sound with which | am sadly familiar, thanks to the machinations of the Sancti Couirt.

As the guards jostle her out the door, Amelie starts to sing, high-pitched and off-key. “Lileee of the
vallleee...you are so beeeaut-i-fulll to meee...”

In the strange hush that follows, my lungs fight for air.

The crowd still gawks.

As the whispers begin.

And the walls close in. And the room becomes my prison.

“Ella?’

And hisvoice, my cruel jailer.

“Ella?”

| take jerking steps back. Hold out my hands at his face, now wavering in the blur of my tears. “I—I
need air. | have to get air.”

“Ellal”

| do not listen. | do not turn. | cannot.

Somehow, | find my way back outside. It is not the same way we entered the building. Nothing is as
bright here, and | am grateful for the shadowed paths. They...fit. More than | want to comprehend...

The only thing | can think about now.

Ella...it’s time to live in the light.

“Bull...shit.” It stutters out between sobs. Ends in a rasp, mingling with the streams down my face,
that are finally rescued by gravity to fall away...

into the dark.

“Ella.”

His voice makes me falter.

Fool. Fool.

| double my pace.

“Ella, for fuck sake!”



| stop, telling myself it is more for me than him—that it has nothing to do with the serration in his
voice, or how his breath clutches at the end. | freeze, staring across the dark expanse of the park’s main
lawn. In the distance, le carrousel glows, alight but empty, only a promise of magic.

Like the man who scrambles to stand in front of me now.

“Ella.”

“No.” It hurtles out, unthinking and unmitigated, from the same awful place where my tears live. My
fears. The dread with which | have wrestled since the day | went to Kate’s and learned that the knight who
carried me off to his kingdom is not the shining Lancelot | originally painted into my Cassian Court
journal...the omen that his “ghosts” were much more than just that, and | would confront those specters too
damn late?

After too much of my heart belonged to him.

Like now.

After the point of no return, between it hurting me...and crushing me.
Like now.

“No, Cassian. I—I cannot—"

“Or you will not?”

Again without thought, I whirl. Launch myself at him. “How dare you.” Drive fists into his chest with
any shred of strength | have left. “How fucking dare you.” Pummel him again and again, until the tears
build and swell and spill once more. “I will not? I will not what, Cassian? Hear your side now, after |
begged you for it at Temptation? Try to make sense of you now? Try to figure out why you have crooned to
me about our destiny, our connection, and our light, only to learn—in front of hundreds of people—that
you were—that...you have...been...”

It grinds to a halt deep in my belly. Stuck in my soul. Brimming instead in my tears.

He speaksiit instead.

With his tears soaking through it.

“Married.”

| hate myself for gazing back to him. Hate myself even more for how my heart bursts once more for
him, sprouting a million vines that reach for the brilliant sustenance of him...even now, as he falls to the
grassin his darkest grief.

No.

Especially now.

Slowly, quietly, | lower next to him. As my skirt floats atop the grass, his hand folds over mine. Grips
me with fervent force.

| hold on in return. Just as tight.

Finally, his voice quivers the air between us. “We were together...for a year. Married...for most of the
next.”

“Until she took her life.” When he only nods, I go on. “And you...loved her?”

| pray he is not insulted by the query. It feels important for me to know...for absolute certain. Aside
from Brooke and Samsyn, and soon Evrest and Camellia, | do not know a single marriage born from love.

“Yes,” he utters. “I loved her.”

“But...?” It is as heavy in his tone as the dew across the grass.

“But it was a young love.” He lifts his head. The wind loosens his hair, tumbling it into his eyes, which
are earnest...and honest. “A boy’s, for a girl. Not a man’s—for a woman.” His fingers twist tighter into
mine. “Mishella...”

He pauses, giving metime to swallow. To breathe. To think.

Then to yank free from him.

To bolt to my feet. And turn. And run.

| refuse to let him speak it. | possess no doubt that he means it. But accepting it now, as some kind of
enchanted glue to “fix” tonight—



No.

Not here, in our dark. In our rawness and weakness.

I need time. | am still...

afraid.

“Heyyyy. What is such a pretty lady doing, running around in the darkness like this?”

The voice clutches me to a new stop. My head jerks up and my stare circles around. Lost in my
emotions, | have stumbled all the way to the other side of the lawn—to the darker side of the park.

The much darker side.

Into atriangle of men who are definitely not attending the Literacy Ball.

Their faces are unshaven, though their heads are shiny and bald. Piercings turn the three of them into
walking jewelry counters. More silver gleams from their fingers—and from the smirk | get from the one
now blocking my path.

“l—umm—I apologize, gentlemen. | seem to have gotten a little turned around.”

“Ohhhh.” Another one sidles in from the left. “Did you hear that, guys? We’re gentlemen now.”

“Moron.” The first one snorts. “We always have been gentlemen.” His pierced brows waggle. “We
just...got a little turned around too.”

The third thug steps in from the right. “Maybe we can all get back on the ‘straight and narrow’
together.”

| may be from an island not much larger than this one—and have not seen any of the world beyond it
before two weeks ago.

Some may even call me naive.

But | am not stupid.

| know when to scream asif my lifeis depending on it.

Becauseitis.

The world cartwheels and tilts. | kick and struggle but they are strong and many—and the bushes into
which they drag me are thick and twisted. And dark. By the Creator, so dark...

Somehow, | get my teeth into the grimy hand that’s been clamped over my mouth. “Dammit! Bitch!”

For a blessed moment, | am able to breathe again. And scream again. “Help! Somebod—"

“Shut her up!”

“And hold her down, dammit!”

A new hand clamps my mouth. More hands pin me down in a pile of leaves and dirt. Still, | never stop
struggling, even as they shove my skirts to my waist. | never stop resisting, even as they grab at my thighs,
and

“Get. Your. Fucking. Hands. Off of her.”

Like a bullet shot into aflock of birds, the thugs jump up. | scramble backward, ignoring the twigs and
thorns scratching me everywhere, unwilling to trust my trembling knees enough to stand. Fear seizes me
like ice. Panic battles it, searing and dizzying. Nausea bubbles in my throat. “C-Cassian?” | finally get out
in achoke.

“I’m not alone.” It is him but not him. Rage is a living thing in his voice, awalking beast in his steps.
“NYPD’s two blocks away, and they’ve got a GPS lock on my cell.”

“Let’s beat it!”

“Come on, dickwad! Now!”

The new Cassian creature snarls again—and right now, it is the most wonderful sound in the world.
“Listen to your pals, dickwad.”

| blink, battling to focus on him. Wonderful or not, he has confronted these monsters head on. | plead
the thug with every exigency in my heart. Please be a good dickwad and go away. Just go away!

Creator’s mercy. There is so much movement. So many shadows. It is al happening so fast—

“You know what, fancy ass? Fuck you.”

Then entirely too slow.



And with the cruel joke of horror, | can see him again.
Asthree bursts of light flare in the night.
And three bullets rip into the man | love.

CASSAN

Way to fuck up a night, asshole.

At least I think it’s still night. Police sirens sound different in the city at night. More desperate. And
isn’t that the moon, over the buildings, floating in the stars? It’s right there. So beautiful. So unreachable.

‘Cause you’re a sky; ‘cause you’re a sky full of stars...

So cold.

Like me. Why the hell am | so cold? It’s the end of May in New York City. I’m still in New York,
right? At the Literacy Ball...kissing the woman | love.

No.

Chasing the woman | love.

I’m gonna give you my heart...

“Ella?”

“Cassian!”

“Ella.” Why can’t | reach her? Why can’t | move? “Fuck. Ella.”

“Do not move!”

“Okay.”

“Help is coming!”

“Help for...what?”

“Sssshh. Save your strength. Be still, for Creator’s sake!”

“Sssshh.” | hurl it back defiantly. Reach up, needing to brush her tears back. Why is she still crying?
All I’ve done tonight is make her cry. “It’ll be all right. Everything will be all right.”

Her shoulders shake. The cream curves of them are so perfect against the stars. Satin and light...my
warmth in the chill. “Ridiculous man.” Her watery smile beams into me. All of me. The soul | can no
longer hide from her... “That is supposed to be my line.”

“Why?”

Her head snaps up. The rest of her follows, scattering leaves—|eaves?—before she’s gone and I’'m
cold again. So fucking cold.

Go on and tear me apart...

“Over here!” Her shout is shrill and scared. No. Terrified. “He is over here! Please—hurry!”

Why is she so frightened?

“Ella.” It resonates in my head but is just a puff on my lips. Ella. Come back. Please...

“Help him. Please help him!”

“We will—but Miss, in order for that to happen, you need to stand back.”

“Cassian. I’'m still here. I’m right here. Cassian...please hang on!”

| blink, forcing my head to twist, following the call of her voice. Focusing on her. Only on her...even
as the cold closes in, gripping more of me than before...

‘Cause you get lighter the more it gets dark...



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

MISHELLA

“Are you out of your fucking mind?”

Answering my brother’s snarl with a manic giggle, even from thousands of miles away, does not feel
like a good idea. He sounds like a completely different person. A forceful man has taken the place of my
sweet little Saynt. How can so much have changed in just two weeks?

All too easily, my heart answers that one.

Two weeks can change everything.

One night can change everything.

I drag my head up. Force myself to gaze at my weary reflection in the window of the hospital’s
hallway. Beneath the denim jacket Prim offered from her own back after she and Hodge arrived, my gown
istorn and dirty. | behold each smudge proudly. | am not the same person who first climbed into this dress.

| am asurvivor.

I have earned the full right to laugh in my brother’s face.

“l shall accept that as a supreme compliment, brother mine. And the short answer is. yes, | probably
am out of my fucking mind. And proud of it.”

Saynt huffs more heavily. “Mishella, you were assaulted—"

“Because | wandered somewhere | was not supposed to be, in the middle of the night.”

“—by three men—"

“And Brooke was taken captive by twice that many, less than a mile from the Sancti Palais.”

“—in a city full of savages!”

“Saynt.” My laughter vanishes. “That. Is. Enough.”

Moody silence. Then another guttural growl. “I told Court that if anything happened to you...if one
hair on your head was hurt—"

“Enough!”

His answering breath is so rough, static invades the line. “Mishella...please,” he finally grates. “Come
home, where | can protect you.”

I sigh, but with conviction to match his. “Do Paipanne and Maimanne know you are asking this?”

“Do you know how unfair that question is?”

| give a mixture of grunt and hum, our sibling shorthand for an apology. He is right. My brief call with
our parents, just thirty minutes ago, yielded their subdued concern—mostly about whether Cassian would
hold his “misfortune” against me or not—but little else. If the decision is solely theirs, | am definitely
staying in New Y ork.

As Vy would say: oh, the glorious irony. For the first time in along time, | want exactly what Mother
and Father do.

“But what you are asking is equally unfair, Saynt Austyn Santelle.” | let the rebuke set in before softly
going on. “I know it sounds strange, even unbelievable, after what has happened...but please, please try to
understand. I...belong here now, Saynt. In New York. With Cassian.”

“Because you signed that fucking contract?”

“Because | have fallen in love with him.”

And it took nearly losing him to realizeit.

Another long silence.

As | have expected.

Saynt emerges from the shock with a few sputters—and | brace myself for the string of questions to



come after that—but Cassian’s nurse sprints into his room, clawing me with new dread from head to toe.
Past the exposed nervesin itswake, | blurt apromiseto Saynt that | shall call back, and race in behind her.

“What is it? What is wrong? Is he—"

“Being completely difficult?”” The nurse spits it over her shoulder, fighting Cassian for control of his
oxygen mask.

“Oh.” My fingers press my laughing lips. Surely | have earned a spot on the woman’s “shit list”
because of it, but holding back my exhilaration is a physical and emotional impossibility.

Ridiculous, tenacious, wonderfully alive man.

My man.

“This is New York Presbyterian, not Court Tower, mister.” The nurse forces the plastic dome back
over his nose and mouth. “You’ve just had three bullets pulled out of your body, which means I’m the boss
for awhile—and the boss says this stays on until your oxygen levels are better.”

To my wonder—and, it seems, to hers—Cassian sinks back to the pillow. Gives a terse nod. She
returns the action, looking satisfied with his sincerity.

| bitemy lip.

| know better.

Sure enough, as soon as her footsteps fade down the hall, he shoves the mask away. His other hand is
already full of mine, dragging me as close as his wounds will allow. Not being hisimmediate family, | have
only been given generalities for updates. By the grace of the Creator, the punk in the park was alousy shot,
and none of the bullets hit mgjor organs. The trauma surgery went well—and one look at the magnificence
of Cassian Court’s body, even encased in a hospital gown, is testament to his outstanding base health.

Still, the intensity of his grip is enough to pop my stare wide. “Cassian.” | almost add a maternal cluck,
despite the non-maternal thoughts inspired simply by his exposed knees. “Save your strength. The nurse is
right. Your levels—”

“Will be fine.” His throat sounds coated in twelve layers of rust—though after one second of his gaze,
itis clear some are not physically related. “I have my air again.”

Oh.

Him.

| lift the union of our hands. Several tubes take up the space on the back of his, so | turn it over, then
press a kiss into his palm. “And | have mine.”

His beautiful lips push together. He swallows heavily. “My mother—"

“Has been called,” I assure. “Hodge handled it. He and Prim are downstairs, waiting for her.” I crunch
a little frown. “For some reason, he was listed as your emergency contact.”

“Yeah.” He nods before closing his eyes for a moment. “He can break things to her better than
emergency personnel.”

My frown deepens. “Has he had to do this before?”

He lets that fall into along silence. Keeps his eyes closed the whole time. When he finally looks back
up a me, it is with his lagoon-dark eyes—and his not-to-be-brooked intent. “I was awake...for a little
while...before you came in. | heard you on the phone...with Saynt.”

His allusion rests between us like a wick just catching fire—beautiful but uncertain. At last | whisper
back, “Oh you did, did you?”

His hand lifts. Frames my face. “Did you mean it? Have you fallen in love with me, Ella...despite the
secrets, the ghosts, the flying martini glasses, the New York City wildlife...”

I lean over...unable to hold back from sealing my mouth to his now. And yes, even here and even now,
I am shocked we do not make the building’s lights flicker with the flare of our attraction. Before his
monitors dance too crazily, | pull away—if only by afew inches.

“Living in the wild is just perfect for me, Mr. Court...as long as | live in it with you.”

CASSAN



Nurse Ratchet is going to have to deal.

Kissing my woman again isn’t negotiable.

Of course...this is more than a kiss.

It’s a seal. The signet of my spirit, my soul, my heart...

Everything she has given back to me.

Everything | thought I’d never have again.

Everything that was robbed from me because of pain and loss and fear, instead of hope and belief and
light.

And love.

Yeah...that.

| curl fingersinto her hair. Pull her down alittle more.

“I’'m in love with you too.” As a smile brims her lips and tears edge her eyes, I quickly clarify, “But
favori, I’m rusty at this shit. Really rusty. I’'m...I’m not going to get everything right.”

She caresses through the stubble along my jaw. “And that is a news flush?”

“Well. It might be a news flash to some—~but if you’re patient, | promise...I’m a fast learner. It’ll get
better.”

Fuck. So much better. My little sorceress probably doesn’t realize it, but she’s just dangled the biggest
carrot for recuperating | could ever have. Dammit, | will get my ass out of this bed—then get cracking on
making every one of her dreams come true. There’s an action item list well underway...

One: make love to her for aweek straight.

Two: take her to turret two—and include all the details this time.

Three: make love to her for another week straight.

Four: bid on chocolate factories—preferably near libraries.

Five: take her to the newly purchased factory. Collect on preferred calendar status for date night.

“Cassian.” Her sweet, high sigh refocuses me on the here and now—and the temptation of her full lips,
now parted in perfect invitation. | lift up...and sweep in. She moans, sighing again. | steal her breath, and
give her back my own.

My air...

Our tongues tangle. Taste. Conquer. Surrender.

My love...

But the completion of the moment...is the beating of her heart. Pressed to mine, matching
mine...knowing mine so far beyond the flimsy confines of the time we’ve had physically together. She
knows me from the depths of fate—from the forever of the destiny that has completely, absolutely, brought
us together. The destiny I’'m trusting again now...no matter how fucking terrified I am.

But | refuseto livein that fear.

Once more, despite the fear raiding every cell of my body because of it, | choose love.

| choose her.

I’m opening the gift.



Thank you for reading! | truly hope you enjoyed the beginning of Cassian and Mishella’s story, because |
loved getting to tell it.

More of Cassian and Mishella’s love story is on its way...

Part 2, coming in Pretty Perfect Toy:
Available on August 23, 2016.

Part 3 (final), coming in Bold Beautiful Love:
Available on September 27, 2016.
Discover the Cimarrons of Arcadia

Book 1: Into His Dark (Evrest and Camellia)
Available Now

Book 2: Into His Command (Samsyn and Brooke)
Available Now

Book 3: Into Her Fantasies (Shiraz and Lucy) — Available November 2016
(Pre-order available soon)

Book 4: Into His Sn (Jagger and Jayd) — Available February 2017
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CHAPTER ONE

Diana Barrett forced herself not to glance at the time on her computer. Logic told her not more than
five minutes had passed since she’d last checked, but she couldn’t seem to help herself. It was worse than
she thought.

Three minutes.

She took a deep breath, rolled her shoulders and tried to refocus on the list of wire transfers in front of
her. It was always like this when she was meeting Leo, but that didn’t make it any less insane. She’d known
him most of her life, since year five at St. lves Primary when he’d helped her up from a game of tag that
turned unexpectedly rough. She could still see him in her mind’s eye, a tall, gangly boy with soulful brown
eyes and unkempt hair that fell over his forehead. On the outside, they couldn’t have been more different.

She liked him immediately.

She didn’t remember how they’d come to be friends, but one day she realized that it had been a very
long time since she hadn’t sat with Leo at lunch, since he hadn’t been her companion in a game of conkers.
Since seeing him hadn’t been the highlight of every day.

And then, all at once it seemed, he wasn’t lanky, awkward Leo anymore. He was tall and broad, with
wide shoulders, a deep voice, and a fierce expression of protection wherever Diana was concerned. They
were in their final year of high school when she noticed that he’d become a man, but by then it was too late
to change the fact that he was her best friend. She went off to university. Leo took a series of entry level
jobs that eventually led him to an executive position at Global Media. They spent summers together when
she was home from school, falling back into their old patterns of long days on the beach, chowder on the
waterfront when the sun went down, hours spent laying under an inky sky strung with stars.

He was a self made man, unlike Diana, who had every advantage, including worldly, attentive parents
on the affluent side of middle class. But he was her Leo, and she thought about him every single day. Now
they were adults, both with busy schedules that involved a lot of business travel, but still they managed to
coordinate schedules to meet in cities all over the world.

And she got nervous every singletime.

She dared a glance at the clock and was relieved to find that she’d spent fifteen minutes lost in her
memories of Leo. She logged out of her computer — standard protocol at Abbott, a small but wealthy bank
known for its discretion— and grabbed her bag, then rose from her chair and headed to the restroom.

Standing in front of the mirror, she tried to tame her wild curls, then gave up and let them have their
way. Leo always said he liked her hair, and anyway, there was no help for it; she’d inherited the unruly
mop from her mother’s ancestors. She touched up her makeup, grateful for her dark eyelashes and good
bone structure. She had her father’s DNA and all its classic English features to thank for that one. She
finished with a swipe of sheer berry lip stain, closed her bag, and headed back to her desk. She was halfway
down the hall when she spotted Maggie’s open office door.

“You’re alive,” Diana said, poking her head into the plush office.

Maggie Kinsley had been Diana’s mentor since the day she’d plucked Maggie from an internship
program during university. She was one of the smartest women Diana had ever known. Chic and
formidable, she’d raised her seventeen-year-old son on her own and was the first woman to become a Vice
President at Abbott. Diana didn’t know yet if she wanted a career at the bank, but it was nice to know she
could have one, and even nicer to know Maggie would be there to guide her along the way, whatever life
she chose for herself.

Maggie looked up from her computer with atired smile. She was as thin as a school girl, with an open
face and wide blue eyes. It wasn’t at all difficult to imagine her as an ambitious young woman making her
way in the male-dominated banking industry of the 1990s.



“I know,” she said. “It’s ridiculous how busy I’ve been, isn’t it?”

Diana smiled. “That’s why they pay you the big bucks.”

“l suppose so.” She leaned back in her chair, narrowing her eyes as she took in Diana’s newly
freshened appearance. “I take it you’re seeing Leo?”

“I’d ask how you know, but I’ve already resigned myself to the fact that you know everything.”

“Hardly.”

Any other day, the word would have been accompanied by laughter, but there was something resigned
and tense in the way she said it now. It drew Diana’s attention to the dark circles under her friend’s eyes,
the stern set of her jaw, usually reserved for businessrivals.

“You okay, Mags?” Diana was careful about using the nickname at the office. She never wanted to
overstep, or to use her friendship with Diana to unfairly further her career. And she definitely didn’t want
anyone else in the office to become resentful of their relationship. But she couldn’t help herself. How long
had Maggie looked this tired? Had Diana been so wrapped up in her own life that she hadn’t noticed
Maggie needed aweek on atropical beach with an umbrelladrink in hand?

“You look like you could use a holiday,” Diana said.

Something faltered on Maggie’s face, and for a split second, Diana thought she might actually confide
in her. She didn’t do it often — she was a woman who prided herself on independence in all things — but
every now and then she would open up to Diana about Evan, her son, her plans for the future, the loneliness
that plagued her so rarely that it passed before she ever found the motivation to do anything about it.

It was gone a moment later, Maggie’s usual cool facade taking the place of the indecision Diana could
have sworn she saw a moment before.

“Nonsense,” Maggie said. “There’s too much work for a holiday.”

“That’s what you always say.” Diana didn’t buy the change of subject, but the time wasn’t right for a
long conversation about life. She would convince Maggie to go out for drinks soon, come clean about what
was bothering her.

“Because it’s always true,” Maggie said. “And | have a birthday supper to cook for Evan this weekend.
You will be there, won’t you?”

“With bells on,” Diana said. Evan was an unusually wise, witty kid who was currently number three in
his class at Newton Prep. “I haven’t seen him since Christmas.”

“He’ll be happy to see you,” Maggie said, “although 1’m beginning to suspect all this talk about me
serves only to avoid talking about Leo.”

Diana smiled. “Nothing to say.”

Maggie raised an eyebrow. “At least be honest with yourself, my dear. Otherwise you might find thirty
years of your life gone by. You might even go home to a cushy flat with no more company than a bottle of
wine and a cat.”

Diana laughed. “Sounds lovely.”

It wasn’t entirely true. She wanted more than the bank, didn’t she? Someone to share her life? A
home? Maybe children one day?

Someone like Leo?

“Liar.”

Diana waved, stepping out of the doorway. “See you after lunch.”

“We’re not done talking about this,” Maggie called after her.

Diana smiled as she made her way toward the elevators. She pressed the button, then stepped inside,
taking a deep breath.

It’s just Leo. And we’re only friends. We’ll only ever be friends.



CHAPTER TWO

Leo Gage left the club and headed north on foot. The restaurant he'd chosen as a place to meet Diana
was along walk, but he needed the time to clear his head before he saw the woman who was both his best
friend and the object of al his private fantasies.

It had been that way as long as he could remember, ever since he'd seen Albert Boone shove her on the
playground. Leo’s rush toward her had been instinctual even then. She’d been small, with bones as fine and
delicate as a bird and an unruly head of black hair that was always escaping from the elastic bands her
mother used in a vain attempt to keep it off her daughter’s face. He’d held out a hand to help her, and she’d
looked up at him, her brown eyes holding an expression of such goodness, such sincerity, that he’d been
lost from that moment forward. He’d spent every moment since trying to preserve all the things that made
her better than him.

And that meant, first and foremost, shielding her from hisinfluence.

Her parents had made it easy. Clarence and Gwen Barrett had been kind and welcoming, and while he
hadn’t realized how rare that was when he was a kid, eventually he understood that not everyone would
give him the benefit of the doubt like they had.

Leo’s mother worked at Charlie’s Pub, slinging beer to drunk patrons while she dodged their advances.
Leo had never known his father. He spent his time after school wandering the streets, getting into trouble,
or sometimes just watching TV at home. While he was throwing rocks at the windows of abandoned
buildings, Diana was practicing the piano, developing alasting affinity for the classical pieces of music she
would come to favor. While Leo stole comic books from the corner grocery, Diana learned to paint next to
an easel set up next to her mother's on the wide lawn of the Barrett property. Leo ran wild until all hours.
Diana was due home promptly after school. Leo ate greasy fish and chips from the stand by the beach,
shoving the hot, flakey fish into his mouth while he walked. Diana sat down promptly at six each night to a
well rounded meal cooked by her mother.

Still, the Barretts never made him feel self-conscious or embarrassed about their differences, even
when he grew from a rough and tumble boy to a young man with two arrests (vandalism and petty theft)
and a chip on his shoulder a mile wide. Clarence Barrett had spared Leo no sternness, lecturing him
eloquently and frequently on his potential, on his need to develop a path for himself before life took him in
a direction from which he could not recover. But he was always kind and fair, and Leo sensed his concern
and genuine affection. It was for them as much as Dianathat he kept up the charade of his professed career.

And the reason he steered clear of Diana romantically.

The Barretts might welcome him as a wayward foster son, the tough, angry foil to Diana’s cultured
softness, but he was under no illusion they would continue doing so if he were to profess his love for their
daughter.

Besides, Diana deserved better. And so did her parents.

He lifted a hand to histie as he approached the restaurant. He hated wearing ties. He always felt like he
was being lynched by his own clothing. It was one of the many perks of his real job, one that required
nothing more than the ability to think on his feet and a willingness to use his fists — and sometimes a
weapon.

He ran a hand over his dark hair, pushing back the piece in front that fell over his forehead. He’d been
wearing his hair the same way for so long the gesture was like a tic. His hands wouldn’t know what to do
with themselves without it.

He opened the door to the restaurant and stepped into a sea of suits and dresses, jackets and ties.
Everyone looked the same. All of them wearing their cool expressions like armor.

Except her.



She was standing in an alcove against the wall, watching the crowd with an expression of peaceful
interest. It was an expression that was quintessentialy Diana. Curiosity coupled with a kind of calming
serenity. It was one of the many things that drew him to her. Leo was curious, too, but his curiosity was
laced with cynicism and a deep-seated belief that whatever he would find in his fellow man wouldn’t be
good. It was part of why he needed her. She was a dead calm to his stormy sea, Brahms to his classic rock,
peaceful slumber to his erratic energy. Just when he thought he couldn’t face the ugliness of the world
another day, she would call to see if he could meet her for dinner. Maybe it would be London. Maybe
Prague or Tokyo. It didn’t matter. He came when she called, though he tried to make it seem like he would
be in the area anyway. He would meet her in any city across the world, dlide into a seat across from her in
some crowded restaurant or bar, and his mind would immediately quiet. He would look into her kind eyes,
and he would know for sure there was still goodness in the world.

He hesitated before joining her, taking in the elegant neck that begged for his lips, the full mouth he’d
dreamt of plundering. Her hair was loose and crazy — just the way he liked it. He’d had more than one
fantasy about her naked body under him, her luxurious hair spread out on the pillow under her head.

She was wearing a gray dress that kicked into a flare at the knee, and he had to forcibly banish the
desire to cross the room, kneel at her feet, slide his hands up her slender calves to thighs that he knew
would be soft and plush.

He was so lost in the fantasy that he hadn’t noticed he’d been spotted. Diana was already halfway to
him when he emerged from his reverie, and he plastered a smile on his face, trying to quiet the storm in his
blood.

“Hey, you!” She stood on tiptoe, touched her lips to his cheek.

“Diana.”

She leaned back, looked up at him with the clinical eyes of someone who knew him all too well. “You
all right? You look a little pale. Is everything okay at work?”

Work. Right. Diana believed he was an executive at Global Media, a lie he’d been upholding for nearly
five years.

“Fine,” he said. “l was in Paris for a bit. It’s taken me awhile to catch up.”

She smiled. “I know how it is,” she said. “We travel for work, then do double duty when we come
back. Someday we should take a holiday. If we’re going to pay for being away, we may as well have some
fun.”

He had a flash of Diana next to him on the beach, her brown skin glistening in the sun, her fingers
intertwined with his own.

Tempting.

And dangerous.

“Someday,” he said. It was all he could do to keep his hands off her in a restaurant or on the street. He
wasn’t foolish enough to overestimate his willpower if they found themselves in some tropical locale,
without the trappings of the real world to remind him who they were.

Who he was.

“Shall we?” She gestured to the maitre d’ standing behind a podium. “Unfortunately, | can’t stay long.
I’m swamped at work.”

“l understand.”

He led them to the uniformed man maintaining the reservation list. A few minutes later, they were
seated at a quiet table in the back of the restaurant. They perused the menu, then ordered — seared salmon
for Diana and arib eye for himself. Then he was staring into her eyes, feeling the familiar combination of
affection and lust that always battled inside him while in her company.

“How are your parents?” he asked, anxious to keep her talking. To keep the conversation moving.
Anything that might distract him from the pillowy softness of her lips, the delicate angle of her collarbone,
the hollow at her throat.

She smiled. “You know Mum and Dad. Mum is retired now. She spends all her time in the garden and



at the piano.”

“There are worse things,” he said.

“True, but she’s also taken to bothering me about grandchildren.” She laughed. “It’s become
insufferable!”

Leo forced a smile, but the thought of Diana marrying someone else, sleeping beside another man
every night, bearing children with her kind eyes and gentle smile with a man who might not fully
appreciate her, who might not give her al she deserved — or almost as bad, would give her everything she
deserved, everything Leo couldn’t give her — was like an ice pick to his heart.

“And what about you?” he asked. “Would you like to have children?”

She turned her water glass in her hand, her expression growing pensive. “Someday. But I’d have to
find the right person first. And he seems to be making himself scarce.”

Leo nodded, swallowing the lump in his throat. “And your dad? Still teaching?”

Her father was a professor of literature at a small college not far from Cornwall. It wasn’t overly
prestigious, but it alowed him time to study and read, and he seemed as content a man as Leo had ever
known. Leo had grown comfortable with his life, with the uncertainty of it, with the isolation. But thinking
about Clarence Barrett always left him with a hint of melancholy. Could Leo be happy with such a life?
Did he deserve one?

“He is,” she said. “He could retire, but | don’t know if he’ll ever actually do it.”

“He still loves his work,” Leo said.

She nodded. “He does.”

The waiter appeared at the edge of the table and set down their plates before retreating.

“This looks wonderful,” Diana said, picking up her fork. “What about you? How are things at Global?”

Leo cut into his steak, bracing himself for the string of lies he would be forced to tell her. He should
have gotten used to it by now, but he didn’t think he’'d ever get used to lying to Diana, looking into her
guileless eyes and adding to the elaborate charade he’d been building for her since they were kids. Back
then he’d lie about the fact that he’d had a warm meal, that his mother had read to him before bed, that
there was something more than ketchup and pasta and white bread in the cupboard. He never knew for sure
if she bought it, but she never called him on it, and that had been good enough for him.

Was it good enough for him now? Was it still more important that she believe he was like her than
really know him?

“It’s good,” he said. “Business is booming. Everyone’s looking for the next frontier. Y ou know how it
is.”

She laughed. “Not really. The business of money hasn’t changed much, I’m afraid.”

“Surely more is done digitally now?”

“Well, yes. There’s that. But otherwise, it’s money in, money out. Numbers never change. And they
never lie either.”

There was something wistful in her voice, words left unsaid in the breath exhaled at the end of her
sentence.

He met her eyes over their food. “Is that what you like about it? That it’s always the same?”

“Well, there’s something to be said for dependable, isn’t there?”

“Is there?”

She smiled a little. “You always did see too much of me, Leo Gage.”

The words sent a rush of warmth barreling through his chest. Both because she believed he realy saw
her, and because he wanted to see even more of her. And he increasingly wanted her to see all of him, too.
It would be a mistake, of course. Their friendship had survived so long not in spite of his lies, but because
of them. It was as solid as any fortress, but it was built on the foundation of her belief about him. Take that
belief away, and everything they had would crumble into the sea.

“That goes double for you, Diana.”

He regretted the words as soon as they had escaped his mouth. Did she hear the insinuation in them?



Catch the undertone of sex that had crept into them?

He covered it by turning the conversation to safer topics. The weather (typically gray and cold).
Football (her team always seemed to be winning, unlike his own). Leo’s mother (now retired to a small flat
in Cornwall, thanks to Leo’s not insubstantial income as Farrell Black’s second-in-command). And then, all
too soon, they were standing, walking out of the restaurant, Diana’s full hips swaying in front of him under
the silk of her dress. They stopped on the pavement outside, and a gust of wind blew a strand of hair loose
around her face.

He reached up before he could stop himself, tucked it behind her ear. “It’s getting cold,” he said, to
cover the gesture. “Let me get you a taxi.”

She shook her head. “The walk will warm me up, and it will do me good after that delicious meal.
Besides, it’s not that far.”

He knew better than to push. To act like a boyfriend instead of a pal. He’d already come too close to
crossing the carefully drawn line between them.

“It was nice to see you,” he said instead.

“It was nice to see you, t00.” She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “Talk soon.”

And then she was gone, making her way down the sidewalk amid a throng of others returning to work,
their numbers doing nothing to distract him from the gloss of her hair as she moved through the crowd, the
strong set of her shoulders.

He watched until she turned the corner, then started off the other way. He was itching for his weapon.
It was time to get back to work.



CHAPTER THREE

Dianaleaned back in her chair and stretched her arms over her head. Other than a couple of tripsto the
employee room for coffee and one run to the restroom, she’d been sitting in the same position ever since
she’d come back from lunch. The work wasn’t overly challenging — she was auditing alist of deposits and
withdrawals for the previous month — but it was enough to keep her mind occupied, and that was of
paramount importance after the lunch with Leo.

She’d hoped it would be different this time. She always hoped it would be different.

It never was.

Some deeply buried part of her soul responded to him, reaching for him like a flower to the sun. She
kept hoping he would grow bald.

Or fat.

Unfortunately, she’d had no such luck. He was as beautiful as ever. In fact, the bastard seemed to grow
even more sexy with age. His boyish face had somehow morphed into perfect cheekbones and a jaw that
could cut glass. The eyes that had once been kind and guarded were now tempered with a kind of wisdom
she only found more appealing because it spoke to experiences they hadn’t shared. To mystery in the
lessons he’d learned and the knowledge he’d gained without her.

The knowledge of aman.

Her cheeks flushed at the thought — and its implication — and the cleft between her thighs grew
warm. It was almost obscene to think about her childhood friend in such a way. And yet here she was,
sitting alone in the office imagining Leo Gage naked, the perfectly formed muscles of his chest tapering to
corded abs that would be hard and well formed under her tongue. His cock would be as big as the rest of
him, thick and long, big enough to fill every inch of her.

She squirmed in her chair, all too aware of the wetness now coating her knickers. What was she doing?
He’d had twenty years to make a move. He hadn’t. Which could only mean he didn’t want to. He probably
had a woman in every city, someone to warm his bed wherever Global Media sent him. She was just the
girl next door.

And she had afeeling Leo wanted something entirely different in awoman.

Her mother was right; she needed to find a man. Get married. Have children. Anything to stop the
ridiculous fantasy that was a happily ever after with Leo.

A glance at the clock told her it was nearly eleven. She stood and stretched, then walked into the empty
hall. The office was dark and hushed, shadows angling ominously away from the dim sconces on the walls.
She knew from experience that they stayed lit al night, only turning off in the morning when the office was
flooded with sunlight, or more often, when the weak, gray light of London managed to seep in through the
cloud cover.

Everyone else had gone, and the cleaning service wouldn't arrive for two more hours. She should go
home, take a bath and get some sleep before she had to be up again for work tomorrow. She was about to
return to her office for her bag and coat when she had a thought.

She reached into the bottom drawer of her desk and removed a bottle of red wine and two glasses, then
headed toward Maggie’s office. She wasn’t eager to answer her mentor’s questions about the lunch with
Leo, but Maggie had seemed unusually tired, even worried, earlier in the day. She’d been a good friend to
Diana. It was only right that Dianawould repay the favor when Maggie needed someone to talk to. Besides,
they’d had some of their best conversations over wine after everyone else had gone home.

She slipped her shoes off next to the desk, then continued down the quiet hall, her footsteps muffled on
the plush carpet. She was almost to Maggie’s office when she stopped in her tracks.

There had been a noise, something she couldn’t quite place. She heard it again, and this time she was



certain; awet thwack, the sound of flesh meeting flesh, followed by alow moan.

She stood still in the hall, training her ears to the sound. She’d never known Maggie to have a man in
the office, and she was almost positive the sound hadn’t been sexual. But there was something unsettling
about it, something that chilled her skin under the silk of her dress. A moment later, the sound came again
and she understood.

It wasn’t the muffled moan of pleasure, but the stifled whimper of pain.

Diana stepped back against the wall, every muscle in her body screaming at her to run while her heart
moved her slowly forward, compelled by her worry for Maggie. She was almost to the door of Maggie’s
office when she heard a man’s voice.

“Tell us why; if you don’t intend to tell anyone, why were you accessing the files?”

Maggie’s voice emerged from the confines of her office. “There were anomalies. It’s my job.”

There was something defiant in the tone of Maggie’s voice, but Diana was still surprised to hear the
strike of flesh against flesh, and a moment later, a moan that could only be Maggiein pain.

What the hell was going on here? And who did these men think they were to come in here and terrorize
Maggie Kinsley when she was alone and defensel ess?

Diana straightened, fully prepared to march into the office and tell the men to leave before she called
security. How had they gotten upstairs past the guards in the lobby anyway? She would have to speak to
someone about that tomorrow.

She’d just stepped out of the shadows when she heard the telltale cock of a gun. She’d never heard the
sound outside of the movies, but it was strangely familiar. There was something elemental about it,
something that set off a storm of panic in her body. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she found herself
back against the wall, the sheetrock cool against her back.

“Who knows about this?” the man asked, his voice low.

“No one,” Maggie said. “Do you really think I would risk someone else’s safety by telling them what
you were doing?”

Thwack.

Another strike against Maggie.

“Answer my questions only.”

Diana heard it then — some kind of accent. Russian? Eastern European?

His statement was followed by another voice, also male. But this one spoke quickly and fluidly in a
language Diana couldn’t place. There was a rapid exchange between the two men that Diana couldn’t
understand, and then the first man spoke again in English.

“You understand, I’m sure,” he said. “We cannot take the chance.”

And then Maggie, begging. “No, please... | have a son. He needs me. | won’t tell anyone. Please don’t

Diana didn’t have time to consider her options. She didn’t even have time to contemplate the horror of
what might be happening inside the office. There was only a series of muffled thumps followed by a
slightly different kind of impact that could only be Maggie’s body hitting the floor.

Diana stifled a cry. She suddenly couldn’t feel her legs, and she was only vaguely aware of the wall
against her back as she dlid to the floor.

“What was that?” one of the men said from inside Maggie’s office.

“l don’t know. I’ll find out.”

Footsteps sounded from inside the office. They were heavy and purposeful on the carpet and got louder
as the man approached the door to Maggie’s office. The door that would lead them to the hall where Diana
was still trying to clear the fog from her brain. Still trying to mobilize herself to do the only left to do.

Run.



CHAPTER FOUR

She heard the command in her mind, but it didn't seem to reach the rest of her body. Paralyzed by a
horrific combination of fear and grief, she could only listen as the man’s footsteps got closer to the hall. He
was amost there when the adrenaline kicked in, suddenly flooding her body with a rush of energy that
prompted her to move.

She clambered to her feet and turned away from Maggie’s office. Then she ran, ducking behind the
first row of cubiclesin the open part of the office reserved for general accounting and administrative staff.

The footsteps were in the hall as she hit her knees, crawling along the carpet, careful to stay low as she
made her way to the stairs.

“Hello?” the man called out. “Is anyone there?”

She navigated her way through the winding partitions, trying to orient herself to the stairwell while
listening for the man’s footsteps, trying to make sure she didn’t inadvertently work her way to his position.

Say something, she thought. She was flying blind without the sound of his voice, scrambling aong the
floor in what she hoped was the general direction of the stairs while hoping she wasn’t playing right into
his hands.

He remained quiet, hunting her while she moved at what felt like an excruciatingly slow pace, careful
not to knock anything over. Not to bump into anything or make any noise. She’d lost all track of time when
she finally saw something she recognized — the pair of potted Ficus trees that flanked the hallway just past
the lobby.

She was almost there. She just had to make it through the wide open space of the executive foyer
without being seen. Then she’d be in front of the elevators, only steps from the door leading to the
stairwell.

Still on her knees, she glanced back. She didn’t know where the man had gone, but time was her judge,
jury and executioner. He was somewhere in the offices behind her. It was inevitable that he would make his
way to the lobby, and that was assuming he wasn’t already watching, waiting for her to make a break for
the elevator or stairs.

But she didn't have a choice. If she stayed, she was dead. As dead as Maggie...

Oh, god. Maggie...

She couldn’t think about that right now. She had to get out of the office. Find the guards. Get help.
Maybe they could save Maggie. Maybe she was still alive.

She clung to the idea for a moment before putting it out of her mind. She wouldn’t do Maggie any
good unless she could escape the men who had shot her. She turned her attention on the hall beyond the
lobby. The elevators were right there, the stairwell just afew feet past them.

She got off her knees, rose to a crouching position like a runner waiting for the starting shot in a race.
Then, before she could change her mind, she bolted, making arun for the elevator lobby. She was free. Out
of the office, past the first elevator, then the second. She pulled open the door of the stairwell and rushed
headlong down the concrete and metal stairs. The door had just closed behind her when she heard the ping
of metal on metal.

He'd spotted her. Had shot at her. But the bullet had hit the stairwell door, and now she had a head
start. It wasn’t much comfort against the knowledge that Maggie had been mixed up in something, that
she’d been shot, that the same men who had shot her were now after Diana.

But it was something.

The stairwell door opened above her. She barely had time to register it before a series of shots rang out
in the enclosed space. Muffled by the silencer, the sound was surreal — a soft thud followed by the
deafening ping of bullets embedding themselvesin the metal staircase.



She moved against the wall, as close as she dared without slowing her pace, trying to shield herself
from the view of anyone peering over the railings above her. She looked at the door as she raced past
another floor. It was painted with a large “3”.

Third floor then. Almost to the bottom and the guards who could protect her.

Another round of gunfire opened up behind her. She kept moving, half expecting to feel the tear of hot
metal into her skin. And then she was passing another door.

2...

Cursing above her, something in the language she couldn’t identify followed by a word she could have
sworn was “bitch.” Then more gunfire and the hot sting of something hitting her upper arm, a flash of pain
that was gone a moment | ater.

She launched herself onto the ground floor landing and pulled open the door, spilling out into the
bank’s main lobby. She was almost to the guard’s desk when she realized her error.

His body was sprawled out on the floor, half behind the long desk that was used to check in visitors,
half in the open. A small circle marred the center of his forehead, blood caked around the opening. His eyes
were open, unseeing.

He was dead.

She didn’t have time to feel anything. Her body and mind were singularly focused on survival. On the
new reality that she would now have to clear the lobby to get help for Maggie.

Sheran asfast as her feet would carry her, only vaguely aware that she was barefoot. Had she taken off
her shoes? Had they fallen off? She couldn’t remember.

She sprinted for the glass doors, trying to remember if they were left open from the inside or if she
needed her key. Her mind was a canvas, blank except for the overwhelming desire to escape, find help for
Maggie, make the men who had shot her pay for what they had done.

She didn’t have a chance to ponder the consequences of being wrong. She hit the door at full speed as
a series of muffled shots hit the floor around her, some of the bullets burying themselves in the tempered
glass that surrounded the lobby.

She expected to be met with resistance. To find the door was indeed locked. Instead it seemed to fly
open asif by magic.

Easily. Almost like someone had opened it from the other side.

Except she was alone on the darkened street. A car sped past, disappearing into the distance. She
hesitated only a split second before turning right, then broke into a sprint, wondering if she would be shot
in the back.

She wasn’t, and she rounded the corner into an alley and plastered herself against the brick wall of a
restaurant, already closed for the night. Everything came into sharp focus as she caught her breath.

The cool night air moving into her lungs, touching her skin with icy fingers.

The pavement, wet and cold under her bare feet.

The distant sound of tires whooshing through puddles.

It was foolish to stand still. She knew it in some distant part of her mind, but she couldnt seem to
make herself move. She was paralyzed, immobile against the wall, relieved to feel something strong and
unmoving at her back.

She didn’t know how much time passed before her head began to clear, but slowly, her brain started
working again, cataloging everything that had happened. Everything that still might happen. She hadn’t
seen anyone run past the alley, but that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be looking for her. She’d left her light on
in her office. Her handbag was there, and yes, now she remembered, her shoes. It would be simple to figure
out her identity. To realize she’d witnessed Maggie’s shooting. Then it was only a matter of looking at her
identification. Showing up at her flat.

She couldn’t go home. That much was obvious.

She ran through the list of other possibilities in her mind. It didn’t take long. It was a short list. She
didn’t dare contact her parents. Whomever had hurt Maggie — she still refused to believe her friend was



dead — would expect her to go there. She would have to call them.

Eventually.

The only other person she would have trusted was lying in one of the executive offices, counting on
Diana to get help. She didn’t have any more time to be indecisive.

She pushed off the wall and sprinted to the other end of the aley. They might come after her, but she
could at least try not to be in their path when they did. She emerged onto Cannon Street and hurried toward
the intersection, looking for one of the old phone booths that could still be found downtown.

She found one near Mansion House, the official residence of the Lord Mayor. Shutting herself inside
the booth, she looked blankly at the machine in front of her. She’d never made a call from a pay phone. Did
it cost money to dial in an emergency?

There was only one way to find out, and she picked up the handset and dialed 9-9-9. She held her
breath while it rang, then exhaled in a rush when the dispatcher came on the line. She gave them the bank’s
address, told them there had been a shooting. Then she hung up before they could ask her name.

She stepped back onto the street a moment later, relieved against all reason to be out of the booth’s
close quarters. She looked both ways, debating. Then she started running.



CHAPTER FIVE

Leo was half aslegp on the sofa when something broke through the blankness of his slumber. He was
standing with his weapon in hand before the fog had even lifted from his brain. A moment |ater, he realized
someone was banging on the door.

He moved carefully toward the front of his flat, the TV flickering blue against the walls. He was
thankful for his bare feet, although less so for the fact that he’d stripped down to nothing but his jeans
before he’d passed out on the sofa. He still had some hope of getting the jump on whoever was on the other
side of the door.

Two feet away, he flattened himself against the wall, his weapon raised to his chest as he waited for
the knocking to come again. It did, and thistime it was accompanied by a voice.

“Leo? It’s me, Diana. Are you there?”

He exhaled hisrelief, then stuffed the gun in the drawer of the console table where he kept his mail and
keys. A quick look around the flat only made him more nervous. He wished he'd had time to give it a once
over, make sure there were no signs of hisreal life, but then Diana knocked again, her voice more urgent.

“I need help! Open the door!”

He hurried to the door, unlocked the two massive bolts. He didn’t know what he expected. Diana
wasn’t in the habit of paying him late night visits, or any kind of visit at all in fact. But what he didn’t
expect was to find her barefoot and disheveled, blood dripping from some kind of wound on her upper arm.

“What the fuck...” It was instinct to pull her inside, bolt the door behind her. Then he was holding her
head in his hands. “What happened? Are you all right?”

“There were some men... at the office.... they... oh, my god...” She choked on a sob. “I think they
killed her, Leo.”

Leo forced himself to stay calm. Diana was all right. She was aive, right here in front of him. He ran
his hands down to her shoulders as if trying to prove her vitality, then carefully turned over her arm. What
he saw made him suck in his breath.

She’d been grazed by a bullet.

“Come on,” he said, leading her gently to the sofa. “Sit down.”

She obeyed his command like a child, and he went to the kitchen and poured whiskey into two glasses.
He carried them, aong with the bottle, back into the living room. He handed her one of the glasses,
watched as she drained it, then poured her another drink before he sat next to her on the sofa with his own.

“We’ll have to clean up that arm soon,” he said. “But first, tell me what happened.”

She took another drink, inhaled deeply, and began to talk. He listened carefully, his mind attuned to the
details that would matter when it was time to act.

And he would act.

He would have to. But more than that, he would act because no one could be allowed to scare Diana.
To hunt her. To hurt her. There weren’t many things in his life worth protecting, but she was at the top of
that very short list.

She sipped on her drink as she talked, and he watched as her shoulders began to loosen, the tension
slowly leaving her jaw. Her eyestook on afaraway look as the acohol seeped into her bloodstream. Good.
That would help when it came time to clean up her arm, and when it came time for her to sleep, too. When
she was done, he paged through everything she’d said for the questions that would help him.

“Had you ever seen the man who chased you? Had he ever come to the office? Visited Maggie there?”
Leo asked her.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. He didn’t look familiar.”

“And what about the man inside Maggie’s office?” Leo asked. “Did you get a look at him, even



briefly?”

“l was too scared to look.” Her shoulders slumped in shame.

He reached out, took her delicate hand in his big one. “You did exactly the right thing by getting out
alive. Was there anything about their voices? Anything that would make them easier to identify.”

“They had accents,” she said. “And... they spoke in a foreign language. | thought it was Russian at
first, but now I don't think that’s right.”

“But they spoke English as well?”

She nodded.

“This is important, Diana; | want you to think back to their conversation with Maggie, to the words
they exchanged with each other. Did they say anything that might help us figure out who they are or what
they wanted?”

Her eyes glazed over, and her chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. She was remembering, and he
left her to it, resisting the urge to pull her into his arms. To tell her not to remember, not to think about it
because he didn’t want her to relive anything ugly or scary. But that wouldn’t help her, and she was going
to need his help. That he already knew.

“They... spoke in the other language the one time they exchanged a lot of words,” she said. “I couldn’t
understand them. Before that, they were asking Maggie questions. Asking who else knew, who else she
told.”

“But they didn’t say what they were talking about?”” he asked. “What she knew about?”

“Not outright,” she said. “They acted like Maggie understood.”

“Did she?” Leo asked.

Diana nodded. “I think so. She didn’t deny it. She just said no one else knew. She said... She said she
was doing her job, that she wouldn’t tell anyone.”

“Good,” Leo said. “Is there anything else you can remember? Tattoos or scars on the man who chased
you? Anything at all?”

“l don’t... I don’t think so.”

He nodded. "Stay here.”

He stood, and she grabbed his hand with panic in her eyes. “Where are you going?”

He sat next to her again, looked into her eyes. “I’m going to the bathroom to get something to clean up
that arm. You don’t have to worry, Diana. You’re safe here.”

I’Il kill anyone who tries to hurt you. Tear them limb from limb.

He left the words unsaid. He didn’t know how long he’d be able to keep up the charade of his real life
— egpecially now — but he would try. For her sake, he would try. Because she didn’t deserve what he’d
done to her. The lies he’d told.

But neither did she deserve the brutality of the truth on the heels of what had happened tonight.

She nodded, and he rose again, hurrying to the bathroom so he could get back to her as quickly as
possible. He returned less than two minutes later with a washcloth, a roll of gauze, some disinfectant,
tweezers (in case he was wrong, and pieces of the bullet were still lodged in her skin), and some first aid
tape. He set everything down on the coffee table and went to the kitchen where he filled a large bowl with
warm water.

When he had everything in place, he poured them both another drink and sat next to her on the sofa.

“Are you sure you should be drinking that before you dig around in my arm?” she asked softly, eying
the drink in his hand.

“Would it make you feel better if I didn’t?”

She shrugged. “I trust you.”

Trusting me is the last thing you should do, he thought. The very last thing.

He set down the drink. He couldn’t tell her the truth: that the idea of hurting her, of touching her warm
skin with the cold metal tweezers, of probing her slender arm for remnants of a bullet, made him want to hit
something hard. That it made him want to hunt the streets of London for the man who had dared do this to



her. That he had hoped the drink would smooth out his rage.

“l don’t need it,” he lied, submerging the washcloth in the basin of hot water. “You don’t have to look
if you don’t want.”

She met his eyes, her gaze unflinching. “I don’t mind looking.”

He nodded, then squeezed the excess water out of the washcloth before applying it gently to her arm.
He held it there for a few seconds, wanting to let the heat loosen some of the dried blood so he wouldn’t
have to rub too hard. It was strangely intimate. It seemed he’d known Diana forever, but it had been ages
since he’d been close to her without the press of his physical attraction, the weight of his feelings. When
they’d been kids, they’d had foot wars in the summer, Diana’s bare feet pressed to his on her front lawn.
They’d eaten ice cream off the same spoon. Had grabbed onto each other in the sea, trying to gain purchase
on slippery skin as they tried to dunk each other under the waves.

But that had all changed. Somewhere along the way, she’d become an other. A girl.

And abeautiful one at that.

Even the most innocent physical attraction had felt charged after that. Like the air just before
lightening cracked the summer sky. He’d grown used to their distance, but only because he hadn’t been
forced to endure her closeness.

Now she was right here, her knees bare under the dress, only inches from his denim-clad legs. Her arm
was soft in his hands, and he could smell traces of her perfume — vanilla and jasmine — alone with a
subtle tang of sweat he found remarkably sensual even as he cleaned the blood off her arm.

True to her word, she didn't look away. She didn’t flinch either, and for the first time he had the sense
that there were things he didn’t know about Diana. Not the stuff he knew he didn’t know — the stuff he
didn’t want to know — like how many men she’d slept with or if she’d even been really in love.

It was the other stuff he was catching a glimpse of: a spine of steel under the graceful exterior, courage
in the face of clear and present danger, determination that went beyond her desire to have a successful
career or to make her parents proud.

“Let’s take a closer look,” he said, his voice gruff as he dropped the washcloth into the basin of water.
“Make sure there’s nothing left of the bullet.”

He turned her arm over, exposing the paler underside. The wound was shalow and jagged, like a
particularly deep and vicious scrape. He ran his fingers lightly around its edges, feeling for anything sharp
or hard under the skin. When he didn’t feel anything, he looked into her eyes.

“I don’t feel anything, but I’m going to have to look a little more closely to be sure. Would you like to
take another drink?”

“I’m good. Just do it, Leo.”

He bent his head to her arm and used his fingers to gently spread the wound. A little bit of blood began
to flow again, but its quantity suggested the wound was as minor as it appeared, and when he looked more
closely, he didn’t see anything to make him think there was shrapnel trapped in her skin.

He grabbed the gauze. “I think you’re clear. You were lucky.”

He wouldn’t have wanted to take Diana to the hospital. There would have been questions — a lot of
them — and he was amost certain it was better for Dianato lay low until he could figure out what Maggie
Kinsley had been involved in. He could have called the doctor Farrell used for these kinds of situations, but
then he would have exposed hisreal life to Diana, and he was still hoping for away around it.

He covered the wound with a bandage, then began winding the soft gauze around her arm. He finished
with first aid tape, then picked up the bowl of bloody water and returned to the bathroom. When he came
back, Diana was studying him with interest.

“What?” he asked.

“You don’t seem very surprised by all of this,” she said.

After working for Farrell Black, nothing much surprised him. Farrell’s organization ran the London
crime scene. They had their hands in almost everything — drugs, insurance, bookmaking, loansharking,
black market sales. They were even dipping their toes in the water of corporate espionage, although Farrell



would never be arefined criminal like Nico Vitale before the fall of the Syndicate.

No, Farrell Black made no apologies about the brutality of the business, and Leo was more than happy
to work alongside him. It was all he’d ever known. He had no real desire for another kind of life.

But he couldn’t tell Diana any of that.

He shrugged, avoiding her eyes like that would somehow diminish the lie he was about to tell. The lies
he'd already told. “I’m just taking it all in, thinking about what to do next.”

“I think it's obvious what we should do next.”

“And what is that?” he asked.

She looked at him like he was insane. “Go to the police, of course.”

He stood, packing up the rest of the first aid supplies. “Let’s give it until morning,” he said. “You need
rest.”

“I don’t need rest,” she said firmly. “I need to help the police find the men who.... who shot Maggie.”

“That’s not a good idea.” He headed for the bathroom, glad of the excuse to return the gauze, tape,
tweezers, and anti-bacterial spray. He was putting everything back in the cabinet when she spoke from the
doorway.

“We can’t do nothing,” she said. “Maggie has a son.”

He closed the cupboard door and faced her, then crossed his arms over his chest. “I assure you that |
don’t intend to do nothing.”

Her eyes flashed. “What else is there but to go to the police?” she asked. “That’s what people do when
someone’s been shot.”

“You already called the police,” he reminded her.

“But I didn't tell them anything. | was too scared. | need to tell them about the man who chased me.
Give them a description so they can look for him.”

“I’m not saying no,” Leo said carefully. “I’m just saying let’s give it until morning.”

Her laugh was incredulous, a little bitter even. “You’re not saying no? What makes you think you can
say no? | came to you for help, Leo.”

She turned and disappeared into the hall, her words accusatory in the vacuum left by her presence. He
followed her into the living room and into the foyer.

“I’m going to help you, Diana, but we don’t know anything about these men. And | hate to break it to
you, but the police aren’t always on the up and up.”

She turned to face him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

He sighed, searching his brain for an explanation that would make sense without giving too much
away. He wasn’t ready to tell her that there were always people in the police department — from the
lowliest street cop to the highest ranking officer — who were on the take. He should know — he often
delivered their payday.

“Is it fair to say that whoever shot Maggie was probably involved in some kind of financial crime?” he
asked.

She hesitated. “I have no idea.”

“Yes, but they were talking to Maggie about something at the bank, right? And Abbott is known for
being discreet when it comes to their clients?”

“No more discreet than any other bank.” A hint of defensiveness had crept into her voice.

“You know what | mean,” he said. There had long been rumors that Abbott brokered offshore accounts
for influential clients. It wasn’t illegal, although Leo suspected the secrecy surrounding the bank’s activities
had more to do with the power of their clientele than any metric for legality.

“All right, yes,” she admitted. “That is our reputation.”

“So don’t you think it’s at least possible that whoever is involved in this is powerful? That they might
have resources enough to have someone in the police force on their side?”” he asked.

Her throat rippled as she swallowed, and he wondered if she was just this moment realizing how much
danger she was in. “I suppose.”



“Then let’s give it the night,” he said. “That’s all I’m saying. | have some friends in the department.
Let me ask some questions. See if | can get any information. Tomorrow we’ll get help.”

She met his eyes. “Promise?”

“l promise.”

“What about Maggie?”

The painin her eyes was like aknife in his gut. He wanted to do anything to banish it. Tell her Maggie
was almost certainly fine. That people survived gunshots all the time.

But he wouldn’t compound his lies where he could help it.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But you called for an ambulance. She’s getting the help she needs. There’s
nothing else you can do. Whether we go to the police tonight or tomorrow won’t change anything.”

He didn’t say the rest of it. That he had no intention of going to the police. That the information the
police would be willing to give them — the information the police were even capable of giving them —
was nothing compared to the work Leo could do on his own.

She sighed. “All right.”

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get you to bed.”

Alone, he thought. Because if | lay within an inch of you, it will be impossible not to pull you into my
arms.

And that would ruin everything.



CHAPTER SIX

She woke up to the smell of coffee and bacon, a strange pair of words running through her mind.

Benny Saff.

The words had seemed to drift to her in the half light between sleep and wakefulness. But it wasn’t her
voice she heard in her mind.

It was the man from the bank. The one who’d been talking to Maggie.

Benny Saff? The name meant nothing to her, and yet she was aimost positive it had been said when the
men had exchanged words in the language she couldn’t understand. Was it something that would help them
identify the language, and therefore the nationality, of the men who had hurt Maggie?

She didn't know, and she lay in bed working the words in her mind, trying to make sense of them
before she mentioned them to Leo.

The room was dim, filled with only the weak London light that made it impossible to determine the
time of day. She hadn’t wanted to take Leo’s bed, but he’d insisted. He’d even sat in the chair next to the
bed as she fell asleep. She thought she’d be too upset to sleep, her body filled with a strange mixture of
adrenaline and shock. But something about Leo’s presence had soothed her, and she’d drifted off suddenly
and completely.

She looked around, wondering why she’d never been to Leo’s flat in London. She’d offered to meet
him here, hadn’t she? Or had she been too wrapped up in her own life to suggest it? Maybe she simply
hadn’t wanted to know what she would find — likely some kind of bachelor pad designed to get women
out of their knickers.

Except that’s not at all how she would describe the flat. Instead it was small and comfortable,
obviously expensive, but not overly lavish. It was clean and homey, an escape from the noise and grit of the
city.

But this wasn’t some kind of holiday. Maggie had been shot. Diana didn’t even know if her friend was
still alive. She’d followed Leo’s lead. Had taken the night to rest and regroup.

Now it was time to go to the police.

She got out of bed and stretched, then nearly jumped out of her skin when she saw Leo leaning against
the door frame. He wore the same pair of well-worn jeans he’d had on the night before. They were a little
too big in the waist, hanging low enough on his hipsto give her a glimpse of a perfectly chiseled “V’” under
the thin white shirt that clung to every well defined muscle in his upper body. His hair was deliciously
tousled, the rogue lock skimming his forehead even more rakishly than normal. He looked like he’d just
rolled out of bed, but somehow he was even sexier than when he was dressed and polished, while she was
probably a hot mess.

Damn him.

Was it her imagination that his gaze was predatory? That his eyes combed her body from head to toe
like he’d never seen her before that moment?

She looked down, wondering if she’d gone to sleep in her underwear and bra. But no. She was in Leo’s
sweatpants and one of his old T-shirts, just like she remembered. Hardly tempting to a man who’d known
her since they were old enough to run wild together.

“Good morning,” she said, suddenly desperate to break the tension between them.

A smile barely touched the corners of his mouth. “Morning, Diana.”

Diana...

There was something in the way he said her name. Something possessive, even a little subversive. It
sent a shiver up her spine, sent little electric shocks to the far recesses of her body.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.



“Surprisingly, yes,” she said.

His nod was slow. He bent down, picked up a shopping bag she only now noticed on the floor, and
held it out to her. She took it, careful not to get too close, not to let her fingers brush against his.

“What’s this?”

“I thought you might need a few things,” he said. “Come have breakfast. There’s coffee.”

He turned, giving her aclear view of histight ass before he disappeared into the hall.

Get a grip, Diana. Thisis no time to explore your childhood crush.

She peeked into the bag and caught sight of folded silk and wool, cotton and lace. How on earth had
Leo managed to find her new clothes between last night and this morning? Had he chosen them himself?
And were those new knickers under the pants and blouse?

Her cheeks burned at the thought of him choosing something so personal for her. She dropped the bag
like it was on fire, then turned her attention to Leo’s bureau. She was looking for an elastic band when his
voice traveled to her from the kitchen.

“This food isn’t going to eat itself, Diana.”

She sighed, then gave up and made her way to the kitchen. He was leaning against the counter in front
of the coffee pot, holding a steaming mug. Coffee and a barefoot, morning-tousled Leo? Who could blame
her for being distracted, even under the circumstances?

She approached the counter. “Where are the cups?”

He held out the cup in his hand.

“Thank you.” She took a sip of the hot coffee, avoiding his eyes. When she finally dared to meet his
gaze, he was looking at the hair springing wildly around her head. She laughed, reached up with one hand
to touch it. “Still crazy, right? | looked for an elastic, but I couldn’t find one.”

He lifted a hand, touched a curl, twisted it around one of his fingers, his eyes on hers. She couldn’t
breathe. Couldn’t take her eyes off his. And now she remembered why she’d never been to Leo’s
apartment. Why they always met in pubs and restaurants. They were controllable environments. Places
designed to keep Leo at adistance. To keep them separated by atable or a crowd of people.

This... This was dangerous.

“Your hair is beautiful,” he said, his voice low. “Like the rest of you.”

She was still reeling from the words, still wondering if she’d imagined them, when he turned away,
busying himself with something on the counter like it hadn’t happened.

“Have a seat,” he said. “I hope you like bacon and pancakes.”

She lowered herself into one of the chairs around a roughly hewn but well designed dining table. As
Leo came toward her bearing two plates heaped with food, she thought the table could have been a
metaphor for the man in front of her. She shook her head a moment later to dispel the notion.

She did not need to think about Leo being roughly hewn.

Or well designed.

He set the plates down and took the other chair, then turned the mug in his hand before speaking.

“Maggie didn’t make it, Diana.” He met her eyes. “I’m sorry, love.”

She shook her head, swallowed the coffee that threatened to make its way back up her throat. “How do
you know?”

“I contacted my friends on the police force. Did some quiet fishing.”

She pushed the plate of food away as tears sprang to her eyes. “I can’t believe it. Evan...”

“Her son,” Leo said softly.

Diana nodded. When she looked at him, his features were drawn tight. “What will happen to him?”

He hesitated. “I don’t know. He’s seventeen. | imagine he’ll live with his father until he goes to
university.”

“His father is a bastard,” Diana said angrily.

“I’m sorry.”

He was. She could hear it in his voice. But still she was angry. She wanted to throw something. To



scream. To run. Anything but sit at thistable in thisflat doing nothing at al.
She stood. “I have to get out of here.”
She was unlocking the door when Leo spoke behind her. “Diana, wait.”
She froze with her hand on the knob. “I don’t want to wait. | need... I need to get out of here.”
She opened the door and left before he could stop her.



CHAPTER SEVEN

She was halfway down the block when she felt the hand on her arm. She turned to find Leo holding out
apair of sneakers and abeat up leather jacket.

“It’s cold,” he said. “I didn’t know if you had a chance to try on the new stuff.”

She looked at the shoes. “I’m guessing we don’t wear the same size.”

He shrugged, and she realized that while he was holding out his jacket for her, he was in nothing but
shirt sleeves. He must have |eft the flat in a hurry to catch her.

“It’ll do for now.” She didn’t know what that meant. Would they go back to her apartment? Is that
what she was supposed to do? Go home. Go back to work like nothing had happened? “Diana,” he said.
“Please. Take the jacket.”

She dlipped it on, then shoved her bare feet into the too-large sneakers. Leo immediately dropped to his
knees to tie the laces. She looked down at his head and was transported back to grade school. She couldn’t
count the times Leo had kneeled at her feet.

To inspect a skinned knee.

To pick up ashiny coin that he would inevitably present to her.

To pick tiny wildflowers she would use to weave a crown.

But it was different now. Now when he stood, he towered over her. He was no longer a boy, a
playmate. He was a man. And he was still willing to kneel at her feet.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He rubbed the whiskers at his jaw. “There’s just one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I can’t let you walk alone.”

She sighed. “Leo, | just need —”

He held up a hand. “I understand, Diana. And I’m happy to follow at a discreet distance. But you were
witness to a murder last night.” She saw the anguish in his eyes, knew that he hated having to say it out
loud. “And you left your bag. Your identification. I’m sure | don’t have to explain why it’s a bad idea for
you to be out and about alone.”

“You think they’ll come after me?”

He hesitated, like he was considering lying, then exhaled. “I don’t know. But I’m not willing to take
the chance.”

She turned away, used her fingers to pull the hair back from her face. “This is mad. Utterly mad.” She
turned to face him. “It’s time to go to the police.”

A shadow passed over his eyes. It was gone a moment later. “Okay.”

“Okay?”

He nodded.

She eyed him suspiciously. He’d put up such a fight the night before. Had been so worried about
whether or not they could trust the police.

“What aren't you telling me, Leo?”

He sighed. “I have one stop to make first. If you want to go to the police after that, I’ll drive you there
myself.”

“Promise?”

“l promise,” he said. “But first we’re going to have breakfast.” She started to object and he held up a
hand to stop her. “I know you don’t feel like eating, but if you want justice for Maggie, you need to be
strong.”

She did want justice for Maggie, and she would tell the police everything she could remember to get it,



even if it put her at risk.
“All right.”
He tucked her arm in his. “Still want to walk?”
She shook her head. “Let’s just get it over with.”
They were heading back to the flat when she remembered the name that had drifted through her mind

on the heels of sleep.
“I think I remember something,” she said, looking up at him as they walked. “Something the man said
last night.”

“The man who chased you? Or the other one.”

She appreciated his avoidance of Maggie and what had happened to her. There would be time enough
to mourn her friend later. Now was the time to do right by her, and she could only do that by staying
focused on the men who had murdered her.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “It was when they were in the office. | was in the hall.”

Leo held the door open to his building. “What do you remember?”

“It’s a name, | think. Benny Saff.”

“Benny Saff?” He made sure the door was locked behind them before following her up the stairs.

“I’m pretty sure that’s what he said.”

“Does it mean anything to you?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “And I can’t even be sure it’s English. It’s just something that jJumped out at me when
they were talking, one of the things that didn’t sound like it fit with the other stuff they were saying.”

He opened the door to the flat. “Why didn’t it fit?”

She thought about it. “I can’t explain it. It just... felt like a name.”

“I’ll look into it,” he said. “Why don’t you finish breakfast while I take a shower? Then we’ll head
out.”

She wasn’t sure she could eat. Maggie’s death sat like a lead balloon in her stomach. But Leo was
right; she needed to be strong for Maggie — and for Evan. There would be time later for grief.

She headed to the dining room while Leo made his way down the hall. A few minutes later, she heard
the water running in the bathroom. She poured herself a fresh cup of coffee and sat down at the dining
table. The food was cold, but she forced herself to take bites anyway. Her eyes wandered the flat as she ate,
and she tried to imagine Leo watching TV on the overstuffed couch, putting his feet on the rustic coffee
table, maybe snuggling with awoman late at night.

She couldn’t. The place was nice, but it lacked Leo’s presence, the quiet strength and warmth that he
brought to every situation, every room. She had been able to feel it even when they were teenagers. She
would walk down the staircase and know he was there before she ever reached the bottom. She wouldn’t
even have to hear hisvoice. She just knew.

It didn’t feel like Leo was here. It didn’t feel like he’d ever been here.

Which wasn’t that strange. She worked a lot, too. Traveled a lot. Judging from all the times they’d
been able to meet on the road, Leo was probably home as little as she was. She wondered if her apartment
felt as empty. If it felt cold in spite of the designer furniture and all the care she’d taken decorating it. The
truth is, she didn’t like being there very much. It was lonely. Silent in a way that would have been hard to
explain, even when she listened to music or on the rare occasions when she watched a movie on her perfect
ivory sofa.

What were they both running from?

She put her cup and plate in the sink, then went to the bedroom to get dressed. She forced herself not to
look at the bathroom door as she passed. Forced herself not to think of Leo, naked and wet in the shower.
But then she was closing the door to the bedroom, and her gaze snagged on a dliver of whitetile.

He hadn't closed the door. Not all the way.

Look away, look away, look away...

Except she couldn’t. Her eyes were pulled to the crack in the doorway, past the white tile, the steam



rising from the hot water to the blurry figure moving behind the foggy shower door.

He was bent over a little, that much she could tell. He moved his hands over his legs, and for a
moment, it was like they were her hands. She could almost feel his big thighs under her palms, feel his
muscles tense as she worked her way up to his muscular buttocks. She could fedl his skin dip under the
soap in her hands, could hear his breath become labored as she moved her hands down the ridges of his
stomach, reaching for his—

The water shut off, and she was immediately pulled from her fantasy. What the hell was she doing?

She closed the door to the bedroom before she could catch a glimpse of Leo stepping naked from the
shower. That was the last thing she needed.

Obvioudly.

Leaning her head against the door, she forced herself to breath slowly, to try and calm the too-rapid
beating of her heart. This whole situation had thrown her off balance. It was completely understandable.
She’d been witness to a murder. Not just any murder — the murder of someone important to her. She’d fled
for her life, dodged bullets, raced through the city in the dark of night, half expecting to be killed at any
moment.

It was only natural that she would be acting irrationally.

She jumped as a knock sounded at the door.

“Are you decent?” Leo asked from the other side.

She straightened, drew in a deep breath. Thank god she hadn’t started to change. “Perfectly decent.”

The door opened, and he walked in wearing nothing but a towel. It was hung low on his waist, barely
clinging to his hips from what she could see. She knew she was staring, but her eyes seemed to have a will
of her own. His hair was damp from the shower and darker than usual, the way it had been when they went
swimming as kids. She wanted to dlip her hands into it, fedl the strands of it in her fingers as she tugged his
lipsto hers.

His chest was wide, and strong, the muscles perfectly sculpted, the ridges of his pecs narrowing to
corded abs which only narrowed further to the trim waist, a perfect showcase for the line of hair that started
at his naval and disappeared beneath the towel.

She could step toward him, reach him in three steps. It would only take one tug and the towel would be
at their feet. She could wrap her arms around his neck, press her body against his. It would be cool and
dlightly damp. She could lift her leg, wrap it around his thigh. Would he lift her off the ground, allow her to
wrap her legs around his waist, to press her soaking pussy against his cock?

“Diana?”

She forced her gaze upward only to find him staring at her. Was it her imagination that there was a
knowing look in his eyes? The shadow of a grin on his mouth? She busied herself looking through the
shopping bag he’d given her earlier.

“Hmm-mmm?”

“Are you all right?” he asked behind her.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Just a little out of sorts.” It wasn’t a lie.

“I’ll get dressed in the other room,” he said. “Give you some privacy.”

She didn’t turn around. “Thank you.”

The door clicked quietly behind him as he disappeared into the hall. She dropped onto the bed,
clutching the pile of new clothesin her hands.

She needed to go to the police immediately. For Maggie, first and foremost. But also because she
couldn’t stay here with Leo. Couldn’t rely on him for protection. Not when it was becoming more and more
obvious that she was her own worst enemy.



CHAPTER EIGHT

He drove through London and continued outside the city. He was grateful Diana hadn’t asked where
they were going. He was still debating the merit of telling her the truth: that he was a career criminal. That
he worked with people who were both dangerous and violent. That he himself was both dangerous and
violent when the situation called for it.

That he was in love with her and had been since he’d first helped her up on that playground all those
years ago.

He told himself it wasn’t the right time. Wasn’t the right circumstance. The last thing Diana needed
was another shock. Deep down, he knew it was an excuse. A convenient one, but an excuse nonetheless.
Thetruth is, he feared her reaction. Feared she would no longer trust him, or even worse, that she would no
longer want him in her life. If that were to happen, he wouldn’t even be able to blame her. And yet he
didn’t want to think about his life without the bright spot that was Diana Barrett. She was his sun.

Had been for aslong as he could remember.

He navigated the car off the highway and wound his way through the streets outside London to a
generic looking office building. Pulling into the parking lot made him feel better. It looked like any other
company where people pushed paper all day. He would use his cover story. Tell Diana it was a friend’s
information technology company. He felt like a bastard lying yet again, but this wasn’t the time nor the
place to spill his guts.

No, that had been back at the flat, you lying coward.

He silenced the inner voice. There was enough time to fed like shit later, and he had no doubt he
would do so.

“What is this?” Diana asked as they walked toward the nondescript glass doors at the side of the
building.

“It’s a friend’s company,” he said, punching numbers into the keypad next to the door. A muffled beep
sounded from inside the walls of the building, and he pulled open the door. “I called early this morning. |
think they might have some information on the men who were at the bank last night.”

She nodded, a shadow crossing her features. His fists tightened at his sides. It was an involuntary
reaction: the desire to hurt someone who had hurt Diana. Bloodlust for the pain of someone who had
caused her pain. He had felt it when they were kids. Had had to count to ten in an effort to keep himself
from pummeling anyone who teased her, and later, any boy who looked at her too long and hard. He knew
instinctively that while Diana’s patience seemed boundless, she wouldn't like that about him. And he still
wanted her to like everything about him.

They stepped into asmall hall with an empty, glassed-in reception area. The carpet was somewhere on
the color spectrum between blue and gray, something that was probably bought by every company in
London looking to save a buck. Farrell wasn’t cheap. He spent money where it was necessary. Where it
mattered. But the headquarters of their digital operation was meant to be under the radar, and Farrell was
good at playing the part.

Any part.

But Leo obvioudy still had a lot to learn if he was having so much trouble keeping the truth from
Diana. He fished out his keys and opened the door to another long hall, then closed it securely behind them.

“You have a key to your friend’s company?” Diana asked.

“It’s for emergencies.” Leo almost winced as he said it. “In case something happens to him.”

She nodded, her brow furrowed as she processed all the information.

They moved down the hall, past large rooms lined with computers. Some of the chairs were manned by
people staring intently at the screens or typing furiously. Others were empty. There was no noise except for



the tapping of keys, no Muzak to give the place ambience. The coders and hackers they had on staff had
their own rituals. They came armed with headphones and smart phones, with an array of food — some of it
imported from other countries — and wearing everything from hipster flannel and skinny jeans to three
piece suits. The people who worked at Digital Operations weren’t of the same ilk as the people in the rest
of Farrell’s operations. They weren’t hired to scare people. To hurt them.

They were hired for their skill at coding and hacking, their ability to trace a well-hidden 1P address or
access systems with multiple firewalls and one-of-a-kind security measures.

They didn’t hire themselves out. Didn’t take corporate clients the way Nico Vitale had in New York.
Farrell was all about Farrell, and now, about Jenna, the woman who’d once left him for New York, and
Lily, their daughter. Everything he did, including the Digital Operations Center, was done to increase his
power — and his monetary return — over London’s organized crime. The DOC allowed them to hack
computer systems that gave them firsthand knowledge of police activity, information from associates that
allowed them to increase their profit margin, and most importantly, a heads up when someone had turned
traitor — or when they were thinking about it.

“Leo! There you are!”

He turned toward the voice, his gaze landing on atall, slender woman with long blond hair and awide
smile that was more suited to the red carpet than Farrell’s hidden DOC.

“Here 1 am,” he said, turning to Diana. “Diana, this is Briony. Briony, Diana Barrett.”

He wasn’t worried about Briony giving anything away. She’d proven time and again to be as secure as
one of the vaults at Abbott Bank. She would answer his questions directly, but she would volunteer
nothing.

They were al trained to do exactly the same.

She tucked a piece of hair behind one of her ears and held out a hand. “So nice to meet you, Diana.
Welcome to our humble abode.”

Diana smiled. “Thank you.”

“We have that information all cued up for you in the conference room,” Briony said. She was slightly
nervous around him, a product of his position as Farrell’s second-in-command. He didn't like the deference
— he never had — and he hurried forward, avoiding her eyes.

“Can | get you something?” Briony asked behind him. “Coffee? Tea? Water?”

“Diana?”

“No, thank you,” she said.

“Great,” Briony said. “Let me grab my laptop. I’ll meet you in the conference room.”

Leo led Diana to the end of the hall. The room at the end of it was monopolized by a long table of
polished wood and three enormous screens mounted to one of the walls.

Leo pulled out a chair. Diana lowered herself into the plush leather, and Leo took the seat next to her.
She looked around, her eyes taking in the room. It was more luxurious than the rest of the office, something
that wouldn’t go unnoticed. Diana always had an eye for the finer things, yet another reason they weren’t
on the same playing field. He saw the flicker of interest in her eyes as she combed the simple but high-end
furnishings, the expensive electronic equipment, the glowing mahogany of the conference table.

“Sorry about that,” Briony said, closing the door behind her. She sat at the head of the table and set up
her laptop, then looked to Leo for approval. He nodded, and a picture bloomed to life on one of the
television screens,

He heard Diana’s soft gasp beside him, knew she was shocked by the image of two men striding across
the bank’s lobby. He reached out, took her hand under the table. He’d wanted to spare her this, but he
wouldn’t be able to protect her unless she agreed not to go to the police. And she wouldn’t agree to that
unless he made it clear how much danger she would bein if she did.

“Two men entered the lobby of Abbot Bank of London five hours after closing.” Briony spoke in a
clipped voice. This wasn’t personal for her. It was just another job, another task handed down from on
high. “We don’t know how they got in, although there was no evidence on the cameras of any kind of



force, not during their entry anyway.”

“How did you get this?”” Diana said next to him.

“We hacked into the security cameras at Abbott,” Briony said simply. “It’s what we do.”

Diana pulled her arm away from Leo’s grasp, turned her eyes back to the screen. “Go ahead.”

“The men continued despite protestations from the guard, who was promptly shot.” Leo watched as the
men on the camera raised their weapons, the guns flaring as they fired. Diana flinched next to him as
Briony continued. “They went to the elevators, which by all accounts, they took to the fifteenth floor.”

“No time gap?” Leo asked.

“Nothing significant,” Briony said. “It took them thirty seconds to reach the elevators after shooting
the guard, and another fifty-six seconds to emerge in the executive lobby. It checks out.”

Leo nodded, and she continued.

“The suspects exited on the thirteenth floor, where they continued through the lobby and open work
area to the office of Margaret Kinsley.” The image on the screen switched angles. Briony had obviously
edited the footage together from multiple cameras to give them a continuous look at the path the men had
taken.

“Was anyone else in the office at the time?” Leo asked.

“Only Miss Barrett.”

“Continue.”

“The men entered Ms. Kinsley’s office at approximately 10:59PM.”

Maggie’s image blossomed on the screen. Leo watched as she looked up from her computer, her mouth
opening in shock as the men entered her office. She got up from her desk, stumbled backward toward the
window that overlooked the city. The men advanced, and one of them grabbed her, forced her back into her
desk chair.

“l don’t want to see this,” Diana said.

Briony looked at Leo asif for permission. He nodded, and the screen went black.

“Are these the men who chased you?” Leo asked Diana.

“One of them,” she said, her head in her hands. “The shorter one.”

Leo looked at Briony. “Who are they?”

Two of the television screens came back to life, this time with pictures of the two men and a list of
basic statistics.

“We put the images through the facial recognition software and got a hit on both. The one on the left,
the shorter one as Miss Barrett said, is Omar Toumi. Spent alot of time in Algerian prison, rumored ties to
organized crime there.”

Leo let that sink in. Their business had once had rules. An honor code of sorts. But that had all ended
with the fall of the Syndicate over ayear ago. Now their business was like the Wild West.

No law. No rules. No honor code.

The name wasn’t familiar, but he wanted to ask if Omar Toumi was known to them. If they’d worked
with him before. He glanced at Diana and decided against it. There was only so much she could be
expected to hear without asking more questions. He would do the homework himself in private.

“And the other one?” Leo asked.

“Antonis Stavros.”

Leo looked at her. “Antonis Stavros?” The name was familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it.

She nodded. “Ties to the Greek mob, rumored dealings with arms dealers in Russia, the Middle East,
Israel... You name it.”

Leo rubbed his jaw as he processed the information, trying to formulate the questions he could
conceivably ask in Diana’s company.

“Any ties to Abbott that we know of?” he asked.

“We’re still working on that. They have surprisingly good security. I’ll let you know when we crack it,
although that’s no guarantee. A lot of it’s done by account number. Might not find anything even if Stavros



did have an account there.”

“What do we know about his family? His home?”

The image on the screen changed to one of a map. Leo immediately recognized Morocco, the Alboran
sea running between it and Spain. The image teased his mind, and he spent a few seconds trying to put his
finger on the knowledge that hid there.

“Hometown is Thessaloniki, Greece. Has a compound there, and a sister.”

“Would she help us?” Leo didn’t have to be more specific. They needed to find Antonis Stavros. Leo
needed to put him down — and anyone else who knew about Diana — before they came after her in
earnest.

“Doubt it,” Briony said. “She’s married to her brother’s best friend.”

“Why are we even having this conversation?”” Diana asked. “It’s not our problem. It’s up to the police
to find these men, although 1’m sure they’ll be grateful for the legwork you’ve done.”

Leo sat in silence for a minute, debating his next move before finally deciding he didn’t have a choice.
“Put itup.”

Dianalooked from him to Briony, clearly confused. A moment later, the center screen filled with alist
of names. Leo waited, letting Diana’s eyes travel the length of the list as she read. Leo read as well,
although he knew the list by heart. It was broken up by districts and divisions, with the names of their
informants listed under each one.

Diana stood. “What is this?”

“I think you know,” Leo said softly.

“I’d like to hear it from you.”

“It’s a list of police officers on the take from organized crime.” Leo avoided looking at Briony,
knowing Dianawould pick up on the cue, would see it as a sign that there were more secrets to be revealed.

“How do you know this?” she asked.

“We know,” Leo said.

“How?”

Leo slammed his hand down on the table, then forced himself to draw in a caming breath before
standing, facing her. “The people who work here are good at finding things out. You’re just going to have
to trust me. We know.”

She stared into his eyes, like she might find the answers to al her questions there. Then she turned
away, pacing the room. “This is why you brought me here first,” she said. “To keep me from going to the
police.”

“To protect you from them,” Leo corrected her.

“There has to be some way...” she started. “Some way to get their help.”

“Everyone talks on the police force,” Briony said. “If you go to them, it’s almost inevitable that word
will get out you’re cooperating.”

Leo held his breath as she talked, then released it when she avoided the issue of the DOC’s status as
one of Farrell’s criminal enterprises. One that was a crucial part of the business Leo conducted on a daily
basis.

“So what am | supposed to do?” Diana’s cheeks were flushed as she turned back to Leo, her eyes
flashing. “Hide? Change my name?”

“I need some time,” Leo said. “Time to find out more about Stavros and Toumi. Time to figure out a
way to get them in without alerting the wrong people. Without letting them know where you are.”

“They could be getting away right now,” Diana said. “They could be anywhere. The longer we wait,
the greater the chance they’ll have disappeared.”

“They aren’t going to disappear,” he said. “Not right away.”

“How do you know?”

Briony answered for him. “Because they have to find you first.”



CHAPTER NINE

Dianalooked out the window, her mind spinning. Seeing the pictures of the men who had shot Maggie
had sent a visceral pool of dread seeping like an oil dlick through her body.

Fear.

Panic.

Loss.

She was still processing the trauma of what had happened, the reality that Maggie was dead. And then
there was the other stuff — the quiet office full of hackers working at computer terminals like it was any
other job. Briony, who seemed familiar with Leo.

And Leo, who seemed familiar with it al.

She didn’t know what it meant, but she had the sense that she didn’t have all the information. It was
the same feeling she’d sometimes get doing old jigsaw puzzles with her father as an adolescent. The
nagging feeling as they got close to completing the picture that there were missing pieces, her brain doing
the calculation and coming up short.

“I’m sorry,” Leo said, navigating the car back to the flat.

“It’s not your fault London is full of crooked police.”

He almost seemed to wince. “There are lots of good ones, too. Keeping you hidden is just a
precaution.”

She turned her face back to the window. “I know.”

They rode the rest of the way in silence, the city passing by on the other side of the glass. She didn’t
speak again until Leo pulled next to the curb two blocks from his flat.

“Why are we parking so far away?”

“Almost impossible to find parking up front,” he said. “I just got lucky last time.”

She got out of the car and they started down the sidewalk toward the apartment. “What now?”

He hesitated, like he was choosing his words carefully. “I’m going to call in some favors, see if | can
get help flushing these guys out.”

She stared up at him. “That’s a bad idea, Leo. These men are dangerous.”

He’d always been her protector, a sentinel whose sole purpose it seemed was to keep her safe. But this
wasn’t a playground bully or a high school mean girl. These men were killers, and Leo was a media
executive, more familiar with laptops and business class than assassins and arms dealers. She wouldn’t be
able to survive it if he was hurt because of her. Just the thought of living in the world without Leo sent a
sharp jab into the center of her heart, like a cleaver cleanly dividing it in two.

“Don’t worry,” he said, grabbing her hand. “Everything will be okay.”

She wondered how he could sound so sure. It was almost enough to distract her from the feel of her
hand in his, the soft scratch of his skin against the softness of her own. He’d held her hand before, but there
was something different about it this time. Something intimate and loaded with meaning.

She pushed the thought aside. She was being fanciful, probably just because she’d seen him nearly
naked not three hours before.

They were half a block from the flat when Leo suddenly slowed down. She looked up to find his
mouth set in agrim line, hisjaw clenched.

“What is it?”” she asked.

He looked down at her, still walking, but more slowly now. “I need you to do exactly as I say,” he said.
“You’ll have questions. I won’t be able to answer them until later, but | will answer them.”

“You’re scaring me.” The alarm bells ringing in her mind made it hard to think straight, but she was
sure of this much.



“Don’t be scared. | won’t let anything happen to you. Just do as | say, okay?”

She didn’t have time to answer. A moment later three men stepped out of a doorway near Leo’s flat.
They might have been anybody, but instinct told her that wasn’t the case.

These were people who meant her — and Leo — harm.

They were big, dressed in black and wearing bulky overcoats. But it wasn’t until they reached inside
their jackets that she understood how much trouble she and Leo were in. And then the impossible was
happening, because Leo was shoving her behind him and reaching into his own jacket, withdrawing his
own weapon.

She was struggling to process the image of Leo — her Leo — wielding an evil looking gun with what
seemed to be perfect calm. But there was no time to process anything. One minute Leo was withdrawing
his gun: the next, a hail of bullets erupted around them. She had to fight the urge to hit the concrete, cover
her head. She would be a sitting duck then, and instinct was screaming at her to move.

Leo backed them up into an aley, then flattened himself against the brick of an old building, The gun
seemed perfectly at home in his hand. He held it near his chest, and she could tell from the cam intensity
on his face that he was calculating. A moment later, he spoke.

“I’m going to hold them off here,” he said. “You run for the other end of the alley.”

“I’m not leaving you,” she said.

“You’re not. But | need you to get a head start. Once | stop shooting, they’ll come for us, and | want
you as close to the street as you can get. Wait for me when you get there. We’re going to make a run for the
Tube.”

“What about the car?” she asked.

“Too easy to get stuck in traffic this time of day,” he said. “Easier to get lost underground.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

“Go,” he said.

She sprinted for the other end of the alley as he started firing. He was met with answering fire from the
men who had been in front of his building. The bullets fell like a cacophonous symphony, embedding
themselves in the surrounding brick, ricocheting off concrete. She’d almost reached the end of the alley
when the gunfire fell silent behind her. She glanced back and saw Leo sprinting toward her, his weapon
still drawn. He pulled her around the corner of the building and into the street just as another storm of
gunfire roared behind them.

He took her hand, pulling her through the streets, expertly dodging pedestrians as they made their way
home from work, people walking their dogs, tourists scoping out the city. They flew through them all, and
the crowd seemed to part as if by magic, either because Leo knew exactly where to direct them or because
people saw them coming.

Diana’s lungs were burning by the time she saw the sign for Paddington station. Leo hit the stairs full
throttle, letting go of her hand as he took the stairs two at a time with a backward glance to make sure she
was with him. He took her hand again when they hit the bottom, then wound his way toward the front of
the waiting train, elbowing through the crowd to make sure they got a spot. Then they were on board,
smashed against one side as more people piled in.

She drew air into her bursting lungs, trying to calm her ragged breath, the rapid beating of her heart, as
Leo pulled her toward the back of the train. The conductor’s voice came over the loudspeaker, announcing
their destination in a scratchy voice too distorted by the intercom to be understood. And then the bells were
sounding, indicating the doors were about to close.

Except it wasn’t fast enough. Movement caught Diana’s eye through the window, and she saw two of
the black-clad men racing for the doors of thetrain.

“There,” she said.

"l know.” Leo’s voice was grim.

She lost sight of the men in the crowd, had no way of knowing if they’d made it on board before the
train started moving. Leo was still pulling her to the back as the train barreled through the tunnels under



London, rattling across the tracks at what seemed like warp speed as they raced through the train cars,
bumping into people and pushing them aside in their hurry to stay ahead of the men who may or may not
have made it on board.

The train was slowing down, Leo and Diana pushing through the doors into the second to last car,
when Diana heard a voice shout above the crowd.

“There!”

She glanced back in time to see the two men from the tube platform pushing into the car she and Leo
were vacating.

“They’re too close,” she said.

Leo didn’t miss a beat. “Just stay with me.”

The train had almost come to a stop.

Almost.

They were entering the last car as the wheels squeaked against the tracks, skidding as the conductor
applied the breaks. Leo pulled her through the crowd and headed for the door at the back of the final car.

She glanced behind her and thought she saw the men pushing through the crowd. Then the train was
stopped, the doors were opening, and Leo was dragging her out onto the subway platform, racing toward
the stairs that would take them back onto the streets of the city.

She was having a hard time breathing, but her body pushed her relentlessly forward, spurred on by its
desire for survival. Leo half dragged her up the stairs, breaking out into the weak afternoon light. She
thought they would run again. Instead, Leo pulled her into the vestibule of a small boutique. She fought
panic, sure they would be caught.

I won’t let anything happen to you. Just do as | say.

And then, behind them in the reflection of the glass, she saw the men race past, seemingly unaware
that she and Leo were right there. She couldn’t believe it would work, but a split second after they passed,
Leo grabbed her arm and pulled her back onto the sidewalk. They went back the way they came, down the
steps to the tube. Then they were on the train again, speeding away from the station.

She drew in a deep breath, hardly daring to believe they’d escaped the people who had been chasing
them. People undoubtedly sent by the man who’d killed Maggie.

But they had. She was alive. They both were.

She looked up at Leo, a new realization dawning on her. She was alive because of him. Because he’d
been carrying a gun. Because he’d known how to useit.

And that meant he’d been lying to her all along.



CHAPTER TEN

She looked around as they stepped onto the boat, half expecting someone to burst out of the crowd
with a weapon. But there was nothing in the crowd to give her darm. Just the usual group of tourists
looking to see London’s sights from the water of the Thames.

Leo kept hold of her arm and guided her to the stern. He hadn’t spoken once since they’d escaped the
men who had been chasing them, and she hadn’t pressed him. She didn’t know where they were going, but
now she understood something new about L eo.

He wasn’t a marketing executive for Global Media.

Whatever he was, he was someone who knew what he was doing. Who knew how to handle a weapon
— and an enemy. Who knew how to run and how to hide. She felt instinctively that she was in capable
hands, and she’d let him lead her out of the Tube and through the streets, down to the dock that was the
boarding spot for the Thames river tour.

They leaned against the railing as the boat moved away from the dock. She watched the water open up
between the boat and the pier, felt the boat shift under her feet. She was in no hurry to hear what Leo had to
say, both because it would kill once and for all her belief that she really knew him, and because whatever
he told her would be the next step in what was an epic upheaval of her life.

The boat had picked up steam, the tinny voice of the tour guide crackling through the loudspeaker,
when Leo finally spoke.

“Ask.”

She looked up at him. “Why don’t you just tell me?”

He looked out over the water, his jaw tight. Even now, with all the secrets between them, she wanted
nothing more than to touch him. To dlip her hand around his neck, press her body to his, tell him it was al
right.

“I don’t work for Global Media,” he finally said. “I never have.”

She sucked in a breath. She’d known. Of course, she had. But hearing him say it made it seem all the
more real. She wasn’t sure she was ready for what he would say next, but there was no time for fragility.

“I think I’ve figured out that part,” she said.

He faced her, his eyes hardening. “I’m a criminal, Diana. I’ve never been anything but that.”

She swallowed hard, torn between wanting to hit him and wanting to ease the pain in his eyes. “We
can debate that later. Right now | just want to know how you did what you did back there. And | want to
know why you have a gun.”

He nodded. “Have you ever heard of the Syndicate?”

“Of course,” she said. “A bunch of people were arrested last year. It was a mob thing, wasn’t it?”

“It was a lot more sophisticated than a mob thing,” he said. “But that’s the gist of it. The Syndicate
controlled organized crime around the world.”

“What does that have to do with you?” she asked.

“l worked for them,” he said. “Here in London.”

She blinked, trying to process his words. She didn’t know what she expected. Maybe that he worked
for MI6 or Interpol. Maybe even that he was a hired assassin of some kind.

That’s what she got for watching too many movies.

But this? The mob? Her Leo — her beautiful, gentle Leo — a member of the mafia?

That, she hadn’t expected.

“You were part of the mob?” She felt stupid repeating it, but she needed time to get her head around
what he was saying.

He looked at her. “I still am, Diana.”



“But... they were put out of business. By the FBI in the States, wasn’t it? And Interpol?”

He shook his head. “It’s not that simple. You don't shut down that kind of business with the flip of a
switch. It’s been around for hundreds of years. There were organizations all over the world, each onewith a
leader and several hundred soldiers. The criminal investigation took out the people at the very top — afew
of them anyway. For everyone else it’s been more or less business as usual.”

The announcer pointed out Buckingham Palace in the distance, and the passengers swung their heads
in the direction of the stately building that had been home of the British monarchy for over three hundred
years. She gripped the railing, forcing the cold from the metal into her skin as away to keep herself present.
To keep from covering her ears and refusing to listen. When the tour guide was done speaking, she tried to
find the words she needed to clarify Leo’s statement.

“So the London mob is still in business,” she said. “And you work for them.”

The wind blew across the water, ruffling Leo’s hair until the stray lock fell over his forehead. He
pushed it back, then spoke slowly. “A more accurate statement would be that I help run it.”

She shook her head, fighting the urge to laugh hysterically. “You run the London mob?”

“No, but I work for the man who does.”

Memories of Leo flashed through her mind.

Leo rushing to meet her by the river in Prague, wearing aleather jacket, looking disheveled.

Leo getting a text over late night drinks in Tokyo and rushing to leave, despite the fact that she could
tell he didn’t want to go.

Leo meeting her for coffee in New York, then expertly steering her away as a fight broke out in the
crowd.

She suddenly felt stupid. She’d never gone to visit him at Global. Had never offered to meet him there
for drinks after work. She’d been all too happy to let him come to her. To meet him in pubs and restaurants.
To have him for the occasional dinner at her parent’s house during holidays and weekends when they both
happened to be home.

Because you’re in love with him, a voice whispered in her head. Because you’ve always been in love
with him. Because you knew if you got too close you would ruin everything by telling him.

“So you... what?” she asked. “Hurt people? Kill people?”

She saw the pain flash across his face in the moment before he composed his features into a mask of
indifference. The expression was intimately familiar to her. It was the same one he’d worn when they were
kids and someone made fun of his too-short pants. The same one he wore when he’d asked Abigail
Dickenson to the dance and she’d laughed in his face. He’d learned early to buffer himself against the
judgement of others. That he was doing it now with her made her feel like someone had cracked open her
chest with a crowbar.

“Sometimes,” he said. “Yes.”

She shook her head. “But... why? You could have gone to university...”

He laughed. “So I could spend four more years with a bunch of prats who think they are better than
me?”

“It’s different at university...” But the words sounded lame even to her own ears. Nothing was very
different anywhere. That’s one thing she’d learned being out in the world.

Heleveled his eyes at her, asilent chalenge.

She sighed. “All right, they aren’t always different. But you could have done anything, Leo. Why
this?”

He shrugged, and she knew from the defiant set of his shoulders that he was shutting down. She
wouldn’t get anything more of out him. Not now. Not about this. And they had bigger problems. More
immediate problems.

“So what now?” she asked.

He ran a hand through his hair and surveyed the swiftly approaching dock. The tour was all but over,
London’s famous tourist attractions summarized and photographed by everyone on board.



“We have to get out of the city,” he said.

“We could go home,” she suggested. “Back to Cornwall.”

He shook his head. “That would only put your parents in danger.”

She fought panic. “Do you think those men will go after my parents?”

She was glad he seemed to consider the question, that he didn’t answer quickly simply to ease her
mind. It meant he was telling the truth. “Not if you don’t contact them. Something bigger is going on. My
guess is they want out of the city as badly as we do.”

She crossed her arms over her body. “Not badly enough to leave me alone.”

“They were just covering their bases at my place,” he said. “Going through a list of close friends —
probably from the phone you left in your office — to see if they could find you. | don’t think they’re going
to turn the city upside down to do it. Which doesn’t mean we should take the chance.”

“I’m not coming up with an answer here,” she said as the boat bumped gently against the dock. They
stayed at the back of the crowd as the other passengers started disembarking. She watched Leo’s face as he
scanned the crowd on the pier.

“l am.” He took her hand. “Stay close.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Leo looked around the plush apartment, wondering what Diana was thinking. The place was nice. Too
nice for Hyrum Seaver, the twenty-two-year-old uni drop out who owned it. Leo wasn’t surprised. The
market for authentic looking forgeries was aways hot, and never more so than in the twenty-first century
when it was nearly impossible to get past chip readers and databases and all the technology that made being
off the grid virtually impossible.

But Hyrum knew his shit. Passports, driver’s licenses, birth certificates. Hyrum Seaver could
reproduce them all.

And from the looks of the high end flat overlooking the river, business was booming.

Leo had thought about going to the club, asking Farrell for help. But Farrell and Jenna had only been
back from Paris for a few weeks. They’d been through hell over the past couple of months. They deserved
time with their daughter, and Leo knew Farrell was busy getting things under control with the business.

Thiswas his problem. He would take care of it himself.

Still, he’d felt bad calling Farrell, asking for time off, being cagey about his reasons. But it was better
than involving his boss — his friend — in yet another mess.

“You’ll have to pay extra for the rush.”

Leo turned his attention on the guy sitting at the computer in front of him. “It’s fine.”

Leo didn’t love bringing Diana here. In fact, he didn’t love anything about this, not the least of which
was having to take her with him as he tried to find the men who were hunting her.

But he didn’t have a choice. He couldn’t leave her in London, even with a friend. Despite what he’d
told her, he wasn’t at all sure Antonis Stavros wouldn’t come after her. Leo had no doubt the man’s
informants had been deputized at the police station, but a man like that had connections everywhere. He
might flee the country, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t leave people behind to find Diana.

Which meant she had to come with him, arguably just as dangerous given that he’d finally figured out
why the hame she remembered the men saying felt so familiar.

“l need a picture,” Hyrum said, looking nervously at Diana. Behind his computer monitor, he was
perfectly at ease, a king surveying his kingdom. But his nervousness around Diana made him look like the
geeky college kid he should have been.

“Diana,” Leo said, directing her to the chair on the other side of Hyrum’s desk.

She sat down, and Hyrum tapped a few buttons on his keyboard. “I’ll need a couple hours. You guys
are welcome to hang in the living room while you wait.”

“That’s okay,” Leo said. “I have a few things to do. We’ll be back in two hours.”

He led Diana out of the flat and onto London’s darkened streets. Night had fallen while they’d been
inside Hyrum’s flat. Leo relaxed a little. He was comfortable in the shadows. Had been living there al his
life.

“Where are we going?” Diana asked.

“We’re going to need a few things. Come on.”

They stopped at a discount store and picked up a change of clothes, toiletries, and two backpacks. They
would be suspicious going through customs with no baggage, and Leo was careful to choose things that
would help them pass as a young couple on a budget holiday. The thought caused him a pang of regret. He
would much rather be traveling with Diana on holiday, preparing to lay next to her on a sandy beach, than
fleeing to a part of the world that was as dangerous as it was mysterious.

He wasn’t surprised that Diana didn’t ask many questions. It was one of the things he’d always loved
about her. She seemed to know when he needed time. Seemed perfectly willing to give him al the space he
needed before he was ready to talk. And he was under no illusion; she was likely still figuring things out for



herself. Figuring out how she felt about the fact that everything she believed about him had been alie.

Not everything, he corrected himself. Not the way he felt about her. The way he’d always felt about
her.

They left the store with an hour to spare and found a dimly lit pub with a nondescript sign and a blue
collar clientele. They were both ravenous, and they passed the time plowing through plates of crispy fried
fish washed down with cheap beer. When they were done, they headed back to Hyrum’s flat. Leo
approached cautiously, wanting to make sure they hadn’t been made. It wasn’t Hyrum. Leo trusted him as
much as he trusted anybody in the business.

But the business bred paranoia. Y ou never knew when someone might trade you for something more
valuable. He assumed his connection to Farrell’s operation gave him some form of protection, but he
wasn’t about to risk Diana’s life on the bet.

Leo transferred the bags to his left hand so he’d be able to grab his weapon if the situation called for it,
but the street outside looked clean, and a few minutes later they were being ushered back into Hyrum’s flat.

“Almost done,” he said.

His eyes were glassy, and he turned away from them and sat down in front of the computer. Severa
documents emerged from the printer, and Hyrum spent twenty more minutes carefully applying stamps to
the documents, including two that looked like three dimensional holograms. Leo didn’t know much about
forgeries, but he knew one thing; it was impossible to replicate the holographic stamps that had become
standard on identifying documents. The stamps used by Hyrum were the real deal. Farrell didn’t even want
to know how he’d come into possession of them.

“All set.” Hyrum stood and handed the documents to Leo. “The stamps are solid, and the printing
technology is about ninety-eight percent there.”

Leo raised an eyebrow. “Ninety-eight percent?”

Hyrum shrugged. “It changes fast, mate. We do our best to keep up.” He looked over at Diana. “She’s
not going to have any problem.”

Leo knew what Hyrum meant. Diana looked like what she was — an affluent, educated woman. It
wasn’t just the expensive clothes Leo had chosen for her or her classic bone structure. It was something
about the way she carried herself. About the regal lift of her chin and the way she moved so easily through
the world, even now. Like she didn’t have acarein theworld. Asif she could part a crowd like the Red Sea
simply by moving through it.

Leo wouldn’t have been surprised if she could.

He took the documents from Hyrum and gave them a cursory glance. The name was fake, but the
picture was Diana, and everything looked legitimate.

“Thanks.” He handed Hyrum a wad of cash, thankful all over again that he’d learned from Farrell’s
example and stashed a sizable chunk of cash and an aternate set of identification for himself in a safe
deposit box in the city. He had gone to the bank after the boat ride on the Thames and withdrawn it al.

Hyrum gripped his hand in the kind of bro handshake Leo despised. “No problem.”

“Remember,” Leo said. “We were never here.”

Hyrum nodded as he walked them to the door. “I know the drill.”

Leo and Diana stepped out into the hall. They were amost to the elevator when Hyrum spoke behind
them.

“Yo, Leo.”

He turned around. “Yeah?”

“Watch your back, mate.” He glanced at Diana. “And hers, too.”

"You can count on it.”

They stepped into the elevator and pushed the button for the ground floor. When they got there, they
exited the building, and Leo flagged a cab.

“Heathrow,” he told the driver, settling back into the seat.

“Where are we going?” Diana asked.



“Spain.” He hesitated, wondering how much he should tell her, then deciding there had been enough
secrets between them. “And then Algeria.”



CHAPTER TWELVE

Diana looked out the window of the taxi, trying to adjust to the scenery on the other side of the glass.
They’d left London in the dead of night, transferred planes in Tangier, then landed in Almeria, Spain as the
sun was just beginning to lighten the sky. She’d slept most of the way, her exhaustion finally overcoming
the questions and fears that had been swirling in her head since the night before. She’d woken up to find
her head on Leo’s shoulder, the crisp cotton of his T-shirt soft under her cheek, his solid strength propping
her up, just like aways.

She still wasn’t sure what Leo planned to do or why they were in Spain, let alone Algeria, which he’d
mentioned in passing as they left London. She had questions, and she wasn’t some kind of shrinking violet
who wouldn’t ask them.

But she liked to have her thoughts in order when she looked for answers. It was difficult to get them in
the best of situations. Starting with the right questions narrowed the odds significantly. Besides, the
drawbridge was still shut tight over Leo’s face. He wasn’t ready to talk yet. She could wait. She’d been
waiting for years.

They wound their way through the seaside town of Almeria as exotic music sounded from the radio in
the taxi. She knew they were in Spain, but the proximity to Algeria across the Mediterranean Sea lent a
Middle Eastern flavor to the town. The city was a fortress unto itself, built on sloping hills with a castle-like
structure perched on a hill at its center. It would have been a difficult one to conquer with the hills at its
back and the sea at its front, and she could almost imagine it being attacked by Berber pirates in the 16th
century. Now the buildings were pristine and whitewashed, and a series of hotels lined the waterfront
where yachts and cruise ships dotted the sapphire water.

They continued toward the water, then passed a string of lush properties, all of them backing up to the
white sand beaches of Almeria. They continued past them, gradually leaving behind the more densely
packed parts of the city. The land became drier and more scrubby, long stretches of rocky hills punctuated
with desert-like shrubs. The sea was a jewel, glittering and stretching into the distance like a blanket of
diamonds under the sun.

Finally, the car slowed around a curve, emerging onto a long paved road leading to a large house
balanced on the edge of a hill. The taxi came to a stop. Leo helped her out and grabbed the backpacks
they’d bought before leaving London. Then they were alone in front of the whitewashed building, watching
the taxi disappear around the curve, the waves rolling onto the beach below.

“Come on,” Leo said. “You must be tired.”

Tired didn’t exactly describe the low-level lethargy that had settled into her bones since they boarded
the plane in London, but it was close enough. She took in the white stucco structure as she followed him up
a pathway to the house. From this side, it looked like a simple home with minimal windows, but when they
stepped into the double height foyer, she saw that it had been anillusion.

The house was large and airy, with awall of glass on the other side that provided an expansive view of
the sea. She knew that Morocco and Algiers lay on the other side of it, but there was no sign of land from
their perch on the cliff. The water seemed to go on forever. Leo reached for the glass, withdrawing a door
she hadn’t seen and pulling it back until it disappeared into a pocket in the wall. The sound of the ocean
immediately invaded the house, a rhythm of white noise that enveloped her in an immediate calm.

She walked to the window and stepped onto a large balcony, gazed out over the endless blue water.
Even the smell of it — dry and salty — made her feel better. She had the sudden sense of being completely
alone in the world — no one but Leo, nothing but this place and the glittering sea and the hot sun overhead.

“It’s gorgeous,” she said. “Is it yours?”

She didn’t look at him as she asked the question. He was both her Leo and not her Leo. Someone she




knew better than she knew herself, and a complete and utter stranger. Did he have the kind of money that
could buy such a place? Was he the kind of person that would buy such a place?

It was only the first of many questions she would have to ask.

“No.” He hesitated. “I do own a couple of properties. Nothing this grand. Just little places to escape to
when the need arises.”

She turned to face him, a new question urgent in her mind. “And do you feel the need to escape often?"

He seemed to think about it. “No. Not often.”

She wondered suddenly if he traveled aone. If another woman had stood in this place, looking out
over the ocean. If another woman had slept on his shoulder as they flew across the sky. Had slept in his bed
when they landed.

The idea caused a violent surge of jealousy to rage through her. She walked back into the house to
distract herself. “Who owns this place?”

The living room was modest in size, though obviously well designed and furnished with high end
decor. It opened directly onto a dining room, which in turn led to a large kitchen visible from the living
room.

“An associate,” he said.

She looked at him. “Is that part of your... business? Keeping secrets?”

His eyes darkened. “I’ll keep no more secrets from you, Diana. You can ask me anything you like, and
I’ll tell you the truth. But first you should rest.”

“What about Antonis Stavros?” she asked. “Isn’t that why we’re here?”

“I'm still working on it,” he said. “But it’s been a long night, and already a long day. | have some
things to do before I’ll know more. Why don’t you shower and rest? We’ll have dinner later, and then we’ll
figure out what to do next.”

She felt like she should rebel. She wasn’t used to relinquishing control of her everyday life. She lived
alone. Went to work and the gym. Made decisions about her present and future. Now she was on the run for
her life, and her best friend was dead. It didn’t feel like the right time to give up control, even to Leo.

But she was out of her element. She had no idea what to do next. How to find out more information
about Antonis Stavros and why he’d killed Maggie.

She nodded. “All right.”

He picked up her bag, led her up a set of tile stairs to a second floor hall, and continued into the second
room on the left. Like the rest of the house, it was modest in size, grand in design, another wall of windows
opening to yet another balcony overlooking the ocean. Was this whole side of the house made up of
windows? She resolved to walk down to the beach later and get alook for herself.

“The bathroom’s there.” He pointed to a half open door, and Diana got a glimpse of more pristine
white tile. “There should be towels and everything else you need. If not, just let me know.”

“Thank you.”

They looked at each other for along moment, alifetime of questions weighing heavily between them.
He opened his mouth asif to say something, then seemed to change his mind.

“I’ll see you in a few hours.”

He turned and left the room, leaving Diana to wonder what he might have said. And why he hadn’t
said it.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN

She woke to the sound of the waves rolling onto the beach below the balcony. She was in a pleasant
state of limbo, between the horror of al that had happened and the uncertainty of what would come next.
She was in no hurry to re-enter reality, and she stretched her naked body against the crisp, cool sheets and
watched as the shadows from the fading sunlight played against the ceiling.

She’d showered right after Leo left her alone in the bedroom, standing under the spray for what had
seemed like an hour, letting the water wash off the sweat and grime of travel. When she’d finally shut off
the water, she’d dried herself off with one of the thick, white towels and walked naked into the bedroom.
The balcony doors let in a wind that was both warm and dry, and she’d crawled between the sheets without
a second thought and fallen into a deep and dreamless sl eep.

The room had fallen under the spell of dusk when she finally kicked off the sheets, et the ocean breeze
lay its fingers on her skin. Her nerve endings came alive, and she thought of Leo, of the way he’d looked
when he’d emerged from the shower in London. Of the hard planes of his body and the line of hair that had
led under the towel. The way it would feel under her palms, the touch of his lips on hers, the press of his
body.

She groaned, squeezing her thighs together to stop the pulsing at her center. What was wrong with her?
It was true that she’d found Leo attractive since adolescence when her body had come alive, making her
notice boys in a way she’d somehow missed until then. But she’d never wanted them. Never longed for
them.

Not like this.

Why now when everything had gone to shit? When everything was up in the air with no guarantee she
would make it back to her old life alive?

She hit the bed with one fist, then got out of bed. She dug through the discount clothes in the backpack
and came away with a painfully short list of options for dinner. Not at al like her expansive closet at home,
filled with designer clothes and shoes suitable for every occasion. Sighing, she settled on a maxi dress. It
was cheaply made, but when she slipped it over her head, allowing the garment to skim her curves, she was
surprised to find that it looked quite good on her. The thin straps highlighted her slender but toned arms,
and the white cotton stood in elegant contrast to her dark skin. She turned sideways, pleased with the way it
hugged her waist, expanded just enough to showcase the hips of her hourglass figure.

Not bad. Maybe she’d been spending too much money on clothes all this time after all.

She contemplated trying to tame her hair, then gave up and let the springy curls have their way.
Finally, she removed a pair of gold sandals from the bag and slipped them on her feet, then touched her lips
with gloss. She gave herself one last ook in the mirror before slipping into the hall, oddly nervous to see
Leo.

Someone was in the kitchen. She could hear the sound of running water, the clank of pots and pans.
Did Leo cook? It was something else she didn’t know about him in spite of their long friendship. She
resolved to correct the oversight immediately. If nothing else, the situation that had thrown them into such
close, extended proximity had highlighted her failings as Leo’s friend.

Friend being the operative word.

Maybe if she focused on being a good friend to Leo she would stop thinking about him naked.

She stepped into the living room and continued into the kitchen, then stopped in her tracks.

A woman with along black braid stood with her back to Diana, her hands moving in the water running
from the kitchen faucet. Steam rose from a pot on the stove, a cutting board on the counter next to it
covered with what looked like parsley and garlic. A large knife sat on the counter.

Diana looked around, but Leo was nowhere to be seen. She turned her focus back on the woman, still



oblivious to Diana’s presence, then cleared her throat.

“Hello.”

The woman spun, her cheeks flushed. Her smile was shy, and when she smiled, faint wrinkles fanned
out from the corners of her eyes.

“Hello. You must be Miss Barrett.” Her English was good, with only the faint hint of an accent that
didn’t sound Spanish.

“Yes,” Diana said, moving toward her and holding our her hand.

The woman dried her hands on a towel before taking Diana’s hand. “I am Mina.”

“It’s a pleasure meeting you.” Diana looked around the great room and onto the empty balcony
beyond. “Do you know where | might find Leo?”

The woman raised an eyebrow. “Leo?”

“Mr. Gage?”

“Oh, yes!” The woman smiled. “Mr. Gage is on the beach.”

“Down there?” Diana asked, gesturing to the balcony.

The woman nodded. “He’s expecting you.”

Diana smiled. “Thank you.”

She crossed the living room and stepped onto the balcony. The sunset had turned the sky orange and
pink. To the south, the city of Almeria was already lit up for the night, the sea expanding along the coast
like an indigo ribbon. It was stunningly beautiful, but it wasn’t the scenery that made it hard to breathe.

It was the man on the sand below, walking toward her from farther up the beach.

Leo.

He wore black trousers rolled up at the ankles, his white shirt unbuttoned halfway to his naval. He was
looking out to sea as he walked, like the water held the answersto all of his questions. Even from the house
she could see that his brow was furrowed, the familiar piece of hair falling over his forehead.

He turned his attention back to the beach, then spotted her. He seemed to hesitate, then raised ahand in
greeting. She lifted hers in response, waited for him to make his way down the beach, relishing the
opportunity to look at him. To really look at him.

When he neared the house, he called up. “Come down!”

She smiled, then made her way to the stairs that led to the beach. The white dress fluttered deliciously
around her bare legs, but when Leo stopped in front of her, she wasn’t at all sure the goosebumps on her
body were aresult of the cool breeze blowing off the water.

He gazed at her for a long moment, his eyes seeming to see everything she’d been thinking all too
clearly.

“You look lovely.”

Was it her imagination that his voice was gruff?

“Thank you.” She averted her eyes, pretended to scan the beach she’d already studied to avoid looking
at him. “It’s so beautiful.”

“It is.” She thought he was agreeing with her about the beach, but when she turned to look at him, his
eyes were on her.

She swallowed hard. “Who is Mina, the woman in the kitchen?”

“She works for the owner of the property,” he said. “I didn’t want to leave you to go to the market for
supplies, so | asked her to cook for us instead.”

So maybe Leo did cook. Interesting.

“That sounds nice. I’m starving.” She laughed a little, realizing it was true.

He smiled, looked at her a beat too long.

“What?”

He shook his head a little. “Your laugh. It reminds me of something.”

“What does it remind you of?” she asked.

He hesitated, then shook his head again. “I’ll let you know when it comes to me.”



She had the feeling he was hedging, but she suddenly didn’t want to push the issue. Wasn’t sure she
was ready to handle the truth.

“Shall we?” he asked.

“Shall we...?”

He gestured behind her, and she turned to find a table set up under the balcony, its underside strung
with white lights.

She looked up at him. “You did this for me?”

She thought she caught the hint of color in his cheeks before he hurried forward to pull out one of the
chairs. “Well, the lights were already here. | just brought down the table and chairs. As long as we’re here,
we might as well enjoy the view.”

She sat down, felt a shiver run up her spine when his fingers brushed against her bare arms. He
retreated to the other side of the table and poured wine into her glass. He raised hisin atoast.

“To old friends.” The words seemed to stick in his throat, and she wondered if he regretted their
friendship now. She’d brought him nothing but trouble the last two days.

“To old friends,” she said, swallowing around the lump in her throat as she clinked her glass against
his.

She heard footsteps on the balcony stairs, and a moment later, Mina appeared with a plate of oysters on
abed of crushed ice. She set it between them on the table before heading back to the kitchen.

“Please,” Leo said, gesturing at the platter.

She took one of the oysters, squeezed some lemon on top, tipped her head back and let the Slippery
morsel slide down her throat. She closed her eyes, savoring the taste, primitive and saty, like eating a bite
of the sea. When she opened her eyes, Leo was looking at her, his eyes dark with something she couldn’t
define.

It was lost amoment later when he reached for one of the oysters. Diana took another long swallow of
her wine, sighing as the alcohol reached her bloodstream. She was here, in a place amost too beautiful to
describe, with Leo. She would try to enjoy their meal. Try not to overthink everything he said and did.

Try not to wonder if he felt it, too.

“So | found something,” Leo said. “Something about Stavros.”

She looked up, grateful for the distraction from her thoughts. “What did you find?”

“A shipment,” Leo said, “coming in to Beni Saf tomorrow night.”

“Beni Saf...” The name was like a punch to the stomach, and she was immediately taken back to the
hall outside Maggie’s office, the paralyzing fear, the moment Stavros had killed her friend.

“It’s the name of a port in Algeria. More specifically, a port rumored to have more than its share of
illegal arms shipments,” he said. “I didn’t put it together right away, but it came to me after those men
showed up at the flat in London. | wanted to do some more research before | said anything.”

So that's what Stavros and Toumi had been talking about when they’d been interrogating Maggie. Not
the name of a person, but the name of a port used to traffic illegal weapons.

“Do you think that’s why they came after Maggie?” she asked. “Because she found out about it?”

“Maybe not the shipment itself,” he said. “But it’s not outside the realm of possibility that she
discovered anomalies in wire transfers that made her suspect money was being used to fund some kind of
illegal exchange.”

She remembered how tired Maggie had looked the last day she’d been alive. She’d been worried, and
Diana had postponed talking to her because of her lunch plans with Leo. She wished she could go back, do
it al differently, insist Maggie tell her everything.

But there was plenty of time for guilt. Now was the time for justice.

“How can you be sure the shipment you’re talking about is connected to Stavros?” she asked.

“Because it’s registered to a company registered to a company registered to another company that’s in
Stavros’ name. And because Briony was able to trace said company to other questionable shipments that
have come in to Beni Saf in the past.”



She sat back in her chair. “What are we going to do about it?”

“I’ll know more tomorrow.” He lifted his glass again. “Until then, | say we enjoy the food. And the
view.”

It was atall order, but somehow they passed the next two hours in pleasant conversation punctuated
both by the comfortable silences of old friends and a new kind of tension that was either real or imaginary.
They talked about her parents, about her job at Abbott and whether she would be able to return to it once
they’d found Antonis Stavros, about their childhood. They laughed over their shared memories, arguing
about who had the more accurate recollection of events. The only thing they didn’t talk about was the truth
Leo had only recently reveal ed.

And all the while Mina brought plate after plate of amazing food: fish so flaky it melted in Diana’s
mouth, tender salad greens served with nothing but fresh lemon and sea salt, smoky lamb, roasted
vegetables in a spicy tomato sauce. The food was an explosion of spices — chili and caraway and cumin all
coming together to create a symphony of flavor. By the time she cleared the last plate, they’d worked their
way through two bottles of wine, and Dianawas feeling more than alittle relaxed.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

The candles on the table were flickering low in their votive holders when the question tumbled out her
mouth.

Heturned his glassin his hand. She held her breath, waiting for an answer. Instead, he stood.

“Come on.”

“Come where?” she asked.

“Let’s put our feet in the water,” he said. “Like when we were kids.”

She smiled. “We didn’t just put our feet in when we were kids. Not usually anyway.”

A smile touched his lips. “You’re absolutely right.”

He grabbed her hand, pulled her up out of her chair, started running for the water.

She laughed, all too happy to let herself be pulled along in Leo’s wake, just like always. “What are you
doing?”

He stopped at the water line and dropped her hand, then stripped off his shirt. “Going in the water.
Like when we were kids.”

“Leo...”

He unbuttoned his pants, and she sucked in abreath, half afraid and half hoping there would be nothing
underneath. She didn’t know whether to be relieved or disappointed to discover he was, in fact, wearing
boxer briefs.

Then again, any relief was short lived when he turned for the water, revealing perfect buttocks, hard
and well-formed above big, muscular thighs.

“Come on, Diana.” His words were snatched by the wind as he rushed for the water. “We’ve done it a
thousand times.”

Not likethis.

“Oh, bollocks. Fine.” She stripped off her dress and ran for the water, glad Leo was diving under a
wave so he couldn’t see her half naked.

By the time he came up, she was already waist deep in the surf, the waves buoying her upward as they
swelled underneath her, dropping her back to the sand as they rolled onto the beach.

She swam alittle farther out to meet him, then treaded water to keep herself afl oat.

“Still crazy,” she said, splashing him.

“You were the one who usually wanted to go swimming,” he said.

“Yes, but not at night, and not without our suits.”

He grinned. “What’s the difference?”

She didn’t have an answer. She didn’t know the difference. She only knew there was one.

“No difference,” she said.

For a long moment, neither of them spoke. The ocean had grown calm, the waves turned to small



swells. His wet hair was dark under the shimmer of the moon, drops of water clinging to his lips. She
wanted to wrap her arms around his neck, twine her legs around his waist, kiss the droplets of the sea from
his mouth.

She was in adangerous place, a place far from the redlity of their lives, areality that had kept them at a
distance in spite of their childhood closeness. Here there was nothing but the moon and the sea, Leo
looking at her with liquid eyes over the salty water that separated her from the thing she wanted and the
things she knew to be true. It would be so easy. She would wrap her arms around his neck, press her lips to
his. Maybe he wouldn’t want her the way she wanted him, but at least she’d know.

But then it would be between them. What would it mean for their friendship if he didn't feel the same
way? Was she willing to risk losing what they had for the chance to kiss him? To see if all the possibility
she sensed bubbling under the surface of their long standing camaraderie was rea or fantasy?

No. He meant too much to her. His friendship was part of the bedrock of her life, a foundation
comprised of the love of her parents and the knowledge that Leo would always be there to pick her up if
shefdll.

Decision made, she was willing herself to turn away, willing her legs to propel her body back to shore,
when she heard the wave approaching. She knew from the sound of it — a subtle roar she felt in her
stomach — that it was bigger than the swells that had been rolling under them until now.

She barely had time to look at Leo before they both ducked, letting it roll overhead the way they had
when they were kids. When she was sure it was past, she came up to find that the water had moved her
closer to Leo.

Much closer.

He was only inches away now, his lips parted as he looked at her with what she was almost sure was
desire.

“Leo...”

It was all she managed to say in the moment before he pulled her toward him. She did her hands into
the hair at the back of his head and wrapped her legs around his waist as his mouth closed on hers. He was
taller than her, his feet firmly planted in the sand as the waves crashed around them. She was only dimly
aware of their power. It paled in comparison to the need rolling through her body as Leo’s tongue swept her
mouth, his hands pressing her ass against the hard-on wedged between her thighs.

She opened her mouth, wanting all of him, meeting every thrust of his tongue with her own, fisting his
wet hair in her hands. They were in their own universe now. Nothing but them and the empty beach and the
almost full moon casting a column of light over the sea. He was mapping her mouth, exploring it with his
tongue, then nibbling at her bottom lip before capturing it again.

He pulled away, leaving her gasping — for breath and for him. She wanted more.

So much more.

“Diana...”

She placed a finger over his lips. “I don’t want to talk, Leo. We’ve been talking our whole lives.”

“We haven’t talked about it. About what | do. About what that would mean for you.”

“I don’t care, Leo. | don’t fucking care, okay? I just want you to make love to me now.”

He seemed to hesitate, and for a moment she feared he would turn her away. Then he groaned and
pressed his lips to hers, and this time the kiss wasn’t an exploration but a possession.

Her hands traveled down, across the broad expanse of his shoulders, down to the biceps that bulged as
they held her ass. He kissed his way along her jaw toward her ear, nibbled at the lobe until she gasped,
throwing her head back until her hair fanned out in the water around them.

She let her hands travel down the rise of his pecs, past the hard muscles of his abs, into the swim shorts
at hiships. Then hewasin her hand.

Long. Thick. Hard.

The feel of him in her hand sent an explosion of lust to her core. She was dlippery for him, so on fire
she could imagine the feel of him inside her. All she would have to do is pull aside her knickers, push



herself onto the pulsing shaft in her hands.

“Fuck, Diana...” He held her aloft with one hand, then slid the other one around to the front, sliding it
between their bodies, past the mound of her pubis. She moaned as his fingers brushed against her clit on the
way to her secret folds, his mouth trailing kisses along her shoulder to her collarbone. Then his fingers
were inside her, claiming her as he licked the hollow of her throat on his way to her breasts.

He was throbbing in her hand as she moved her palm over his shaft in long, languid strokes, relishing
the feel of him expand as his need for her grew. It took every ounce of willpower she had not to position
herself over the thick head, envelop him in her heat. She’d waited her whole life for this moment, and she
had no idea what would happen when it was over.

She was going to lose herself in it while she could.

He lowered hislipsto one lace-covered breast, closed his mouth over the fabric of the bra. She moaned
as her nipple, cold from the water and wind, was enveloped in the heat of his mouth. It was a wicked
combination: his cock in her hand, his fingers inside her, his mouth on her breast, the surf pounding around
them in perfect rhythm to the longing beating through her body.

He lifted his head, looked into her eyes. “I need to see you. And I need to feel you.”

He turned her around in his arms so he was carrying her like a bride over the threshold, then stalked
through the surf toward the beach. Her body hurt with the absence of his fingers inside her, the lack of his
mouth on her skin. How had she lived without them — without him — all this time? How had she sat
across from him, making polite conversation over drinks when his body — his heart — had been made for
her.

He didn’t take his eyes off her as he made his way toward the beach, the water gradually growing more
shalow, falling away from their bodies. She registered the chill in the air with detachment. Nothing
mattered but him.

His strong arms around her. His body warming hers. His eyes seeing into her soul.

“We should go inside,” he said. “It’s cold.”

She kissed him. “I don’t want to go inside, Leo. I’ve waited too long already.”

His eyes seemed to turn black in the moonlight. “Then let’s not wait any longer.”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

He lowered her to the sand, laying her out carefully. It had been ages since they’d been in bathing suits
together. She’d been little more than a kid the last time he’d seen her so scantily clad, and he’d been too
young to understand the depth of hisfeelings for her.

Now he saw that her body was more magnificent than he could have imagined, her breasts full and
perfectly formed, the dusky brown nipples barely visible through the lace of her bra. He let himself have
the luxury of looking at her, allowed his eyesto travel to the tiny waist, the full hips that were made for his
big hands. Her panties were wet, plastered to the mound at the top of her thighs. His pulse quickened as he
remembered the walls of her pussy clenching around his fingers. Her legs were full at the top, narrowing to
slender knees and calves, and he knew the skin on the inside of her thigh would be soft and fleshy when he
raked it with his teeth. Her skin shimmered with droplets of water.

She lifted a hand. “Please.”

It was so polite, so Diana, to ask nicely when the fire raged in his body. When he thought he would be
consumed by it if he didn’t bury himself inside her before another moment could pass.

He lowered himself next to her on the sand, pulled her into his arms. “l don’t want you to be
uncomfortable,” he said, thinking of the sand.

She wrapped her hands around his neck, licked the salt from his lips. “The only thing that’s making me
uncomfortable is the fact that you’re not inside me yet.”

She kissed him, slipping her tongue inside his mouth as she hooked a leg around one of his hips,
pressing herself against him until he could feel the heat of her pussy against his engorged cock.

He rolled her gently under him, used one of his knees to spread her thighs while he kissed her. He
wanted to know every inch of her body, and he started with her mouth, kissing her deeply and thoroughly,
letting his mouth explore every corner of it, pulling back to lick her full lips. She bit his bottom lip, hard
enough to give him a shock of pleasure-pain that shot right to the tip of his shaft.

“All this time you’ve been hiding a naughty side,” he murmured, moving his lips down her neck,
licking his way to her collarbone.

“All this time you thought I was a good girl?” she asked.

He unhooked her bra, tossed it aside. “All this time I’ve known you were my girl.” It thrilled him to
say it.

His. For now at least, she was his.

He lowered his head to her breast and captured the nipple in his mouth. She gasped as he sucked,
working the insistent peak with his tongue while he fingered the other one with his free hand. The little bud
rose quickly to a stiff peak, and he tugged at it gently with his teeth before lapping at it with his tongue,
soothing it before he sucked and nibbled again.

She grabbed a handful of his hair, almost hard enough to hurt. It only made him bigger. Hotter. He
released the nipple from his mouth and kissed his way down her stomach. It was flat but deliciously soft,
and he dipped his tongue into the well of her naval, before making his way farther downward.

Kneeling between her legs, he took one slender calf in his hand and kissed his way from her ankle to
the tender spot behind her knee. She lifted her head from the sand, watched him spread her open, his mouth
moving up her thigh, kissing and nibbling at the delicate flesh inside her legs. The scent of her pussy hit
him like abolt of lightning.

Earthy. Sweet. Musky.

It set his blood boiling, causing another painful rush of need to his aready about-to-explode cock. He
distracted himself by lowering his head to look at the dewy wetness clinging to her folds, proof that she
wanted him as much as he wanted her. He ran afinger through them, upward toward her clit. Her sigh was



like a summer breeze, rising up, mingling with the wind blowing in off the water. He wanted to hear that
sigh again. Wanted to look in her eyes when she came for him.

When he poured himself into her.

He ran his tongue through the petals of her sex, resisting the urge to bury his face in her pussy. It was
too soon for that, and he circled her clit with his tongue, flicking the tiny bundle of nerves until she
moaned. Her hips rose off the sand to meet him, and he lay a hand flat on her belly, both to keep her till
and because it was aform of possession. A way to make it clear that for now, at least, her body was his.

He dlid his fingers inside her while increasing the pressure on her clit with his tongue and was
rewarded with an increase in the juices lubricating his fingers. She moaned, moving her hips against him as
he lapped at her clit, slid another finger inside her, moving them in and out in time to the rhythm of his
tongue.

Her channel was tight, the muscles already clenching down on his fingers. He sucked at the little seed
while he hooked his finger inside her, putting pressure on her G-spot.

“Oh, my god... Leo... I can’t...”

She was close. He could fedl it in the way the walls of her pussy were tightening around him, the
increase in wetness around his fingers, her swollen clit, the way she pressed her hips against his mouth.

“Please...” she gasped.

His cock was so hard it hurt, but he wouldn’t take her until she came against his mouth.

He wanted to taste her.

He buried his face deeper in her warm sweetness, covering her clit with the heat of his mouth while he
plunged his fingersinside her, holding one against the secret spot that was slowly driving her mad.

She was moving against him hard and fast now, her hips fucking his fingers and his mouth, her body
determined to take its own pleasure, her mind occupied only with release. He increased the speed of his
tongue and fingers, letting the friction carry her to the abyss until she cried out, shuddering against his
mouth, the creaminess of her come invading his tongue as he lapped her clean.

When she settled back into the sand, he rose on his knees and reached for his jeans, extracting a
condom from the back pocket. She sat up, licked from the base of his shaft to the tip, sucking on his
swollen head until he growled. He shoved her gently back onto the sand and rolled the condom on hisrigid
staff, then nestled the crown against the wetness of her opening.

He paused, looking down at her, at their ailmost joined bodies.

“What is it?” she asked, breathless.

“Nothing,” he said. “I just want to look at you.”

“Look at me all you want,” she said. “Just do it while you fuck me, please.”

He chuckled, his love for her welling inside him like a secret spring. How had he lied to himself — to
her — about it for so long? The question didn’t linger. A moment later, he thrust inside her in one powerful
movement, burying himself balls deep.

She cried out, lifting her hips to meet him. He didn’t move right away. Just closed his eyes against the
exquisite pleasure of her heat all around him, the pressure of her pussy wrapping him in an intoxicating
cocktail of warmth and comfort and safety and something like home.

She opened her legs wider, and he sunk deeper inside her. The subtle shift removed the last vestige of
his self-control, and he dragged his cock out of her, then drove into her hard and fast, his head sslamming
again the top of her cervix as she screamed.

“Okay?” he asked, forcing himself not to repeat the motion until she answered. Forcing himself not to
drive into her again and again until he exploded inside her.

She answered by grabbing his ass, pushing him harder and farther inside her. It was al the
encouragement he needed, and he thrust inside her again and again, feeling his orgasm build at the center of
his body even as her movements became more frantic.

He was desperate to come inside her. But he wasn’t ready for it to end.

He rolled her on top of him, his breath catching at the sight of her naked body straddling his in the



moonlight. She moved on him without prompting, grinding her hips in a rhythm that was so sensual, the
image alone almost sent him over the edge.

He grabbed her gloriously full ass, thrusting upward to meet her as her head fell back. Her breath was
coming fast now, a flush spreading across her chest as she moved on him. He reached up, circled her clit
with his thumb as he impaled her again and again on his cock.

Gasping, she rested her hands on his chest, leaned back a little so that his cock sank even more deeply
inside her. He increased the pressure on her clit and felt her hips quicken, her body taking over asit reached
for its promised climax.

“Look at me when you come, Diana.”

She opened her eyes, met his gaze. His whole world was in her eyes.

Past. Present. Future.

And then she was convulsing around his cock, the muscles of her pussy clenching hard around him as
she came. It was the moment he’d been waiting for, and he let go, falling after her into the void, the orgasm
ripping through him like an earthquake. It was like being suspended in space.

Weightless. Empty. Soundless.

He let himself drift. Let himself burn.

When he finally came back to himself, it was with the sweet weight of her body draped over his, her
hair every which way, just the way he liked it. He wrapped his arms around her, slipping one hand into her
hair, holding her close. She’d been his forever, he just hadn’t known it.

He kissed the top of her head, letting a fresh surge of rage flow though him at the thought of someone
trying to hurt her. They would have to go through him, and he would do anything to see that she was safe.

Maim. Wound. Kill.

Anything.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN

She felt his absence even before she opened her eyes. She kept them closed for 